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PREQUEL TO THE THERIAN Heat series: In the time before recorded history, Jatara is a faithful priestess of the Mother Creator, Bellin. Like all Therian women, she is empowered to absorb the animal nature of the male who defines her. But her father has ordered her to mate with a rival clan’s leader, which will destroy her connection to Bellin. Angry and frightened, she rebels, determined to live on her own terms.

Jatara’s bravery impresses Bellin, who promises her a new destiny. She will become the first Omni Prime, a specially gifted Therian who will work to free all her kind’s women from oppression. To claim her power, she must surrender herself to the mighty god Khonish. Jatara yearns for the joining with the sexy and intriguing god. Until she meets the mortal man destined to be her mate.

Note from Cyndi: This is not a typical romance novel, and it’s very different from the other books in this series. It’s a detailed mythology explaining the origin of the Omni Prime. Jatara has numerous obstacles to overcome, and an unavoidable sacrifice she must make, before she can live happily ever after with her mate. If you prefer a more traditional romance, you might want to skip this book and start with Therian Prey. If you’re up for a sexy adventure, then enjoy. Also, this book was published a few years back under the same title and author name.
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Chapter One
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AMAZON BASIN

Before written history began

With her arms outstretched and her face raised toward the night sky, Jatara waded into the sacred pool. The water was warm and ripples from her slow entrance were the only disruption upon its glassy surface. Moonlight surrounded her, caressed her, as she prepared her mind and body for what was to come.

“Hear me, Mother Creator.” Even her whispered words seemed loud in the stillness of the secluded glen. The location of the primeval sanctuary was a closely guarded secret, one only shared with Bellin’s most faithful priestesses. “Accept my humble offering and empower me to serve you more completely.” She carefully knelt, her toes and knees sinking into the pool’s muddy bottom.

Her plan was rash and reckless. Could she really expect Bellin to bless such unconventional actions? The thought made her smile. Bellin, the Mother Creator, had been known to be rash and reckless on occasion. On many occasions, if the truth be told.

Jatara scooped up handfuls of water and dripped them upon her head as she tried to clear her mind and calm her spirit. In the time before time, Bellin’s brother Khonish had gathered the strongest and best mankind had to offer and gifted them with the ability to transform into animals. Khonish called them Therians and scattered them across the face of the earth so their animal natures would not make war upon each other.

Bellin convinced Khonish to share his gift with a select group of human females as well, but she wanted each female to choose her own animal nature rather than be bound by the clan into which she was born. Khonish saw no reason to deny his sister’s request, so he created Therian females with the ability to transform only after they had chosen their animal nature.

Jatara was such a female. Her Therian blood would enable her to transform, but first her animal nature had to be defined. And the choice of which animal she wanted to incorporate into her being was at the heart of her uncertainty.

She had been born into a tribe of powerful jaguar-shifters, but her father had accepted the offer of a man who would one day rule a massive tiger clan. If she bowed to her father’s will and accepted the tiger prince as her mate, she would be expected to leave her rainforest home and sacrifice her purpose for living. For all of Bellin’s priestesses were unmated females.

Jatara indulged in a heavy sigh and then waded out of the sacred pool. With or without the Mother Creator’s blessing, Jatara would reclaim control of her future tonight. She wrapped a clean seroje around her hips, tying the tapered ends in a snug knot. The colorful material clung to her damp skin as she dragged a wooden comb through her wet hair. Once the dark tresses were manageable again, she rolled the comb and her dirty clothes into a tidy bundle and stashed it beneath a bush so she could retrieve it later.

Tossing back her waist-length hair, Jatara let the balmy night embrace her. Instinct guided her steps as anticipation sped her pulse and overshadowed her mind. Though dense and perilous for those not acquainted with its dangers, the rainforest held no secrets for Jatara. This was home. She knew its sounds and smells, its cycles and rhythms. Her people had lived here for generations, in harmony with their verdant surroundings, taking only what they needed to survive.

She rushed along the barely discernible path, anxious yet excited for the coming events. This was no ordinary night. Before the sun rose above the far horizon she would transcend childhood and begin her life as an empowered Therian. It would take the blood of a Therian male to define her animal nature and establish the abilities she would command in human form. And she had chosen the man she wished to participate in her definition.

Strong fingers caught her upper arm, spinning her around in time for warm lips to stifle her instinctive cry. For just a moment she resisted the embrace, then Montega’s familiar scent filled her nose and she melted into his arms. Her bare breasts pressed against his chest and she wrapped her arms around his neck. Tall and sleekly muscled, Montega was the most powerful warrior in her father’s village. All the unclaimed females longed to share his sleeping mat and bear his children. Jatara was not immune to the temptation, but she knew her feet were meant for a different path.

“You should be more careful,” she whispered as he finally separated their lips. An odd heaviness compressed her belly and her nipples felt tight and sensitive. “What if someone had heard me scream?”

“After tonight it will not matter.” He boldly cupped her breast, his thumb lightly teasing the beaded tip. “You will belong to me, body and soul.”

A chill skittered down her spine and she eased away from his hand. “I belong to the sacred forest and Bellin, mother of us all. I thought you understood that.”

He crossed his arms over his chest as his handsome features tensed. “If you surrender your body and allow my blood to define your animal nature, by clan law, you will be my mate.”

“Our bodies cannot join. You know I am a priestess. If I bind my soul to yours, Bellin will send her visions to another.”

His eyes narrowed and he scoffed, his expression suddenly harsh and disbelieving. “You would rather have a goddess in your mind than a man between your legs?” He reached for her but she twisted away, quickly putting space between them. “You are just frightened of the unknown. I will be gentle until your body becomes accustomed to mine.”

Defining a female often stirred the male’s lust. Jatara had witnessed the ritual often enough to know what to expect. That was why she’d agreed to touch Montega and allow him to touch her until he’d found release. But she’d agreed to nothing more.

“I cannot mate with you,” she reminded him.

“You honestly thought I would risk your father’s wrath for a few strokes from your hand?” He stalked her, gaze gleaming in the moonlight, stance low and menacing. “You will submit to me or you will find the tiger prince between your thighs. One way or the other, your service to Bellin is finished.”

She backed away as he advanced, shocked and angry. How could she have misjudged him so completely? Montega had always seemed kind and respectful, brave and honorable. She’d believed him when he agreed to help her avoid her father’s thoughtless plan.

Montega held out his hand, his lips parting in a calculative smile. “There is no reason to be afraid. I will not hurt you.”

If she screamed, the village guards would come running. But her father would be on their heels. She could not challenge his plans for her life until her animal nature was defined.

