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Chapter One

Danielle Linden

“Come on, Ben, put your back into it.” I
looked across the solid mahogany desk at my writing partner and
best friend and pushed at the heavy wood again. He was being
remarkably unhelpful for such a big guy, and I was beginning to
wonder if he needed a multivitamin or something.

“Since when did you turn into such a slave
driver?” Ben grumbled good-naturedly, shoving at the desk, which
barely moved.

“Since I finally rate my
own corner office around here. And since we're holding up traffic.”
I jerked my head, nodding at Pete, the copy boy, who was giving us
a frustrated look for blocking the walkway between the bullpen and
our managing editor, Barry Craythorne's office. The
Sun Times was a
big prestigious paper shoved into a teeny-tiny cramped space. They
kept saying we were going to move to a new building, but I wasn't
holding my breath.

“Ya know, that's going to
be my office too,” Ben pointed out. “We're a team—we share the
office and the desk.” He looked at it critically. “It's certainly big
enough to fit two.”

With any other guy, I would have
automatically assumed he was thinking of having sex on my
great-grandfather's solid mahogany desk. But with Ben, it was just
an innocent statement. He was such a nice guy he wouldn't know how
to sexually harass someone if he took a seminar on it.

“We're not sharing
anything until we get the damn thing into the office,” I pointed
out. “Now come on. All those muscles can't just
be for show.”

“But they are—they're strictly ornamental.
Not meant for everyday use.”

“Just like your brain, I guess,” I said,
teasing him.

“Aw, Dani, are you saying you love me just
for my looks?” he teased back, flashing that “aw-shucks” grin at
me—the one that was so sweet and innocent it always made people
forget he was built like Mister Hardbody. Ben was six-four if he
was an inch—all broad shoulders, big muscles, and naturally tan
skin I would've killed for, especially in winter when my own
epidermis was a sad shade of fish-belly white. He also had
coal-black hair and those big brown eyes to die for, or so my
little sister Tara said. Personally, I didn't notice Ben that way.
He was the nicest guy in the world, and I would've done anything
for him, but we were just friends. Friends who currently weren't
getting very far with moving the heavy mahogany desk.

“Ben—” I started again in exasperation, but a
frantic voice interrupted my words.

“Danielle Linden—I need to talk to Danielle
Linden!” A man with ragged gray hair and wide, frightened eyes
bolted into the newsroom, followed by Sam, our elderly security
guard. He clutched a crumpled piece of paper in one hand, and he
was dodging around desks like an Olympic athlete to get to me.

“That's me,” I said, climbing over the top of
the desk to reach him, since there was no room on either side to
walk around. This wasn't an easy maneuver in a short skirt, but I
managed well enough.

“Ms. Linden. Oh, thank God!” The man skidded
to a halt in front of me, but not before Ben had managed to put
himself between us.

“Hold on a minute.” He held out one large
hand to keep the frantic looking man at arm's length and frowned.
“What's going on? Why do you need to see Ms. Linden?”

“Oh, Ben, for heaven's sake.” I shoved out
from behind him just as Sam, puffing and blowing like he'd just
finished a marathon, finally caught up.

“Sorry…Ms. Linden,” he puffed, attempting to
grab the man's arm. “He got…right past me.”

“That's okay, Sam,” I said distractedly. I
looked at the man who was still clutching the crumpled paper in one
hand. “What did you need to see me about, sir?”

“About this.” He shoved the paper into my
hands, and I did the best I could to straighten it out. It was a
graduation picture folded in half, and it showed a pretty girl with
white-blond hair and pale blue eyes wearing a matching cap and
gown. “It's my girl. She's McKinsey. They took her. She's gone.”
His words were so quick and mumbly I could barely understand
him.

“McKinsey? What's her first name?” I asked,
but he only shook his head.

“They took her.
They took her!”

“Who took her, sir? And what makes you think
I can help?” I asked him.

“'Cause you help people. I read your
articles. You sent all those people to jail. Made sure they
couldn't hurt nobody else in that nursing home.” He nodded at me
hopefully.

“Oh.” I nodded back, pretending to
understand. He must have been referring to the article on nursing
home corruption that Ben and I had won an investigative journalism
award for last year. I was proud of the piece and the results it
had gotten, but I still didn't see how it applied here.

“They took her—please, Ms. Linden. Nobody
else believes me. The police don't believe me. Nobody can help but
you,” the man babbled.

“I want to help you, but I don't understand,”
I said gently. I pointed at the picture. “Is this your
daughter?”

The man nodded vigorously, making his ragged
gray hair flap comically. Okay, now we were getting somewhere.

“Good,” I said.
“Now, who,
exactly, did you say took her?”

The man's eyes got wide. “Wolves!” he
blurted, his fists clenched at his sides. “Werewolves took her
away!”

