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			Misha - Chapter 1

			He thought he’d lost it again. Backtracking to the last point he was sure he’d had it, Misha stood there for several seconds with his nose in the air. He felt his brother, Thomas, touch his mind. Misha spoke before Thomas could.

			This is the stupidest tracking I’ve ever done. Why the hell…? It’s been two fucking weeks. How the hell are we supposed to find anything now? Thomas laughed then. This is so not funny.

			You mean the great and powerful Misha Lanning is stumped? Oh my…shit. I should call the media. Hey, I know, I’ll call that cute little newspaper girl. The one that said she’d get lost so you’d find her. What was her name again? You think she’d give you some incentive to find her quicker?

			Are you fucking finished? Thomas just laughed harder. How’s your luck in finding the other guy? Or are you too busy busting my chops to be looking very hard? Mother fuck, why are we even here?

			Being a hunter was not all that much fun anymore. And the criminals? They were getting smarter and a good deal more violent. But these men…well, they were about the worst he’d seen. No rhyme or reason to what they were doing, and each death was more brutal than the last. 

			Misha had come to the conclusion, as had his brothers, that there were two men taking and killing the women. The case had grown cold only in the sense that there were no new leads to ending this spree of killings; they were still killing. Misha and his brothers had only been called in late last night, and after spending ten minutes looking over the police reports, they’d come to realize it was two that they were dealing with, not just a single man. 

			How do you suppose they didn’t realize it wasn’t possible for one man to do both crimes on one day? Thomas laughed, but this time it was not filled with humor. Laziness? Stupidity? By the way, no, I’ve gotten a couple of scent markers, but nothing I can follow well.

			Shit. And both I would guess on the cops. Have you ever seen a fatter bunch of men in your life? Misha found another scent and took it as deeply into his nose as he could. I just found something. Let me scout around for a bit.

			Misha started after the smell. His cat snarled at him once when they came across the scent of another male who had pissed against a tree, but he didn’t stop. He moved further away from it rather than piss his leopard off more. He’d been pissy enough lately and he didn’t want to deal with him again. 

			He was restless, both he and his cat. Lately it had been harder and harder for both of them to stay focused on any task, no matter the size. And the fact that his brother seemed to be having the same issues didn’t help. Maybe they needed to get laid more.

			I found something new here. Misha stopped running to hunker down in the grass when Andrew, his other brother, spoke. It’s human, but I think I smell wolf, too. Could be it’s not human at all.

			Misha asked if any of the others had run into a wolf. No one had, but that could mean they’d simply missed it due to the age of the scent. He told them to be careful, then heard something just to his left. He froze in mid-step.

			In an open field it was hard enough to hide, but the dead of summer just made things impossible. He and his cat stood out like a sore thumb. Being a spotted leopard really hurt them at times like this. Misha slowly lowered his body down into the grass and watched as a man walked nearly atop him. 

			I have one, he told his brothers. Misha slowed his breathing almost to a stop so as not to bring unwanted attention to himself. Male, thirty to thirty-five. Dark hair with a sharp cut. About six foot, two hundred thirty or less. Carter asked him the plan. Nothing for now. He has a woman, but she’s already dead.

			The woman was dead, that much was obvious. Misha couldn’t hear anything from her, and if that wasn’t enough, her throat was slit, like the others had been, as were both her wrists. She’d be drained, too, he’d bet, just like the last three victims had been. After she was killed and hung to bleed out, she’d be taken somewhere and displayed in a fashion that, frankly, made Misha a little ill.

			When he’s out of my sight, I’ll backtrack and see if I can get something on his mode of transport. The others agreed that would be the best way to do it, but, of course, caution was to be used more than anything. He knew this and had to hold his temper not to snap back that he did.

			I’m coming toward you from the road. I’ll meet you at the far end of the last lot we passed. Rider, Misha’s younger brother by only nineteen months, was a worrier. Not just a little, either. He was a bigger worrier and pain in the ass than their mom. He cleared his throat as he continued. Have a care, big brother, you know his kind runs in packs.

			Misha smiled. It was just like Rider to give him advice. And as the oldest, Misha took it with the seriousness that it was given to him. Rider was nothing if not cautious.

			Carter, the third oldest, was the perfect middle child…happy, rarely serious, and never still. He was the most difficult to work with lately, too. His ability to get into trouble was famous: or, Misha supposed, infamous.

			Thomas was…Thomas. He was serious but not painfully so; organized to the point you wanted to brain him; and would tear you a new ass if you messed with his routine. Misha and the others would go into his room and move things out of their perfect order just to fuck with him. That was until he’d had a lock installed. But they had a plan to get in anyway.

			Andrew was the clown of them all. His idea of a good time was running naked across a crowded street, or painting the local cops’ cruisers a nice shade of puke green. He’d also been known to drop water balloons off the water tower when people were below him…usually only people who had pissed him off, which wasn’t all that easy to do.

			Then there was Phillip. Ah, Phillip, Misha thought…the youngest, yet he was usually the one they’d go to for advice. It could be about anything, too, including women, which was sad but true. He went out more than all of the rest of them together, and had a way about him with the fairer sex that brought up the jealous streak in them all. He was thoughtful, friendly, and smart, too.

			Not that they weren’t all smart. Their mother had made sure that they knew three things in addition to having a good education. She would beat those things into their heads daily until it stuck. 

			One was to know how to treat a woman. No matter what she did to them, women were smaller, usually softer, and rarely big enough to take them on. Misha thought his mom might need to get out more on that one. Women were a great deal stronger and meaner than she’d led them to believe. Also, they needed to take responsibility for their actions, even if they had to sacrifice something they loved in order to fix it. The third—and possibly the most important of them—was that family was all you ever had, so take care to keep them safe and near to your heart.

			Where did you go? Rider sounded impatient, and Misha laughed a little. When you say you’re going to be somewhere, you should at least show up. Misha felt his temper snap in less than a second.

			Next time I find a man walking in front of me with a dead woman in his arms that he’d more than likely killed while I was looking for him, I’ll make sure to expose myself. That way I can get to you in a timely manner and not fuck up your way of thinking.

