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Therian Prisoner
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Though Devon comes from a line of cougar-shifters, her own animal nature has not yet been defined. The mysterious “backers” have captured her, intent on using her untapped Therian abilities for unknown ends. She escapes from their prison, but not from the emotional scars left by their abuse.

Ian, an ancient Therian raptor, offers her protection and encouragement. Devon has always wanted Ian, always felt a connection deeper than friendship. But Ian insists he’s too old and jaded to make Devon an honorable mate. If she hopes to feel whole again, she must regain control over her emotions and desires. And she desires Ian.

At first, Ian resists Devon’s attempts at seduction. She needs a shoulder to cry on, not a demanding lover, and Ian is never satisfied until his partners surrender unconditionally. But Devon stirs primal instincts and awakens ravenous longings he has suppressed for centuries. He wants her, but he fears the darkness inside him will destroy her.
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Chapter One
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Light seeped in under Devon’s eyelids and pain branched across her brain. She groaned, rolling to her side as she buried her face in a pillow. Unwanted scents crept into her nose, drawing her back to reality. Stale cigarette smoke, sweat and humans, each discovery was less desirable than the last.

How long had she been unconscious? She tuned out her surroundings as she sifted through the cobwebs obscuring her memory. She’d been kidnapped twenty-eight days ago and confined in a facility that was part prison, part laboratory. Though she hadn’t been beaten, she’d been given drugs with horrendous side effects and subjected to all manner of testing despite her very loud objections.

But where was she now and why had the Italian sedated her? He’d burst into her cell like some liberating hero then shoved a needle into her neck before she mustered the strength to struggle. She blew out a frustrated breath then slid her hand out until she found the edge of the metal bunk. For half a second she’d imagined she was back in her own bed, safe with her family and friends.

She slowly lifted her head and peered through the strands of her hair. This room was different, less high-tech holding cell and more actual cage. Every time she thought her situation couldn’t get any worse, the gods conspired to prove her wrong.

“You are finally awake. Buon.” She recognized the Italian’s voice, though she still didn’t know his name. He tried to be warm and amicable, but his Latin charm was wasted on her. She wasn’t fooled by his dark good looks or practiced smile. There was no power on earth that could make her trust him. He was one of the “backers”, the shadow council that supervised and controlled the amoral project which had taken her captive.

“Where am I?” She swung her legs over the side of the bunk and sat. “Why was it necessary to move me?” Flipping her hair out of her eyes, she paused for a better look at her surroundings. Two walls were nothing but metal bars. There was a toilet and sink, but nothing resembling privacy. A thin pad stretched across the metal bunk and a folded blanket had been provided for warmth. Neither appeared particularly clean.

Had her family finally located her prison? Was that what motivated the sudden change? Hope sputtered out nearly before it flared. It was more likely her family still thought she was hiding, still punishing them for offering her up as a sacrifice to the rebel cause.

“Your previous accommodations were more comfortable, I agree.” The Italian slipped his hand into the pocket of his dress pants, managing to look debonair despite the dismal surroundings. “Unfortunately, your people felt it necessary to destroy the mountain complex.”

By “her people” he meant Therians, shapeshifters able to take on the physical form of their respective animal natures. She had been born into a powerful cougar clan, but her animal nature had yet to be defined. “Go ‘my people’. It’s only unfortunate that you weren’t there when they attacked.” So her family was aware of the backers’ project, but did they realize she was one of the test subjects?

He smiled and folded his arms over his chest. “Always so feisty. Your spirit is what keeps me fascinated with you.”

She cringed. Her spirit was what had given these bastards access to her. The fight with her brother seemed so foolish now. No rebellion, however noble, was worth the degradations she’d endured for the past twenty-eight days.

The Therian nation was on the brink of civil war and her brother, Kyle, was right in the middle of the conflict. His beliefs and values were very different from their father’s, so when their father died and Kyle took power, half the feline clans expected him to maintain the status quo while the other half were ready for him to make radical changes.

Taking advantage of the escalating conflict, Lokesh, a powerful jaguar alpha well-known for his support of the ancient ways, had offered to switch sides if Kyle allowed him to mate with her. She’d waited for Kyle to inform Lokesh that she was a modern woman who refused to bow to the antiquated customs outlined in the Charter. Instead Kyle looked at her with pleading eyes and asked her to consider the union. She’d stormed off in a fit of rage, never dreaming she’d just provided an opportunity to the humans who’d been watching her for days.

If it were within her power to suppress her feisty spirit, she would have done so years ago. Instead she’d fought her handlers every time they entered her cell and sabotaged test results at every opportunity. “We both know I live to entertain you.” Her sarcasm only widened his smile. “Is this your private petting zoo? Are you hiding me from your partners?”

His smile vanished and his dark eyes gleamed as tension hardened his expression. “You needn’t worry about my partners. I am in control of you now. That’s all you need to know.” The outer room was little more than a long, narrow corridor. She couldn’t see what lay beyond her enclosure, but the corridor continued on so it was likely there were other cells.

“Is that so?” If she could provoke him into opening her cage, it might give her an opportunity to escape. Even latent as she was, a Therian was stronger and faster than a human. This complex was definitely older and it seemed smaller than where they’d kept her before. If he was foolish enough to attempt to control her himself, it could be her only advantage. “Did you bring me here so you can play with your pet in private, or do you just like to watch?”

His lips curved but didn’t part and his gaze swept the length of her body. “My colleagues were convinced the gene therapy you underwent would make you more malleable. Obviously they were wrong. The increase in your sex drive, however, offers all sorts of possibilities.”

“And you’re just the man to explore those possibilities?” She strolled toward the bars separating them, intentionally swinging her hips.

He laughed, but the sound was cold and mocking. “My tastes might be considered avant-garde by some, but I’ve never been tempted by bestiality.” He paused, allowing the word to resonate. “You are lovely, as many wild animals are, but you are an animal.”

She scoffed then glanced away. “And humans are not animals?”

“I can appreciate the beauty of a panther without wanting to rut with it. Your animal nature has yet to be determined, but you are still very much a...creature.”

“Glad to hear it. So why am I here?”

The Italian moved back from the bars and motioned to someone Devon couldn’t see. “I brought you a present.” Two uniformed guards walked into view, an unconscious man supported between them. The Italian pulled a pistol from the back of his pants and pointed it at Devon as one of the guards opened her cage. “Behave.”

“I paid for single occupancy.” She slammed her foot against the bottom rail of the door and glared at the Italian.

“Back off.” He pulled the slide back then let it spring forward with a menacing snap. “Now.”

He wouldn’t shoot her. She was too valuable. But he might let the guards have some fun with her. The backers had done so before. Of course she’d been so crazy with drug-induced lust at the time she hadn’t really minded. Shame, hot and persistent, branded her a liar. The situation might have been beyond her control, but the memories tormented her still.