Montega lunged and she darted to the side, narrowly avoiding his advance. “Go back to camp.” She did her best to sound authoritative, but her heart was solidly lodged in her throat. “We will pretend this never happened.” Spinning on the ball of her foot, she darted toward the trees.

His arm circled her waist from behind and he dragged her backward. “I have never been good at pretending.” He grasped the back of her neck and buckled her knees, taking her down with the weight of his body. She landed hard on her hands and knees, his big body pressing against her back. Then she felt the unmistakable bulge of his arousal rubbing against her buttocks.

She slammed the back of her head into his chest. “My father will...kill you if you force this on me.” A sob shuddered through her voice, ruining the threat. Montega was tall and starkly muscled, yet she’d never seen his size as a threat. Warriors protected the village, ensuring the safety and happiness of those entrusted to their care.

“Stop fighting and this will not be force.”

The amusement in his tone sickened her. This was a game to him, an unimportant obstacle to his pleasure. “I will kill you myself if you do not let go!” She jabbed him with her elbow and launched herself forward. He caught her hips and repositioned her body before she could push to her feet.

Panic welled within her, ringing through her ears and drying out her mouth. She couldn’t stop him. He was too strong. He would shatter her life and steal her future with one thrust of his wretched cock!

She clawed the earth and sucked in air, meaning to scream down the heavens. But golden light shimmered in her peripheral vision and Montega’s hands suddenly left her hips.

“You dare threaten my priestess?” Musical yet lethal, a female voice sliced through the night.

Montega muttered something unintelligible then whimpered like a child. His obvious panic calmed Jatara, yet her confusion remained. She paused for a much needed breath then slowly turned her head.

A female being of unearthly beauty stood beside Montega. He huddled at her feet, arms raised, protecting his face. The pulsing nimbus surrounding the woman stung Jatara’s eyes and still she couldn’t drag her gaze away.

“Bellin?” Jatara whispered as she sat back on her heels. A gentle smile curved the woman’s lips and warmth cascaded through Jatara. She felt soothed and calm as if she’d just been embraced by a trusted friend.

“Fear not, my child. I mean you no harm. But I am tempted to drain the life from this worthless creature.” Amber light flared within Bellin’s eyes as she turned and studied Montega.

Jatara bowed her head, unable to escape shame’s swelling heat. “I must share the blame, Mother Creator. I set this scene in motion.”

“You led him to believe you were willing?” Bellin’s tone was tight and low. Was she angry or disappointed? Jatara could barely think past her frantically beating heart. She was in the presence of the Mother Creator! Her mind refused to accept what her eyes clearly saw.

“No, Mistress. I clearly stated what I would allow, but he was not satisfied with what I intended.”

“Then how is this your fault?” Bellin definitely sounded angry now.

“I invited him to meet me here. Unclaimed females are not allowed to be alone with unmated males for just this reason.”

Bellin’s derisive snort drew Jatara’s head back up. “If every unmated male falls into rut simply because he is alone with an unclaimed female, then men are even more useless than I imagined.”

Jatara wasn’t sure why it was so important, but she needed Bellin to understand her reasoning. “Even if he had finished what he was trying to do, I would ask you to spare his life.”

That seemed to surprise the goddess. She glanced at the cowering man then returned her gaze to Jatara. “Explain.”

“Despite his behavior tonight, Montega is our best warrior. That is why I chose him. It would leave the tribe weakened if you take his life.”

After a thoughtful pause, Bellin accepted the explanation with a nod. Then she pivoted toward Montega and shot a stream of shimmering light into the juncture of his thighs. He screamed and rolled to his side, drawing his legs up to his chest. “That should slow down your lustful pursuits. Now get out of my sight before I change my mind and eviscerate you!”

Montega scrambled to his feet and stumbled into the surrounding forest, hands protectively cupping his groin.

Jatara tried not to feel sorry for the warrior, but pity gripped her all the same. What he’d attempted to do was unforgivable. Yet she’d known him her entire life, even considered him a close friend. Besides, his behavior was in no way unusual. Men forced their will on women every day.

Bellin slowly faced Jatara, the golden glow from her eyes making it impossible to read her expression. “You said you had chosen him. Was I wrong to intervene? Did you secretly want that man inside you?”

“No, Mistress. I wanted his blood. Nothing more.”

Bellin’s brows arched then her gaze narrowed. “You meant to trigger your definition? Yet you obviously did not want him as mate. Did your father know what you intended?” All Jatara could manage was a quick headshake. “Not only is he your father, he is your king. Why would you risk his wrath?”

“Because he bartered me to the highest bidder!” Frustration and pain propelled the words from her lips. She had never felt so helpless or betrayed as she had when her father told her what he intended. “Father expects me to leave your service and mate with the tiger prince.”

“And this was arranged without your knowledge or consent?”

“Consent?” Jatara laughed, but she found the concept anything but funny. “He does not need my consent. He is male, my father and ruler of my tribe. Asking my opinion never occurred to him.”

Bellin shook her head, clearly upset by the information. “That is not the way it is supposed to work. Therian females are empowered with an undefined nature so they can control their life path. Each female should have options and alternatives, not be bound by the situation into which they are born.”

“Unfortunately, most Therian males do not see it that way.” Jatara sighed, feeling sad and drained. “They use our undefined nature to their advantage. We are traded like possessions and forced to obey.”

“I should have realized.” Bellin held out her hand. “I cannot undo what has already been set in motion, but perhaps I can balance the equation.”

Jatara had no idea what that meant, but it didn’t matter. This was Bellin. No one questioned the Mother Creator. With trembling fingers, she took Bellin’s hand and struggled to her feet.

“I offered to punish the man who had nearly ravished you and your first thought was of the welfare of your tribe.”

Uncomfortable with the praise, Jatara brushed the leaves from her knees and tightened the ends of her seroje. “My father is king. It is right that I think first of our people.”

“It was not a criticism. I am pleased by your selflessness. But this world does not need martyrs, it needs champions.”

Jatara took a deep breath and looked into Bellin’s eyes. “I would fight to the death for my people, but that will not right this wrong.”

“I agree. This requires a different strategy.”

The balmy night breeze wafted across Jatara’s face, playing through her long hair and making her shiver. She wasn’t really cold, just unnerved. Tonight was supposed to have been a triumph, a bold maneuver allowing her to regain control of her life forever. Instead her failure and fear had summoned the goddess she served and shamed her and her people.

“What would you have me do?” Afraid she would shed the tears burning her eyes, she averted her face and gazed out into the darkened forest.

“You were willing to put the needs of your tribe above your personal safety. Are you willing to go even further? Will you fight for the freedom of your sisters everywhere?”

“My sisters?” She knew Bellin meant all the other Therian females who were being degraded and abused, but she had no idea how such a battle would be fought. “What can I do? I am just one woman.”

