
  
    [image: Gator's Challenge]
  


  
    
      Gator's Challenge

      Bitten Point #4

    

    
      
        Eve Langlais

      

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
        
          Introduction
        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1
        

        
          Chapter 2
        

        
          Chapter 3
        

        
          Chapter 4
        

        
          Chapter 5
        

        
          Chapter 6
        

        
          Chapter 7
        

        
          Chapter 8
        

        
          Chapter 9
        

        
          Chapter 10
        

        
          Chapter 11
        

        
          Chapter 12
        

        
          Chapter 13
        

        
          Chapter 14
        

        
          Chapter 15
        

        
          Chapter 16
        

        
          Chapter 17
        

        
          Chapter 18
        

        
          Chapter 19
        

        
          Chapter 20
        

        
          Chapter 21
        

        
          Chapter 22
        

        
          Chapter 23
        

        
          Chapter 24
        

        
          Chapter 25
        

      

      
        
          Epilogue
        

        
          Also by Eve Langlais
        

      

    

    


  
    
      Copyright © October 2015, Eve Langlais

      Cover Art by Yocla Designs © July 2015

      Edited by Devin Govaere

      2nd Edit by Amanda Pederick

      Copy Edited by Brieanna Robertson

      Produced in Canada

      Published by Eve Langlais

      1606 Main Street, PO Box 151, Stittsville, Ontario, Canada, K2S1A3

      http://www.EveLanglais.com

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

      Gator’s Challenge is a work of fiction and the characters, events and dialogue found within the story are of the author's imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, either living or deceased, is completely coincidental.

      No part of this book may be reproduced or shared in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including but not limited to digital copying, file sharing, audio recording, email and printing without permission in writing from the author.

    

    ISBN: 978-1-927459-91-1

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          
            [image: Gator’s Challenge]
          

        

        
          Introduction

        

      

    

    
      
        Welcome to Bitten Point, where the toughest battles happen within the heart.

      

      

      Once upon a time, a girl loved a boy but married another man. What a mistake, especially since that man has been using her as part of his sick plot to experiment on shifters. And he’s got a plan to use their sons.

      Over my dead body. But Melanie might need help keeping her boys safe.

      Wes is keeping secrets, lots of them, but he doesn’t have a choice. The people he cares about are in danger, and he’ll do anything to protect them, but that struggle intensifies when the girl he never stopped loving is drawn into danger.

      Can this gator meet the challenge of not only freeing himself from the blackmailing grip of Bittech, but also find a way to be with Melanie, too?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      A long time ago, a young girl loved a boy from the wrong side of the swamp. Everyone told her to stay away. He’s bad news. He was a Mercer, the family everyone talked about with a sneer and contempt.

      Good girls shouldn’t associate with bad boys. She never claimed to be a good girl, and no one told her what to do. She made her own decisions, and she decided she wanted him.

      From the first moment she met Wes in high school—a high school she was late attending since her mother insisted good girls went to Catholic school—she saw right away that the boy with the lanky hair and leather jacket had potential. For one thing, he turned out to be a lot different from what the rumors claimed. Wes wanted better for himself and his family. Wes had goals and dreams, dreams he shared under shaded boughs in between kisses. Back then, she believed they would have a happily ever after. Believed a boy when he said he loved her.

      Young, in love, and innocent—until the day he dumped her. For her own good, so he claimed, the icing on a bitter, heartbroken cake—and she meant that quite literally. The jerk broke her heart on Valentine’s Day, right after he ate the cupcake she’d made that said “I love you.”

      “You’re better off without me,” he said, wisps of smoke curling from his nostrils, as he couldn’t help a nervous drag from his cigarette. A nasty habit she planned to cure him of, along with his tendency to wear black shirts with heavy metal bands on them.

      “I don’t understand. You’re breaking up with me?” She couldn’t miss the nod of his head. “Why?”

      “Because.”

      “Because isn’t an answer.”

      “It is when you’re a Mercer.”

      “You promised you’d love me forever.”

      “I lied.”

      He didn’t love her. He’d never loved her. All that they’d shared? A big, fat lie.

      Those words smashed her heart into pieces. Such a mournful meow moment. Such an eye opener. It was also the first time she’d truly let her Latina rage overcome her.