The tension that had been
building from the minute he shouted my name suddenly broke as
someone behind me gave an incredulous laugh. Out of the corner of
my eye, I saw Ben's face grow suddenly tight, probably because he
was worried for my safety. The guy seemed harmless enough to me,
but it was clear he was just another nut-job. I sighed. And I had
been sure I smelled a story.

“Okay, buddy, that's it. Let's go.” Sam
tugged at the man's arm, yanking him forcibly away from me. He was
doing a pretty good job for an older man, but my visitor was still
frantic.

“Please,” he begged, tugging against the
restraining hand on his arm. “Please—just ask Doctor Locke. He can
tell you all about it. Please help me, Ms. Linden! The
werewolves—the wolves got her.” He lunged forward, breaking Sam's
hold on his arm, and shoved his face into mine. I flinched
backward, startled and a little frightened. Was he crazy enough to
hurt anyone? For a second I could smell stale coffee and cigarettes
on his breath, and the odor made my stomach do a slow forward
flip.

“Okay, that's enough.” Ben grabbed the guy by
the scruff of his dirty coat collar and yanked him away from
me.

“Thanks, Mister Davis,” Sam said gratefully.
He and Ben dragged the still yelling, struggling man toward the
exit, leaving me clutching the folded picture in one hand. When
they got him into the elevator, I looked down at the blond girl
again. What had the man said her name was? McKinsey? I wondered
again what her first name was. Maybe her full name was written on
the back of the picture.

I tried to unfold it, but it was stuck
together with something…eww. I wrinkled my nose. It was a wad of
chewing gum, and that wasn't all. Stuck to the pink, sticky mess
was a tuft of some kind of hair or fur. It was grayish-brown and
coarse, but long, curled into a neat swirl, almost as though
someone had put it there on purpose. But why?

I refolded the picture—hair, chewing gum, and
all, and slipped it into a plastic baggie in my purse for further
consideration. It was probably just the ravings of a crazy old man,
but it was a slow news day, and I was willing to be diverted for a
while by looking for his missing daughter. If she really was
missing, that was.

“Hey.” Ben returned just as I finished
putting away the picture, and his usually tan face was pale.

“Hey, yourself. Is everything okay?” I looked
at him with concern. Ben was one of those guys who never got sick,
but he looked positively ill just then. “Did you have a hard time
evicting that guy?” I asked.

“Huh? Yeah, I mean, no.” He sounded
distracted.

“Ben,” I said. “If you're not feeling good, I
can get someone else to help me finish moving this.” I knocked on
the mahogany desk to remind him of the task at hand.

“Uh, no. No, I can do it.” He had rolled up
the sleeves of his dark blue shirt earlier, and I could see the
muscles in his forearms tense when he grabbed his side of the desk
again. He nodded at me. “You ready?”

“Sure.” I slid over the
desk again, feeling his eyes on my legs as I went. Well, he
was a guy, after
all. Ben had a nice way of looking at me, though—complimentary
without being lecherous, if that makes any sense. “Here,” I said,
grabbing my side of the desk. “And if you're not sick, then why do
you look like a truck just ran over your puppy?”

“I don't know.” He still looked distracted,
but at least when he lifted the desk again, he was putting his back
into it. In fact, it felt almost feather light as he steered it
toward the door of our new corner office.

“Wow, you're even stronger than you look,” I
said appreciatively. “I guess you just needed to get
motivated.”

Ben looked at me sharply, and the desk
abruptly became dead weight again. “Sorry,” he mumbled when I
winced. “It's, uh, really heavy.”

“I noticed,” I said, sarcastically. “So did
that guy say anything else? Something that upset you?”

“Upset me?” He gave me a worried look as we
maneuvered the bulky desk through the doorway and into a sunny spot
by the window.

“Yeah.” I shrugged as well as I was able to
lugging my end of the huge desk. “You just looked kind of, I don't
know, disturbed, when the guy started yelling about wolves.”

Ben's fingers tightened on the desk, and I
heard an alarming creak from the wood.

“Watch it,” I said sharply. “This is an
antique from my great-grandfather.”

“Sorry.” Ben set his end of the desk down
hurriedly, and I did the same, and went to investigate the damage.
He had been holding the edge of the desk underhanded so that only
his thumbs had been on the top surface. In the dark, shiny wood I
could clearly see two distinct thumbprints where he had been
gripping the desk.

I looked at my partner in wonder. “Damn, Ben,
how did you do that?” I rapped on the solid surface. “This is
really hard and you just—”

“Must have been a soft spot in the wood,” he
interrupted me. “I'm sorry, Dani. I can try to sand it out if you
want.”

“No, that's okay.” I reached up to pat him on
the shoulder and realized his arm was as hard as a rock under my
touch. “Hey, why are you so tight?” I steered him to one of the
rolling office chairs we had already brought into the room and sat
him down in it. “Now, what's this all about?” I asked, beginning to
work on his shoulders, now that he was low enough to reach. “Why
are you so upset all of a sudden? You're all over tension.” I
worked my thumbs into the groove between his shoulders and spine,
kneading hard.