One of the guards shoved against the bars, easily sliding her bare foot across the concrete floor. She pivoted to the side as they maneuvered their bundle into the cell then she darted out and sprinted down the corridor.

There were a total of four cells, though the other three were empty. Her feet slapped the floor with painful speed, but she didn’t let it slow her down. It was highly doubtful she’d make it out of the building, but a window or perimeter door would give her some idea of her new location. She flew around a corner and found a metal door that appeared to lead outside. She shoved it open and a shrill alarm blared, echoing throughout the building.

The Italian caught her around the waist and dragged her back inside. She only caught a glimpse of rolling hills and miles and miles of nothing before her captor spun her around and shoved her against the wall.

“There is nowhere to run, cara. We’re ten miles from the nearest paved road and fifty miles from anything resembling civilization.” Her only reply was a forceful shove. He rocked back then righted his stance and pressed the gun to the underside of her throat. “The others believe you’re more trouble than you’re worth. If you convince me they’re right, I’ll put a bullet in your brain.”

A shiver dropped down her spine as she looked into his cold dark eyes. For the first time since she’d met him, she believed him capable of murder. “If I can’t be trained, why keep me around?”

His dark brows arched and he leaned in, pressing his lower body against hers. “Are you really so anxious to die?” he whispered into her ear.

“If I’m nothing but an animal, why’s your dick hard?” she whispered in return. Fury flashed through his expression and she cursed her wayward tongue. She had to learn to think before she spoke!

He grabbed her by the hair and dragged her back the way they’d come, not speaking until bars separated them again. “The male has been injected with the gen three formula, which means he’ll awaken with one thing on his mind.” His smirk was cruel and unrepentant. “Fight him if you must, but you might want to give in before he turns completely feral. Once he shifts, he’ll be more interested in ripping out your throat than enjoying your firm, young body. Gen three makes males extremely aggressive.”

Her breathing sped and her cellmate’s scent suddenly reached her nose. “He’s a wolf! Are you crazy? I will not breed with a wolf!”

“If you don’t let him fuck you, you’ll die. It’s as simple as that. Sex will allow him to maintain control of his animal. We want to see how mating affects—” His phone rang, interrupting his explanation. After glancing at the display to see who was calling, he raised the phone to his ear. “Pronto?”

Devon concentrated on the muffled voice coming through his cell phone but she couldn’t decipher the words.

“Are you sure it’s Osric? I’m not making the trip unless you’re positive—” The voice cut in, sounding impatient and angry. “Fine. I’m on my way.”

Osric? Osric was the traitorous tiger-shifter smack-dab in the middle of this mess. His relentless support of the antiquated customs outlined in the Charter had put him at odds with many in the Therian nation. The rebels were working hard to modernize the laws, yet Osric resisted change every step of the way.

His primary motivation was obviously greed, so Devon hadn’t been surprised to learn that he’d sold out his own people to these soulless human scientists. Had the backers finally tired of his double-dealing, or had his clan given him what he so richly deserved and left what remained for the backers to find?

The Italian slipped the phone back into his pocket and looked at her. “I need to leave for a few hours. The guards will be here to ensure your safety.”

“Yeah, right.” If the backers had found Osric’s body there would be no reason for the Italian to leave.

“If you cooperate, they have permission to move him to another cell. But they will only protect you if you are cooperating.”

“We are at war with the wolves!” She gripped the bars with both hands, determined not to beg. Fear and frustration tightened her chest until each breath was a painful effort. She could not go through this again. Her psyche couldn’t take it. “Please,” the word slipped out despite her pride, “don’t do this.”

He hesitated for a moment, his expression unreadable. “Don’t fight him and it will be over quickly. It always is at that age.”

At what age? She glanced at the wolf but all she could see was a long, lean body and the back of his head. If the wolf had any control at all, he could fight the urges for a while. But she knew firsthand how rapidly instinct took over. And it wasn’t just the thought of having sex with a wolf, though that was horrifying enough. If he got her pregnant, they would both be outcasts, unwelcome by either cat or wolf.

“You don’t understand what you’re doing. This is not allowed.”

He squared his shoulders and took a deep breath. “You brought this on yourself. If you’d have been more reasonable, my partners would have been more indulgent. This is the last stop, Devon. If I can’t produce results you will be retired from the program.” He spun on the ball of his foot and strode down the hall. One of the guards took up a position beside the cell while the other followed the Italian from the room.

This couldn’t be happening. She clenched the bars until her fingers ached, staring off into nothingness. Mindless lust. All she had to do was stop fighting against the images and her mind was flooded with memories and echoes of sensation. Overwhelmed by carnal impulses, she’d had no control over her body or her mind. She’d been so damn helpless thanks to the mysterious formula. And now they expected her to close her eyes and let it happen again. If she had to endure the degradation one more time, her soul would shrivel up and die.

Intentionally releasing her hold on the bars, she slowly turned around. There had to be something she could do. She looked around, desperate for something with which to bind the wolf or at least slow him down.

There was nothing.

He groaned, rolling to his back as he scrubbed his hands over his face. His brown hair was streaked with gold, a common occurrence with Therian wolves. Then he pressed his palms against his temples and muttered, “What the hell... Where am I?”

Devon saw his face and took an automatic step back. This wasn’t just a wolf. This was Dhane Fitzroy, youngest son of Blue River Pack’s alpha.

“Lay still until your head clears or you’ll throw up all over yourself.” He was young, nineteen at the most. That must have been what the Italian meant about not lasting long. She crossed her arms over her chest and pressed back into the corner where the bars met the wall. Dhane’s arms and legs were long, but they lacked the defined musculature he would possess five years from now. “When did they catch you?” She needed to keep him talking, keep him distracted.

“Catch me?” Blinking repeatedly, he pushed to his elbows and looked around. “What is this place?”

“Near as I can figure, we’re the focus of an intergovernmental project determined to unlock the secrets of Therian transformation. My clan attacked their main facility, so they brought us here.”

His features were tight and pale as he slowly sat up. “Your clan?”

“I’m Devon Lashton.”

“Kyle’s little sister.” His eyes narrowed and he shook his head as if to clear his vision or the fog inside his brain. Likely both if he was feeling what she’d felt when she first woke up. “Then Erin’s your mother.”

It hadn’t been a question, so she just nodded.

“Impressive pedigree, if you don’t mind traitors. Do you know who I am?”

“Yes.” She started to say that their backgrounds meant absolutely nothing to these humans. The backers were only interested in their Therian abilities. They were evolutionary curiosities, fascinating creatures—animals.