      Anger led her to cleanse herself of him by burning every single picture and thing he’d given her—even that stupidly adorable stuffed gator wearing the shades. For days, weeks, even years afterward, she claimed to hate him—stupid, rotten jerk. She believed that with all of her being. Yet, her heart still pitter-pattered every time she caught a glimpse or heard Wes’s voice. It irked her to no end that she never felt the same kind of pitter-patter for her husband. Poor Andrew, he just didn’t inspire that kind of passion.

      And she missed the spurt of excitement, that quick rush of her heart and the heat of anticipation. So many times, Melanie couldn’t help but long for what could have been.

      We could have been so great together if he’d given us a chance.

      She forgot all her foolish dreams when she shot him. She should probably add she’d shot her husband, too.

      Rewind a few moments, though, to the hour before she pulled the trigger. Picture her as she alternated sitting on the couch and pacing her living room floor, a polished oak that required a little too much wood polish to stay pretty. Imagine her chewing her fingers after promising Daryl, her brother, that she wouldn’t do anything foolish. As if anybody who knew her would believe that.

      At the click of a key in the lock, Melanie stood from the couch, every atom in her body trembling. Ever since she’d gotten the call about the explosion at Bittech, she’d wondered, Was Andrew in there when the bombs went off?

      At least they thought it was explosives that had taken down the medical institute. How else to explain the massive boom and rumble resulting in the utter destruction of a building made to withstand hurricanes?

      Is my husband dead or alive? And if alive, had he played a part in the demolition?

      Once upon a time, Melanie would have claimed no way. Her benign husband, with his love of documentaries and a sizzling game of chess, would never stoop to something so heinous. But that was before she and her friends discovered the truth behind rumors of Bittech Institute running an underground installation that experimented on shifters. More sobering, Andrew had to know about the testing, the kidnappings, and the monsters killing innocent folk in and around town. It shocked her to realize, as more and more of the truth unfolded, that she didn’t know the man she’d slept beside for years.

      Have I truly been so blind?

      Told you not to mate him. Her inner feline never had cared for Andrew. As if she’d trust her cat after she’d been so wrong about Wes.

      The bright red door, which she’d painted to stand out from the others in the cookie-cutter neighborhood, swung open, and through it stepped Andrew.

      Her husband.

      Possibly a traitor to all shifter kind.

      Even now, she didn’t want to believe it. Believing it meant reevaluating her entire life since high school. It meant admitting she’d made a colossal mistake in marrying Andrew.

      Being wrong meant listening to her brother’s taunting “I told you so.” Daryl never had liked her husband.

      Andrew walked in as if he still held the right.

      I’ll be the judge of that.

      The gun that she’d removed from the safe felt heavy in her hands. She still raised and steadied it in his direction. Usually, she wouldn’t touch the thing. Weapons were for prey. As a panther shifter, she preferred to let her predator take care of problems menacing her. Yet, her cat couldn’t ask questions, so she brought out the weapon Andrew had bought a few years ago as protection against neighborhood vandals. The reality that he could shift into a bear and tear the head off any idiot who entered never factored into the equation of whether they should get a weapon. When it came to his wild side, Andrew was woefully lacking.

      That’s not the only thing he lacks, her kitty slyly reminded.

      It wasn’t always about size, although, in this case, Melanie had the furry balls to keep the weapon aimed with a threatened, “Don’t take another step.”

      Despite the warning, Andrew didn’t listen or even spare her a glance. He never spared her anything, not his attention or his love. He definitely never let her borrow his nice and shiny BMW. She got stuck with the practical mini van. She enjoyed her petty revenge by sending the boys with their daddy in his pretty car—with slushies.

      Tossing his keys on the side table, Andrew dropped his briefcase. He still had yet to acknowledge her or the weapon she aimed.

      “I said don’t move. Or, even better, get out.”

      Yes, run. So we can chase. Her cat was in dire need of exercise.

      Her words finally drew his attention. Andrew raised his gaze to meet hers. No surprise. No trepidation. Only disdain, an expression she’d never seen on him before. “Is that any way to greet me, dear wife?”

      “It is when I’ve been listening to reports all night long about the stuff happening at Bittech.”

      “Did the town gossips run to tattle on me?” He smirked.

      “It’s more than gossip.”

      “You’re right. It is.” His smile taunted and threw her for a loop. How entirely out of character. Who was this man?

      “You’re not going to deny it.”

      “Why would I? It’s true? Now, put that thing down.” He took a step toward her.