			I’m sorry. Misha came into the clearing just as Rider apologized to him again. I was worried about you, and when I didn’t see you…well, after last month, I worry more than I should.

			Misha shivered. Last month. Last month he’d nearly been killed, and still had bad dreams about it. Before he could go down that path again, Misha saw Rider drop to the ground suddenly.

			A car pulled into the lot beside his brother. Misha dropped down as well but was ready to move if Rider needed him. Neither one moved as the car just sat there with the engine off. Misha made a mental note of the plate number and told Andrew what it was so he could remember as well.

			Rider was closer and more than likely had a better sense of what was going on. But Misha moved around the tree line, keeping his brother in sight. When he was within ten yards of him, the car door opened and a man got out. Christ, he was fucking big, but not nearly as big as Misha was. Misha knew that if the guy attacked any of them he could take him, and would if necessary.

			Wolf, was all Rider said, and Misha moved faster. When the wolf moved to the other side of the car and opened the door, Misha stilled. If the wolf looked up or caught even a small breeze, he’d know that Misha was there. He was terrified that the man was reaching for a gun. He felt that way nearly every time he was in one of these situations now. Being shot once would do that to you, three times would make you insane with fear of it happening again.

			The woman spilled out of the car and only just missed hitting the ground before the wolf caught her with his knee. Even from a distance, Misha knew she was as good as dead. The woman had been worked over badly and her body was barely hanging on. Even if the ambulance was there with them, he doubted it would be soon enough to save her.

			Should we follow him? Rescue the girl? What? Misha didn’t know and said as much. He explained that the woman was nearly dead. Well, she’s alive now. I can almost bet she won’t be if we wait much longer.

			Carter came up beside him and Misha told him what was going on. The woman had been lifted and was now resting on the wolf’s shoulder. The scent of the wolf, his excitement over whatever he was doing, seemed to roll off him. Just as Misha had decided to attack, a human seemed to appear out of nowhere. The man carried the same scent Misha had found in the woods.

			“I thought you’d have her there by now.” The human lifted the woman’s head up by her hair and stared at her face for several seconds before dropping her back down again. “She’ll have to do.”

			“You’d think of all the fucking humans around I’d be able to pick one that could survive a few tests, wouldn’t you?” Carter looked at Misha when the wolf started bitching. “I mean, it’s not like we’re asking them to do all that much. Just lay there and let us see how long they can last. Fuck, and this one is heavy.”

			The last victim they’d recovered had been killed by mutilation, a great deal of it. After the men had cut her belly open, then her thighs, they’d broken both her legs and arms. She’d been hung upside down after she was immobilized, then her throat was cut. She’d bled out while she hung there. But this woman looked—

			“So this time you started at the other end of the process?” The wolf nodded to the human as they moved through the dense woods. “I don’t think it was any better. In fact, it looks like she lasted less than the others. We need to find a way to make her suffer before she dies. It’s what keeps me staying with her, knowing that she’s going to suffer.”

			“You sure we can’t just kill her now? The police have given up, yeah, but this is boring now. I want to play with men, too. Fuck them up like they deserve.” Misha and Carter followed the men at a safe distance. Rider stayed behind to wait for the other brothers and to have one of them go back the way the other man had come. 

			“She’s a fucking cunt, but Christ, she’s driving me over the edge daily. Last night she….”

			Misha tuned the human out and spoke to Rider. Call the police. The woman is dead, but we need to end this. They are far from finished killing, and even if we never find where they were, we at least will have them behind bars.

			I’m sending Andrew and Phillip around in front of them to head you off. Thomas is on his way to find the other woman to see if he can get her before any animals do. He said he lost her scent when the man came around, but he’s sure he can find it now. Misha thanked him. Be careful. I can’t…please, just be careful.

			After assuring him that he would, Misha stopped by what appeared to be an abandoned shack. Misha told Andrew and Phillip to come back to it. The reports they’d read had never mentioned going into the shack, only that they’d seen it from the air, and that it was open enough on the roof that they could see inside.

			They didn’t have to wait long to see what was going on. The two men stood on either side of the building and pulled a large tarp, one that looked like a building had been painted on it, off to reveal a large, brand-new building. The stone walls were still pink, and the mortar was still a nice, pristine white. Misha could not understand why no one would have come out here to investigate. They would have found this much sooner and ended this.

			As the men went inside the building, Carter and he moved to the space just below the closed window. They had to be careful not to give away their position, as the men inside might be more than just the two. There was no reason to be stupid at the end of the game.

			Rider was on his way with bags of clothes for them all and also some guns. Misha felt sorry for his brother carrying all that extra weight. But it was his turn, and if anyone had to do it, he was sort of glad it was him. Rider was driving him nuts being so smothering.

			Within minutes of his arrival, all five of them had shifted and dressed. Misha was strapping his gun to his hip when the door suddenly opened. Show time, was the first thing that popped into his head as he drew his weapon.

			The wolf came out with his nose in the air. Misha knew it was finally coming to a head, and they had to act now or someone was going to get hurt. Going up behind the wolf, he fired once in his head and let him drop as he turned with his weapon pointed at the building.

			The human came out when they told him he was surrounded, but he started shooting almost as soon as he cleared the door. The small gun didn’t hit much more than the leaves on the trees around them, and when he was dry firing, Rider grabbed him by the shoulder and threw him to the ground. It just happened to be nearly on top of the wolf. He tried to get up several times before Misha told him to lay still.

			“You killed him? You fucking killed him? Mother fuck.” Rider told the man that they had and to shut up. “What is wrong with you people? I would have given you a cut of her insurance. Mother fuck, mother fuck. I’m going to have to start all over now, and do you know how hard that’s going to be?”

			Misha looked at Andrew to see if he was recording this. At his nod, Misha walked over to the man and picked his head up off the ground, much the same way the man had done with the woman earlier.

			“Start over?” The man started to struggle, so Misha pushed his head into the dirt until he stopped. “Start over with what?”