Bellin gently touched Jatara’s chin and turned her head until their gazes met again. “You must be willing and brave. What I have in mind will not be easy.”

Hope gradually eroded her uncertainty. If even one woman could be spared a life of degradation and sorrow, was it not worth any risk? “I am, as always, your servant. Tell me what to do and I will do it.”

Bellin smiled and her golden light expanded, surrounding Jatara in tingling warmth. “You came here to define your animal nature. I say we see it done.”

“But Montega—”

“You are meant for greater things than a trembling coward. I have something far more daring in mind.” The goddess glanced into the distance, her exquisite features blurring for a moment. “Do you trust me, Jatara?”

“Of course, Mother Creator.” She started to kneel again, but Bellin caught her elbows and shook her head. “I wait only for your command.”

Bellin inclined her head and released Jatara’s arms. Then she spoke in a low, urgent tone. “I shall create in you a power that has no rival, but it will require a great sacrifice.”

Fear resurged with a vengeance. Jatara shoved it back through sheer force of will. “What do you require of me?”

“It is best if you do not fully understand. As soon as he touches you, he will have access to your thoughts.”

“Who is he and why will he need to touch me?” Trepidation pushed back against her composure, threatening to shatter her hard-won calm.

“Therian power is transmitted through blood, and it is blood he will demand. But know this. I will not let him harm you and the sacrifice will seem insignificant compared to the reward.”

“Will he demand my life or just...my virginity?” Had she only postponed the inevitable, traded one ravishment for another?

“You must trust me. I will explain everything once this obstacle is removed, but there is no way to avoid what comes next.” Before Jatara could bombard her with questions, Bellin held out her hands. Jatara placed her hands on Bellin’s and the goddess pulled her close. “Close your eyes, child. And try not to panic.”

It was the only warning Jatara received before the world around her blurred. The trees melted and swirled as the damp forest floor dissolved beneath her bare feet. She quickly shut her eyes and held tightly to the goddess’s hands.

Wind whipped Jatara’s hair, stinging her face and shoulders. She felt heavy and helpless, as if a giant fist had closed around her body. She was moving, or being moved, and yet she stood perfectly still.

Before her terrified mind could make sense of the contradiction, something cold and hard pressed against her feet. She gasped and opened her eyes only to cry out and squeeze them shut again.

“You are safe, Jatara. No one will harm you here.”

“You better have a damn good explanation for this, little sister.” The man’s voice was deep and he sounded more amused than angry. Still, Jatara lacked the courage to turn around. Just the glimpse she’d absorbed of her surroundings left her trembling. She had no idea where she was, but one thing was certain. She was far from her rainforest home.

They stood at one end of a long, narrow room the likes of which Jatara had never seen. Light surrounded her, yet she could not identify the source. She was warm but saw no fire pit generating the heat. The smooth floor gleamed and ribbons of gold rippled through the pale surface. The same material had been used for the walls and the odd round posts supporting the sharply arched roof high above her head. She slid her foot forward and back, fascinated by the beauty of the unfamiliar...was it some sort of polished stone?

“I know how badly you miss the days when virgins were offered in exchange for your blessing.”

Jatara tensed at Bellin’s casual words, her surroundings forgotten. The legends said Khonish, Bellin’s brother, had once demanded virgin sacrifices before he would empower Therian males with the ability to manifest their animal natures. Khonish was reported to be ruthless, lustful and cruel. Why would Bellin bring her to such a creature?

“And it was your continual protests that led Father to forbid the rituals. So why have you brought a Therian female into my presence?”

Jatara wanted to turn around, to confront her fear and see the man to which she had agreed to submit. Bellin was the most beautiful being imaginable. Was it possible her brother was equally pleasing? Jatara did not care what he looked like as long as he was gentle, at least with her.

“She is one of my priestesses and her potential is extraordinary. I would like to try something new, but the transformation I have in mind requires more power than she would absorb from a Therian male.”

Khonish’s sensual chuckle made Jatara feel restless and vulnerable. She’d spent her entire life either naked or barely clothed and yet she’d never felt exposed until this moment.

“Is she a virgin?” He sounded closer, though she hadn’t heard him move.

“All my priestesses are virgins. Once their soul is bound to their mate’s, it takes too much energy to control them.”

“Control them”? The phrase sent a chill down Jatara’s spine. Why would Bellin need to control her priestesses? The only purpose in a priestess’s life was to serve the Mother Creator.

Khonish lifted a lock of Jatara’s hair, his fingers brushing her back in the process. “Turn around, little one. Let me see what my sister is offering.”

Be brave, Jatara. This was never meant to be unpleasant. Khonish will bring you great pleasure if you allow yourself to revel in the sacrifice.

Jatara’s legs trembled as she slowly turned around. Unlike Bellin’s golden glory, Khonish’s appearance was dark and menacing. Wavy black hair swept back from his face and flowed past his broad shoulders. He was tall, his bare arms heavily muscled, his features sharply angled and fierce. A simple garment draped from his shoulders to his knees, hinting at a body as sculpted as his brawny arms. The garment was decorated with golden fibers at the hem and along one side, making it shimmer when he moved.

“My father has forbidden me to demand virgin sacrifices in exchange for my power.” One corner of his mouth curved with the hint of a smile and unmistakable hunger erupted in his amber eyes. He touched her shoulder, caressing for a moment before his fingers slid down her arm. “If a lovely priestess craves my touch, however, he has no objection to us indulging our carnal appetites.”

The situation became clear. The choice was hers. Khonish would force nothing upon her. They would only continue if she willingly agreed. Was she brave enough to “revel in the sacrifice”? And what would become of her afterward? Bellin obviously had more in mind than a simple definition, yet she’d given Jatara no idea what the transformation would entail. All she knew was she would be empowered to fight for other Therian females. Surely her virginity was a meager sacrifice for something so beneficial.

She thought of Montega’s hurtful hands and how easily he’d forced her to her knees. If not for Bellin’s appearance, he would have violated Jatara’s body and sealed her fate. She never wanted to feel that helpless again, never wanted any woman to feel that helpless.

Tossing back her hair, she squared her shoulders and looked into Khonish’s smoldering eyes. “I crave your touch, Great Lord. I am eager for the pleasure you shall give me.”

Khonish cupped Jatara’s breast with one hand and wrapped the other around the nape of her neck. Without shifting his gaze from Jatara’s face, he told Bellin, “I will summon you when we are finished.”

The goddess hesitated. “She is special to me, Khonish. I would be grateful if you—”

“It’s too late for regrets, sister dear. Your little virgin has already agreed.”

Though his words were provocative, Jatara saw only desire in his eyes. She was about to surrender her body to a god. She should be terrified. Instead, she felt an inexplicable calm, as if she were on the right path for the first time in her life.

