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      Dimitri yanked on the restraints, his wrists firmly secured above his head. The sweet scent of a woman danced through his mind and he swore he felt the warmth of a smooth hand on his thigh. A moan alerted him to the fact that he wasn’t alone, and his cock hardened in response. If it weren’t for the caustic pain tearing through his muscles, he’d have thought he was having a wet dream. But as he attempted to open his eyes, memories of his last thoughts slammed into him.

      Teeth. Claws. Blood. Submission. As his chest heaved for breath, his hands curled into the bed and saliva dripped from his mouth as he recalled being attacked on the beach. A pack of feral wolves had torn into him. Helplessly, he’d fought them, unable to shift. At some point the slashing agony of the attack had ceased; the smooth sound of a woman’s voice curled around him in comfort as he surrendered to unconsciousness.

      “Shh…you’re okay. Stay still.”

      Not his Alpha’s command, yet Dimitri’s mind quieted. His dried, cracked lips parted. But before he had a chance to utter a word, the seal between where her skin met his began to heat. His eyes flew open and rolled back into his head as tendrils of healing seeped into his skin. Instinctively, he thrashed against the bindings. His hands fisted the leather, and he shook the bed’s metal frame until it rattled uncontrollably. As the tingling spread throughout his body, overwhelming relief from the pain swept through him and he gasped. By the time it was over, tears ran down his face. Not only had the crushing misery disappeared; for the first time in weeks, his wolf howled in celebration.

      “My wolf,” he cried. “You healed me? How? What are you?”

      “You should be okay once you shift…for a few days, anyway,” the female responded breathlessly, her lips accidentally brushing his chest. “Can’t promise you any longer. You need to see a witch. A shaman may be able to help.”

      “But how did you know? My wolf…” Dimitri’s words trailed off as his vision slowly came into focus. He glanced down to the silky raven hair that brushed over his abdomen.

      “Your wolf…he recovers.”

      “Jesus Christ, the pack. They tried to kill me. How did I get here?”

      “You’ve got an awful lot of questions for an almost dead man,” she responded.

      “What can I say? Near death does that to a guy. Last thing I remember, those dogs were takin’ a bite outta my neck. As much as I wish I had nine lives, I ain’t no cat, if you noticed.”

      “Oh I noticed.” She laughed, concealing her face. “Seems to me, you should be doing a little more thanking and a little less asking.”

      “Now don’t take it the wrong way, cher. It’s not that I don’t appreciate ya healin’ me with whatever voodoo you do, but you’ve gotta see this from my perspective.” He gave a small chuckle as his wrists tugged the straps taut. He glanced at his makeshift handcuffs, noticing she’d used belts to restrain him. “So ya want to tell me why I’m tied to the bed? Believe me, I’m down with the kink as much as the next wolf. But call me crazy, this doesn’t really seem on the up and up.”

      “Sorry, lover boy, but I did it for my own safety. You were a bit wild when I brought you here. You know what they say when a dog gets hit by a car…it can bite out of fear and pain.”

      “Hey now, no need for name calling. There’s no dog here. You got yourself a wolf, darlin’.”

      “I know what you are. Doesn’t matter. I take my life pretty seriously. I admit I’m not in the business of tying up men, but I can assure you that I trussed you up for self-preservation purposes only.”

      Dimitri felt the lilt of her smile curl against his skin and silently cursed as his dick twitched in response. He laughed inwardly at his predicament, as he jerked at his bindings. Sure, he was tied up good. On the upside, he’d survived the attack and had woken up with a beautiful woman next to him. Not the optimal situation, but it could be worse. He was alive and damn, if it didn’t turn him on to feel the top of her thigh brush against his own. ‘Bondage anytime anywhere’ just might become his new motto. He knew it was wrong to be thinking about sex, given the seriousness of the situation, but hey, when in Rome…

      “You never did explain how a lil’ bit of a thing like yourself took out a wolf pack.” Dimitri left the statement open, hoping for an explanation. As much as he wanted to demand answers, he was tired and enjoyed the warmth of her next to him. He was horny, no doubt. But moreover, he needed comfort.

      “No I didn’t,” she hedged.

      “Seriously, I need to know. Why rescue me? How did we get in this shitty hotel room?”

      “I’m a healer.” Gillian pushed upward, releasing herself from the warm embrace she’d provided to Dimitri. She sat on the edge of the bed, her face toward the door and looked to her palms. “I usually use just my hands.”

      Dimitri resisted the urge to beg his savior to come back to bed. As the covers fell away, he caught sight of her white cami, which had ridden up, exposing a small tattoo written in Chinese. Before he had a chance to read it, she tugged down the fabric, concealing the ink. Her black thong trailed down into the cleft of her perfect heart-shaped ass.

      He closed his eyes for a split second, knowing full well he shouldn’t try to flirt with the sexy stranger who’d rescued him. But his wolf, seeking mischief, howled in amusement. Curiosity got the best of him. He lifted his head, straining to see her face, which was hidden beneath a stream of silky hair. A small growl of frustration escaped his lips. He wished he could touch her, but fuck it all, his hands were bound.

      “Listen, cher. I’m feeling better now. Promise I won’t bite. How’s about you loosen up these belts?” he suggested, eyeing his bindings.

      Her pink lips parted in a devious grin as she climbed up him, straddling his torso. It was then that he finally caught sight of the gorgeous female holding him hostage.

      “Tell me how you did it. How’d you save my ass from that pack?” he asked, distracted by her scent. One of her hands pressed firmly next to his face, and he instinctively turned his nose toward her skin and sniffed. Underneath the clean cucumber smell of the soap, he detected the presence of shifter blood. “Are you a wolf?”

      “No,” she responded as she checked to make sure his hands were still well secured to the bed and that the strap wasn’t cutting off his circulation. She leaned over and unbuckled his ankles. Still bound, he wasn’t going anywhere. “I’m just the person who healed you. Nothing special about me.”