			“Finding a sadist, you stupid mother fucker. They don’t just grow on trees, you know. Do you know how many we had to kidnap before Gunn could get enough practice in so that my wife would suffer? There is double the insurance for murder, and we needed to make sure that it looked like she’d been murdered and not just had an accident. How the hell else was I supposed to pay him back? Gunn was expensive. My mother fucking cunt of a wife is going to suffer like I have all these years.”

			The sirens sounded in the distance and the whoop-whoop of the chopper was coming closer, the sound getting louder and louder with each turn of the blade. Misha stood up just as Phillip came out of the building. He was shaking his head.

			Misha looked down at the man. “I’m afraid you’re out of luck, buddy. Your wife is going to live for a while longer.”

			Twenty-nine hours later, they were boarding a plane to head home. One stop and he’d be in his own bed tonight, and Misha was looking forward to waking when he wanted, not because of a case or an alarm.

			~~~

			“That’ll be twenty-seven dollars and fifty-four cents.” Hannah Oliver watched the very smartly dressed woman look at her. She hadn’t blinked once since she’d told her the first time how much her meal was going to be. Han, as most people called her, knew just how she felt. Thirty bucks for a meal for two was a shit load of money. And that didn’t even count the two coffees she’d gotten from somewhere else in the big airport.

			“That’s too much.” Han didn’t even bother arguing with her. She’d heard it all before and figured that was the price you had to pay if you didn’t eat before getting on this side of your flight. Once you passed those security guys, you were stuck until you left. “You’ll get me the manager right now.”

			“He’s not able to come up here now.” Which was true. He was having a nice little nap like he did daily when he came in. “But if you’d—”

			The woman slapped both her hands onto the counter, and Han took a step back. She’d been hit before and knew the look of a person who was about to show their mean side. Not at work, of course, but she knew the look of meanness. “Miss, you’ll have to back up now. I can’t help you if you don’t.”

			“You aren’t helping me now, you stupid bitch. I just got into trouble for having too high of an expense account on these trips. You’ll either give me the right prices or I’m going to knock you around until you do. I’m not having some high school dropout get me…you’re nothing but a minimum wage flunky, and I’m a professional here who holds down a fucking job. Not a burger-flipping bitch who thinks she can cheat me by charging double for this shit. Do you have any idea how long I’ve been traveling just this week? I’m tired, but I’m not fucking stupid.” Her fist connected with Han’s jaw before she could move out of the way of it. Her lip felt as if the woman had used a bat rather than her fist. Han put her hand on her mouth to stop the bleeding. She’d be charged if she had to have a replacement uniform again.

			The man behind the woman grabbed her as she started over the counter. Han wasn’t sure what she would have done if she’d gotten to her. Curling into a ball and hoping for the best was what she normally did, but she doubted that this woman would continue hitting her after she’d lost consciousness, as happened when she was at home. But the man saved her from finding out.

			He had the woman’s arms pinned behind her back while on her knees in front of him. Han watched him as he held her as if she were nothing more than a bothersome flea. When he asked Han if she was all right, she nodded once, then shook her head.

			“Has anyone called security, honey?” 

			Han’s boss chose that moment to come out of his office just as her savior asked her. Dick was a big man in that he had a girth that was as wide as she was tall, and he was as stupid as the bagels that they served. He said that he would call.

			Security arrived about five minutes later. Han was sure it was due more to the fact that they wanted free refills on their coffee rather than coming to the call. These two men were what gave most security firms a bad name…lazy, fat, and incredibly stupid.

			“You okay?” She took a step back from her rescuer when he reached for her. “I just wanted to make sure you didn’t need stitches. May I look please?”

			Han nodded and closed her eyes when he touched her mouth. The pain wasn’t the worst she’d had, but it still hurt. She knew that he could tell she was afraid of him, but he never said anything. He pressed a wet cloth over her lip and she opened her eyes.

			“You need stitches. Four or five I would bet.” He took a step back from her when she realized she was blocked by the coffee machine. “I won’t hurt you. You have to believe that.”

			“Mary, you’re going to have to finish your shift before you can go anywhere. Maybe next time when you have a problem with a customer you’ll let me handle it rather than you trying to be pissy with them. We’ve talked about your attitude before, haven’t we?”

			She wanted to remind him that his talk with her had been him trying to get her to blow him. He’d been so pissed he’d only put her on the schedule for four hours one week. But it hadn’t worked out. She was the only one who knew how to turn on most of the equipment, including the register. He’d revised the schedule when he had to delay opening the store for nearly three hours before she was able to come in.

			Dick told her to get back to work and be thankful she still had a job. He also told her he might write her up just because he could. She looked at the man when Dick left them.

			“You have any trouble with him, you give me a call.” He handed her a card, and she took it without thinking. “You should just go and get those stitches before it gets too swollen. I bet he uses the wrong name all the time when he talks to you, right?”

			“He does.” For the briefest of moments she wanted to smile at the man. No one, not anyone, had ever been this nice to her before…at least not in a very long time. When he turned to the other side of the counter from where they were, she saw that there were three other men dressed as he was. She knew that they were all related, too. They had a look…one that she recognized as more than friends. She looked at the man again. “If you get on the other side, I’ll take your order. That is if you’d still like to eat here.”

			He stared at her for a few seconds before he nodded. That’s when she noticed that his shirt said “Lanning Search and Rescue.” It explained why he’d helped her. It wasn’t because he thought she needed it, but because it was as much a part of his job as breathing. She backed up when he took a step toward her.

			“You’re very skittish, aren’t you?” When he moved to the other side of the counter, she took their order and tried to ignore their antics. They were very nice, but nice men didn’t like her.

			After her shift, she clocked out and went to get her things. Dick called her to his office, but she didn’t enter. He had a look on his face like that of a spoiled child, and she wondered what he was up to now.

			“I’m letting you go.” She nodded, knowing that there was little to nothing she could do now. “I don’t need people calling in here screaming at me on how I should treat you. He actually told me that I should appreciate you more than I do and that I should fucking learn your name. Well, Hannah Oliver, you’re fired.”

			She took the sheet he handed her and picked up her things. She was to the bus stop before she realized that her mother was going to kill her. Han didn’t know what to do, but got onto the bus to go home, trying to think of any way to tell her mother that wouldn’t get her hurt. There was nothing. Han was in so much trouble.

		

	
		
			Misha - Chapter 2

			“You okay, honey?” When she looked up at him, Billy saw the wound on her mouth. “Your momma do that to you? Someday you’re going to have to hit her back. Then she’ll take notice that you’re not a punching bag.”

			Han had been riding his route since he’d taken it from the man before him. She was as regular as a clock and just as quiet. But today he could see the tears she was holding onto. Billy could also smell his friend on her. He smiled when he thought of Carter and what he might have done with a woman like this one. She was not really his normal kind of date, but Billy thought it would be good for the both of them.

			When she spoke, Billy was surprised, he thought, as much as she was. “He fired me. I didn’t do anything wrong, and now I don’t have a job. What will Mother say?”

			She seemed to know she’d said too much and snapped her mouth closed. He watched her crawl back into herself as she stared out the window. Billy decided that he’d check on her later, maybe even bring Carter by and see what he might know about the beautiful woman.

			Billy had been curious about the young girl for years. She’d get on the bus with bruises, and a couple of times he’d had to help her out of the seat once she got to the airport. She never said much and was always very polite to him when he asked her something. But this was different; even at his advanced age, he could see this time she was terrified. 

			After he let her off in front of her house, he drove out the rest of his shift. He didn’t even bother going home but made his way to Carter’s house. The more he thought about young Han, the more worried he got. 

			He’d heard rumors about the girl. Most of them he knew to be untrue, but there were a couple that had him wanting to pull her aside and have a long talk with her. She’d been in and out of the mental hospital since she’d been about ten, and her mother, a sorrier excuse for a human than he’d ever seen, was right there at the stop with her after she’d been released to tell him all about it. He’d listen to her because he had to, but he was seething inside every time he thought of how much she seemed to enjoy humiliating the poor girl.

			The rumor that he’d heard about her first was that she’d seen something. A man had turned into a large wolf right before he’d been killed. The wolf had grabbed her up and saved her from being raped by a few of her mother’s friends. According to Han, he’d been standing in his yard, hoeing out his vegetables, when he’d seen her coming.

			Billy knew the man, of course. You weren’t a shifter in a town this small without knowing who was who. Billy, like his buddy Carter and his family, was a leopard. But unlike them, Billy wasn’t the creamy-spotted kind, but a full black one. And just as Han had said, Donald Gamer was a wolf.

			Donald had been a very nice man, and Billy could see him doing just what Han’s mother had said. Her daughter had told the doctors that a big wolf had saved her, and that had gotten her into trouble. But Donald had been killed when he wouldn’t turn the girl over to the men. He had shifted back to human before the police had arrived after he was dead, right along with the other wolf he’d killed protecting the child. Poor Han had been shoved into a shed but had seen the entire thing. The brutality of the event had more than likely been very hard on the child.

			Then Han’s mother had come to him about a week after he’d started on his new route to warn him about the girl. She was insane. She had issues. And worst of all, her mother had told him, she was a liar. Billy had nodded and said nothing.

			But he knew better now. He knew then that what she’d seen was fact, but he didn’t know the girl then. Now his heart broke for her every time he let her off in front of that house. But today he was going to do something about it.

			~~~