“I'm not upset,” he hedged. “But this reminds
me of a joke. Guy walks into a psychiatrist's office and says,
'Doc, some days I feel like a tee-pee and some days I feel like a
pup-tent. What's wrong with me?' The psychiatrist looks at him and
says, 'I see the problem—you're two tents.'” He grinned at me. “Get
it? Too tense?”

I groaned. “Oh, brother—that must be one of
your grandfather's jokes. What a stinker.”

Ben shrugged and smiled sheepishly. “Yeah, I
know. He's got a million of 'em.”

“I know,” I said. Ben's grandfather was a
charming old sweetheart with a thick shock of silver hair and big
brown eyes. He bowed theatrically and kissed my hand every time I
met him. The first time we had been introduced I had thought that
it was easy to see from where my partner got his good looks and
good manners. “How is your grandpa?” I asked casually, changing the
subject. It wasn't like Ben to not tell me what was bothering him,
but I figured he would talk about it when he was ready.

Ben sighed. “Oh, you know. He's all right,
but he's getting up in age. Sometimes I worry about him.”

“Sure you do.” I kneaded his rock-hard
shoulders some more. “So, I think I might do a little checking
around. See if I can turn up anything about the picture that guy
gave me.”

“What? Why?” He turned to face me suddenly, a
look of concern in his eyes.

“Take it easy, Ben. I thought I'd look since
it's a slow news day, and I don't get that many psychopaths running
up to me, babbling about abductions and werewolves.”

Ben frowned. “Werewolves. See, that right
there should tell you not to bother—the guy was obviously a fruit
loop.”

“Maybe.” I gave him a final smack on the
shoulder. “But I think I'll do a little digging into the missing
persons files anyway. You stay here and unpack and hook up the
computers.” I nodded at the pile of boxes in the corner where all
of our desk paraphernalia as well as both of our computers were
stacked. Cables trailed over the hardwood floor in a tangled
profusion, and my framed pictures were jumbled in with Ben's toys—a
bobble head of the Dali Lama and a cow that pooped out chocolate
jelly beans when you cranked its tail.

“Yes,
ma'am.” Ben
snapped me a salute, but his sarcasm lacked conviction and I
wondered again what was wrong with him. My reporter's instinct said
it had something to do with the crazy guy who had given me the
picture—maybe the guy had reminded him of his grandfather somehow.
Well, he would talk about whatever it was in his own
time.

“See ya, champ,” I said, and went to look for
a lead. Maybe there was a story in all this after all.



Chapter Two

Ben Davis

Oh, God. My stomach fisted into a knot of
tension as I watched my partner saunter out of our new office. What
if she really did find something connected with the picture the
weird old guy had given her? What if she found out something that
led to…? I shook my head. I had to stop thinking like this. I tried
to dismiss my feeling of unease, but my other feelings for Dani
weren't as easy to get rid of.

Mostly what I felt when I
looked at my partner and best friend was pleasure and regret.
Pleasure because it was always a pleasure to watch Dani walk. She
had, as my grandpa put it, legs up to her ears. And I liked to
watch her long, silky brown hair sway in time with her hips when
she moved. It made me remember the first time I had ever seen her,
the day I'd gotten the job at the Sun
Times, and Craythorne had paired us up
so she could show me around.

“Benjamin Davis.” I could almost hear my
managing editor's voice booming in my ear. “Meet Danielle Linden,
one of our finest reporters. She'll be showing you the ropes around
here. For the next two weeks, you two are partners. Enjoy.” He'd
clapped me on the back and left me with a very angry, very
beautiful Dani.

I had held out a hand for her to shake, which
she pointedly ignored. “I don't have time to baby-sit you,” she
told me, green eyes flashing. “So if you can't keep up, don't come
crying to me.”

“Okay, I won't,” I said,
taking back my hand. So much for
introductions.

It was pretty clear that
Dani resented my intrusion into her perfectly ordered world
intensely, but I didn't hold it against her. She was one of the top
reporters at the Sun Times
and moving rapidly up the ladder. I quickly
learned that my new partner was pigheaded, obstinate, and stubborn.
She was also brilliant, gorgeous, and utterly unattainable. To say
I was smitten would be an understatement. I fell hard and fast and
never looked back.

The partnership that was supposed to last for
two weeks had somehow stretched into almost five years, and had
become the best and deepest friendship of my life. But that was all
it was, just a friendship. That's where the regret came in. Because
I loved Dani Linden with every fiber of my being, but I knew by now
she was never going to return that love.

Of course, I didn't know that when I first
met her. In fact, on that very first day at work I had decided on a
plan of action. First, I would win Dani's respect, then her
friendship, then her trust. Wouldn't love naturally follow after
that? So far, the answer was no. After I'd proven I could keep up
with her professionally, she'd given me her grudging respect. With
respect came friendship and, after a long time, a careful kind of
trust.