      “Excuse my French, but I call bullshit. You’ve got to be something special. No man or woman interferes with a pack attack and walks away unscathed.” Dimitri sensed her distrust. Despite the untruth that slipped from her lips, she wasn’t successful at looking him in the eye while she said it.

      “Let’s just say I’ve got a few tricks in my bag. I got lucky and managed to get you away from those assholes. All you need to know is that I’m a healer and that it worked.”

      As she attempted to retreat, Dimitri rattled the bedframe, attempting to free himself. “Why? Please. I need to know why you saved me. Why you’re half naked in bed with me. Don’t get me wrong, what you did…you look…” Beautiful. “Nice.” Real smooth D, he thought to himself.

      Gillian focused in on his rugged masculine face. His deep brown eyes met her own. “I use my hands to heal. Your injuries…you almost didn’t make it,” she sighed. “I don’t heal people very often.”

      “But you did a helluva job here.” He glanced to his torso as she moved to peel a large bloodied bandage off his neck. Her fingers trailed over the newly scarred skin.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way.” She gave him a broad smile and lifted herself off him. “As cute as you are, I don’t jump into bed with strangers. Well, maybe I did for you, but that doesn’t include sex. It was just necessary to heal you. I had to use all of me. Skin to skin.”

      Skin to skin, huh? Dimitri laughed as he watched her leap off the bed. Oh yeah, he could think of quite a few things he’d like to do with this little minx, skin to skin. He bit his tongue as she continued.

      “I’ve only done it one other time. All you need to know is that on the beach I healed you enough to stop the bleeding. Then, I paid a few guys to help me move you here. You know, a no questions asked kind of thing,” she explained, and began to rummage through her canvas backpack.

      “So you think I’m cute,” Dimitri teased.

      Gillian stopped cold, her jaw dropping. She turned her head to him and glared, before returning to her task.

      “Doesn’t matter what I think of you.” She blew out a regretful breath and yanked out a pair of jeans. “You’re not the only one who’s got trouble. I’ve gotta go.”

      “Hold up there, girly. You did notice you didn’t untie me all the way. I suppose I could break this freakin’ metal if I yanked hard enough…”

      “Just cool your jets, wolf. I called your friends. They’ll be here soon enough, and they can untie you. You know… so you can shift.” She slipped on her pants, zippered up, and turned around to face him. “I healed you, but that doesn’t mean you can go ballistic over there trying to get out of the damn bed. You need to shift. But not while I’m here.”

      Dimitri licked his lips. His gaze fell to her perfect little nipples, which were standing at attention. His eyes darted up to hers, and he laughed, aware she’d seen his actions. He thought it interesting that she pretended not to notice him. Instead, she retrieved a black leather motorcycle boot from under the bed and hastily shoved her foot into it. Even though his Alpha was the shopper in the pack, he recognized the expensive camera equipment she had stowed on the dresser. They may have been holed up in a shithole of a motel, but this girl had assets. He suspected that she might be a photographer and wondered what kind of trouble was chasing her.

      “Why don’t you explain to me exactly why I can’t shift in front of you? Afraid of the big bad wolf? I’m not lookin’ to eat you.”

      “No offense, but you don’t scare me. I do recall it was me saving your ass.”

      “I’ve got a fine one.”

      “Yes, yes you do.” She laughed, shaking her head. “But did it occur to you that maybe it is you who should be afraid of me?”

      “Never crossed my mind, cher. Come on now, let me go. I promise to be a good boy…shift and shift back. I can’t imagine they allow pets in this,” he looked around the seedy hotel room, “flea shack.”

      “No, I don’t imagine they do. Just please don’t…”

      “Dimitri…Dimitri LeBlanc. Rolls right off the tongue.” He gave her a broad smile, attempting to throw her off her game.

      “Dimitri, I just can’t be around another wolf. Please, I swear your friends will be here soon,” she said nervously. She plucked a black tank top out of her bag and slipped it over her head.

      “You’re telling me you’re not a wolf?” he began.

      “Yep.” She offered no information.

      “But you saved me from a pack of wolves.”

      “Yeah, I guess you could say that.”

      “And you’re not going to tell me how you did it or what pack you’ve been hangin’ out with?”

      “Um…” She turned to him, smiled, and shook her head. “Nope.”

      “And you think that just because you saved me, you get to call the shots.”

      “Well, let’s see. I’m here. And you,” she laughed and yanked on her other boot, “you’re indisposed…at least until someone comes for you. Not much you can do about it, huh?”

      Dimitri had had enough of her games. The rush of the challenge surged through his body, and his wolf pressed him to take her, to show his majestic presence. He jerked his right arm and tore open the metal clasps of the belts. Quickly releasing his other hand, he leapt off the bed, wearing nothing but his boxers. As quick as lightning, he backed her against the wall, his hands on either side of her head.

      His beast unleashed, Dimitri lowered his face, sniffing his prey. The wolf had gone feral, too long kept hidden away in a dungeon of despair. It trusted no one. As he took in the exquisite scent of the female, he drew closer, yet still didn’t touch her body.

      “What are you doing?” she breathed against Dimitri. Her palms reached up slowly until they were laid flat on his chest. Gillian didn’t want to stop him; she secretly wished to feel him one more time, to soak in the power of his wolf.

      “Your blood,” Dimitri growled. “You’re shifter. But how does one woman take on an entire pack? I sense no wolf…you are something…something special.”

      “I…I…I’m not wolf,” she protested breathlessly.

      “You smell heavenly,” he breathed. Dimitri reined in his wolf, exhilarated that he’d found the animal within. Taking a deep breath, he slowly raised his head, and stared deep into her amber eyes. A small rectangular section of brown bled up into her irises. Captivated, he drew closer still.