He rubbed his eyes and let out another groan. “How did you figure out what this place is?” He motioned to the room around them.

“I’ve been their captive almost a month and my hearing is better than they realize.” There had also been a fresh-faced guard who felt sorry for her and grew incredibly talkative whenever she flirted with him.

Dhane was quiet for a minute, his gaze unfocused. “What did they use to knock me out? I still feel really strange.”

If the cycle had started already they were doomed. The frenzy built gradually, growing stronger and stronger until there was no possibility of escaping the urges. “It’s not what they used to knock you out. It’s what they gave you afterward.”

“Meaning?”

Would it be better if he knew what to expect or would her explanation focus his attention on the building urgency? She inwardly cringed. As if he wouldn’t notice every cell in his body suddenly craving sex. Well, he was a teenage male. Maybe it wouldn’t feel that much different. Even the smartass thought didn’t make her feel better. She needed to tell him something.

“They used a chemical on me that was supposed to make me cooperative. Instead it made me sort of crazy. I’m pretty sure they gave you the same thing.” There was really no need to spell it out. He’d feel the effects soon enough.

He struggled to his feet then swayed and sat on the edge of the bunk. With a heavy sigh, he pushed his fingers into his hair and rested his elbows on his knees. “How long was I out?”

“I don’t know. I only woke up a few minutes ago.”

He took another deep breath, slowly exhaled then looked into her eyes. “This chemical they gave you, what sort of crazy did it make you?”

She lowered her arms and watched him closely, ready to defend herself if he charged. “The if-I-don’t-get-laid-I’m-going-to-die kind.”

“Are they hoping I’ll jump you?” He didn’t need to make it sound so distasteful. “Don’t they know we’re enemies?”

Already he was rubbing his legs and shifting his hips. “They threw us together because we’re enemies and yes, they expect you to jump me.” And she had every intention of fighting him off with the last breath in her body.

He raised his face again and their gazes locked. “Never gonna happen. I’ll jerk myself raw before I stick it in a cat.”

Her smile was shaky at best. She’d experienced the full force of the drug, while the hunger was just starting to build inside him. “Hang on to that hate, puppy. It’s our only hope.”

* * *
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“WHY WOULD WE BELIEVE one word Carly spoke?” Kyle objected. “She’s Osric’s whore.”

“Is there a better option?” Payne’s Czech accent always grew more pronounced when he was tired and they were all exhausted now.

They’d liberated—and then destroyed—the secluded mountain lab less than two days before and already Kyle had rejoined the search for Devon. Despite his mother’s urging to take a few days off and trust his friends to finish the job, Kyle couldn’t rest until he knew his beloved sister was safe. Ian couldn’t blame him. Everyone who knew Devon was frantic with worry. And Kyle’s concern was augmented by a major helping of guilt.

Kyle was the youngest Therian cougar ever to lead his clan and many established members of the feline network were trying to take advantage of his youth and inexperience. When Lokesh, a powerful jaguar leader, offered to support Kyle’s positions if Kyle would allow him to mate with Devon, Kyle had reluctantly asked Devon if she’d agree to the match. Devon’s reaction had been spirited and decisive. She’d told Kyle she would never allow herself to be used as a political pawn and took off without telling anyone where she was going.

For the first few days Kyle allowed Devon’s rebellion and “gave her some space” to work through her feelings. But days turned into weeks and her calls became text messages, leading Kyle to wonder if Devon was still in control of her phone. By the time Kyle accepted that something was seriously wrong, Devon’s trail was beyond cold.

They sat now in a diner off I-25. Ian had asked the other two to meet him when his cursory sweep of a supposedly abandoned facility proved it was anything but. He looked from Payne to Kyle and back before he explained. “The complex was exactly where Carly said it would be, but it wasn’t deserted. In the short time I was there, an SUV drove up and two grunts unloaded an unconscious body. Young male would be my guess. Then a silver Lexus drove away.”

Kyle shook his head. “Even if they’re using the old lab again, how do we know that’s where they took Devon?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Ian stressed. “We have an obligation to help any Therian, not just Devon.”

“You’re right.” Kyle rubbed his eyes as he sighed. “I’m sorry. I’m too damn tired to think straight right now.”

“Americans.” Payne rolled his eyes in mock disdain then grinned at Ian. “I am made of sturdier stuff. You can count on me.”

“Unfortunately you can’t fly and I’m sure as hell not carrying you all the way to Wyoming.” It was more natural for Ian to shift into a golden eagle than to manifest wings, but years of practice had enabled him to master the skill.

“You could fly on ahead and we’ll follow in one of the trucks,” Kyle suggested. “At least that way we’d have some warning if the situation has changed since you left.”

“I don’t think I could hold the shift that long. I’m almost as tired as you are.”

“When it comes to stealth, Ian and I are a far better team. You go home to mommy and get some sleep.” Payne punctuated the provocation with a lazy smile. “Leave this to the adults.”

Kyle glared at the lion-shifter but didn’t argue. “What if you need backup?”

“This is recon, nothing more. Payne’s right. You look like shit. Go get some sleep.”

Kyle hesitated a minute longer, obviously reluctant to bow out.

“If Ava were waiting at home for me,” Ian persisted, “I wouldn’t hesitate. If you’re tired of her already, I’d be happy to—”

“Not in your wildest dreams.” Kyle pushed back his chair and stood. “You’re welcome to crash at the sanctuary when you’re done. It will save you a trip into the mountains and back. If this place is as hot as you say, we’ll want to plan the attack quickly and pounce.”

Ian nodded. “We’ll see how long this takes. If it’s not too late, I’d love to sleep in my own bed for a change.”

Payne chuckled. “You would have to fly me to Prague for such a luxury.”

Ian tossed his keys to Payne as they exited the restaurant. “Your eyes are still focusing, aren’t they?”

“For now.”

Ian slumped in the passenger seat and closed his eyes. “Stay on I-25 until you hit the state line. I’ll navigate from there.”

“You are not going to entertain me. How rude.”

Something about the way Payne rolled his Rs struck Ian’s funny bone. Desperately needing the release, he laughed until his cheeks hurt and his companion was glaring with real annoyance. “Sorry. I get irrational when I’m this sleep deprived.”

“Then go to sleep.”

Ian rolled his shoulders and his neck popped, releasing a knot of tension. “I’m too damn tall to sleep in a vehicle, but I’ll keep the hysterics to a minimum.”

“Glad to hear it.” After a few minutes of companionable silence, Payne asked, “Do you think they are ready to deal with the aftermath of her captivity?”

“They will be so relieved to get her back alive, the rest won’t matter.”

“Are you sure? Devon has been at their mercy for nearly a month. That is a long time for any female, much less one as innocent as Devon.”

“Devon is stronger than you think. She’s Erin’s daughter after all.”