			Han walked up the sidewalk seeing that someone, her mother more than likely, had dug up all the flowers again. She’d saved and saved to buy them, only to have them ripped out every year. Han moved to the front of the house and knocked on the door. Someday she’d have her own house, she thought, and there would never be a lock on it for her to be locked out. An impossible dream, but one she cherished. She stood there for a moment before she moved inside when her mother opened the door. 

			Her mother was a drunk. And if that wasn’t bad enough, she was an abusive one as well. Even though Han was twenty-five years old, she’d never be able to get away from her. Her mother was forever telling her that no one would want her, no one would take her in, and she’d never be worth more than the shit she threw in the trash at work. The work she no longer had. She would do as her mother told her because Han was simply terrified of being locked up again.

			Han was depressed all the time. And yes, that one time she had tried to kill herself, but she’d been stupid to get caught at it. Not that she’d try again, but some days there was just…. No, Han thought, she was over that stuff. But now her mother had something else to throw into her face…how she’d even been a failure at that. Han tried not to think of it as a failure but as a learning experience. 

			She moved into the house when her mother told her to shut the fucking door. Han wanted to go to her room, but there was dinner to fix, as well as cleaning up any mess her mother might have made while she’d been gone. 

			Han went to the kitchen and heard the click-click of her mother’s heels overhead as she moved from the bathroom to one of the other rooms up there. Han slept downstairs in the small parlor that served as her room. It had a door and a smallish closet, but it was clean and hers…at least as much hers as it could be living there. She began to pull out things to make for dinner, trying to figure out how to tell her mother that she’d been fired.

			Han’s was the only income they had. Her mother could have found a job if she’d wanted, but everything was too beneath her, or the timing just wasn’t right. Han never brought it up about how poor they were. It had gotten her a good beating when she’d been sassy, as her mother had said, so Han let it go. Her mother spent Han’s money like she had a job. And if it wasn’t for Han’s job and the fact that she paid the rent at the end of the month, they’d have been out on their butt’s years ago. 

			She was making salmon patties when her mother came into the kitchen. Han felt the hair on the back of her neck dance when she was close like this, but she didn’t turn. There was no point in it. Han knew just how she was dressed. 

			Her hair would be hanging down in a long curl that was more suited to a girl than a grown woman. Her makeup, thick and dark, would be there to hide any signs of aging, which somehow was also Han’s fault. Her earrings would be sparkly, long, and gaudy, and would look like heavy weights on her ears. And her dress would be one of three. 

			There was the blood-red one that was slit up the side to show off her legs. The back was held together by safety pins that had been painstakingly hidden in the stitching because she was forever taking it in or letting it out. The frayed elbows would be covered with an equally red shawl that served only to hide the shabbiness of the clothing.

