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ANGELICA HAS TAKEN the jungle home this time.

After traveling to two different jungles on two different continents, you’d think she would be done with exotic locales for a while. But the lion inside isn’t easily controlled, and now she needs help from the wisest elders in the shifter community.

The last thing Taylor wants to do is risk Angelica in the wildest jungle on the planet, but he’s got no choice. His own government has betrayed him, and a woman from the past is hot on their... tails?

From the wilds of Minnesota to the highest mountains in Nepal, Angelica and Taylor are on the run one last time. The adventure isn’t over by a long shot, and time is running out if they’re going to meld the woman to the beast within.
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Angelica tossed and turned. She’d woken him up again. Taylor lay there a moment, still groggy and trying to get his bearings, but knew she wasn’t doing well. His hand shot out to steady her, to pull her back within the circle of his arms. He murmured soft things, stroking her shoulder, her hair, until she stilled and her breathing evened out. He hated this, hated the helpless feeling of not being able to save her from the nightmares. She still hadn’t let go of having to shoot Dr. Johns. It haunted her every night, tearing her from sleep somewhere after midnight with a consistency that created a new normal. It left a bad taste in his mouth whenever he thought about it. He pressed his lips to her hair, and listened to the sounds of the city traffic that filtered up to his apartment from the street below.

He’d thought things would be better here. Angelica had had enough of jungles and, to be honest, so had he. They came back to D.C. for an extended rest, to figure out next steps, but that was a big order. Trying to fit a normal life into one that recently included being shot at would be enough to make readjustment difficult. But add being kidnapped and experimented on to it, and that would give anyone a good sized dose of PTSD.

He wondered what word one would give to the trauma that came of suddenly being able to shift into a large predator. Especially when one hadn’t grown up expecting the change to happen, right alongside all the other readjustments that happened at puberty.

It’s going to take time to handle. A lot of time.

In the meantime, she had nightmares and he lost sleep. They both were losing sleep.

“Shh,” he whispered when she whimpered again. He held her and stroked her head, willing her to leave the dream a second time; this time for good, that she might get some rest for once. And by extension allow him the same luxury. 

She’d told him it was always the same dream, a memory really, of children being hurt, of her firing a gun at Melinda. Melinda’s body falling and the blood everywhere. He understood those dreams because he’d had them, too. The difference was, he was trained as a CIA agent. Angelica’s training was medical. Everything she believed in went against the taking of lives.

Even if taking Melinda’s life meant saving his. 

He, at least, had received a certain amount of training on how to deal with these situations. He was given counseling as part of his debriefing. While his memories were no less pleasant, he was taught how to deal with the necessity of sometimes having to take lives.

She had been wholly unprepared for it. And what’s worse, given the outcome of the entire fiasco, she hadn’t been able to seek counseling to help her over the rough edges.

He wrapped his arm around her and murmured soothing words against her hair, words that meant nothing in themselves, but carried with them the comfort and surety he could give them. It was a balm, an absolution. It was a nightly ritual. 

One of them.

It was the other that was most troubling.

In the short time they had been back in D.C., they’d spent a fortune on bedding. They’d replaced the mattress twice. He’d lost count of the sheets and blankets they’d gone through, and it had only been a month since they’d gotten back. 

It was easier when I went through this. But I was going through puberty back then. They prepared us for it. We slept on large pillows until we could prove we could go a full night without destroying the furniture. 

According to his mom, it was like bathroom training all over again. As a child you learn to recognize the signs of a full bladder, the same way you learn as a teen what it feels like to change into a white tiger in your sleep. Well, in Angelica’s case she became a golden-brown lioness, but the same ideas held true.

She stilled. It was only a matter of time now.

Taylor listened for the crack of bone, the grinding of flesh that was the sound of the change. They slept naked, a rule not just from the effect of lovemaking from two people in love and betrothed to each other, but clothing was restrictive and could cause injury during a change. 