Payne shot him a sidelong glance. “Are you trying to convince me or you?”

“I’m glad you didn’t go all doom and gloom while Kyle was still around. Why the sudden pessimism?”

“Resentments run deep between felines and canines here, but you have not experienced the devastation of a true clan war.”

“Not in the past century,” Ian grumbled.

“To je pravda. I forget how old you are. My point was only that I have seen the sort of atrocities that erode a person’s soul. I think Kyle and Erin need to be prepared for anything.”

“Erin Lashton is the most patient and companionate person I’ve ever known. And as you so kindly pointed out, I’m old as dirt.”

“Erin is also Devon’s mother. She will not be objective no matter how hard she tries.”

“I hear you. I just prefer to cross that bridge when and if we come to it.”

“As you say.”

Payne lapsed into silence and Ian stared out the window. It was hard to think of Devon as anything but a precocious adolescent. He knew she was a woman now, but the majority of their interaction had been while she was in her early teens. He’d lived in a guesthouse owned by the Lashtons after a tragedy left him so consumed by rage he could barely function. Erin had helped him process the anger and accept the underlying loss. Then, last year, when Erin lost her mate, everyone expected Ian to claim her as his own. But he refused to mate without a true soul bond and with Erin he’d never felt the pull. She was the closest friend he’d ever had, but their relationship had never been romantic.

Devon had been thirteen when he moved into the guesthouse. For the first few months she’d watched him with a mixture of fascination and fear, but little by little her interest took on an entirely different light. He’d been chopping wood one afternoon, shirtless and covered in sweat, when he spotted her spying on him.

The memory was crystal clear and surprisingly poignant. He’d lodged the ax in the tree stump and spun around. “Little girls shouldn’t spy on grown men. Tends to get grown men shot.”

She stepped out from behind the tree that had failed to hide her completely and held her arms away from her body. “I’m unarmed.” Mischief gleamed in her clear green eyes, making her look older than her thirteen years.

There was no way in hell he was going to encourage a schoolgirl crush, especially when the schoolgirl was his best friend’s daughter. So he put his fists on his hips and did his best to look foreboding. “What do you want?”

“I know my father can be an ass at times, but he won’t let you steal his mate.” She stood a little straighter and raised her chin. “Leave my mother alone.”

It was a convenient excuse and they both knew it. She hadn’t been watching him out of loyalty to her mother. “What makes you think I’m interested in your mother?” She’d blushed to the roots of her shiny black hair and he wanted to bite off his tongue. That hadn’t been much of a discouragement, so he made himself perfectly clear. “Go back to your house, Devon. There is nothing for you here.”

Too flustered to argue, she’d dashed into the trees, leaving him with the oddest ache in the center of his chest. He still remembered every nuance of her innocent face and the hurt clouding her eyes.

He’d seen her often in the following years, but he’d made sure they were never alone together. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust himself to resist her appeal. He just wasn’t taking any chances. Erin meant too much to him and Devon deserved someone as young and untainted as she was.

Payne turned on the radio as Ian let his mind wander. So much had happened in the past few months. The conflict with the wolves seemed to escalate daily and they kept identifying new enemies.

They’d been fighting the radical obsession of the Abolitionists for years, but now they had the name of the person who called the shots. Nehema. Unfortunately they didn’t know a whole lot more than her name. What had inspired her ongoing crusade to wipe out Therian males and “rescue” Therian females was still a mystery.

In fact, they’d thought the lab was an Abolitionist facility until the raid revealed an entirely new, and far more dangerous, enemy. According to Carly, one of the project doctors, a group of three “backers” funded and controlled the ambitious project. Therians were captured and experimented on in an effort to unlock the secret of their metamorphic abilities. The raiding party had freed all of the Therians being held captive in the lab, but Carly warned them that there were other facilities.

“You are brooding, my friend.”

“And we both know that’s not like me?” Ian glanced at Payne and smiled. They’d known each other longer than most of their friends had been alive. The average Therian lived one hundred and twenty-five years. Payne and Ian were both exceptions to the rule. Ian even more so than Payne.

“We will find her.”

“I know. But we could all use some good news right about now.”

Payne made a dismissive sound that was entirely European. “Finding Jake’s family before they were harmed was not good news?”

“Of course it was. Jake deserves all the happiness he can find after all he’s taken on. I just feel sorry for Erin and Kyle.”

“We have all had to deal with misfortune and loss. The Lashtons are strong, as you say. They will be fine. You will see.”

Ian shook his head and raked his hair with his hand. “Platitudes are clearly not your field of expertise.”

“Only for you do I even bother trying.”

They passed the sign welcoming them to Wyoming a few minutes later and Ian said, “Take I-80 east for about twenty miles. Then it gets tricky.”

It was dark by the time they reached the second turnoff, so Ian missed it as Payne flew past. “Damn it. Things look considerably different from the air. Turn around as soon as you can and...” Payne steered the truck sharply left and cut across the deeply rutted median. “Or that works too.” They took a nondescript exit a few minutes later and continued on in the correct direction. “Three miles down, there’s a dirt road on the right. I don’t think it’s marked, so we’ll have to watch for it.”

“You watch for it. I will drive.”

“Fair enough.” Ian found the road and Payne navigated the truck onto the uneven surface. “You’re going to have to kill the lights or they’ll see us coming.”

“What about the engine?”

“We’ll park as soon as the complex is in sight.”

Payne pulled over as well as the road allowed, and both men climbed out of the truck. “Why don’t you fly over and take a look. An eagle would be less conspicuous than a lion.”

“Good point.” Ian drew energy into the center of his body, allowing it to build as he visualized his favorite bird, or at least the one he shifted into most often. With an ease achieved through centuries of practice, he flowed from human into eagle and shifted right out of his clothes.
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Chapter Two
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Devon watched Dhane pace the cell, wondering if his control was about to snap. His entire body was tense and ready to spring and still he kept his distance from her, muttering various feline slurs under his breath. He could insult her all he liked if it helped him keep his hands to himself.

Her last injection had been the day before, unless they’d dosed her while she was unconscious. The effects had been so different that she’d wondered if they changed the formula or if her body was just adjusting to the chemicals. Rather than driving her into a sexual frenzy, she’d felt generally aggressive and restless as hell. She’d still felt lustful, but the symptoms had been more painful and far less humiliating.

If Dhane had been given the more recent formula, there might be hope for them yet.

“Dhane, you’re going to have to—”

“Shut up!” He tossed his head then kept right on pacing. “Wolves do not screw cats. You are not worthy of my seed.”

“Well she’s worthy of mine.” The guard laughed, his lecherous gaze boldly assessing her body. “Care if I take her for a spin?”