Dani wasn't exactly a man-hater, but she'd
been burned before in a bad marriage and didn't intend to get
burned again. Her motto when it came to relationships was, “fool me
once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me.” That, and the fact
that she put work first in her life, at least gave me the advantage
of having no real competition in the form of other guys. If I
wanted to—and I did—I could spend twelve hours a day with my
maddening, beautiful, workaholic partner. But spending twelve hours
a day with your best friend isn't the same as having a romantic
relationship with her.

I sighed and hauled myself out of the chair
to start unpacking the boxes. Maybe it would help if I could tell
Dani my secret—let her know the real me. But as much as I loved
her, I knew I could never do that. I had worked too hard to gain
her trust to hit her with the fact that not only did werewolves
exist, but I was one of them.

I put my bobble-head Dali Lama down on the
surface of the desk and studied the thumbprints I'd carelessly left
there. It had been stupid of me to let myself get so rattled that I
forgot to control my strength. I wondered what Dani would say if
she knew I was capable of not only lifting the entire desk myself,
but of holding it over my head with one hand and bench-pressing
it.

Superhuman strength was one of the few
advantages of being one of the Lunar Challenged, as my mom jokingly
called it. That and super sharp senses, cat-like—or in my case
wolf-like—reflexes, and the ability to see in the dark were the
only compensation I got for living with the curse that had landed
on every male in my family for generations. Why only males? I don't
know, but there were no female werewolves or shapeshifters of any
kind that I knew of.

My grandfather was a were, too, and my dad
had been one as well. Dad had died when I was very young, so he
wasn't around to tell me what the hell was happening to me when I
started getting hairy—and I mean really hairy—once a month after I
hit puberty. Luckily for me, Grandpa was a pretty cool guy, and he
told me exactly what to expect and what to do about it.

The first time he took me to a pack gathering
I was twelve, scared as hell, and very impressionable. What I saw
there turned me off being a werewolf for good, but what could I do?
It's not like the AMA recognizes lycanthropy as a genuine disease,
so there aren't any cures for it, and nobody is doing any “please
help the poor shapeshifting children” telethons. I had to do the
best I could and deal with it in my own way—which I did.

It took me years, but what
I found out was this: living with lycanthropy is like living with
epilepsy or panic attacks. With the right management, it
can be
controlled.

Of course, there aren't
any medications, but there is treatment—self treatment, that is. A
lot of people only know what they see on TV and in the movies, or
read in books. They think—if they think about anything so
supposedly mythical and fictitious as werewolves at all—that when
the full moon rises in the sky, the werewolf has to change to his
animal form. But that's simply not true. There's no need to get
furry once a month or even once a year, as long as you
keep yourself under
control. And by that I mean both
mentally and physically.

To that end, I meditate, run five miles
daily, and do power Yoga three times a week. I'm a practicing
vegetarian and a non-practicing Buddhist, which drives my mom nuts,
since I was raised Catholic. In high school and college, I avoided
all the usual male-centric sports like soccer and football, even
though every coach I'd ever met was dying to get me on the team. I
guess they looked at my size and strength and thought, “What a
waste.” But spikes in testosterone and adrenaline make the change
harder to control, and I wanted to stay human more than I wanted
any pseudo-glory I could earn on a football field. Instead, I
participated in solitary sports like weight lifting and long
distance running. I still like to run the occasional marathon.

Another thing that makes the change hard to
control is being around the pheromones other weres give off, so I
avoided them, too. After that one meeting when I was twelve, I
never went to another pack gathering, even though my grandfather
was always trying to talk me into it. He wanted me to give the
whole were culture another chance, but I didn't want anything to do
with it.

After years of struggling,
I finally had my lycanthropy in hand, and at that point in time I
was proud to say that I hadn't had an uncontrolled change in over
five years. In fact, I hadn't even had a controlled change in over
three years, which meant—to me anyway—that I had been mostly
successful in keeping my were nature buried. Three years since I'd
let the genie—that part of me that was other—out of its bottle.
Sometimes I could even forget, for weeks at a time, that I had the
curse, or disease, or whatever you wanted to call it hanging over
me in the first place.

Of course, it helped that I was an
even-tempered guy—what Dani called “a real sweetheart,” or I never
would have managed it. Losing your temper or letting yourself get
too emotional is almost guaranteed to bring on the change,
especially if the moon is full or near full. But whenever I felt
that part of myself trying to rise and take control, I concentrated
on something else, and it would usually pass. Instead, I kept
myself busy with work. That wasn't hard when being at work meant
being around Dani—not that it was doing me any good.