			Then there was the blue one. Han liked the color, but it was all wrong for her mother. Where her skin was a pasty white, the dress only made her look washed out and almost dead. It was similar to the red one in that it was held together by safety pins, but it was less worn because she’d had it the least amount of time. Other than that, it was still skin tight and showed every bit of fat her mother claimed she had.

			Pink wasn’t her mother’s color, either. It, too, washed her out, but instead of making her look dead, it gave her the appearance of pork that had been left out too long. She looked more like one of the dead people in those shows on television than a living, breathing person. This dress was a little more modest than the other two. There was no slit up the side, but it did plunge down in the front so that it showed off her navel and a good deal of her breasts. Han and her mother had nothing in common when it came to chests. While her mother was small and tight, Han was large-breasted and full.

			She was also taller than her mother. A good deal taller. In her stocking feet, Han stood just under six foot. Her mother was just over five foot five. She’d told Han once that she’d been with a giant of a man whose dick did not match up to his height. Han flushed for days every time she thought of that.

			The fish was almost finished when she turned around, and Han could only stare. Her mother had…she had on a new dress, and had dyed her hair as well. There were no words to describe how she really looked.

			“I wondered if you’d ever get your head out of your ass and turn to tell me how good I look.” Han nodded, not really sure what to say to her. “I gots this today when I was feeling sorry for myself. I think it’s perfect.”

			The dress—she supposed it was a dress, but Han wasn’t sure why it would be considered anything less than simply material that had been hung together—was as ugly as anything she’d ever seen. The front was see-through and her nipples were dark against the virgin white material. Even her pussy was showing, and not just from the lack of color, but also the length of the dress. Han thought if her mother bent over, her entire ass would be exposed, as well as anything else that should have been hidden. Han didn’t think of herself as a prude, but this was too much.

			The color of her hair nearly defied description. There were streaks of pinks and golds in it, as well as blue and purple. How she’d be able to walk down a darkened street without glowing was beyond her. Han could see other colors, too. She stared at her when she turned in front of her. That’s when she noticed the shoes.

			The heels were at least six inches tall. It was not unusual for her mother to wear high heels, but Han wondered how she could balance on the ones she had on. And then there were the spikes that seemed to scream to be noticed. Each tip looked as if it had a drip of blood on it. Han looked at her face when her mother laughed.

			“You’re jealous, aren’t you? Who knew that your mom could look so good, right?” Han didn’t answer. She wasn’t sure how to. “When you go into work tomorrow, you’ll have to get an advance on your next check. I have to pay Cecile back for my new doo.”

			“I can’t.” Her mother asked her why the hell not. “I got fired today. I mean, he fired me for something I didn’t do.”

			Her mother just stood there staring at her. Han took a step back when she kicked her shoes off and picked them up in each hand. She knew just what she was going to do with them, and Han felt her body start to scream at her to run. But it would be worse if she did.

			The slap of the shoe across her face took her breath away. The second time it hit her in the arm, Han tried to grab it, but her hand only got the spikes, and Han screamed. Her mother hit her three more times with the shoes before Han fell to the floor. After that, all she could do was curl into a ball and hope that she would tire soon.

			The plate of food hit her, and she felt the burn of the fish as it spread over her face. Han peeled at it, trying to keep it from blistering too much. But her mother just continued hitting her until she suddenly stopped, turned, and picked up a chair.

			Han screamed again when it crashed over her ribs, and the feel of them breaking and hitting her lungs was like hot acid being poured over her body. She knew that they’d been broken when breathing became painful enough to make her dizzy. The next time her mother hit her after the chair had done its damage, Han felt the world around her sliding away. She was going to die this time, and she didn’t really care.

			The cold splash of water woke her, coughing, but Han cried out when she did and looked up at her mother. A large man who visited her mother some nights was standing over her. He was taking off his belt when her mother laughed.

			“I’m so worn out that Big Dan is going to take over. And when he’s done, you’re going to call that boss of yours and beg him to give you back that job, even if you have to let him fuck you on the desk daily to keep it.”

			“No.” She let out a cry as the belt hit her across the back. “No, I don’t want to work there, and I won’t have sex with him. Please stop.”

			The pain was too much, but every time she passed out, one of them would wake her with cold water. Han knew that she’d not be able to take much more and simply let her mind drift away. It was hard with as much as she hurt, but she thought of the wolf. The one that had saved her.

			She’d been running from her mother and her boyfriends, four of them. They’d told her that if they caught her, she’d be giving each of them head. Han was young, but she knew what that meant. And the thought of having a man’s dick in her mouth was sickening, much less four of them. She’d been given a five-minute head start, and she’d taken off almost as soon as her mother had said “Go.”

			The man had been in his yard with a large hoe in his hand. He’d seen her, of course, and stopped what he’d been doing to stare at her. She looked behind her when the man—she had no idea what his name had been—whistled for her. Han tried to run again, but she was hurting from the beating one of them had given her.

			“Come here.” She’d tried to back away from his outstretched hand, but he was quicker than her and held her in his arms until she calmed down. “They won’t hurt you today.”

			Han had nodded and took the tomato that he’d had in his hand. When he took her to the small shed behind his house, he’d shut her in and told her to not come out until the police came. She heard him calling them on his cell phone as the other men still searched for her. Then her mother showed up in the yard with two of her men.

			“You seen my daughter?” The man had said nothing, but leaned on the hoe again. “She’s ‘bout this tall and kind of fat. I had her run to the store, but she’s gotten lost.”

			“You were going to kill her and we both know it. I heard of you and your child. A woman like you should be ashamed of herself for treating something as precious as a child like you do.” Her mother laughed. “You aren’t going to get her. I’ve called the police, too.”

			Her mother had taken off, but the two men had stayed. One of them, a giant of a man, had pulled his shirt off, then the other one did as well. That was when the man had dropped the hoe. Han had wanted to tell him he needed it, but before she could do anything, he dropped to his hands and turned into a giant wolf. He tore into one of the men and killed him immediately. The second man, a wolf, too, had shifted, and they’d fought hard before her rescuer had dropped to the ground with a broken neck. By then the police were nearly atop them, and the surviving wolf took off. Han stayed where she was until the police took her out of the shed.