      “Your eyes,” he whispered.

      “I know.” Flustered, she broke eye contact and looked to the floor.

      “No.” Dimitri gently caressed her chin until her gaze once again met his. “Don’t hide from me. Let me see your eyes.”

      “Heterochromia, um, that’s the technical term. I was born with…”

      “They’re beautiful. Like a cat.” He smiled, pondering her origins.

      “Yes,” she agreed, unable to stop the burn that grew in her gut.

      “Very pretty eyes. Unique. Tell me your name,” he asked. Unable to resist, he brushed his cheek against hers.

      “Gillian…Gilly. My name’s Gilly,” she confessed. A shiver ran through her body as his soft beard brushed her lip.

      “Thank you, Gilly.” He smiled, retreating. “I’m grateful you saved me.”

      “Well, yes, but you’d better let me go. As I told you, I’ve gotta get out of here. They’re after me,” she said nervously.

      “Let me help you, repay you for your kindness,” he told her. Now, just what kind of trouble are you in? Tell me why you saved me. How do you know the wolves that attacked me? Yes, he wanted to help her but this interesting woman was hiding something. His wolf would not rest until he knew everything. It had been his experience that neither humans nor immortals did good deeds with no reward in mind. Whether to relieve their own conscience or get compensation, there was always a reason. “At least let me see you home. If you called someone from my pack, they’ll help us.”

      “No, the people after me are going to track us eventually. They’ll know your scent. I’m sorry, but it isn’t safe. Your wolf is weakened. What you need to do is find a witch to help you. I don’t know where you live, but you need to go home…alone. We can’t stay together. You can catch a flight out. The airport’s only about twenty minutes from here. I’ll divert them…I’m going by land,” she rambled.

      “Darlin’, I’m the beta of Acadian wolves. You don’t need to worry about me.”

      Is she serious? Does she really think I’m going to up and leave her when she has someone chasing her? Dimitri registered the look of disbelief that crossed her face in response to his previous statement, and grinned.

      “Let me clarify that statement. Now that you’ve healed my wolf…I can hold my own.”

      “Acadian wolves? New Orleans?” she gasped, trying to break free of the cage he’d built with his arms.

      “You’d like to test me?” His eyes fell to her mouth, watching her tongue tease over her bottom lip. Kiss her, his wolf demanded. Fuck no, he replied. Reason won out and he quickly averted his gaze. Unfortunately, it fell from her lips to her bosom.

      “No, please,” she whispered. Gillian followed his line of vision and parted her lips in expectation. “You have to listen to me. This is no joke.”

      “Come now, cher. Let me help you. Don’t fight this. Besides, from the looks of things,” he glanced down to his naked chest, and then met her eyes with a wicked smile, “you’ve had your sweet hands all over me. Cleaned me up real nice. Warmed me in your arms. It’s almost like we’re already dating.”

      “We’re not dating. I…I…” Gillian stammered.

      “Say yes.” Dimitri leaned forward until his breath warmed her lips, and he fought the temptation. Unfortunately weakness took over and he moved to her ear, his tongue darting out to the hollow behind it. His cock hardened, and he pressed a kiss to her skin.

      A knock at the door startled them both. Dimitri briefly turned his head toward the noise.

      I’ve lost my mind, Gillian thought. Goddammit. The only reason she’d saved the wolf was out of guilt. The pack had been after her that night, not him. They’d chased her down after she’d escaped. When they’d attacked the stranger, she’d shifted, protecting him from certain death. A healer by nature, she couldn’t tolerate the deliberate infliction of torture on another being. At the time, she’d thought the man on the beach was a human, but by the time she’d gotten him back to the room, her beast had recognized his.

      Gillian had used every ounce of her power to heal his wolf. With her skin against his, her hands had explored every hard ridge of his abdomen as she gave of herself. She’d indulged, letting her fingertips trace his tattoos while he’d slept. The man was undeniably hot, and she suspected he could be the kind of man who’d make her want to give into a mating.

      Gillian had known her whole life that mating wasn’t in the cards for someone like her. Steadfast in her decision, she refused to sacrifice her own beast for a man. The secrets she kept inside were what had almost gotten her killed when the Alpha of Anzober wolves, Chaz Baldwin, discovered what she could do for him.

      She should have known coming to San Diego on a too-good-to-be-true photo shoot was a bad idea. She’d been working in New York City, making a bare bones living as a photographer when she’d been contacted by an agent who was willing to pay her top dollar for a high-end magazine spread. When she’d arrived in the desert to check out the location, she’d been confronted with the cold reality that Chaz had deliberately drawn her into his web.

      He’d taken her captive to his beachfront home, all the while promising not to hurt her. Chaz had pressed the issue of a mating, knowing that it was impossible. After three days of living in the Alpha’s gilded cage and a brutal assault, she’d summoned the courage to shift and tore apart her guards. But as she took off down the beach, she hadn’t considered the collateral damage she’d leave in the wake of her escape. Dimitri.

      She hadn’t known his full name until he’d told her in bed. When she’d taken his cell phone and called the first three numbers, the men on the other line weren’t forthcoming about his identity, threatening retribution if their friend wasn’t found alive when they arrived. With the knock on the door, she was reminded that not only did she have to fear Chaz; the gorgeous but deadly beta could attack if he shifted. His friends, who’d made it clear to her that he not be harmed, were now on the other side of the paper-thin door. Would they try to kill her? Would they return her to Chaz? What if they’d found out about her background? No, she couldn’t let that happen.

      Gillian waited until Dimitri took his hand off the wall. As he turned toward the door, she reached into her backpack and picked up the gun she’d stolen from the pack house.

      “Who’s there?” Dimitri yelled.

      “Open the fuck up, D,” Jake replied from the hallway. The door flew open and he caught the sight of Dimitri smiling, wearing only his underwear. A woman stood near the dresser, aiming a firearm at him.