      She steadied her hands. “I said don’t move.”

      He didn’t bother to hide his amusement. “Or you’ll what, Melanie? Shoot me? We both know you don’t have the guts. So stop wasting my time. You need to pack a bag. Quickly. Wake the boys, too. We all need to leave.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.” And neither were her boys.

      “I’m sorry, did I say you had a choice?” Andrew’s hand shot out and grabbed hold of the wrist of the hand holding the gun. He possessed a stronger wiry strength than she would have credited. He held her with ease.

      In her mind, her cat snarled, not liking this unexpected turn of events.

      “Asshole. Let go of me. You can’t force me to go anywhere.” She struck at him with her free hand, but the man she thought she knew, the one who couldn’t stand the sight of blood, the one who wouldn’t even squish a spider, held fast. Held her firmly.

      When did he become so strong?

      “Shut your annoying mouth. I’ve heard quite enough from you.” With his free hand, he slapped her.

      Slapped. Me!

      Her head rocked to the side. She tasted blood as the edge of her teeth cut her lip. She didn’t know what shocked her more, the fact Andrew had hit her or the fact she didn’t shift into her cat and rip his face off. Her feline certainly growled inside her mind.

      Come on out, kitty. Show him who’s more vicious.

      Rowr! Which, translated from kitty speak, meant with pleasure.

      Except, when she pulled at her inner beast, tried to coax her out… Nothing.

      I can’t shift!

      Fear made her eye Andrew differently, with a reminder of what the rumors claimed. “What did you do to me? My panther can’t come out.”

      “Much as I’d love to play with your pussy,” he said with a leer that just looked plain unnatural, “I know what your claws are capable of. So I gave you a little something to keep you in your skin.”

      “You drugged me!” She screeched, struggling anew, only to reel as he cuffed her again, a stronger blow that made her see little birdies.

      Swat at one and let’s see how they taste.

      Blink.

      “Don’t hit her.” The low, growled warning came from behind Andrew.

      Her heart stuttered.

      Usually, running into Wes meant trying to hide her discomfort—and resisting an urge to kick him in the manparts. Not this time. She’d never been happier to see the big Mercer.

      Andrew’s in trouble. She practically sang the words in her head. Despite her throbbing cheek, she still turned a triumphant smile on Andrew. “Yeah, Andrew. Don’t hit me.” Or Wes will hit you back harder.

      Meow. Nothing like the prospect of a smackdown to make her feline regain some pride.

      “You meddle in things that are none of your business, gator,” Andrew barked over his shoulder as Wes filled the open doorway—and she meant filled, considering the width of his shoulders.

      “Men don’t hit women.” A flat statement.

      Chauvinistic, but she’d take it.

      “And employees don’t backtalk to their bosses. So mind your place, gator, or you won’t have that cushy job anymore. I brought you along to help me, not give me lip.”

      “Help you?” Melanie managed to utter the words through frozen lips.

      Peeking at Wes, she noted his stony expression as she waited for him to refute Andrew’s words. Even better, she hoped Wes would slap her bastard husband upside the head. Instead, Wes tightened his lips.

      He’s not here to save me. The realization hurt more than it should have.

      “How could you?” she whispered. How could he betray me again?

      He said the same thing to her now that he had when they’d broken up and she’d cried why.

      “Because.”

      But Melanie wasn’t a teenage girl anymore, and as she slammed her foot down on Andrew’s—take that, you bastard—forcing him to loose her gun-wielding hand, she retorted, “Because isn’t an answer.”

      Neither was shooting first her husband or her ex boyfriend—Bang! Bang!—but it sure felt damned good.
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      She shot me!

      Wes couldn’t believe it, and yet, at the same time, he couldn’t blame Melanie. How must it look, him showing up on her doorstep, Andrew claiming Wes came to help?

      It looks exactly how things are. I work for her husband, and between the pair of us, we’re tied for the asshole of the year award. The fact that Wes didn’t obey willingly didn’t factor. In Melanie’s eyes, he had just become the enemy.

      And she’d acted.

      She shot both him and Andrew.

      Another man might have lost his shit at that point. Probably retaliated, too. Andrew sure as hell wasn’t happy she had the guts to fire that gun. But Wes? Fuck, he loved that brave side of her. That Latin fire of hers always was sexy.