But that didn’t mean a displaced claw didn’t catch the sheets and shred them, or tear open a mattress. She’d started joking about water beds, but he could tell she was scared. She didn’t seem to have any control over the change.

Whereas his was natural and he’d grown into it, hers was forced on her. Their time in Africa had been disastrous. While she’d discovered a previously unknown tribe of shifters who became lions, she’d been captured by the mad doctor desperate to study them. So desperate, in fact, that she’d been working on creating them artificially. It had been Taylor’s fault that Angelica had gotten tangled up in the whole mess. If he hadn’t been a shifter himself, she never would have believed what she was seeing. She might have stayed safe. They might not have captured her and done things that never should have been able to work to her. 

But I’d never heard of anyone altering DNA to create a shifter before. 

And now here she was with no training, no preparation of her mind for the things her body was going through. There was no way for her to combat a spontaneous change. 

And it was getting worse. 

He stroked her hair and kissed her cheek. He held her close and told her it was all right, that whatever had plagued her was over. It was a lie, but it served to calm her. He partially woke her to get her to rest again. Then he fell back and covered his face with an arm. She would be moaning and twitching again in an hour, he knew it. She wouldn’t get deep sleep, and by extension neither would he. 

He wondered for a moment what it would be like if he still had to go to work, still had be the agent he’d trained to be, with no sleep. His concentration was already off. He was supposed to show up at the office sometime in the afternoon. How many hours away was that now? He’d taken all the vacation time he’d had, and Randall had been getting impatient with him. But how could he explain?

In the meantime, his own inner cat was calling to him to change, to run and explore and hunt. In an apartment complex in D.C. 

Was it a mistake to come here?

But it was home, such as it was. There was only so much wilderness within range, and the last thing he needed was tales of big cats roaming the Appalachian Trail. Especially one that was unable to practice deception, to hide the fact that she was a big cat, or about to change into one. So taking her out of the city was impossible. But trying to keep her in it was worse.

Not that it was her fault. She had little control over that. Without him there to monitor it, she would change and leap out an open window before she realized where she was, or even what she was. She’d woken up several times as a cat, always in a tree or stalking a barking dog on the other side of a fence. She never hurt one, she never would. He suspected it was the hunt she wanted. But every time she suddenly realized where she was, she had to try to figure out how to get home again. Sometimes, that wasn’t easy. Especially since this city was still fairly new to her.

And each time she changed increased the risk that someone would see her and report a fully-grown lioness running loose. This time, she was calmed. This time, she fell asleep next to him, her soft skin touching his, her chest rising and falling, her long, lovely legs spread over the mattress in blissful slumber.

An hour from now, she might be tearing the sheets as her body broke and reformed. Or two. Or three. Or not at all. Taylor tried to sleep around that, nodded off when his body demanded it, when it screamed for a little rest. The times when he pushed too hard, stayed up too often, those were the times he ended up outside in his bathrobe, hunting a lioness with a glass of water. Splashing her face was the best bet he had to startle her awake.

For the moment, he lay in the darkness, staring at the ceiling and breathing the foul city air. It was a nice change from the clean, muggy breath of the Amazon rainforest or the cloying jungles of Africa. Here, there were millions of people getting on with their lives and not one of them was hunting him or Angelica. Here, the greatest danger was the expressway during rush hour. Here in the polluted skies, no one knew where they were. 

Should have killed the bad one when you had the chance.

He sighed. That was new. What changes Angelica was going through overwhelmed him, but he was trying to save her and deal with his own issues stemming from Melinda’s interference. She’d forced him to change at her will, had experimented on him—the only test subjects she’d had were lions, so he was the first white tiger she’d seen... and she had been curious. 

But before Melinda, he and the cat never interacted. The cat called him the “other memory”, a small voice that consoled caution and helped the cat stay under the radar of man; for his part, Taylor was human without any real memory of when he was a tiger. But that had all changed. Now it was like sharing a brain with another person. Correction, it was sharing a brain with another person. The cat spoke to him now. That was a lot to deal with and, frankly, he was never sure he wasn’t just going crazy.