      “Hey, bro. Thanks for coming.” Dimitri gave him a quick hug. As much as he enjoyed getting to know his prickly but lovely female rescuer, the sight of Jake came as a relief.

      “Good to see you, too. What the hell happened to you?” Jake grimaced, taking sight of the fresh scars marking Dimitri’s chest and throat.

      “It’s okay, really. I just have to shift.” Dimitri downplayed his injuries. “I almost forgot, this is Gilly…”

      “You mean the hot chick pointing the gun at us?”

      “Gun?” Dimitri’s eyes widened. Surprised that she’d pulled a weapon, he held up his hands in a defensive posture and slowly approached her. “What’ve ya got there, cher? You can put that down. This is Jake. He won’t hurt you. He’s a good friend of mine. Acadian Wolves.”

      “Jake.” Gillian tilted her head and then nodded at the handsome man who’d come to save his beta. “Nice to meet you. Now that we have all of the pleasantries out of the way, it’s time for me to leave.”

      “But I just got here,” Jake protested.

      “Sorry, but I’ve gotta run. As I explained to your beta here, I’ve got some nasty folks after me. Same ones who attacked him, as a matter of fact. The good news is, that if you get your asses on a plane and out of here, I’m pretty sure that’ll be the end of your troubles. The bad news is that they are going to find me soon. They’ve got my scent and his. My plan is to high-tail it out of here to Vegas. I’ll lead them away from you. This is my mess, not yours.”

      “It may be your mess but I told you that we’re not leaving you,” Dimitri said, his voice serious.

      “That’s where we’re going to have to agree to disagree. You need to shift and heal. If you go up against the pack, who knows what will happen? The evil you carry is only temporarily suppressed by my magic. It won’t last and I won’t have your death on my hands…I can’t do that to you.” Gillian fought the emotion that welled up in her chest. The truth was that she was scared shitless to go it alone, but the beta wouldn’t be strong enough in his current condition to survive another wolf attack.

      “What the fuck is wrong with your wolf?” Jake exclaimed. He’d been suspicious that something had been off with his friend.

      “Goddammit.” Dimitri turned and pounded the wall with his fist out of frustration.

      “How long, D?”

      “A couple of weeks. I don’t know. Too fucking long.”

      “Your girl here says it’s evil. Now the only place I know you could’ve picked up something like that is that hell-infested demon pit you jumped in with Leo.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” Three weeks before, Dimitri had followed his friend Léopold into a netherworld to help him save his girlfriend and ever since, he’d had difficulty shifting.

      “Well, you should’ve fucking told me.”

      “I didn’t know how bad it was. That night on the beach…I couldn’t shift,” Dimitri confessed. He raked his fingers through his hair and glanced over to Gilly, who was hoisting her bag onto her shoulders.

      Jake blew out a deep breath and his lips formed a tight line. Things were going to be all fucked up to the tenth degree if his beta couldn’t shift. It was kind of a requirement that if you were a member of a pack, you actually could shift. He had to know for certain how badly his friend was still affected by whatever the hell had attacked him.

      “Shift.”

      “What?” Dimitri asked, incredulous at the demand.

      “Just hold it right there!” Gillian yelled. No fucking way did she want to be in the room when two wolves fought or shifted. Her beast would be called to the surface, and she’d have little control to stop it.

      “What’s the issue?” Jake began to approach her but quickly stopped as she raised the weapon again.

      “No shifting until I’m gone. And lucky for you, I’m outta here.”

      “Gilly, please. You can’t fight an entire wolf pack on your own. I’m not letting you go,” Dimitri said.

      “See, that’s the thing. I’m not asking for permission. Follow me and I’ll shoot you in the leg. I know you can shift but are you willing to chance it?” Gillian kept her eyes trained on both men, moving slowly to the entrance. She wrapped her fingers around the doorknob and twisted it open. “Yeah, I didn’t think so. Okay, then, well, be safe. Go home to New Orleans. Find a witch and have a Bloody Mary for me. Just remember that this is my problem, not yours.”

      Neither wolf moved to stop her as she gave them a wink, slamming the door shut. Jesus Christ almighty, she prayed that she was doing the right thing as she ran toward the rental car. Fear coursed through her, but she continued on, clicking the car locks open on the Audi she’d had delivered.

      Gillian swallowed the hard lump in her throat and threw her bag into the car. There was nothing in the world she would have liked more than to go with Dimitri to the airport and hop a plane to the east coast. But her paranoia was stronger than her desire to get to know the handsome beta. Aware that she was putting her own life at risk in order to divert attention away from him, she sucked a breath and told herself it was for his own good. It was her fault he’d been attacked. It was her who Chaz sought. It wasn’t fair to Dimitri or his friend to let them help her. At the end of the day, she could die in peace if she got caught. Putting Dimitri in danger again was simply not an option.
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      Dimitri insisted on following Gillian. If she thought she’d dismiss him, she had another think coming. Nice try, cher. You will not escape so easily. After she’d slammed the door to the hotel room, he’d quickly shifted to heal his remaining injuries. It wasn’t long before he and Jake had taken off after her in their car.

      Loath as he was to admit it, whatever had latched onto his soul was still there. Like a dark shadow, it lingered. Part of him knew he needed to get back to New Orleans as soon as possible to see Ilsbeth, the one witch he knew who could help him. But given the brief interaction he’d had with his Florence Nightingale, that’d have to go on the back burner. For once his brain and his dick were in perfect agreement; get the girl.

      “Tell me again why we’re following some mystery chick? One who I’m pretty sure was responsible for helping get your face torn off,” Jake commented, hoping Dimitri would catch his eye roll.

      “Her name’s Gilly. And because the lady was nice enough to save my ass and now I plan to save hers.”