A shimmer in her peripheral vision told her Bellin had departed. She kept her arms at her sides and waited for Khonish to make the next move. Would he turn her around and mount her as Montega had attempted to do or would he...

“My sister is right. There is no reason for you to fear me.”

“I am not afraid, just unsure what is expected of me.”

His intense gaze moved over her face then locked with her eyes. “You really aren’t afraid, are you? How refreshing.”

If his usual partner was provided by a virgin sacrifice, he must be well used to cringing, weeping women. The thought was so bold and so unlike her, Jatara had to look away.

“They might have cringed and wept in the beginning, but I have never taken an unwilling woman.”

She snapped her gaze back to his, far less concerned with the boast than the fact that he’d responded to her unspoken thought. Bellin warned her that he would have access to her mind as soon as he touched her. She needed to be more careful.

“You have much to learn, little virgin.” He stepped back, lowering his hands. “Come.” Without pausing to see if she followed, he strode across the massive room.

Jatara fell in step behind him, allowing her gaze to absorb the grandeur of her surroundings. Though everything seemed to gleam and shine like the stones on her father’s ceremonial robes, the vast openness made her feel insecure. She was so distracted by the room that she collided with Khonish. He chuckled and steadied her, his hands lingering on her arms.

Then without warning, he grasped her waist and lifted her to the long raised platform dominating the far end of the room. Small, ornate thrones had been arranged around the platform. Did his people sit around the platform rather than stand upon it? Everything in this place was so strange.

He casually spread her legs and stepped between them.

“What is this called?” She motioned to the platform on which she sat, too nervous to consider what he was doing. “Is it some sort of altar?”

“It is called a table, and it serves many purposes.” He moved closer, guiding her legs farther apart. “Part your lips and let me taste you.”

He bent toward her and she quickly opened her mouth. She’d seen couples kiss, knew the exchange could be brief and affectionate or long and evocative. He pressed his lips against hers then traced her lower lip with his tongue.

“Is this your first kiss?”

His breath drifted across her damp lips and she shivered. This was her first kiss, but she wasn’t sure she wanted him to know her complete inexperience. “You tell me.” She raised her hands to his face and moved her lips against his, mimicking the sensual slide of his tongue.

He caressed her breasts as he deepened the kiss. Their lips pressed and held as their tongues slid against and curled around each other. Jatara had never imagined that kissing involved the entire mouth. Lips, teeth and tongue, Khonish managed to utilize every part. His taste was rich and exotic, different from anything she’d tasted before. And all the while his hands explored her body, his touch gentle yet bold.

His long fingers encircled her wrists and guided her hands to the table behind her. His mouth hovered over hers, their lips barely touching. She breathed in his breath and stared into his eyes. Was this it? Would he thrust inside her now and...

“Relax.” He ran his hand from the side of her face, down her neck and onto her upper chest. “When I’m ready to take you there will be no doubt, and you will be more than ready to receive me.”

His words made no sense. She was ready now. Her breasts felt swollen, her nipples tightly gathered. And the core of her body ached. She’d heard there would be pain this first time, but even that seemed unimportant in the face of all she would gain.

Without explanation, he eased his hand between their bodies and slipped beneath her thin seroje. His fingers brushed against her delicate folds and she gasped. No other man had touched her so intimately. But Khonish wasn’t a man. He was the Father Creator, the source from which all Therian power flowed.

She tried to scoot back, but he grasped her hip and anchored her in place. His fingers teased their way ever closer to her opening. A thin barrier would soon hinder his way. She knew from her own explorations. Wasn’t he supposed to rend the barrier with his cock?

“You’re already wet,” he whispered as his fingers delved deeper. “And your shield has begun to pull away, right here.”

She felt a sharp pressure and then an alien fullness. “What are you doing?” She grabbed his wrist and tried to tug his hand away. He simply ignored her efforts. “This is not how it is meant to be—” A sudden sting stole the rest of her words and then his finger slid deep inside her.

“Lean back and close your eyes. The worst is over.”

Shocked and embarrassed by his odd ideas, she didn’t think to argue. She closed her eyes and tried to picture her life after the promised transformation. But Bellin hadn’t explained the rest of her plan, so Jatara’s mind remained blank.

Khonish pulled his hand back then drove his finger deeper. The careful slide sent tingling heat spiraling through her abdomen. It felt strange and yet it was easy to imagine a more substantial penetration. She wanted him over her, holding her tightly as he filled her again and again.

“That’s right,” he coaxed. “Let it build.”

She drew her legs up and found the table’s edge with her heels as the movement of his hand sped. Her breasts jiggled and her inner muscles clung, needing more than this teasing preview. Suddenly something tickled the inside of her thighs and she instinctively opened her eyes.

He’d bent closer to her body and his face was directly above her mound. Did he mean to kiss her there?

Before she could react to the disturbing possibility, he pushed his tongue between her folds and effortlessly found the little knot of nerves that sent her senses soaring. He flicked his tongue against it then circled it while his finger slid in and out.

Her thoughts scattered and tension gathered beneath his stroking tongue. Her hips rocked, matching each of his thrusts, trying to take his finger deeper.

He suddenly withdrew his finger and draped her legs over his shoulders. She collapsed against the table with a startled gasp. He grasped her ass with both hands as his mouth settled over her slit. His lips moved against her folds as his tongue pushed between, driving right into her rippling core.

She’d seen men cover women, watched them pump their hips until they spilled their seed. This was so much more...carnal. He squeezed her bottom and tongued her center until her head spun and her heartbeat thundered in her ears.

Sensations gathered low in her belly. Her womb quickened and her inner muscles clenched. Then his lips closed around her sensitive nub, drawing the sensations tighter and tighter with each careful pull. She arched off the table and moaned, desperately needing something she didn’t understand. With one careful nip, he triggered her release and pleasure exploded deep inside her.

She cried out, shaking violently as wave after wave rolled through her. He stayed with her, prolonging the spasms with slow licks and tender kisses. Her head gradually cleared and lethargy stole what little remained of her strength.

He lowered her legs and helped her sit. His movements were controlled, his gaze suddenly hostile. “I cannot allow what my sister intends, so I will require nothing more from you.” Without another word, he turned and headed for the door.
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Chapter Two
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STILL REELING FROM the burst of pleasure, Jatara scooted off the table and hurried after Khonish. “Have I displeased you, Great Lord?”

He waved away her question and burst through the massive doors at the far end of the cavernous room. Not sure what else to do, she hesitantly followed him. Sunlight blinded Jatara for a moment then shock drove the breath from her lungs. It had been night when she left her village. Had she already been away so long?