I sighed again and started hooking up the
computers just the way she wanted them—with hers on one side of the
desk and mine directly opposite. That way we could bounce ideas off
each other without actually reading the other person's prose. Dani
was very secretive about her work until it was actually ready to be
read. She had a hard, punchy writing style that was the direct
opposite of my own, more flowing wording. But somehow, when we
wrote together, our differences made our prose stronger. I would've
liked to think that our writing was a metaphor for the rest of our
lives—that everything we did could be done better together—but I
wasn't about to say that to Dani. She already thought I was a
hopeless romantic, which, I suppose, was true—at least the hopeless
part, anyway.

“Bingo,” I said under my breath as Dani's
flat-screen popped to life. I pulled the connecting cables around
the side of the desk so they mostly hid the two thumbprints I had
left there. I wanted them out of sight and out of mind so Dani's
curious brain didn't start getting any ideas. “Shouldn't have
happened,” I muttered to myself, still upset by the visual proof of
my lack of control. It wouldn't have happened, either, if it hadn't
been so close to the full moon. Although, full moon or not, I
usually had better control. For the next few days until the moon
waned, I was really going to have to keep a tight rein on
myself.

“Hey, partner, looking good.” Dani's voice
interrupted my thoughts, and I looked up to see her posed in the
doorway with her hands on her hips, gazing with satisfaction at the
neatly arranged desk. The short gray skirt she wore made her legs
go on forever, and the white silk shirt she had paired it with was
gauzy and light, showing the shadow of her bra beneath it. I could
see her full breasts nestled in their lace cups if I looked hard
enough, which I was trying not to. But my eyes kept returning to
her curvy form like iron filings drawn to a magnet.

Dani always managed to
combine the best of professional and sexy no matter what she wore,
and lots of times I couldn't help staring at her. She never seemed
to mind. In fact, sometimes I thought she liked the way I looked at her—as
long as looking was as far as it went.

“Hey.” I tried to grin at her and make my
voice sound casual. “Any luck tracking down the missing girl?”

She frowned and ran a hand through her hair.
“No—I ran a check, but no girl with the last name of McKinsey has
been taken from the area or reported missing in the last two
years.”

“Well, I guess that's that.” I shrugged,
feeling relieved.

“I guess so,” Dani said, but she didn't sound
convinced. I knew I needed to distract her or she'd never let it
go.

“Ya know,” I said, rubbing my neck and trying
to look pitiful. “I think I may have pulled something when we moved
the desk. I didn't notice it before but now…” I let the sentence
trail off with a theatrical wince, as though I was in terrible
pain. I'm not a very good actor, but my little scene had the
desired effect.

“Oh, Ben, I'm so sorry. And you were already
so tense.” Dani was by my side at once, wanting to know where it
hurt.

“From my neck all the way down to my lower
back,” I said, deciding to keep her busy awhile. Dani gives great
massages, and even though this would be my second one of the day, I
could never resist a chance to have her hands all over me.

She sat me down in a chair, then changed her
mind. “I can't work this way,” she said, tugging at my shirt. “Not
and really do you any good. I won't be able to get to your lower
back at all. Take it off.”

“Dani,” I protested. “What about the rest of
the office?”

“Let them get their own massages,” she
replied promptly. “Now take it off.”

“You know that's not what I meant,” I said,
loosening my tie.

“Fine, if you're so worried about what other
people think…” She went over to the door and slapped it shut with a
flourish.

“That probably isn't going to look too good
either,” I pointed out, unbuttoning my shirt.

“Let 'em think what they want.” Dani grinned
at me, her pert nose scrunching up like a mischievous little
girl's. God, I loved her smile.

“I'm all yours,” I said, laying my shirt and
tie on the desk and spreading my hands. “Have been since the moment
I met you.” I could get away with flirting with her like this
because she never took me seriously.

“Silly.” Dani tugged at my hair playfully,
then got down to business. “Okay,” she said, lacing her fingers
together and cracking them like a concert pianist. “Let's do this
right. Turn the chair around and straddle it so I can really get to
you.” Her tone was all business—an order, not a request.

I did as she asked at
once. Dani had this way of taking charge of a situation, and
sometimes she could come off as bossy or domineering. I knew a lot
of guys on staff that couldn't work with her for that reason. In
fact, some of them had actually asked me how I could stand to work with her.
How could I explain to them that the tough, take-charge exterior
was actually a cover-up for the vulnerable little girl my partner
kept inside? I couldn't and didn't. I knew the other guys thought I
was whipped, but I didn't give a damn. Sure, Dani was high
maintenance, but she was worth it, in my opinion.

I leaned forward, my forearms resting on the
back of the chair, and stifled a moan as her soft hands began to
work on my neck. The massage she had given me earlier had been
really nice but this…her silky touch on my bare back…God, I could
live on this for weeks. It occurred to me that I should pretend to
have back pain a lot more often.

But then she withdrew her hands. I craned my
head around to look at her. “Why did you stop?”

Dani was rummaging through the oversized
leather backpack she calls a purse with a look of fierce
concentration on her face. “What we need is some lotion. Or
some…ah-ha! Here it is.” She pulled out a small bottle of baby oil
triumphantly, and I groaned.