      “You wanting her ass is one thing we probably can agree on. Why? Well, that’s a whole other question.”

      “It’s nice. That should be reason enough.”

      “I bet she exercises a lot. Squats would do it.”

      “She was in the room with you for all of two minutes and you took reconnaissance on her ass?”

      “Special ops, bro. I’ve got eyes in the back of my head,” Jake joked.

      “Then you must have also noticed that she needs our help.”

      “Whatever you say. It’s just that with your wolf on the fritz, don’t ya think we oughtta get back to NOLA? Listen, I know you and the witch had a bit of a fallin’ out, but damn; it’s your wolf. This is some serious shit. When Logan finds out what happened…”

      “Logan doesn’t need to know right now.” Dimitri knew he should tell his Alpha, but Logan hadn’t even noticed that his wolf had gone silent. Both he and his mate had been over the moon, doting over their newly adopted daughter. Dimitri didn’t want to worry him any more than necessary. He’d tell them when he got back to New Orleans. As he figured it, he’d catch up to Gillian and convince her to fly back to Louisiana with him. When they got to the city, he’d ask Logan to call the asshole Alpha from California and smooth things over. Since their packs didn’t abut boundaries, no territory disputes would arise.

      “You must’ve knocked your head in when you were attacked. You really think our Alpha doesn’t know what happened? You do know your girl called every number on your damn cell, right? Said she wasn’t going to chance having someone forget she called.”

      “Fuck,” Dimitri swore, blowing out a breath. “Give me your phone.”

      “Finally, you see reason.” Jake dug his cell out of the console and tossed it to Dimitri.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Dimitri began tapping at the screen.

      “You aren’t calling Logan, are you?” Jake slammed a palm down on the steering wheel.

      “Hell, no. If I tell him what’s happenin’, he’s gonna leave his mate and babe and come runnin’ out here. He’s been through enough. They’ve both been through enough.”

      “What about Léopold?”

      “What the hell? How many people did she call?”

      “I told ya. She called your contacts.”

      “All of them?” Dimitri exclaimed, stroking his goatee. It looked more like a full grown beard since he hadn’t shaved in a week.

      “How the hell am I supposed to know? I can tell ya that she called Logan, Léopold and me. It’s possible she called a few of your special friends,” Jake drawled, knowing that it would irk Dimitri.

      “Fuck me.”

      “Yeah, well, Logan sent me. You’re lucky that he and Leo are up to their eyeballs in love or Logan’d be out here in a pack war. And Leo? Hell, he’d probably be ripping out hearts and sucking wolves dry…including your little shifter girl. Speaking of which…what kind of shifter is she? I couldn’t get close enough to tell by her scent…”

      “I don’t know,” Dimitri said flatly, unwilling to share that she’d been nearly naked, skin to skin against him but he still hadn’t been able to tell what she was.

      “You sure she’s not wolf?”

      “Nope. Not a wolf. Why do they make these buttons so fucking small?” Dimitri swore, continuing to toy with the cell phone. “I don’t get why an Alpha wants to mess with another shifter?”

      “Why, indeed?” Jake glanced over to his friend. “And how the hell are we supposed to find her? She’s been gone for a while now. As good as I am, and oh, I am good, there’s no way in hell we’re gonna track her from the wind flyin’ by on a highway.”

      “No, but we will find her using a tracking app.” Dimitri smiled and waved the device in the air.

      “Clever wolf. I just assumed she trashed your phone afterward.”

      “She likes me.” Dimitri waggled his eyebrows and chuckled. “She’s still got my phone. Just couldn’t give up a piece of the big D.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Where’s she headed?”

      “Sin city. She’s on I-15. Looks like she’s stopped for gas. It’s only about five hours to Vegas from here.”

      “What’s the deal with this woman? Do you think she was in on it? Logan put a call in to the local Alpha. He denies that he approved the attack. Claims they were rogues.”

      “No. The girl’s on the run. As for the Alpha, I’m not buyin’ his story. It had to be his wolves.”

      “I get that you didn’t check in with him right away, but the odds of them finding and attacking a non-aggressive stranger are pretty low. It doesn’t sync.”

      “They were after her, not me. I was just a casualty.” Dimitri shook his head. He knew that he should get his ass back on a plane to New Orleans, but there was something about Gilly. The need to protect her, to repay her was overwhelming. Like a compulsion; he hadn’t given a second thought to chasing her. If she’d been wolf, he might have been worried that she could be his mate. But since she wasn’t wolf, there was no way that she was. Maybe she didn’t want to reveal her nature, but once he found her, he planned on getting the truth. “She’s a shifter. Whatever she is, it must be badass. ‘Cause Jake, I’m tellin’ ya, bro, I was messed up bad. I called for my wolf…” His words trailed off into silence.

      “I’ve never heard of such a thing happening. Whatever was in that pit…we’ve gotta get you to Ilsbeth. Maybe we shouldn’t worry about Gilly. I know you think she’s something special, but for all you know, she shifts into a skunk.”

      “Fuck you,” Dimitri snorted. “There’s no way. I’ve had her sweet little body wrapped around mine. My girl’s probably a fox….sly and smooth.”

      “Or a bear.”

      “Hey, don’t hate on the bear. A bear? Well, she’d probably be wild in bed. Uninhibited.”

      “Not many people survive bear attacks.”

      “Oh, I’d survive and love every minute of it. I like it a little rough. Besides, it doesn’t matter. Whatever she is, my wolf likes her. She saved him, and he wants to return the favor.”

      “Yeah, your wolf wants to do something with her, all right. Somehow I don’t think it involves just savin’ her.”

      “Yes, he does.” Dimitri laughed. “And why not? He deserves a little fun.”

      “Seriously? She just held a gun on us. Do I need to answer that question?”

      “No, and it doesn’t matter, cause it’s gonna be cool when I do find out what she is. I know I'm gonna like it.”