Dhane growled, his skin gleaming gold as he wildly tossed his head. His shift was smooth and effortless, fueled no doubt by his heightened emotions. An instant after his wolf solidified, he charged. His shoulders slammed into the bars hard enough to rattle the cage as he snapped his teeth repeatedly at the guard. The human scrambled back so fast he smacked into the wall.

“Holy shit. Roberto said he could...I never thought... How’d he do that?” With much belated urgency, the human drew his pistol and pointed it at the wolf.

“If you shoot him Roberto will kill you.”

Devon drew her legs up onto the bunk and wrapped her arms around her knees, struggling against the ache building inside her. So the Italian’s name was Roberto. Thank the gods for incompetent guards.

“This is unbelievable,” the guard muttered to no one in particular.

“You’re new, I take it?”

Dhane resumed his pacing, not bothering to shift back. The transformation had seemed intentional. She didn’t think he was feral, just restless as hell. Was being torn apart by a wolf better than being screwed by a wolf-shifter? She honestly wasn’t sure.

“What do you turn into?” The guard’s bravado resurfaced as suddenly as it had abandoned him. He lowered his weapon but didn’t put it away.

She wasn’t in the mood to indulge a curious human, but his obvious inexperience was interesting. Could she capitalize on his ignorance? “He’s lost control,” she said in a stage whisper as if Dhane weren’t three feet away. “You’ve got to get me out of here.” Dhane’s head came up and he shot her an impatient glare. She ignored his confusion and pursued the potential opportunity. “He’ll tear me apart and that’s not what your boss has in mind. Weren’t you told to separate us if he transformed?” Determination made her voice shrill enough to pass for terror.

“He said to move the wolf if you two screwed. You didn’t, so the door stays closed.”

“It’s not my fault! I would have let him but he wouldn’t touch me. You’ve been watching us the whole time. Did I try to stop him?”

“If I open the door that thing will come after me.” The guard’s arm came back up and he pointed the pistol in Dhane’s general direction, but his hands shook so badly there was no way he’d do any damage.

“I won’t give him enough time. Just unlock the door. I’ll do the rest.”

“But...”

“Hurry! It’s my only chance.”

Finally understanding the ruse, Dhane turned toward her and bared his teeth. His ears laid back and his low growl sent a shiver down her spine.

The guard looked up and down the corridor, eyes wide and barely blinking. Then he pulled the keys off the clip on his belt and approached the door. Dhane continued to snarl as the fool unlocked their cage.

Before the guard could yank the key free, Devon jumped off the bunk, leapt over Dhane and shoved the bars open with all her might. The guard flew backward as Dhane emerged on her heels. Without reluctance or pause Dhane jumped into the air and caught the guard by the throat. With one vicious twist of Dhane’s powerful jaws, he ripped open the guard’s throat and ended his life.

“There’s one more, so stay alert.” Dhane head-butted her thigh, a silent objection to her needless warning. She crept along the corridor, scanning with all her senses. Dhane’s head came up and jerked to the left several seconds before she smelled cigarette smoke. The wolf had a damn good nose. “Fine, you lead.”

The corridor ended at the same metal door that had set off the alarm earlier. She looked for a way to disable the alarm, but Dhane growled his impatience. “Is he near the door?” To her astonishment the wolf nodded. Cats communicated telepathically while in animal form, but she’d never interacted with a Therian wolf before. “All right. I’ll throw the door open and let you out. Can you handle the rest?” Dhane tilted his head and gave her an exasperated look. “Sorry. We’ll go on three. One. Two. Three.”

She shoved the door wide and waited for Dhane to lunge past before she stepped out into the blustery night. The alarm blared until the door swung shut, then the sound was mercifully muffled by the barrier. She kicked the guard’s rifle out of reach as Dhane took him down. The shadows concealed most of the carnage. All she could see was Dhane’s grayish fur as he straddled the guard’s chest.

A sharp cry drew her gaze to the sky and a massive bird swooped toward her. “Ian?” Hope and excitement tore through her with painful intensity. The eagle circled then flew parallel with a dirt road, as if to show them the way. She glanced at Dhane. Did he realize they weren’t in this alone? Lights flashed on and off in the distance and tears blurred her vision.

“They’ve got a vehicle down there. Come on!” She had never run so fast in her life. The alarm continued to pulse, threatening to draw reinforcements, so she put her heart and soul into each stride.

Dhane bounded to the truck then circled back, a courtesy that shocked her. Why was Nate Fizroy’s son being so noble to a cat? She couldn’t let his unexpected care distract her. They weren’t out of danger yet.

Ian was zipping up his jeans as she reached the truck. She threw herself into his arms, instinctively knowing he’d catch her. His strong arms wrapped around her body as her composure shattered. Rather than try to calm her down, Ian scooped her up and placed her in the truck then climbed in and settled her on his lap as he slammed the door shut.

“Drive. Now!”

She didn’t recognize the driver but Ian obviously did. And without comment or hesitation, the driver obeyed.

Reality blurred as she clung to Ian. There was only his scent, his warmth and the security of his embrace. She buried her face against his throat as harsh sobs shook her entire body. She was alive! And she was free. Joy burst within her followed immediately by crushing grief. How could emotions be so painful? Her arms trembled and her throat burned, but she couldn’t stop crying.

“Is the wolf with us or should I get rid of him before we reach the main road?” The driver’s unusual accent cut through her emotional tumult.

“He’s with me.” She roused enough to speak but not enough to lift her head.

“You’re safe, sweetheart. No one will hurt you now.” Ian stroked her hair, her arms and back in a hypnotic rhythm. For a long time he just held her as they bumped along the dirt road.

Gradually her emotions receded, leaving her shaky and weak. And aware. Ian’s scent was familiar, soothing, but it was inescapably male. Unbidden flickers of heat sparked to life within her abdomen. She turned her face away from his skin and tried to cleanse her senses with a deep breath of cool air.

“It’s really rude that you managed to save yourself before I could come to your rescue,” Ian whispered, his warm breath teasing her ear. “What will my adoring fans think of me now?”

The truck rocked sharply as they reached pavement, then the ride smoothed out considerably. She finally sat up and looked into the bed of the truck. The wolf had curled up against the cab, his face tucked into the warmth of his body. “That’s Dhane Fitzroy.”

“Seriously?”

She nodded in response to Ian’s question and the men exchanged worried looks.

“Does his pack know where he is?”

“He had no idea where we were, so I don’t think the wolves have a clue.” The driver’s golden eyes gleamed through the darkness, so she said, “Hi.”

“Ahoj zlatíčko.” His white teeth flashed in the dimness but his features were lost in shadow. “Most call me Payne.”

“His real name is Dilbert,” Ian whispered loud enough for Payne to hear.