“Aw, no, Dani. I'll be all sticky, and that
stuff is going to stain my shirt.”

“Don't be such a baby.” She opened the oil
and poured a small amount into her palm. “Look, I'm not using much,
and this is going to make it so much better. Now turn around.”

“I feel like I just
stepped into some kind of a massage parlor,” I grumbled, but I
turned around obediently anyway. The truth was I probably would
have let her rub just about anything on my back. Ketchup,
mayonnaise, you name it. Maybe I was whipped. I grinned to
myself.

“A massage parlor, huh?”
Dani's voice floated to my ear as her hands resumed their magic on
my bare back. She was working to smooth the oil all over my skin,
sliding her palms in long, sensuous curves from my shoulders to my
lower back, and it felt amazing. I could smell the bland
sweetness of the baby oil and under it, the warm, secret scent of
her skin.

“Yeah,” I said, no longer certain what I was
saying.

“If this is a massage
parlor, I guess I'm supposed to ask if you want a
happy ending,
huh, Mister Davis?” She made her voice breathy and low, and even
though I knew she was just kidding around, I couldn't help the way
my body responded to it.

“Mmm,” I mumbled, squirming a little in my
chair. Her words had evoked all kinds of X-rated pictures inside my
head, thoughts I usually tried hard to keep a reign on when I was
with her. I thought about being in a real massage parlor with
her—only I was the one doing the massaging.

I could just imagine spreading warm oil up
the length of her slender, shapely legs and abdomen, then cupping
her full breasts in my hands and teasing the nipples until she
moaned for more. I wondered what color her nipples were—pale pink?
Or maybe they were the same natural, ripe berry-tone as her lips.
What would it be like to suck her nipples? To kiss my way down her
trembling stomach to the sweet center between her thighs? God, I
wanted to spread her legs and worship her with my tongue, to taste
her ripe pussy until she cried and writhed under me—

“You're so
stiff today.”
Dani's words interrupted my illicit fantasy, and I shifted in my
chair, feeling guilty. She had no idea how right she was. I was
usually able to control myself around her, but right now my cock
was so hard it was painful. It was also bent the wrong way inside
my pants. Damn, I was in serious agony here.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, trying to relax. It was
time to banish these sexual dreams and meditate instead. I closed
my eyes and tried to breathe deeply, letting myself feel empty and
light and at one with the universe, and…and it wasn't working. Once
I had opened the door to it, I couldn't get the thought of Dani
naked, of me touching her, out of my head. What was wrong with me?
Was it just the stress of wanting her so much and never being able
to talk about it? Or was it my other nature trying to assert
itself? Whatever it was, nothing I used to try and control my
arousal worked. In fact, I felt ready to pop.

“That's it, just relax,” Dani murmured in my
ear, obviously unaware of my dilemma. “You're so tense
today—touching you is like touching warm steel,” she went on, as
her hands began a slow slide down my back to massage my lumbar
area.

I managed a strangled, “Sorry,” and bit my
lip to keep from saying anything else. God, I had to calm down, or
I was going to lose it! I was suddenly right on the edge of going
too far. I kept having these vivid fantasies of pulling her down
and having her right there on top of her great-grandfather's
antique mahogany desk.

I could almost see it—see myself pressing her
down on the desk and raising that short little skirt that had been
driving me crazy all damn day. I would push it up around her hips
and rip off her panties so I could see and touch and taste her
pussy. I wanted to be inside her—buried in her warmth and wetness,
thrusting hard to fill her with myself, to let her know exactly how
I felt. I wanted her to know that I wasn't just some toy she could
play with when she felt like it and discard when she was bored. I
wanted to claim her, to fuck her, to—

“How many crunches do you do a day to keep
your abs like this, anyway?” Dani's voice interrupted my crazy
thoughts once more, and her hands slid around the front of my body,
playing carelessly with the waistband of my pants. My cock surged
painfully at the intimate touch, and it was suddenly too much.

“Stop it!” I was out of the chair and holding
her wrists in my hands much faster than would have been possible if
I had been human instead of were. I was breathing hard, my chest
heaving, pulling her warm, feminine scent into my lungs like a drug
I couldn't get enough of.

Dani's eyes went wide, and she stared at me
in incomprehension. “Ben?” she asked, in a low, worried tone. “Are
you all right? Did I…did I hurt you?”

“No,” I said, still
fighting for control. “No, I just can't…” I shook my head, unable
to finish my thought. It's just the
moon calling your blood, I told
myself. Calm down, Ben. Take deep
breaths. Relax…

“Well,
you're hurting me.” Dani's voice brought me back to the here and now with a
thump, and I realized I could feel the small bones of her wrists
grinding together when I squeezed. I let her go at once and took a
step back, the bitter taste of shame flooding my mouth. What was
wrong with me? Where had all my hard-won control gone? The moon
wasn't even in the sky outside, but I felt like I was on the ragged
edge of an uncontrolled change.