      “Maybe you need to take it easy.”

      “I’m fine now,” Dimitri said, not sure if he was trying to convince himself or Jake.

      “Just sayin’, D. You just recovered from a beat down. We don’t know when or if your wolf is going to go on the fritz or whatever else the hell could happen. I know you are, uh…” Jake tried real hard to select his words carefully. Near-death experiences had a way of giving one a new perspective on life, yet Dimitri seemed as courageous and impulsive as ever, “…compromised. Dying has a way of doing that to you. Let’s face it; we’re used to being immortal. But with your wolf gone, you and I both know that you were nothing more than human.”

      Dimitri tried to shake off Jake’s comments, meeting his observations with a quiet contemplation. He’d known it was serious. He was damn lucky Gillian had done whatever magic she had to heal him.

      “It’s not like I don’t know you’re right. I mean, going to the airport and flyin’ home would be the rational thing to do. But Gilly, she saved my life. Yeah, I don’t know her. I guess I don’t owe her a damn thing. But the way she left…she’s in danger. She may look tough, but she’s not. I’m telling you, I watched her, the way she moved. Did you hear how she talked? She strikes me as more of a city girl. She’s scared, hiding something. I don’t know why…I just can’t walk away and wash my hands of her.”

      “You wouldn’t know if something happened to her or not. You don’t even know if that’s her real name, for that matter,” Jake replied.

      “We’re friends, right?” Dimitri asked.

      “Seriously?”

      “Oh yeah, I’m going there.”

      “Yeah, we’re friends,” Jake sighed.

      “If you don’t want to go with me, you don’t have to, but this is something I have to do. Once I make sure Gilly gets safely to wherever she calls home, then we’ll fly straight to the witch. It’s the least I can do. If it weren’t for her, I’d be dead.”

      “If it weren’t for her, your biggest worry would be which bikini-clad Cali girl to hit on.”

      “Can’t deny the possibility.” Dimitri gave him a broad smile, knowing that was exactly what he’d planned on doing. “But she needs me. And I owe her. So are you in or are you out?”

      “Bellagio or Hard Rock?”

      “Venetian?” Dimitri countered, relieved that Jake had agreed in his non-conventional way.

      “Four Seasons?” Jake suggested.

      “The Four Seasons it is. Viva Las Vegas, baby.” Dimitri glanced down to his phone. Her car had begun moving. “We’d better speed it up if we’re gonna catch our girl.”
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        * * *

      

      Gillian felt feverish as her anxiety took hold. She only wished it was the fucking desert heat. No, she knew exactly why she was drenched in sweat, and it had everything to do with the Alpha who had kept her captive. Coming out to California was one of the single biggest mistakes she’d ever made in her life. She should have known that it was too good to be true. When she’d gotten the email from the agent explaining that they’d seen her work and wanted her, a mid-list photographer, to shoot an A-list actor in front of an Anza-Borrego metal sculpture, she should’ve verified the job.

      As the sun melded into the horizon in her rearview mirror, she cursed. She should have driven directly to the airport. But the guilt in her chest bubbled like hot lava. The only reason the beta had been attacked was because they’d been after her.

      She suspected that Dimitri would have been able to fend off Chaz’s pack had his wolf not been impaired. As she’d lain in bed healing him, allowing her mind to explore his energy, she’d felt the spirit of a warrior wolf, a man whose pure sexuality threatened to shake her resolve to remain single. If he’d only been mortal, she could have remained in control. Yet as soon as he’d awoken to her touch, she’d nearly caved.

      It had been so long since she’d been with a man, let alone a wolf. In order to remain true to her species, she’d sworn herself to celibacy when it came to wolves. She simply couldn’t risk meeting her mate. If she did, she’d be forced to give up the only beast she’d ever known, with no guarantee that she’d remain immortal. Weak. Defenseless. She refused to succumb to the consequences of a mating.

      She sighed. It wasn’t fair; a girl needed release every now and then. And her current strategy just wasn’t cutting it. Although humans were a poor substitute for what she craved, Gillian had implemented a ‘mortal men only’ dating rule. That was how she’d survived her teenage years, passing as human, dating boys, then later colleagues she’d met at work.

      Yet her nature drew the wolves to her like moths to a flame. She’d hidden the secrets of her heritage to the best of her ability, but it hadn’t been good enough. The Alpha of Anzober wolves had discovered her secret. How, she wasn’t sure. All she knew was that he’d made it clear he intended to force their mating. A forced mating wasn’t natural, although it’d been rumored that it could be done by an Alpha.

      She rubbed the back of her neck where he’d bitten her. Tears pricked her eyes as the memory of his attack played in her mind. He’d ordered his men to restrain her with silver. They’d tied her face down to his bed and stripped her shirt off in preparation for his mark. He insisted that he’d never take her sexually against her will as he ground his erection into her bottom, pressing her into the bed. Her poisoned restraints kept her from shifting as he dug his claws into her shoulders, sinking his fangs into her neck. As his foul-smelling breath drifted into her nostrils and the pain faded, she shook uncontrollably against the satin sheets, expecting him to mount her.

      She’d bitten her lip bloody, refusing the satisfaction of letting them see her cry as he hoisted himself off of her, declaring that he’d marked her. His goons made the mistake of misinterpreting her silence as acquiescence and they’d released her bindings. As soon as they’d left the room, she’d called on her beast, killing all three wolves as she fled.

      Gillian had to get back to New York. Her brother was the only one who could get her out of this mess. Her fingers grazed the spot where Chaz had bitten her and she thanked the Goddess that he’d failed to mark her. He was not her mate. And as long as she got her ass back to the Big Apple, she’d be safe from the predator who’d lured her all the way to California.