			Her mother had denied it all, of course. And when Han had told them about the two wolves, they’d believed her mother over her. The harder Han tried to get them to believe her, the more her mother’s story seemed true. Han was sent to the ward for psychiatric help for nearly a year before she’d been released. She’d never told another soul about the wolves after that.

			The beatings had stopped. Han laid there for several minutes trying to take inventory of her body. But there was too much for her to know just what they’d done to her. When she saw her mother coming toward her again, Han closed her eyes and heard her laugh.

			“If you die from this, think of how much I’ll dance over your grave. If you have one. Big Dan is thinking of burying you in the back.” She was flipped over, and Han screamed. Then everything went black. She had no idea what she’d hit her with, but it took everything away this time.

			Han hoped that she’d never wake. Life was simply too hard to live.

		

	
		
			Misha - Chapter 3

			“I know you were around her.” Carter nodded, remembering the girl from that morning when they had landed after the search. He also remembered her face when he’d tried to check her wound. Before he could tell Billy that she’d been okay when he left, Billy spoke again. “He went and fired her. I don’t know the why of it, but I don’t think things are going to go well when she gets home.”

			“He fired her?” Carter had seen the entire thing between Han and the pissed-off woman who had attacked her. Carter had taken an instant dislike to the boss as well. “What do you mean, about her home life? Her husband is the one that hurts her?”

			Carter had also seen the look on her face…the one that told him she was abused, and a great deal. He’d wanted to pull her into his arms and simply hold her. He wished now that he had. A woman was meant to be held, not used as a punching bag.

			“Where is she?” Billy told him, and Carter stood up. “Will you come with me? You she knows and trusts; me not so much.”

			“You gonna go there now?” Carter nodded. “You know that she’s human, right? I mean, I want you to go and check on her and all, but…well….”

			“But what?” Carter didn’t care what Billy’s concerns were. He’d gotten the girl fired and he felt badly about that. He reached for his jacket just as Billy spoke again.

			“She’s got this mom.” Carter paused in mid-step and waited for his friend to continue. “She’s been known to hurt the girl. Rumor has it she killed Han’s daddy, but I don’t know that for sure. Miss Bella, as she likes everyone to call her, is Belladonna Oliver. Ever heard of her?”

			“No. Should I have?” Carter was torn now. He wanted to help the girl but not get anyone into trouble. He liked the older man and knew that if his employer found out he had someone going to visit one of his riders, he’d more than likely be unemployed, too.

			Since Misha had been shot and left for dead last month they’d all been a little on the tense side. Carter knew that his moods had been shorter, too, and he hated the way he felt all the time. But this girl, this woman might be in trouble because of him. Phillip, Rider, and Misha walked into the room just as he was thinking he’d ask one of his brothers to go as well.

			Carter told them what had happened both that morning and now. He told them that he wanted to go to see if she was all right and nothing more. Billy told them what sort of person he’d heard the mother was.

			“Leave it alone.” Rider sat down looking like what he’d just said was law. Carter had to bite his tongue or snap at him, and that would get him nowhere fast. It was getting harder and harder to stay in a good mood around there. Carter looked at Misha.

			“She was hurt?” Billy nodded at Misha’s question. Then Misha looked at Carter. “You going alone or did you want some company?”

			“I don’t know.” Which was true. While he wanted to help the woman, he didn’t want anyone else hurt, especially his family. And he’d been in enough situations to know that even the simplest things could go deadly in a heartbeat.

			“I’ll go with you.” Phillip smiled as he continued. “Maybe she’ll be so grateful that she’ll want to do all manner of sexual things to my body when I help her.”

			His head slammed forward with a loud pop. Carter nearly laughed when he saw their mom. She did not look amused. Each of them stood a little straighter and kept their mouths closed so as not to draw attention to themselves. They weren’t afraid of her as much as they were worried about upsetting her. She was their mom and she meant everything to them.

			“This girl is hurt?” He said he didn’t know for sure. “Yet here you all stand with this idiot making crude jokes. What if she’s your mate? Would you want someone saying those things about her?”

			“No, ma’am. And she’s not my mate, but I did have something to do with her losing her job today.” Carter saw the briefest moment of disappointment on her face. He wasn’t sure if it was because she wasn’t his mate or because he’d helped her lose her job. Either way, he was going to make it up to the woman and his mom. She looked over at Misha.

			“You’re going as well, if you please. Make sure she’s okay and safe. You say she lost her job?” Carter told her she had. “Then we have to find her something. Maybe she could work for your bunch answering the phones and all. I can’t do it forever, and she might work out.”

			“She’s human, Mom.” She nodded, and Misha did as well. Their mom had been human as well when she’d met their father all those years ago. “We’ll see to her.”

			The drive to the house was made mostly in silence between him and Misha. Billy, not one to ever pass up a captive listener, even one that didn’t want to prattle on and on, never shut his mouth the entire way to the house. When the truck slowed in front of a house, Carter felt his gut twist.

			The police were parked in the yard and street. An ambulance was still sitting with the doors opened to an empty back end when they walked by it. Two of the cops, friends of the family, were standing near the yellow tape keeping the neighbors out. Carter nodded to one of them.

			He was afraid. If he’d gotten her hurt or even killed by what he’d done today, he’d never forgive himself. The closer they got to the house, the heavier his heart got, and the slower his steps seemed to be.

			“How bad?” Carter was relieved when Misha asked. He could feel his cat move along his skin in a powerful need to fix and protect. 

			“Beaten pretty badly. The neighbors called it in. Heard her screaming, I guess, and knew it was bad. One of them told me that when the girl is beaten, she rarely makes a sound. We’re looking for her mother now.” Carter asked if he could go inside. “Yeah, but don’t go in the kitchen. They’re working on her still.”

			Carter moved up the two rickety steps slowly. He could smell the blood and urine almost before he stepped onto the porch. He moved into the house only after Misha gave him a gentle but firm push from behind.