We did kill her.

No, the fat one. 

That was the name the cat gave Griselda. She was a large, round woman who looked like someone’s futzy grandmother. She also ran one of the world’s most intricate drug cartels. She’d seen him change. She’d been the financial backing behind Melinda. She was still alive.

I can’t just kill for no reason... yes, I now see that there was a reason. But at the time I had no idea that she was going to be a part of our lives forever. 

The cat didn’t respond. Taylor got the feeling he was sulking.

You don’t kill without cause, either, he reminded the cat. He sighed in the silence of his mind and found himself drifting off. He jerked awake and lifted his head to study his love. She slept soundly. He lay back down and closed his eyes.

It was barely moments before he was awake. Very awake. 

“ANGELICA!” he screamed, and clapped his hands.

She jerked awake and gasped. She turned and looked at him. He could see her realize that her body was shifting. She closed her eyes and concentrated, the hair receded from her legs, and her hands smoothed out again into long elegant fingers.

“I’m sorry.” She sounded tired. Defeated. “Did you get any sleep at all?”

He rolled over and wrapped an arm around her. “Let’s try again,” he said. He even sounded exhausted to himself.
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“Hello?” Taylor wondered if he sounded as raw as he felt. Of course, it was rude of whomever it was to call at... well, it was after 9:00. All good little agents should be up by now anyway. The problem wasn’t being up, the problem was still being up.

“Don’t come in to work. Not today. Not tomorrow.”

Taylor blinked. He’d been trained and had a great deal of experience thinking fast on his feet, it was a hazard of the profession, but he was still asleep, or still not asleep... 

“Randall?”

“A certain military man has been asking questions about you and the good doctor. Leading questions. Regarding the late Dr. John’s experiments.”

Taylor was suddenly, dreadfully, awake. The breath caught in his throat and he tried to think what he needed to ask first. There were too many questions to sort through. He went with the obvious. “I thought that was buried.”

“It was.” Randall’s tone was apologetic. A touch angry. “And sealed. This is something else—I don’t know where this came from, but the military applications...” He left the rest unsaid. 

Maybe it wasn’t the first time that it occurred to someone that an army full of soldiers who could flow over the battlefield in a formation of tigers and could instantly heal non-fatal wounds would be a great benefit. But it was a first coming from his own government. He glanced at Angelica as she shifted, stretched sleepily. Suddenly she seemed too vulnerable, too close to, well, everything. The District of Columbia wasn’t the best place to be right now.

“How bad is it?” Taylor asked, not wanting to hear the answer. 

Angelica sat up and looked at him, eyes still full of sleep. Of concern. He reached for her, taking her hand in his.

“Bad.” Randall’s voice was low. He spoke rapidly. “They’re looking into your security clearance. Your background.”

It took him a minute to catch the emphasis. If they were looking into his background that meant his history, his family. What was it Dr. John said? Something about studying his people? Had she written something down? Said something to someone about the idea? He thought of the sleepy little community he’d grown up in. They’d fled to America long ago to escape this kind of notice. 

“You told me this was taken care of, that there wouldn’t be any repercussions.” His voice was sharp. It wasn’t fair to blame Randall. He’d been a friend as well as a boss, and had violated a dozen or so internal regulations to protect Taylor’s secret, but the chill that had hold of his guts wasn’t being rational let alone fair. If that footage of his change, if any notes of who and what he was, still existed then Taylor had endangered his own family, not to mention his community. Whatever came next would be on his head. And for better or worse, Randall was the bearer of the news.

They were against me leaving the community in the first place for this very reason. I asked them to trust me. I promised them this wouldn’t happen.

“This didn’t come from my office.” Randall hissed. “And you know the footage we captured in Africa was accidently destroyed.” There was a slight pause. “I made sure of it personally.”

Taylor gathered his thoughts. Make that a couple dozen internal regulations and a few federal laws that his friend had violated for Taylor’s sake. For Angelica’s sake. He pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “Look... I...”

“Yeah, I know,” Randall said. “It’s okay—I freaked out a little, too.” 