      After a quick stop for fuel, she double checked the address of the Las Vegas airport in her GPS app. Even though she’d bought an extra-large coffee to stay awake, the truth was that her nerves had her lit up like a Christmas tree. There was no way she’d fall asleep; her mind was running races. The hot beverage was for comfort only. Even though it tasted like sludge, the bitter fluid reminded her of home. As she looked out onto the dark highway, it was as if a cold claw clutched her chest, reminding her of the danger she faced. Fucking desert. Of all the trips to make in the middle of the night alone, driving to Nevada wasn’t up there with the world’s safest sightseeing trips.

      She considered that she might have been able to make the trek as a shifter had she known where she was going. But since this was her first trip to the golden coast, she had no idea in hell how to get there. Given her limitations, this was a time to rely on technology. She glanced quickly to the red dot on her cell phone that was moving slowly down the green line toward the border.

      A light flashed in the distance. What the hell was that? Lightning? A desert storm? I thought it wasn’t supposed to rain in California. Get a grip, girl, there’s no way he can find you out here. Gillian reached over to turn up the radio. Hotel California wailed through the speakers, and she quickly flipped it over to Fuckin’ Perfect by Pink. Yeah, that about sums things up nicely.

      Gillian took a sip of her lukewarm coffee and grimaced as it coated her tongue. Shoving the paper cup into its holder and glancing into her side mirror, she noticed the rare sight of headlights approaching in the distance. As her eyes flashed back to the road, she caught a glint of metal fifty feet ahead on the highway. Two seconds too late, her foot slammed on the brake. Her car hit the shiny silver spike strip. Gripping the steering wheel, she lost her fight for control. As the car slid across the dry road, she screamed. A cold hiss was all she heard before the car rolled over into the dusty desert.

      The airbag inflated, knocking her unconscious for several minutes. The creak of the car door alerted her to their presence. In a haze, she barely felt the blade against her belly as they cut her free and her body tumbled onto the ceiling of the car. Unable to move, she groaned as someone tugged on her legs, her face scraping the jagged broken window as they dragged her limp body out onto the cold ground.

      The shock of the scent of her own blood drove her into consciousness. Roused, her head bobbed up as meaty hands jolted her upright. Her feet scraped a trench through the gritty sand as the strangers dragged her into the night. The sight of her headlights became pinpricks as they drew her further into the darkness.

      Gillian heard Chaz’s voice and her blood turned to ice. How the hell did he find me? She’d suspected they would have found the motel room where she’d stayed overnight. But she couldn’t piece together how they’d found her on the run. She plotted to shrug off her captors, intending to shift, but when she attempted to yank her arm free, she was swiftly rewarded with a silver chain around her neck. The metal immediately poisoned her blood, stifling any chance of a transformation.

      “Get off me,” she cried, her voice barely audible.

      A cold laugh echoed ahead of her.

      “Gilly, Gilly, Gilly. My dangerous but lovely mate. You’ve been a bad girl,” Chaz taunted.

      He nodded to the two thugs who’d taken Gillian, instructing them to drop her. He smiled coldly as she grunted in pain, her palms stretched out onto the dirt. She attempted to push up onto her feet but fell back onto her hands and knees. Chaz rounded behind her, leaned over and gripped her hair, yanking her up into a kneeling position.

      “Ah, yes. Now this is how I shall like to see my queen. On her knees. Submissive. With my cock in her mouth.” He laughed, and dragged his hand along her chin. “But not right now. No, no, no. Penance must be done. You killed my wolves. Pity, but you must receive your punishment.”

      Gillian spat blood up at him and he shoved her toward the earth, wiping the saliva away with the back of his hand. He reached to her collar and wrapped the chain around her neck once more, ensuring her compliance. As he gripped her leather jacket and peeled it off her arms, Gillian fought the fear that wrapped around her mind. The sound of fabric tearing spiked her anxiety, but she refused to give him the satisfaction of her tears. She watched helplessly as he threw her tattered shirt aside. Wearing only a bra, her skin was exposed to the cold air, and she shivered in response. Gooseflesh rippled across her skin.

      This man is incapable of mating me. No matter what pain he plans to inflict, I will not become his. Her beast would never allow it. Any submission he gained would not satisfy her nature. Rationally, she knew the truth of the situation, yet she also was cognizant that he could easily kill her in her disabled state. His voice jarred her back into the moment.

      “My wolves…they will bear witness to my mark.” He lifted her hair, inspecting his work. Shocked and aggravated with what he saw, he slapped the back of her head with his palm. “What the fuck, bitch? What did you do?”

      “I told you,” she coughed. She shook her head, the sting of his slap still fresh on her skull. “You cannot mate with my kind. You cannot force a mating.”

      “Like hell I can’t,” he growled, his canines descended. Clothed, Chaz mounted her from behind, slamming her face into the dust. “Guess I’ll just have to bite you a little harder this time.”

      Gillian screamed in terror as his teeth sliced into her shoulder. Even though she knew that his mark would be gone the next time she shifted, disgust and loathing roared to the surface.

      “No, no, no,” she repeated. Tears began to fall and she cursed the silver that restrained her far more than any creature could. Heaving breaths rocked her lungs and she flailed, trying unsuccessfully to get away from him.

      Gillian’s blood gushed fresh from her wounds as Chaz retracted his teeth. The Alpha licked his lips, smirking with satisfaction. He pushed to his feet, releasing a frightening howl into the night. The four men who’d helped him abduct her joined in chorus, celebrating.

      “Your taste was made for me,” he continued, reaching to accept a whip from his colleague. “I could fuck you right now in front of everyone, but unlike you, I’m capable of restraint.”

      “Fuck you,” she cried, once again on her knees. Her defiant eyes met his, refusing to submit in any way, shape or form. The crack of the whip didn’t shake her resolve. As far as she was concerned, he could shove his demand for her submission down his throat. The only way she’d submit was if she was cold, dead and six feet under.