“I'm so sorry, Dani.” I struggled to make my
voice calm, but it came out deep—almost menacing. I shook my head.
“I just can't…Look, it's late. I need to go home.” I grabbed my
shirt and tie from the desk and started to put them on, only to be
stopped by her small hand on my arm. Her touch burned me.

“Ben, what is it?” There was genuine concern
in her dark green eyes—concern, but nothing else. No love. No lust.
No need. She didn't feel any of what I was feeling for her. I felt
like a ball of molten lead had been planted in my stomach and was
melting slowly, eviscerating me from the inside out.

“Nothing, it's nothing,” I mumbled savagely,
pulling on my shirt. I got my hand snagged in the sleeve and yanked
impatiently, trying to get it through. I was rewarded by a low,
ripping noise as the sleeve tore halfway off the shirt. Great. Just
great.

Dani crossed her arms over her chest and
frowned at me. “Don't tell me 'nothing' when you've been acting
weird half the day. Sit down and explain what's going on.” She
pointed at the chair, but for once, I didn't feel like giving in to
her.

“No.” I bit out the word. Then, seeing the
hurt look on her face, I tried to soften my tone. “Look, Dani, I'm
sorry. But it's…not something I can talk about. Okay?” I shrugged
into my ripped shirt and buttoned it hastily, jamming the tails of
it down into my pants. I didn't bother with the tie.

“Ben…” she started, but I held up a hand to
stop her.

“I'm sorry, but I have to go.” I cupped her
cheek and bent to brush a chaste peck across the corner of her
mouth. She smelled so fresh and sweet. I had the sudden urge to
take her lips in a hungry, searching kiss, but I resisted with a
Herculean effort of will. “It's not you,” I told her. “It's me. But
I can't talk about it. All right?”

She nodded, her eyes wide. “All right,” she
said. “Maybe…maybe I'll call you later?” The questioning tone in
her voice broke my heart. She wasn't to blame for the way I
felt—that was my own fault for losing control.

“You can always call me,” I told her. “I just
have to go now. All right?”

“Sure.” She shrugged, obviously mystified and
a little hurt, but I couldn't stay and make things right between
us. If I didn't get out of the office that minute, I knew I was
going to do something I'd regret the rest of my life.

“Sorry,” I said again, and left.


 Chapter Three

Dani

When I got home from what
had to be the weirdest day of work I'd had since Ben started at
the Sun Times, my little sister Tara was already there waiting for me. She
was seven years younger than me and living at my condo off and on
while she dabbled in school, trying to decide what she wanted to be
when she grew up.

I sighed when I saw her little red Miata
parked out front. It wasn't that I didn't love her—I did with all
my heart. Since our folks had divorced when I was seventeen and she
was ten, we were even closer than most sisters because my mom was
too busy chasing new husbands to be much of a mother. But
sometimes, no matter how much I loved Tara, I just wanted a little
peace and solitude.

I parked my sensible but
sleek Infiniti sedan and went to the front door. Surprise,
surprise, it was already unlocked and hanging ajar. Loud pop music
poured out at me when I pushed it open with my fingertips.
So much for peace and
solitude, I thought as I dropped my
purse and keys on the table by the door and made sure it was
securely locked.

“Tara?” I called, as I made my way past the
trail of clothes, shoes, and CDs she'd left in her path. I found
her in the condo's small kitchen, making a batch of one bowl
brownies, which meant she was going out later. It was the one
halfway homemade recipe she could cook, and she generally reserved
it for special occasions, like when she wanted to impress a new
boy.

“Oh, hi!” She was bopping around, licking the
mixing spoon, and I had to laugh despite myself when I saw the
chocolate mustache she was wearing. “I'm baking for Jeremy,” she
explained, nodding at the oven where the brownies were already
starting to smell good.

I rolled my eyes. Jeremy must be her latest
flame. “What's this group?” I asked, nodding at the small CD player
in the corner of the kitchen that was blaring noise in my
direction. “You mind turning it down?”

“The Killers. This is
'Mister Brightside,' from their Hot
Fuss CD. You like it?”

“Never heard of it,” I said.

Tara made a face at me. “God, where have you
been?” There's nothing like a college-aged sister to make you feel
like a fossil.

“Just at work, making money to pay for this
place, so you can come in and bake brownies, and listen to obscure
groups I've never heard of because I'm too busy earning a living to
keep up with the latest trends,” I snapped.

“Geeze, sorry.” Tara bopped across the
kitchen and flipped off the CD player. “Who peed in your Cheerios,
anyway?”

“Nobody.” I sighed and plopped down at the
tiny breakfast nook table that was big enough to seat exactly
two—three, if they were anorexic. I looked at her hopefully. “Are
those brownies almost done?”