By this point Angelica was mouthing questions, trying to figure out what was going on. Taylor shook his head, motioning for her to wait. She sighed a little and flopped back against the pillow. Bits of stuffing flew in all directions. It hadn’t been a good night for bedding. 

Don’t get distracted. Focus.

He returned his attention to Randall. “Can you find out where this came from?” 

“I’m working on it, but it happened somewhere in the inner workings of the Pentagon, completely bypassing the normal network.”

“That’s telling all by itself,” Taylor thought out loud and rubbed his forehead. “So, whoever it was, they had full access to someone with a lot of brass.” There weren’t too many people on that particular list.

“That’s the way it looks.” 

“Someone connected to the slave ring?” 

Angelica’s head shot up. Her eyes took on a frightened look. 

Although Dr. Johns had denied knowledge of it her research was, at least in part, funded by a human trafficking operation run from a refugee camp. When Taylor and Angelica busted up the operation, at least one very prominent American general disappeared and hadn’t been seen since. The repercussions were still being felt.

“It’s an angle we’re perusing.” Randall’s voice was strained. Taylor could match the look that went with it: the pursed mouth, the frown etching heavy lines into his forehead. Worried, Randall looked like a man in severe need of a digestive aid.

“I’m sorry,” Taylor sighed. “I know you are... I...I need to call home, I guess.”

“Yeah. That would be a good idea.” Randall paused for a moment and added, “Probably not from this phone. For that matter, I’d be very careful about what you do or say for a time.” He thought for a minute. “Tell you what: you two need a good vacation, a chance to rest up from all your hard work in Africa, so why don’t you go home, let Angelica meet the folks, take a little time, just the two of you.”

“Thanks, but...” Taylor shook his head. There was too much to do and taking Angelica anywhere until her training was done was risky. She could very well turn in front of someone. The idea of her losing control on an airplane was terrifying. Of course, most of the problems they’d been having were because he’d been the one to change in front of someone. Becoming a white tiger in front of the head of a drug cartel, for example. He was about to ask Randall if they’d pursued that particular lead, when Randall added a little gem to think about.

“I’ll make it official,” he said. “I’ll call it an investigation and put your lady on as a consultant.”

Taylor looked at the phone in his hand. It was a very generous offer. If going back to Minnesota was ‘official’ business, then all the expenses around it were paid. Airfare, hotel, car rental, all of it. 

It’s not like any of this is his fault. But he’s not taking it well. Like this is personal. He’s feeling bad that the information got out. 

“That’s... thank you,” Taylor said and looked up at Angelica, who was about to burst from curiosity. The way her muscles were twitching it was all she could to not lean over and plaster her ear against the phone to find out what was going on. That she was respecting his space was amazing and wonderful and one of the reasons he loved her. He smiled, and reached out to touch her cheek. “I’ll think about it, okay? Let me see how the call goes and figure it out from there.”

“All right, but let me know. I’ll come up with a charge code, just let me know what you need,” Randall said, then added quickly. “Within reason.”

“Private jets are very reasonable,” Taylor pointed out with a grin.

“Glad to see you’re feeling better.” Randall snorted and hung up.

Angelica was on him the second he dropped the phone back on the nightstand. “What was that all about?” she asked, wrapping herself around him and looking very seriously into his eyes.

I don’t want to tell her.

She was too eager, too interested. Too... her. Bright and beautiful and everything he’d ever dreamed. And he was about to destroy her world. She’d been so good about the change so far, dealing with the frustration of the uncontrolled transformations with a certain aplomb, even if it scared her. And he knew it did. Her body was completely out of her control at this point, yet so far she’d never once given in to the fear. Not only that, she was having to rely on him to get her through the night. For someone as independent as Angelica, it was a hard transition to let go and allow someone else to take care of her, when she was the one used to doing all the caregiving.

“Taylor?” 

Her expression became guarded. Uncertain.

“Someone in the Pentagon found out about us,” he said finally.

I want to
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