“I’d go by Payne too.” Now that her emotions were more or less spent she felt self-conscious sitting on Ian’s lap. He was shirtless and she’d been crawling all over him like she had the right to touch him anywhere she pleased. “Am I crushing you?”

“Hardly. Just relax.”

Too worn out to argue, she laid her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes. But that only freed the memories. She tensed and Ian’s hand swept from her shoulder to her hip. She splayed her fingers over his chest, undeniably aware of his heat and the hard muscle beneath her palm.

“I’ve got you, kitten. No one will ever hurt you again.”

She wanted to believe it, needed to believe it, but they were just words. As long as her abilities were latent, she was helpless. Even against humans! She knew she was trembling again but she couldn’t seem to relax. She opened her eyes and lifted her head so she could look around.

They’d reached the interstate but she had no idea which direction they were headed. Were they even in Colorado? She couldn’t see much beyond the roadway. “Where are we?”

“A few miles east of Cheyenne,” Ian told her. “You’ll be home in about an hour and a half.”

She nodded then realized other questions were far more important. “How did you find me? What happened to the others? I wasn’t the only one they were...”

“I know. When we attacked the lab in the mountains one of the doctors agreed to help us.”

“That would be Carly Ides.” Devon sneered as the name passed her lips. “She’s the worst of the worst.”

She squirmed and wiggled until he wrapped his arm around her waist and said, “You need to sit still.”

Understanding unfurled within her, spreading heat through her belly and chest. The unmistakable ridge of his erection pressed against her hip and she fought the need to cover her face with her hands. “Sorry.” His scent grew more tantalizing, more evocative.

“It’s called adrenaline,” he assured her. “It’s a natural reaction.”

Payne snorted and muttered something in his native language. Ian glared and Devon followed the direction of his gaze. A passing car illuminated the cab for a moment and she received her first clear look at Payne. High hollow cheeks, a wide brow and strong jawline. Stark and distinctive, his angular features were too menacing for true handsomeness. He was striking, she supposed, or just plain fierce.

“You’re staring.” Ian’s comment was only partially playful. Devon quickly turned her head before Payne caught her in the act.

Something smacked against the cab and Ian and Devon both turned to see what had caused the commotion. Dhane was on his feet, or rather his paws, shivering so violently she could see the tremors.

“Is he cold?”

Ian shook his head. “With all that fur it’s unlikely.”

“Why hasn’t he released the shift?” Payne mused.

“Maybe he can’t.” Using her concern for Dhane as motivation, Devon carefully climbed into the tiny seating area behind the main seats. She sat sideways, directly behind Payne so she could see both Dhane and Ian. Ian pivoted in his seat, his gaze smoldering. She’d basically shoved her breasts in his face in her attempt to assess Dhane’s situation and still he seemed upset by her relocation. Was it possible he felt the electric awareness that was making her skin tingle?

She couldn’t think about that right now. Dhane appeared to be in real trouble. “If you have a blanket I’ll ride in back and see if I can calm down Dhane.” She was worried about Dhane, but mostly she needed to be away from Ian so she could think, decide on a next step.

“As if.” Ian’s eyes narrowed to gleaming slits but his expression revealed nothing more. “If anyone gets back there with that wolf it will be the badass over there.”

Payne laughed. “As if.”

“He saved my life.” She glanced out the back window, as much to avoid Ian’s gaze as to check on Dhane. “We can’t let him suffer.”

“Why do you think he’s suffering? Dogs like fresh air and open spaces.” Ian peered through the window then shrugged. “He seems pretty restless, but he just escaped a brush with death. That’s bound to wind up anyone.”

“He was wound up before we escaped.” How could she explain what was wrong with Dhane without revealing what she’d endured, was still enduring? She rested her hands in her lap and crossed her legs at the ankle, doing her best to appear casual. “They shot him with a chemical that spiked his libido.”

Ian reached through the narrow gap between the front seats and lightly touched her knee. “Did he hurt you, Devon?” His tone was coaxing, but she sensed the threat rippling beneath the surface of his words.

Guilty memories made her glance away, so she rushed through her explanation. “He didn’t touch me.” Ian looked doubtful. “I swear. When he started feeling the burn he shifted. It was brilliant. I wish I’d been able to... I mean I wish I’d thought of it first.”

“I thought you were not yet defined.” Payne glanced in the rearview mirror before he looked back at the road.

“She isn’t. Unless... Did that bastard define you?” Ian’s fingers tightened on her knee.

“It wasn’t like that. Dhane did nothing wrong.” She moved her leg away from him and, with obvious reluctance, he pulled back his arm.

“Then what was it like?” The gold flecks in his sky-blue eyes began to shimmer. “Did they use the chemical on you too?”

“It doesn’t matter.” She knew he’d read between the lines, but she wasn’t ready to detail what had happened. And when she was ready, Ian would be the last person she’d... Anger and pain welled within her and her chin quivered. She didn’t want to cry anymore. If she started crying again she wasn’t sure she could stop. Dhane. She’d concentrate on Dhane and only Dhane. “We need to contact his pack. Only they can give him what he needs.”

“A willing female wolf?” She could see Payne’s face in the rearview mirror. His smile was surprisingly gentle given the aggression so obvious in his features.

“Yes.” She switched her gaze to Ian, more comfortable with his familiar face. He looked so damn handsome, and so worried. His burnished hair could use a trim, but she’d always liked his careless style. “Do you know how to contact Nate Fitzroy?”

“I’d rather get you home before we worry about the wolf.”

She shook her head. “This can’t wait. Payne’s right, Dhane should have shifted back by now. The chemical must be affecting his wolf too.”

“I’ll call Landon. He can decide what to do with Dhane.” He dug his phone out of the center console and turned back around.

She felt the absence of his gaze like a physical ache. The need to crawl back in his lap and feel the security of his strong arms close around her was nearly overwhelming. What was she doing? Ian thought of her as an annoying little sister. If she allowed herself to forget that fundamental fact, she was asking for disappointment and pain.

Landon was Dhane’s older brother. Devon knew he’d joined the rebels, but she’d never exchanged more than casual greetings with any of the wolves. Until tonight.

Like a slow-motion replay from a brutal sporting event, she saw Dhane’s attack on the first guard. The wolf’s sharp teeth sank into the human’s flesh, blood gushed and tissue tore as Dhane violently shook his head. She shuddered and forced the memory back into the past where it belonged. They’d been defending themselves against an aggressive enemy, an enemy that had launched the first strike. Without Dhane’s brutality, they might still be locked inside that cell.

“Hey Landon, it’s Ian.” His tone was deep and even as he spoke into the phone. “Sorry to call so late but I’ve got your brother in the bed of my truck.”