“Almost.” She sat down across from me and
propped her chin in one hand. “Okay, so spill.” Her latest major
was Clinical Psychology, and she loved to practice analyzing
me.

I waved a hand at her. “Nothing to
spill.”

“Bullshit,” Tara said confidently. She
gestured at me. “Just look at that body language—you're closed off,
depressed—”

“I'm cramped because the damn table is so
small,” I objected, then sighed. “Okay, I had something
really…weird happen at work today.” I told her about the guy with
the picture, and how Ben had been acting really strangely after he
helped evict him from the building.

“Sounds like displacement anxiety,” Tara
began. “You see, Ben—”

I held up a hand to stop her premature
analysis. “Just wait, that's not even the weird part.”

I told her about how Ben had marked the desk
while we were moving it, but when I got to the part where I was
giving him one of my expert, patented back massages, she
interrupted me with a squeal of glee.

“Oh, my God! It finally happened. You and Ben
did it right there on the desk, didn't you? This is so cool—I knew
it! I knew all that 'platonic friendship' crap couldn't last.”

“Hold it,” I said
indignantly. “What do you mean 'platonic friendship crap'?
We're still friends, and we did not do the nasty right on
Great-Grandfather Linden's antique mahogany desk.”

“Okay.” Tara frowned. “Let
me get this straight: you had him in the office with the door
closed, and his shirt off, and a bottle of baby oil, no less…”

“It was all I could find,” I said, trying not
to sound defensive, but Tara went plowing on through like I hadn't
said a word.

“You had all that going for you, and you
didn't jump his bones?” she finished.

“Of course not. We're friends. Best
friends—partners. But that's all,” I emphasized. “It's just that…I
don't know. I gave him a shoulder rub earlier in the day, and he
didn't seem upset. But when I went to give him the back massage, he
just freaked out. It was the weirdest thing.”

Tara sat up from her slouch and considered me
carefully. “You know what your problem is?” she asked at last.

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Do tell.”

“Your problem is that Ben spoils you,” Tara
said, and sat back with an annoying smirk on her face.

“He what? He does not,” I
denied.

“He does too. He lets you get away with
anything you want, so you take him for granted. When you first met
him, you were still wounded from your relationship with Mitch, the
ex from hell,” Tara said. “You weren't ready to get romantically
involved with anyone, and Ben saw that. So he waited. And he's been
waiting ever since.”

“That's ridiculous,” I snapped, frowning.
“Ben isn't waiting for me.”

“Is too,” Tara snapped back. “And you—” She
poked a finger at me. “You keep him waiting because you like having
someone to call in the middle of the night if you get upset, or a
nice muscular shoulder to cry on without risking getting hurt
again.”

“That's the biggest load of crap I've ever
heard,” I said, lifting my chin and looking down my nose at her.
“Your analysis stinks. Maybe you'd better go back to being an
English major.”

“If I'm so wrong, tell me this.” Tara leaned
across the table and looked me in the eye. “How would you feel if
Ben started seeing someone else—dating some girl—and stopped
spending every waking moment with you?”

“I…” I licked my lips and tried to sound
superior. “That would be his choice, of course. I don't have
anything to do with his love life.”

“Oh, so you wouldn't mind if I took a shot at
him?” She grinned.

“You?” The thought nearly made me speechless.
“You? Why you…you better not even—”

“See?” Tara crossed her arms over her chest
and looked at me triumphantly. “You say you don't want him, but you
sure as hell don't want anyone else snapping him up either. You
like him just the way he is, but he can't stay that way
forever.”

“Stay what way?” I demanded.

The oven timer buzzed, and Tara got up to
check the brownies. “Look, Dani,” she said over her shoulder, not
answering my question. “Ben is a nice man, don't get me wrong. But
he's still a man, and if there's one thing I know, it's men.”

“Oh, please.” I rolled my eyes.

“Oh, like you know so much more with your
seven years more of experience?” Tara burned her fingers on the
brownie pan and swore loudly.

“Well, I
have been dating
for a little bit longer than you,” I said, getting up to help her.
It was crowded in the tiny kitchen, but we were used to it and
danced around each other, Tara running cool water over her fingers
while I got a knife and a plate.

“That's not true,” she countered, reaching
for a paper towel. “Think about it: how many dates have you been on
since you and Ben got partnered up at work?”

“Uh, I don't know.” I had a bad feeling about
this line of reasoning. “Ten or twenty?'

“Try four or five,” Tara
countered. “Basically, you haven't dated anyone for the last four
years, ever since you guys got close. Whereas
I have been
dating extensively all that time. Comparatively speaking, I'm way
ahead of you.”

“So what does that prove? Comparatively
speaking?” I cut us both a brownie and dug around in the freezer
for the vanilla ice cream.

“It proves that I know about men. And since
Ben is a man, I know about him.”

“So enlighten me.” I added ice cream on top
of the gooey, hot brownies and grabbed for the caramel syrup to
drizzle on top. “What do you know about
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