“Bellin! Show yourself. I will not be manipulated like this!”

The goddess flashed into view, resplendent and unafraid. “How have I tried to manipulate you? I offered a gift and you accepted.”

“You want your priestess to be able to absorb any nature she likes.” His muscular arm swept toward Jatara, but his angry gaze remained fixed on his sister. “If I allowed that to happen, she would command abilities similar to ours. Have you lost your mind?”

How had he known what his sister intended? Bellin hadn’t even explained it to her.

Bellin put her hands on her hips and moved closer to her brother, eyes narrowed and gleaming like firelight. “Therian females are supposed to be able to choose their animal nature, but your men are taking advantage of a weakness I did not anticipate. My females are being raped and abused by the very males who are supposed to cherish and protect them.” Khonish laughed and Bellin slapped his handsome face. “Nothing about this is funny.”

Jatara took a quick step back, terrified of the god’s reaction. His hands clenched then released as his sister’s handprint materialized on his cheek. “If you failed to anticipate this weakness, the fault is yours, not mine.”

“I expected Therian men to be honorable!”

Thunder cracked in the distance drawing Jatara’s gaze toward the cloudless sky. Nature itself was attuned to the emotions of these beings. The air around her crackled and Khonish’s massive dwelling loomed over them, strange and foreboding.

“Human males were aggressive and territorial to begin with, then I add an animal nature that makes them even more predatory. Is it any wonder Therian males occasionally misbehave?”

Bellin advanced again, clearly infuriated by her brother’s nonchalance. “I speak of more than misbehavior. My females are being horribly abused.”

“Most Therian males protect what belongs to them. I have seen—”

“Belongs to them?” Bellin scoffed. “A female is not a possession!”

Rather than growing angry Khonish just shook his head. “You’ve gazed too long into the future. Let’s concentrate on the realities of this world at this time. If war can be averted or prosperity secured by the definition of a female, is her sacrifice not worthwhile?”

Bellin began to pace while Khonish grew frighteningly still. Jatara glanced toward the trees in the distance. If she ran for their dense protection would Bellin stop her? And even if she escaped this place, how would she find her way home?

“There is no excuse for rape,” the goddess said at last.

Khonish didn’t argue and his gaze shifted to Jatara as he asked, “Do you understand what my sister intends for you?”

“Not exactly, Great Lord.” She could still feel his hands moving over her body and his mouth devouring the secret place between her legs. Did Therian males know how to pleasure a woman in that way or was it a technique reserved for the gods?

A knowing smile lifted one corner of his mouth and golden light shimmered in the depths of his eyes. Rather than respond to her tangent though, he turned again to his sister. “Will you be satisfied if I empower this one?”

“It is my intention to—”

“That wasn’t my question.” His tone was harsh and autocratic now. They might be siblings, but his authority over Bellin was obvious. “I agree that the balance of power has swung too far toward my men’s advantage. I will allow this female to absorb animal natures for one cycle of the moon. When the new moon rises, you will return her to me and I will solidify her definition.”

“One lifespan is not nearly enough,” Bellin objected. “The abilities we create in her must pass to her female children or our efforts are pointless.”

He stroked his jaw as he gazed into the distance. “I will allow the potential to flow through her blood, but only one female per generation can possess these abilities.”

Bellin didn’t seem pleased by the stipulation, but she nodded. “Agreed.”

Khonish motioned Jatara forward. When she hesitated, he caught her wrist and drew her toward him. Golden light burst within his eyes, consuming the darker tones until his gaze burned like the sun. One of his hands splayed against her back and the other pressed against her chest. He spoke in a language she didn’t understand and tingling heat radiated through her body. She gasped and grabbed his wrist, meaning to yank his hand away, but a surge of strength followed the heat. Her senses came alive as never before, inundating her mind with information.

“You are ready.” He eased his hands away and offered her a smile.

She trembled before him, struggling with the sudden rush of sensory input. Sights, sounds and smells twisted within her, vying for attention and interpretation.

“Remember your time is limited, so choose wisely.” He glanced at his sister and added, “I will see you both on the night of the next new moon. This will only work if I facilitate her definition.”

His words echoed through Jatara’s mind as Bellin took her hand. “Come. We must begin. One moon cycle is not much time for what we must accomplish.”

“Is it really possible for me to absorb more than one animal nature?” Jatara hurried along at Bellin’s side. They crossed the grassy clearing surrounding Khonish’s lavish dwelling, but they’d not yet reached the trees.

“Anything is possible.”

Bellin’s casual assurance did little to convince Jatara. Such a thing had never been done before, at least not in her father’s village. A female’s animal nature was defined by the blood of the male she chose, or more often was chosen for her.

“Where are we going?” The ringing in Jatara’s ears was beginning to abate. She still felt odd, oversensitized and restless, but at least she could think again.

Bellin’s reply was preempted by the blinding vertigo that swept them toward their next destination. Jatara gasped and closed her eyes until the wild spinning slowed. The air cooled and light seeped in under her eyelids. Familiar scents reached her nose—moist earth, verdant trees and sweet flowers. Home. It smelled like home.

“I thought we would start small and work our way toward the more challenging acquisitions.”

Jatara opened her eyes and looked around. They were in a forest, as she’d thought, but the trees were larger and spaced farther apart than in her rainforest home. “Are we near my father’s village? This area seems similar.”

Bellin smiled. “We’re not as near as you think. This world is much larger than you realize. Now, both your parents are jaguars, so you should be able to call forth that shape from your own blood. We will not waste time incorporating something that is already a part of you.”

Jatara rubbed her arms as uncertainty coiled through her belly. This was real. She was about to gather animal natures like a greedy hunter so Khonish could imbue her with unbelievable power. “Then which nature am I to...absorb? What must I do?”

“I will identify the strongest member of each tribe and you will bite him hard enough to fill your mouth with blood.”

“B-bite him?” The thought of filling her mouth with blood repulsed her and made her doubt the wisdom of the goddess’s plan. “I don’t know if I can bite someone that hard.”

“Your jaguar can.” She held out her hands and waited until Jatara placed her hands on top. “Close your eyes and focus inward. I will guide you to the source of your Therian power.”

Bellin’s fingers closed around Jatara’s wrists and Jatara squeezed her eyes shut. She blocked out the chatter of birds and the brisk wind wafting over her bare skin. Like the strong current of a rain-swollen river, Bellin drew Jatara deeper into herself.

“Picture your mother in her jaguar form,” the goddess whispered. “See her grace and agility, listen to the strong steady beat of her heart. Feel the power pulsing through her veins.” She paused for a moment as Jatara formed the vivid image. “Now place yourself beside her.”

Slowly Jatara created a second image, a smaller jaguar curled up in the shelter of the larger cat’s body.