“Is he all right?” Though Landon’s voice was muffled, Devon could make out what he said. “My father called a couple of hours ago, wanted to know if I’d seen him. What happened? How did he end up with you?”

“Long story. Are you at home?”

“No. I was helping Eli with a programming glitch. I’m at the sanctuary.”

“Good. Tell Kyle and Erin that we have Devon. She’s safe and unharmed.”

Devon cringed at the word. Was she unharmed or were her wounds simply not visible?

“That’s wonderful.” Landon paused. “What about Dhane?”

“Dhane needs energy, badly. He needs a she-wolf willing to feed him.”

“I can pass him energy.”

“He needs a she-wolf,” Ian stressed.

“Where did you find him? What’s this—”

“I’ll explain everything when we meet. Head north. If you leave right now we should cross paths somewhere near Ft. Collins.”

He didn’t give Landon the opportunity to argue or ask any more questions. He ended the call and returned his phone to the center console. “You okay?”

She wasn’t sure why he’d asked until she felt a tear roll down her face. Rather than reply, she wrapped her arms around herself and huddled against the seat back. With Dhane on his way to recovery she felt empty and numb. She didn’t want to talk, didn’t want to think, just wanted to absorb the fact that her ordeal was finally over.

Ian watched Devon closely, trying not to think about how good she’d felt in his arms. She was soft and warm and trusting. And a close friend’s little girl. Devon was traumatized and vulnerable, and he could not let himself forget it.

Gradually her body relaxed, her arms slipping to her waist as she swayed with the truck’s gentle motion.

“How’s the wolf?” Payne asked.

“Still pacing.” He kept his voice soft, not wanting to disturb Devon.

“Is she asleep?”

“I think so.”

Do you think she was truthful about what happened tonight? If the wolf forced her she might not want anyone to know.

I don’t know. But the thought made Ian’s stomach clench and his blood boil. She’s definitely hiding something, but I don’t think it has anything to do with Dhane.

There’s an easy way to find out.

Ian shook his head. I never go where I’m not invited unless there’s a damn good reason. When she’s ready she’ll share her story. Though I doubt it will be with me.

Don’t be so sure. I saw the way she was looking at you. You might insist on treating her like a sister, but she doesn’t think of you as a brother.

It doesn’t matter. She’s not for me.

That’s not for you to decide.

For a moment he thought Payne meant Erin and Kyle would decide Devon’s fate, then he saw the challenge in Payne’s eyes. If she were the one, I would have felt the bonding pull a long time ago.

Payne’s smile was slightly mocking. How could you possibly know what you feel when you’ve convinced yourself that she’s forbidden? She’s a direct descendant of the Historians. It makes sense that—

Stop it! She’s little more than a child.

Payne’s laugh was audible as well as telepathic. Are you blind?

Ian didn’t reply, but Payne’s speculation lodged deep in his mind. With a frustrated sigh he felt around on the floor of the truck.

“What are you doing?” Payne’s dark brows drew together over his nose.

“Where’s my shirt?”

“I think she’s lying on it.”

Sure enough. Ian spotted his shirt directly under her pert little ass. He shook his head and turned back around. All Therians either lost or destroyed their clothes when they shifted. No one would think anything of his bare chest. So why was it bothering him?

Was it possible he’d squelched the bonding pull, shut himself off from even the chance that he would finally find his mate? His bloodline had been connected to the Historians for nearly as long as the Historians had chronicled the lives and deeds of the Omni Primes. That was the main reason everyone expected him to mate with Erin. Had he felt no attraction to Erin because she was destined to provide him with a mate rather than be that mate?

It didn’t matter. There was no way he was going to complicate Devon’s recovery with inappropriate attention. He’d hand her over to her family as soon as possible and get on with his life. Only after this trauma was far behind her would he revisit the possibility that he could feel more than familial affection for Devon. It was the only rational choice.

Landon sent a text letting them know he was at a rest stop just off the southbound side of I-25. They arrived a few minutes later and Ian spotted Erin’s red SUV as well as Landon’s Acura. “Looks like the whole gang tagged along.” There were at least three people in the SUV and two in the car. Would Devon be thrilled by the support or overwhelmed by their concern?

“That’s a good thing, isn’t it? If you’re going to run for the hills.”

The problem with longtime friends was they knew exactly which buttons to push. Ian ignored Payne’s provocation and gently roused Devon. “Time to go, love. Your family’s here.”

She pushed away from the seat and looked out the back window, her expression muddled. “My family? Where are we?”

“Ft. Collins rest stop,” Payne told her.

She opened the door and slid to the ground. But rather than running into her mother’s arms, as Ian had expected her to do, she waited for Landon by the tailgate. Dhane was sprawled on his side, panting, yet motionless.

“What the hell happened to him?” Landon demanded as soon as he saw his brother.

Ian grabbed his shirt off the backseat and pulled it on before he opened his door.

“Dhane was captured by the same people who had me.” Devon’s tone was suspiciously calm. She didn’t look at her mother or Kyle and her movements seemed jittery. “He killed two people tonight. Has he ever killed before?”

And she’d had a ringside seat for the event. Had she witnessed death before? Ian moved closer to the tailgate, watching her carefully. Despite her outward composure, her façade was ready to disintegrate.

Erin stood on the other side of Landon, her gaze sharp and assessing. As usual she’d missed nothing. Is she as calm as she looks? Erin’s worried thought whispered in his mind.

Not even close.

Landon told us she was unharmed.

Ian ignored the accusation that accompanied Kyle’s thought and focused on Devon. Her hands shook and her chin quivered, and still she only had eyes for Landon. “Dhane was amazing. You need to let your father know he did his pack proud.”

“Ian said he needs energy.” Landon’s anxious gaze darted toward him before he switched back to his brother. “Wolves revert to their human form when their levels are depleted. What’s really wrong with him?”

“He was injected with gods-know-what. Get blood samples if you can. He needs energy and he needs sex.” Ian cut through the ambiguities. This wasn’t helping anyone. “Lots and lots of sex.”

“I’ll take care of it.” Landon pulled down the tailgate and slid Dhane across the bed of the truck. The wolf whimpered but didn’t resist. Payne stepped forward and helped Landon load Dhane into the backseat of the car.

Ava, Kyle’s mate, stood by Erin’s SUV, obviously trying to give the family some privacy. Devon looked at her and asked, “Who is that? Why is she here?”

That was right. Devon had been gone when Carissa and Ava came on the scene. Hearing Devon’s comment, Ava started forward but Erin immediately waved her back.

“She’s my mate, Dev.” Kyle supplied the answer. “She’s just worried about you. We all are.”

Erin took a cautious step toward Devon and Devon moved closer to Ian.

“I can’t do this,” Devon whispered, her eyes wide and unblinking.