			The living room looked like something that only a blind person could enjoy. The pink in the room ranged from neon to something that was even gaudier than that…pink furry pillows, pink shag rug, and hurt-your-retinas-pink walls. The decorations, big pink flowers with equally bright green stems, graced the walls. There was even pink in the giant squares of yarn that hung from the back of the couch. The coffee table had been spray painted to match, but whoever had done it hadn’t bothered to remove the glass tops and they, too, were sprayed with the ungodly color. Carter felt his stomach lurch. They were directed down the hall when they asked about where the girl had stayed.

			The bathroom they passed was done in purples, much in the same manner as the living room as it was too much. It looked like someone had even tried to spray paint the color on the toilet and the seat, and had hit the wall behind it as well as the floor. Christ, he was nauseous and would never have been able to take a piss in that room.

			At the end of the hall they stood in front of a closed door. Carter was almost afraid to open the door, but Misha did before he could touch it. Carter took a step back from the room in shock.

			The starkness in the room, the sterile whiteness of it, was actually comforting after the excess of color in the other rooms. He walked in just as Misha cleared the doorway.

			A white spread fit neatly over a small single bed. The single pillow was also white, but there was a small stain on the center of it. Blood from long ago was all Carter could think. 

			There were no pictures on the walls, nor a single poster. The dresser was devoid of anything at all…not even a hair brush or a bottle of perfume. The end table had a lamp, a white one with a shade that was so pale a blue that he had to look hard to see it. It was the only color that marred the perfectly pristine room. There was also a book, but it had fallen to the floor or had been put there to hide it. Carter walked over to read the title.

			“It’s William Wordsworth. In French.” Misha picked it up from the floor before taking it to his nose. As he set it back where he’d found it, something occurred to Carter. “Aren’t you reading this, too?”

			Misha didn’t answer him but walked around the room, stopping only to pick up a white sock that had missed the equally white laundry basket. He held it for a long while before dropping it on the small pile of uniform pants and shirts. When he turned to look at him, Carter could see anger and something…something soft on his face.

			“How did you meet her?” Carter told him again about the lunch counter. “Did she ask you for help at any time?”

			“No. She seemed…I don’t know, surprised that I did help. Why?”  

			Misha moved out of the room and toward the kitchen. They were just loading up the gurney with Han when they entered. Carter’s breath caught when he saw her.

			“Good Christ.” Misha had moved to her side while Carter just stared. It looked like someone had taken a sander to her face, it was so bloodied.

			“Is she stable?” The medic told Misha she was and that they were taking her to County General. “I’d like you to take her to Mercy.”

			The medic was shaking his head even as Misha stopped him from taking Han out of the room. “They won’t take her. She’s got no insurance and they don’t take the uninsured. Plus, they know in a couple of days her mother will be in there to demand that she come home. It won’t matter what shape she’s in either. They’ll let her go with her. But if you want to know the truth, I don’t think she’s ever beaten her this badly before.”

			“Regardless, take her to Mercy. I’ll go with you to make sure they know she’s where she belongs.” Misha looked at Carter as he continued speaking. “Follow us in the truck please. I’ll call Mom and have her bring me some dinner in case I have to hang around for a while.”

			“Misha, what the hell is going on?” He moved with the gurney as they started moving out of the house. Carter put his hand out to stop him from not answering him again. Carter could see the anger on his face and was surprised by it.

			“She’s my mate.”