“But you’re not a child, Jatara. You are strong and vital, capable of making decisions for yourself.” The cub grew and the image of the mother faded. “Now feel your heartbeat. Feel the strength and ferocity contained within your jaguar body.”

Jatara sank into the image, pouring herself into the cat’s sleek muscles and instinct-driven mind. She could sense the cat and yet she did not lose control of her thoughts and desires. They were separate and yet they were one. Her temples throbbed and her chest burned, but she stubbornly pushed onward, exploring her potential, recognizing the latent abilities just waiting to be set free.

“Can you feel the restlessness, the hunger?”

“Yes. Oh yes.” The wind whipped her hair and teased her sensitive skin.

“Concentrate on the hunger. Let it flow back into your human body.”

The sensations were so intense, Jatara gasped then shivered. Her gums ached and her mouth went dry. She tried to lick her lips but found long, pointed teeth in her way. She had fangs? What did this mean? What was—

“Go now, before the urgency passes. Your first target is just beyond that rise.” Bellin pointed toward the hill on Jatara’s right. “Remember, all you need is his blood. As soon as you have it, return to me.”

Jatara crept up the hill, nostrils flared, eyes scanning. A twig snapped and she jerked her head to the left, listening. She heard the faint crunch of leaves as someone placed a foot carefully on the forest floor. She inhaled slowly, identifying each complex smell. Then she spotted him—a tall, lanky man picking his way through the trees, spear in hand, ready for jabbing or throwing. His long black hair was woven into two thick plaits and his skin gleamed like polished copper.

Suddenly his head whipped around and he pivoted, pulling back the spear, ready for attack. His dark eyes narrowed and he spoke in a langue she didn’t understand.

She needed to get close enough to bite him without allowing him to overpower her. He was bigger and doubtlessly stronger, so she must be more cunning.

His gaze lowered to her naked breasts and Jatara smiled. Men were so predictable. He spoke again, louder this time, but his spear was still poised to strike. She motioned him nearer with a soft smile, hoping her eyes didn’t give away the anxiety twisting through her belly.

As if in a trance, he moved forward, closer and closer to her. He lowered the spear and placed his hand on her shoulder then slid it down toward her breast. Before his palm made contact with her flesh, however, she sprang forward and drove her fangs into the side of his neck. He cried out and tried to shove her back, but she held tight, sealing her lips against his skin as his blood began to flow.

Blood, warm and bitter rolled across her tongue, bringing with it a barrage of information. Images and sensations, memories and dreams. She saw his entire life in the span of a heartbeat. She could picture his tiger-self clearly, though he remained in human form. His tribe respected and adored him. Bellin had chosen well.

She withdrew her fangs and twisted away as he frantically tried to restrain her. She darted back up the hill, ignoring his angry shout. He called out again but didn’t follow. Her mouth was filled with blood, so she breathed through her nose. How much did she need to ingest to trigger the change? Though the taste was strong on her tongue, she couldn’t bring herself to swallow.

Bellin waited on the far side of the hill. Shouts echoed in the distance, so Jatara took her hand and Bellin swept them to their next destination.

Their arrival was jarring and Jatara gasped, swallowing the blood in the process. Warmth spread down her throat and radiated from her belly, making her fingers tingle. She felt weak and sleepy for a moment, then the lethargy receded, leaving calm clarity.

“I saw his entire life in an instant. It felt as if I absorbed a piece of his soul.” Power surged through her, making her feel stronger and more confident.

“In a way you did. Your body has imprinted his blood and Khonish will make it a permanent part of you.”

“And this will happen with each man you choose?” Jatara licked the blood from her lips, no longer put off by its bitter taste. “I will sense his being and absorb his strength.”

Bellin grinned, clearly pleased by her enthusiasm. “You will become the most powerful Therian ever to exist. No man will dare defy you.”

“But I am only one woman. Even empowered as you say, how can I make a difference?”

“We will choose your abilities carefully, make sure you have everything you need.”

“Are there Therians who can move from one place to another as you have moved with me? That would be extremely beneficial.”

Bellin nodded as speculation clouded her gaze. “We must prioritize. We have much to accomplish and not a lot of time for each task. Are you ready for your next acquisition?”

Jatara’s heart leapt within her chest and she grinned. “I am more than ready.”

* * *
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JATARA GAZED OUT ACROSS the icy sea and trembled. She had never seen anything like it, never imagined such wonders existed. Her feet were bundled within warm boots and layers of clothing protected her from the frigid wind. This land was harsh and foreign, yet undeniably beautiful.

Wooden vessels lined the rocky shore, larger and more elaborate than the ones her people used to traverse the Great River. “Where do they go in these boats?” Jatara whispered in the hazy twilight, afraid of revealing her hiding place to the man bathing in the sea. “Why do they need to be so large?”

“The men or the boats?”

Bellin’s playful question made Jatara smile. “The boats.”

Ever patient, the Mother Creator seemed pleased by Jatara’s curiosity. “They are explorers. They go anywhere the wind takes them and when the wind will not cooperate, they row. This is one of the oldest and most powerful of all Therian clans. They are highly favored by Khonish. They transform into beautiful snow leopards.”

Splashing drew Jatara’s gaze to the sea, and the man bathing there. Tall and broad, he appeared even larger than her father’s fiercest warrior. Pale hair streamed past his shoulders, framing a face starkly masculine, yet pleasing. Even from this distance Jatara could tell that his eyes were light, but their exact color was lost in the haze.

“This one will not be taken unaware,” Bellin told her. “You must appeal to his protective instincts. Slip off your coat and sneak toward his clothing. Let him catch you trying to steal his cloak.”

“I would like to speak with him. Is that allowed? Is it possible?”

Bellin’s smile took on a knowing edge. “Anything is possible, but what would you say?”

“I do not know. He is just so different from anyone I have known. I would like to... Never mind. We do not have time to indulge my curiosity.”

She crept across the beach, trying not to draw his attention too quickly. Her well-padded boots muffled the gravel’s crunching, but still her steps seemed unusually loud. She had just reached the large rock formation on which he’d spread his clothing when his head shifted in her direction. His gaze narrowed and he strode from the sea, water streaming off his body in silvery rivulets.

With her hand outstretched toward his cloak, she stood frozen and speechless. He was massive! Far larger than she’d realized. She allowed herself one lingering glance at his magnificent body, then backed up and lowered her hand, preparing to flee.

He caught her wrist and brought her up short as she launched her frantic departure. “We hang thieves, my beauty. I am glad you changed your mind.”

She felt her eye round as she tugged against his hold. Though his words sounded odd to her ears, somehow her mind comprehended their meaning. “I...” Would he understand her language? “I am cold.”