“How about if we all meet up at your mom’s house in a few minutes?” He tried to sound encouraging without playing into her obvious panic.

She turned and wrapped her arms around him, pressing her face against his chest. “Make them leave. Please. Just make them leave.”

“Devon, no one is going to hurt you.” Kyle moved closer to the truck and Devon just about climbed up Ian’s body.

Back off or she’ll bolt! She’s holding on by a thread. Ian wrapped his arms around Devon, no longer caring what any of them thought. Panic and pain radiated off her in dizzying waves. He had no idea why she’d chosen him as her protector, but he had every intention of keeping her safe. Payne, go with them. I’ll bring her home as soon as she calms down.

With obvious reluctance, Kyle and Erin made their way back to the SUV. Ian opened the truck door and Devon climbed in without so much as a glance at her family. Payne had left the truck running, so Ian closed the back door then climbed in behind the wheel. She stared off into the distance with unseeing eyes, obviously in shock.

“I want to go home with you.” The whispered plea stunned him. Her expression didn’t change and she didn’t look at him, but tears trailed down her cheeks.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea. I think you need your family.”

“I can’t. I just can’t.” She finally turned her head and the utter misery in her expression broke his heart. “Please, I want to go with you.”

He gripped the steering wheel until the blood left his knuckles as he struggled through the alternatives. It didn’t matter why she’d latched on to him. She was obviously not ready to face her family. If he took her to his house in Snowmass, her family would doubtlessly come get her. Ian wasn’t sure exactly what her captors had done to her, but it was going to take more than one good cry to exorcise these demons.

The SUV idled at the far end of the parking lot, waiting for him to follow. He picked up his phone and sent Kyle a quick text telling him they’d be along in a few minutes. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath then shook his head. Payne had seen this coming. Somehow the lion had known Devon would reject her family.

Ian turned off the engine and tucked the keys under the floor mat. Hopefully Erin would forgive him. Eventually. He sent a text to Payne and asked him to come back for the truck in half an hour. He didn’t need to say more. Payne would understand. Finally, he walked around to the passenger side and opened the door. “Last chance. Are you sure this is what you want?”

She climbed down from the truck and closed the door. “I want to go with you.” She no longer sounded hysterical, just depleted and lost.

After tucking his phone into his pocket, he pulled off his shirt and tossed it into the bed of the truck. “Then hold on tight, ‘cause where we’re going is most easily reached from the air.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed against his chest. He grabbed her hips and lifted her off her feet. “Wrap your legs around my waist.” After a moment’s hesitation, she complied.

He embraced her small warm body, trying to keep his mind on the reason for his rash actions. She needed time and space away from her overprotective family. That was all this was. He was helping out a friend.

His back burned as his wings unfurled. Devon gasped and squeezed him even tighter. He turned into the wind, testing the resistance and calculating a trajectory. “Ready?” She nodded, so he launched them skyward with a forceful flap of his massive wings.
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Chapter Three
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Roberto stubbornly hid his revulsion as Tias peeled back another section of Osric’s skin. The tiger-shifter screamed, his voice hoarse, body convulsing from the pain. Alloy bands restrained his arms and legs, spreading his limbs without hindering Tias’ access to his body. A wider band circled his throat, preventing him from shifting. Actually it didn’t hinder his ability to transform, it would just strangle him if he summoned his tiger shape.

The skill with which Tias wielded her blades was awe inspiring, but Roberto had never been fond of blood. Retired General James Milliner, on the other hand, watched every move their partner made with sadistic enjoyment.

They made a good team. With Milliner’s military connections, Roberto’s ready access to deep pockets and Tias’ Yakuza contacts, they could accomplish almost anything.

“I can keep this up indefinitely,” she reminded their prisoner. “You’ve watched me work often enough to know it’s no idle boast.” Tias was tiny with a timeless Asian beauty that was the perfect disguise for her vicious nature.

“I’ve told you everything I know.” Osric sobbed, a mixture of blood and snot bubbling from his nose. “Nehema’s house was deserted. They’ve gone underground.”

“What is Nehema’s connection to Zophiel?”

“There is no connection. I’ve told you everything!”

“You said ‘they’ have gone underground, which indicates a connection. Lies will only bring more pain.” She used the point of her knife to outline his nipple as Osric writhed and screamed.

“The beauty of this is all he has to do is shift and his human form resets,” Milliner said just loud enough to make sure Osric heard the comment.

“Give us something,” Roberto encouraged. The slick tiles and floor drain made this sort of mess easy to manage. Still, the smell of blood and piss was overwhelming. “Where are they likely to go? Do they have a rescue planned for the near future?”

“I told you...” Osric closed his eyes and gulped in air, shaking his head to complete his denial.

Tias turned toward Roberto and Milliner with a sigh. “Well, gentlemen, shall we give him a break? This is boring.”

With continual inundation from the same stimuli, the senses numbed. Any good interrogator was aware of the fact. “Why don’t we give Roberto a tour while Osric thinks things over,” Milliner suggested.

Roberto had seen numerous images of the complex but this was the first time he’d been here in person. The facility wasn’t scheduled to open for another three months, but the Therian attack on their mountain lab had left them no choice but to utilize functional sections of the converted military hospital while renovations were completed on the rest.

“Wonderful idea.” She paused long enough to clean the blood from her knives and wash her hands before they left the interrogation room.

“You’d been at it quite a while when I arrived.” Roberto fell into step beside Tias, leaving Milliner to trail behind. “Has he said anything that might help us locate Nehema?”

“He’s been babbling on about Zophiel,” Milliner told him. “She is the most radiant woman in the world. She’s the gods’ faithful spy and the Angel of Divine Justice. She’s his ‘mistress’ in the kiss-my-boot sense of the word. He claims to serve her through sacrifices of pleasure and pain.”

“If pain gets him off this might be a waste of time.” They turned onto a wide corridor then took a lift to the ground floor. Buzzes and bangs from the construction crew echoed in the distance, but the main lobby and adjacent offices had required less restoration. “Is it possible that Zophiel is simply Nehema’s sexual persona?”

Tias seemed to consider the possibility but Milliner shook his head. “Nehema is well into her fifties and definitely not ‘the most radiant female on earth’.”

“There are many mistresses you would never recognize as they walk down the street.” Tias paused and pivoted so she could see both Roberto and Milliner. “Part of the appeal of the BDSM Lifestyle is allowing yourself to be immersed in the fantasy.”

The voice of experience? “Either way, does this bring us any closer to stopping the Abolitionists?”

“We aren’t the only ones interested in finding Nehema,” Tias reminded them. “I say we wait her out and let the Therians take care of her as soon as she strikes again. She is a far bigger problem for them
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