			~~~

			Misha didn’t have to do much more than demand to speak to the hospital administrator to have Hannah admitted. He’d been willing to put down whatever deposit that they wanted in order for her to stay, but it was unnecessary. The administrator, another leopard, was coming toward him even as Misha was asking to see him. Apparently his mom had called him first. Now Misha was sitting in the waiting room waiting for the surgery to be finished, then for her to be sent to a private room.

			“What do you know about the poor girl?” Misha looked at his mom. He’d forgotten she’d decided to stay with him to wait. “Rider said he’d look into the mother as well. Do you think she did this?”

			“That’s what the medic said. He told me that she was beaten on a regular basis but never like this. And I don’t know any more about her than you do. She’s twenty-five, years of instability, in and out of mental hospitals, and years of abuse. And according to some records he’s already found, she gives as good as she gets.” His mother huffed. “You heard what Rider said. That’s one of the reasons her mom has her put away. Her violent temper.”

			“Then I cannot wait to see what this mother looks like now.” Neither could he. Misha had seen the girl when she’d been in the ambulance. Someone had used a belt on her back. There was so much damage done there it would be hours before she would be completely stitched up. 

			Misha leaned back in his chair. He wasn’t very good at waiting. And he would admit to only himself he’d rather just leave her there and have someone call him when she was out. But she was his responsibility now, and he took it very seriously.

			“You seem awfully calm about finding your mate. Aren’t you excited that she’s finally going to come into your life?” 

			He looked at his mom and thought about lying to her, but didn’t think she’d appreciate that any more than she would the truth.

			“No. What would be the point? We’re fated. We met. End of story. Fighting it or being excited isn’t going to make it any less so. Ignoring it won’t make it go away, so I might as well deal with it and her.” She started to speak, but he stopped her by putting up his hand. “I won’t hurt her unless it’s to calm her. I’ll give her whatever she needs in the form of support and help, but she won’t have my heart, Mom. I’ve seen firsthand what that can to do a person.”

			“Not all mates are like your father and I were. Some live for years and years happily and in love. Don’t let what happened to me and him sour you.” 

			Misha didn’t say anything. What would be the point? 

			“Misha, please don’t go into this with a shield around your heart. She may fall in love with you.”

			“Then that would be her loss.” Misha closed his eyes, hoping that his mom would leave it alone. He didn’t want to talk about his mate and what she may or may not do. 

			His dad hadn’t wanted a mate…wanted children less, he supposed. Every time he sired a son, he would spend a little less time at home and more with his buddies. It wasn’t until Phillip had been born that he’d told them he wasn’t returning until one of them had something to offer him. Misha had no idea what that might be, and after twenty-four years, he didn’t really care anymore.

			After dozing for a while, Misha woke to find himself alone. There was a note on his shirt from his mom telling him she’d gone for tea. Misha stood up to stretch and made his way to the nurse’s station. Hannah had been in surgery for well over two hours, and he was curious as to how much longer they would be.

			“She’s in recovery now, Mr. Lanning. Your mom said she’d wake you when she returned. Miss Oliver hasn’t been out long, ten minutes I think. The surgeon was able to remove the shards of metal from her cheek and repair any lasting damage she might have had. He said that she will have very little in the way of scars. Her back….” She pulled up the chart and read it before continuing. “There was a great deal of old and newer scar tissue there that he was also able to repair. He notes here that she had been beaten severely before, but no work was done to close some of the deeper cuts. Doctor Hudson said that was what took him the longest, stitching up the places where he had to cut away her old scars.”

			Misha wasn’t surprised that she’d been beaten before last night, but he was that she’d gotten no care. According to what Rider had found so far, she’d been treated every time when her mother had been. He frowned and thought about all the things this was telling him when his mom touched his shoulder. He told her what the nurse had said.

			“Then I’ll go home.” She started away when he told her he’d go as well. “You won’t stay here with her?”

			“No. I have things to do and sitting around waiting for her to wake won’t get them done. I have a couple of the younger ones from the leap here, but there is no reason for me to be here when I have things to do.”

			“Misha, she’s going to need someone here to explain to her what’s going on. She’s going to wake alone and hurting. You don’t want to be here for her?”

			“Mom, I’m sure she’s done this countless times. I have to go to the office and finish paperwork on our last case. She’ll be fine. As I’ve said, there will be others here if she needs them.” His mom huffed, and he smiled. “You should get that taken care of. It sounds very serious.”

			“I hope she gives you a wonderful time with this. And in the event you don’t understand me, I’m being sarcastic.” He told her he’d gotten it but wasn’t worried. “She’s going to make you dance a jig around her, and I’m glad I’m going to be here to see you fall flat on your face. You’re going to be so twisted up over her you’re not going to know which way is up.”

			“Never.” 

			Misha took his mom home and then drove to the office. He wasn’t surprised to see two of his brothers’ trucks there and went inside, closing his door behind him to his office. He was hoping for some peace and quiet, and knew that so long as his door was shut, they’d give it to him. He was sitting at his desk when he realized he’d left his phone in the car, but remembered that he’d given the nurse his office number as well if they needed him. Pulling up the first of many reports, Misha set to work.

			He was deep into the last report when his brother touched his mind. It wasn’t a soft and gentle touch, either. Rider was frantic and upset. Misha stood, reaching for his coat even as he answered him.

			Mother fuck, where the hell are you? He told him he was on his way in. The hospital has been trying to reach you for over thirty minutes. The fucking mother is here and she’s demanding that we wake her daughter and let her go home with her. Shit, Misha, this is all wrong, way wrong. You should see this…person.

			I’m coming. Just…don’t let her go with her. Misha backed out of the parking lot. I didn’t have my cell, but they had the office number. I was right there. Why didn’t they try that?

			The service is on. When Phillip left, he said he turned it on and it wasn’t until he was in the lot that he realized you were still inside. Where is your cell? Misha looked at it and saw that he had messages but not how many. Get here now. She’s going to hurt Han if she tries to get her into the car she’s here in.

			As soon as he was in the lot, he ran to the front entrance. Misha went directly to the floor that Han had been transferred to and got off the elevator in time to see three big men moving the bed that Han was still in toward him. He stepped in front of the bed to stop them, and one of them actually growled at him.

			“You don’t want to fuck with me, buddy. I’ve had bigger than you for a snack.” The man was either stupid or just…well, stupid. When he rolled up his sleeves on his shirt and took a step toward him, Misha slammed his fist into his face, letting all of his cat help him. The man fell on his ass and didn’t move. Misha looked at the other two. “You want some of me, you’ll have to wait. I have to get Miss Oliver back to her room.”

			“You ain’t taking my little girl nowhere.” Misha looked at the woman who came toward him. A quick glance at his brother Rider behind her confirmed to him this was the mother. “She’s gotta get herself home and get another job. I’m not in any shape to make any money and she’s gonna pay me back for caring for her. Get on out of the way.”

			“I don’t think so.” She put her hands on her hips and glared. “I don’t think you understand how injured she is. She needs to have care so that—”

			“I know how hurt she is. I was there when we did it, dumbass.” Misha looked at the security team that was standing behind Carter. The woman had just confessed to nearly killing her daughter. “I had to do something. She was hurting me.”

			“Hurting you? You look just fine to me.” She smiled at him, and Misha felt his belly jump. She was a predator, more dangerous than he was. When she ran her hand down her body and moved toward him, he took a step back. “Stay away from me.”

			“You don’t want some of this? I assure you, I’m much more experienced at pleasing a man than my daughter is. Besides, she’s not right in the head.” She looked down at Hannah and sneered. “I had hoped this time that…. Well, that didn’t happen.”

			“What didn’t?” She shrugged, and Misha put his hands on the end of the bed and shoved it toward Rider. He took the bed and started own the hall again. Mrs. Oliver looked at him like she was going to claw his eyes out. 

			“You ain’t gonna be able to keep me from my little girl, you know. I gots rights and she is coming home with me. I’m calling the police.” Misha braced his arms over his chest and waited. “Well? Go and get her.”

			“No.” He watched her as her anger built up. He could see the exact moment when she realized he was bigger than her and she would never win. “You might want to leave here now and take your goons with you. And if

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/Image2560.jpg
L(JNNlNG's LEAP
BOXED SET

BOOKS1-6

KATHI S. BARTON





OEBPS/image/Image2571.jpg





OEBPS/image/1.png
Kathit S. Barton

BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF TH?OL)FN STREAK SERIES

.l

DAL

: »*
__ BOOKS1%6






OEBPS/image/Image2551.jpg
Kathit S. Barton

BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF THE STREAK SERIES






OEBPS/image/Image2579.jpg
MISH

L(.‘NNINE'S LEFF’ DDDDD

Kathi S. Barton