“I would be happy to warm you.” He pulled her toward him, unconcerned by his nudity. “Your accent is unusual. Where is your home?”

“Very far, I fear. I am not sure exactly where I am.”

His brows were several shades darker than his hair and they scrunched together over sky-blue eyes. “How is that possible?” He held up his free hand and smiled. “Hold that thought. If I release you, will you promise not to run? I cannot warm you until I am warm myself.”

She glanced toward the settlement in the distance. “I do not want trouble. I should not have tried to take your cloak, but I have been cold for so long.”

He gradually released the tension in his fingers until she pulled her hand free. “No harm was done. I only want to speak with you.” He quickly dried off and dressed, but rather than securing the heavy cloak around his shoulders, he led her around to the sea side of the rock and drew her down onto the coarse sand. They sat side by side and he wrapped the cloak around both their bodies. “Who are you? How came you to be in my father’s village?”

His father’s village? She hid her smile. Already they had something in common. “We travel far and wide, trading with many villages.” That was true, it just had nothing to do with what had brought her to his village. “A storm came upon us suddenly and our boat was destroyed.” She shivered, hating the lie, but unable to tell him the truth. “I do not know what happened to the others. I woke up on the beach alone.”

He slipped his arm around her and drew her close against his side. “I am very sorry. How long have you been wandering all alone?”

“I am not sure, exactly. The days and nights run together. I did not know who I could trust. Many are quick to take advantage of a woman on her own.”

His strong fingers curved around her chin with surprising gentleness and he tilted her head back so he could look into her eyes. “My people are not like that. And even if they were, I would not allow anyone to harm you. You are safe with me.”

His vivid blue gaze searched hers and she felt her lips tingle. What would it feel like to be kissed by such a man? He emanated power, like Khonish, yet the stranger seemed noble and kind. She had nothing but his word on which to base her trust, but—

We do not have time for this, Bellin cautioned. If you have stumbled upon your mate, we can return after the new moon.

Had she stumbled upon her mate? Was that why she felt as if she knew this man, as if she could trust him? “Thank you for not turning me over to your lawmakers.” She raised her hand and lightly stroked the side of his face.

He mirrored her touch, his fingertips cool against her flushed cheek. “Tell me your name.”

“Names are unimportant,” she whispered. “Call me whatever you like.” Determined to take some small part of him with her when she left, Jatara straddled his lap. She pressed her mouth against his then touched her tongue to the seam of his lips.

The stranger growled low in his throat then wrapped his arms around her. His lips parted and his tongue greeted hers with a hot swirl. He tasted wild and clean and...familiar. How was that possible? He angled his head and deepened the kiss, pushing his tongue into her mouth.

Bite him now! The longer you wait, the harder it will be to leave him.

Jatara kissed him with passionate longing, knowing it was likely all she would ever share with him. His hands swept up and down her back then dipped lower and cupped her ass. He pulled her forward, pressing her against the distinct ridge of his hardened cock. Lust pulsed within her, making her tremble and ache.

Do not make me shut off his mind. I could harm him in the process.

Torn between her desire for the handsome stranger and her need to obey Bellin, Jatara savored the kiss a moment longer then reluctantly separated their lips.

His damp hair swept back from his flushed face as his gaze searched hers. “Did you kiss me because you wanted to or because you felt obligated—”

Before the tenderness in his gaze could draw her deeper into their attraction, Jatara manifested her fangs and lunged. She bit into the side of his neck and quickly filled her mouth with blood. He cried out, his hands squeezing her ass. She didn’t hesitate or give him time to recover from the shock. She scrambled off his lap and ran for the trees where Bellin was impatiently waiting.

Jatara swallowed his blood and let the psychic rush overwhelm her. She savored each image and treasured each sensation, absorbing every detail of the stranger’s life. He was brave and honorable, fiercely protective of those he loved and unafraid in battle. With dark spots contrasting sharply with off-white fur and bright blue eyes, his snow leopard was captivating, perhaps the most beautiful cat Jatara had ever seen.

“Is he your mate?” Bellin held out her hand, her expression revealing her concern.

“I am not sure. He affects me differently than the others. I cannot seem to rid my mind of his image.”

Bellin nodded. “If you still long for the snow leopard prince after we have completed our hunting, I will bring you back here so you can explore your feelings for him.”

Jatara nodded, but her heart ached as if it were tearing in two. She had little doubt she would still want the prince, but would he still want her after she’d attacked him so viciously? And yielded her body to the Great Lord, Khonish?
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Chapter Three
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AYLON GRITTED HIS TEETH as Naedar pressed a fresh poultice against the wound on the side of his neck.

“You seem distracted.” Her voice was gentle yet knowing, like her pale blue eyes. Aylon had never been able to hide anything from Naedar.

“It has been three days and I am still unable to banish her image from my mind.” Frustrated by his own weakness, Aylon shook his head. “I do not even know her name.”

After losing his mother while he was a small child, Aylon had turned to his grandmother for affection. Naedar was more than happy to nurture the boy because focusing her attention on Aylon helped her accept the loss of her beloved daughter. Now, decades later, they remained close. Naedar was a healer, greatly respected among the people Aylon would one day rule. She had instilled in him compassion and a hunger for justice meant to balance the harsher lessons of his father.

“Give it time.” She patted his shoulder. “Her image will fade.”

“I do not want it to fade.” He stretched, lightly touching the dressing she’d just applied. “As her teeth sank into my flesh, I sensed her regret and determination. She was not crazed. There was purpose behind her actions.”

Naedar looked at him askance as she wiped her hands on a clean cloth. “What purpose could there be in biting a stranger?” She stilled and her expression turned thoughtful. “Unless she was a soulless blood drinker.”

“She was not soulless. She was Therian, just like you and me.” He pushed to his feet, too anxious to sit motionless. “If she is wandering the forest alone, I need to find her. It is far too dangerous.”

“Do you still dream-walk? It might be easier to find her without the encumbrance of your body.”

He had inherited the ability from his mother, who had inherited it from Naedar. His father dismissed all such “nonsense”, but Aylon had seen spiritual gifts in action too often to discount them entirely. Much of what made Naedar such a good healer had nothing to do with her herbs and potions.

“It has been many winters,” he admitted, “but I have no reason to believe the gift has left me.”

“Our spirits reside in our blood, which means a small piece of you is already inside this woman you find so captivating. You should be able to use this connection to track your mysterious visitor.” She ambled over to one of her cluttered shelves and picked up a small leather pouch. “Soak these leaves in hot water until the water turns green then drink the liquid. It will relax you and free your mind to roam. Your gift will do the rest.”

She handed him the pouch and he thanked her with a hug. “Pray that Khonish will guide my steps or free my mind from her image.”