      “Don’t worry.” He laughed, cracking the popper, enjoying the thunderous sound it made throughout the valley. “I plan to fuck you nice and hard. But first things first. You must be punished for your indiscretions. I want you to remember your place. You’re nothing more than a wild animal, one who must be tamed by the lash of my whip. I plan to teach your beast the discipline she needs. I assure you that your beating will hurt you far more than it will me.”
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        * * *

      

      Dimitri had grown worried the second the flashing dot on his GPS had gone still. Viewing the satellite image, he immediately knew that she couldn’t have stopped to refuel. As far into the desert as she was, there wasn’t a gas station within thirty miles of her location.

      “Jesus Christ,” Dimitri exclaimed, as the wreckage came into view.

      The Audi rested upturned thirty feet from the asphalt. Its interior remained dimly lit, and the driver’s door hung wide open. Jake slammed on the brakes, and Dimitri hit the ground running toward her car. His gut told him that she was gone but he still wasn’t prepared for the shock of seeing the empty cabin. Her camera lay smashed against the windshield. Reaching inside, he snatched her open backpack off the floor and threw it to Jake, whose lips were pressed tightly together.

      “They fucking took her,” Dimitri raged.

      “We’ll find her,” Jake said.

      “Turn off the car lights,” Dimitri ordered, fumbling for the headlight controls inside the wreck.

      Jake ran over to his vehicle and hit the switch. Except for the light of the stars, the desert was blanketed in darkness.

      “Now we look and listen.” Both wolves could see in the dark, but the absence of light accentuated the illumination that danced several miles into the desert. “There, south. They’re out there. She’s out there.”

      Jake set his eyes on their target, awaiting his beta’s orders. Dimitri took a deep breath, sniffing, and was relieved when he smelled her in the wind.

      “She’s bleeding.” The coppery tang of her scent angered him.

      “Goin’ wolf?” Jake asked.

      “Yeah.” Dimitri began to strip.

      “Either way, it’ll be tough to keep under the radar.”

      “I love a challenge.” He shrugged off his pants, readying to shift.

      “Never known you to back down.”

      “You get Gilly. The fuckers who took her are mine,” Dimitri ordered, suspecting that her abductors were the same people who’d attacked him.

      “You sure?” The concern about his beta’s wolf was left unspoken.

      “Mine,” Dimitri growled. Shifting, he took off into the brush.
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        * * *

      

      Gillian swore she scented Dimitri and thought she was losing it. No, it must’ve been a hallucination brought on by the fear. She steeled her mind, preparing to embrace the cut of the whip. She felt the vibrations in the dirt before the crack of the tail reverberated into the night. Chaz was drawing out the torture, forcing her to wait for the punishment.

      “I think ten lashes will do nicely,” the Alpha declared.

      He drew his hand upward. His sight aimed toward Gillian’s bare flesh, pleased that she was shaking. With the flick of his wrist, he prepared to implement what he believed was not only justice, but the means to her submission. But as the braided cord flew backwards, not even a hiss was heard.

      “Sorry pal, clowns aren’t allowed to handle the big boy equipment at the circus.” Dimitri smirked as he snatched the braided cord mid-air, thoroughly enjoying the shock and surprise that crossed the Alpha’s face.

      With a jerk, Dimitri yanked him to the ground. As Chaz fell, the beta pounced. Sitting atop his waist, Dimitri pressed him onto his back. Chaz fought for control and attempted to dislodge his attacker so he could shift. But before he could do so, Dimitri deftly coiled the leather around his neck until only a short length remained on either side. Holding tight to the hilt and the tail, Dimitri tightened the noose, forcing the Alpha to gasp for air. He pushed up onto his feet, dragging Chaz upward, leaving his feet kicking up dust.

      “Do you know who I am?” the Alpha spat.

      “Don’t know. Don’t care.”

      “Chaz Baldwin. Alpha of Anzober wolves.”

      “Yeah, still don’t care. Call off your wolves,” Dimitri ordered.

      Jake lunged at the wolf who stood watch over Gillian, tearing at his throat. Before he knew it, he was surrounded by two other wolves, and braced himself for the pack’s wrath.

      “Back off or your Alpha dies tonight,” Dimitri commanded, his voice bellowing at the wolves.

      Dimitri hid the rage that surfaced as he caught sight of Gillian on her knees, bared in front of the others. He observed the blood streaking down her back, and his heart clenched. The fucker had bitten her. It made no sense. Had she been wolf, he’d suspect the Alpha had tried to force a mating, to mark her. But she wasn’t wolf, so that only left torture.

      “Get the silver off her. You do it.” He nodded to one of the wolves who immediately submitted to his order. He didn’t want Jake touching the poison. They were already outnumbered as it was.

      “You fucking piece of shit. Look real close…your wolves do my bidding,” Dimitri taunted. Chaz revived and struggled to free himself, and Dimitri kneed him in the back, stilling his actions.

      You’ll be lucky if I let you live when this is all over.”

      “Need to shift,” Gillian whispered as the chain fell to the ground. She raised her head and saw the dominant beta forcing Chaz to submit. Her eyes met his and her beast came to life. Dimitri. He’d come for her.

      Jake heard her request and gave Dimitri an inquisitive look, as if to ask for permission to take off her clothes. They both knew she had to shift but there was no way in hell, with the way his beta had gone feral, overpowering another Alpha, that Jake would attempt to touch a woman who Dimitri perceived as his.

      “Do it.” Dimitri’s gaze fell to Gillian, whose eyes were glazed with tears.

      He watched as his friend peeled off her clothes and even though he was altogether comfortable with nudity, possessiveness stabbed at his chest. He didn’t want anyone else looking at her right now but him. He took a deep breath and shook off the disturbing emotion.

      Dimitri and Jake had been too focused on Gillian when a wolf attacked Jake from behind
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