Sun momentarily blinded Aylon as he emerged from his grandmother’s cottage. Naedar was the only one he’d told what really happened. Everyone else believed a starving wolf lunged for his throat. His father had been skeptical when Aylon hadn’t produced the wolf’s body, but the incident wasn’t important enough to cause more than a raised eyebrow.

Aylon paused near the meeting house in the middle of the village. The elders and most of the warriors were planning the next raid. The decisions could easily be made without his input. He’d been so distracted by his mysterious visitor that he’d been nearly useless these past few days.

His father looked toward the doorway as he entered and smiled. “Are you mended?” Deep and booming, his voice easily filled the cavernous space.

“For the most part.” Aylon strode to his rightful place at his father’s side and sat. The meeting resumed as if the interruption had never happened and Aylon did his best to pay attention. But even immersed in village business, her image lingered in his mind.

Night had fallen by the time Aylon sought the welcome quiet of his longhouse. He took most meals with his family, but he slept in the solitude of his private domain. He’d built the house in preparation for a marriage that never took place. By now, he’d expected the space to be filled with the raucous laughter of children. Instead he was often alone.

He forced the melancholy aside with a firm mental shove and focused on the task at hand. After stoking the embers in his fire pit, he added twigs until he had enough of a blaze to quickly heat some water. The night was mild and the fire unnecessary, except to prepare the potion.

The herbs smelled foul and the brew tasted even worse, but he was anxious to begin his search. He needed to know more about his visitor. Who was she? Why had she bitten him? Was she still alive? And why had she run away that night on the beach?

After whispering a prayer to Khonish, asking the Father Creator to bless his journey, Aylon stretched out on his bed and let his mind wander. And her image came readily. She was never far from his thoughts so her features remained vivid within his memory. Moonlight gleamed in her long black hair and her unusual eyes stared back at him with hesitant fascination. Golden flecks shimmered in their dark depths like tiny stars in the midnight sky.

He closed his eyes and surrendered to the potion’s gentle lethargy. His surroundings faded and his physical body grew numb as his inner being came alive. He could sense the forest surrounding the village, feel the sway of the trees and hear the scurry of nocturnal creatures.

He pictured her face and felt the softness of her mouth sliding against his. Her taste had been different from anything he’d tasted before. He focused on the memories, using each element to form a pattern on which he based his search. Soaring over the treetops, he scanned, hoping for any sign of her.

An image formed suddenly, unexpected and unbidden. He saw a swirling light within his chest, tiny specks of its brilliance flowing throughout his body with the rushing of his blood. And from the center of his chest a glistening thread stretched out into the darkness.

A small piece of you is already inside this woman you find so captivating. Naedar’s words echoed through his mind, urging him on.

He followed the light thread, suppressing a moment of fear as it led him far beyond the forest, beyond the mountains and the familiar sea. How had his beautiful visitor traveled all this way in only a matter of days?

Ignoring the questions surging through his mind, he focused on the strand of light.

He sensed her before he saw her and something deep within him quickened. Excitement and hunger warred within him, each compounding the other. She rested on her side, one of her small hands tucked beneath her lovely face.

A golden female of staggering beauty sat across from his dark visitor. The blonde poked a long stick into the fire, obviously lost in thought. There was no way she was Therian, certainly not human. Her beauty was nearly painful to behold. Her head came up and she looked right at him, then a slow smile bowed her lips.

Jatara will be so glad to see you. She has spoken of nothing else for days.

Without allowing him to return the greeting, the blonde beauty flashed out of sight.

Aylon didn’t waste energy considering the mystery of who she was or how she’d known he was there. Jatara. His visitor’s name was Jatara and she had been as moved by their short acquaintance as he had been by meeting her.

He paused beside her sleeping form, drawing energy into his being as he decided how best to proceed. She attracted him like a river’s strong current and he had no desire to resist the sensual pull. Her mind was strong and complex, demanding, far different than any mind he’d touched before. He sank into her being, the light strand leading the way.

She was dreaming about him. The realization sent joy rolling through Aylon. Their connection was real and vibrant. He wasn’t losing his mind!

In her dream, they lay on his cloak beside the sea, locked in a passionate embrace. Her arms were wrapped around his neck as he kissed her deeply. This was a scene he was more than happy to join. He melded with her mind, taking control of his dream self as her scent spread through his nose.

Jatara slid her tongue into the mouth of her dream lover. On some level she understood that the scene wasn’t real, but she had no desire to awaken. The night of the new moon was rapidly approaching and Bellin had been particularly demanding with their hunting schedule. Jatara had obeyed each directive without argument or protest. But through it all the snow leopard’s image had remained in the back of her mind, drawing her, yet encouraging her.

“Touch me,” she whispered against his lips. “I ache so badly I can scarcely think.”

His lips blazed a path from her mouth to her upper chest as he loosened the laces on the front of her dress and bared one of her breasts. “So beautiful.” He cupped the lower curve as his lips closed around her nipple. The strong suction made her arch and heat cascaded through her body.

She wanted to strip off her garments and open her thighs so he could push deep inside her. But Khonish was all-knowing. If he sensed that she’d given herself to another, even in a dream, he might use her weakness as a reason to renege on their deal. She couldn’t let that happen. No matter how badly she ached for her snow leopard prince, her mission must come first.

He pulled up her skirts, his intent obvious. She caught his wrist then waited until her looked into her eyes. “I cannot join with you yet. After you’ve touched me, I will touch you, but we cannot do more right now.”

“Why?” Tension etched his features making him look even more savage and more appealing. “You said you ache. I ache too. Why must we postpone what we both want so badly?”

“I will explain it all, I promise. But for now, this must be enough.”

His blue gaze bore into hers as his hand gently stroked her breast. “I will wait for a full joining if you tell me why you ran away from me the night we met.” She pushed up with one arm and kissed his mouth, using the intimacy to soothe her raging desire. After only a moment, he turned his head and separated their lips. “I will not be distracted by your kiss. Tell me why you are so afraid.”

“It was not fear that drove me away that night. It was obligation.” Even in her dreams she was not free to tell him the truth and the dishonesty weighed heavily upon her. “I must be certain of my family’s fate before I even consider starting a new life.”

“But I can help you. We can search for them together and—”

She placed her fingers against his lips and smiled. “I will not waste these precious moments arguing with you. I need your touch too badly.”

“Tell me where you are and I will come to you.”

With a wicked smile she raised her skirts to her waist and parted her thighs. “Would you really rather talk?”

His mouth claimed hers in a nearly frantic kiss. He pressed his hand over her mound, his long fingers easing between her thighs. She combed his hair with her fingers and returned his kiss with equal fervor. She would have this in reality. Someday
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