      What he hated was seeing the look of frustrated realization in her eyes as Andrew chuckled, the harmless blanks she’d fired leaving merely a bruise on the flesh.

      “Stupid, stupid Melanie. Did you really think I’d leave a loaded gun around here, knowing you might use it on me?”

      Dawning understanding shaped her visage as she glanced at the useless weapon in her hand. “You filled it with duds. You knew this day would come.”

      “Of course I did. And it’s past time that you grasped I’m not the teddy bear you thought I was.” Andrew’s malicious smile did not resemble his usual dough-faced demeanor. Beneath the nerd façade lurked a bad man, a man who kept getting worse.

      A bad man I have to work for.

      Told you we should have eaten him. His gator never had liked the asshole—and that began before Andrew had hooked up with Melanie. But he hated him twice as much after.

      “It’s all true then, isn’t it? You knew about the things happening in our town. The disappearances, the deaths,” Melanie stated, taking a slow step back.

      “I knew and helped cover them up. Amazing what a lot of money and a few choice threats can do. Did you know most people have a price?”

      “What was yours?” she asked Andrew.

      “No one paid me to join in. I immediately saw the potential when my father drew me into the secret a few years ago.”

      “You should have said no. Done the right thing.”

      “Who are you to say what’s right?” Andrew rocked on his heels and held out his hands wide. “We are doing cutting edge things with gene manipulation. Achieving wonders you can’t even begin to imagine.”

      “Wonders like the lizard monster who killed those people? What about Harold? That dog thing you made out of that poor B&B owner’s son.”

      “With success comes some bumps.”

      “I’d say a psychotic flying lizard who craves human flesh is a little more than a bump.”

      And she doesn’t even know the half of it, Wes thought.

      “You are only focusing on the negative. You forgot about the positive.”

      “I don’t see how any of this is positive.”

      “Because you lack vision. But you’ll understand. Soon everyone will see what we’ve been doing.” A zealous light gleamed in Andrew’s eyes, the scariest illumination of all.

      “They’ll see you’re a monster.”

      Andrew’s lips tightened. “Enough of the stalling and name calling, dear wife. Gather the boys. We have to go.”

      Wes could predict the words before she uttered them with a triumphant smile. “The boys aren’t here.”

      With a narrowed gaze, Andrew snapped, “What have you done with them?”

      “Kept them safe from you,” she spat.

      “Perhaps you should have worried about keeping yourself safe. Grab her.”

      The order Wes dreaded had come. For a moment, he thought about telling Andrew to fucking get her himself—and then smacking him when he did.

      However, there were lives at stake, lives he cared about.

      We care for Melanie. A warm reminder from the cold part of him. A reminder he ignored as he lunged for her.

      But she darted out of reach. She always was fleet of foot, something he counted on.

      Turning on her heel, Melanie darted into the bowels of her home, leaving him with a glimpse of hair bouncing and pert ass moving.

      Damn, I love that ass.

      Loved. He’d lost all rights to that perky butt years ago.

      “What the hell are you waiting for?” Andrew yelled. “Go after her. I need her to tell me where the boys are.”

      Say no. Say fucking no. He bit back the words and did as Andrew ordered. He went after Melanie, perhaps not as quickly as he was capable of, perhaps not even as efficiently. This was one hunt he didn’t want to win.

      As he turned the corner of the hall, he noted four doors, all shut. Opening door number one, he noted a guest bedroom, done in a soothing pale yellow. The bed bore a flowered comforter and fluffy pillows.

      No Melanie.

      On to door number two. A pair of matching beds, perfect for twin boys. The beds were empty, the comforters covered in grinning sharks, smooth and untouched. On the walls hung posters of Transformers, Star Wars, and even one for the Jungle Book.

      Toys lay scattered on the floor—cars and dinosaurs and building blocks. A room for Melanie and Andrew’s boys, boys that could have been Wes’s if he’d not fucked up and let her go.

      Speaking of letting go, he’d spent enough time in the empty room to know she’d not come this way.

      Out in the hall, he inhaled. As a shifter, even in his human form, some of his senses remained enhanced. Take his sense of smell, for example. A myriad bouquet of aromas came to him, but the freshest—and most enticing—belonged to Melanie. Even though he knew she didn’t hide behind the next door, he opened it, mostly because he wanted to hear that note of impatience from Andrew as he yelled, “Did you grab her?”

      Peeking into the bathroom with its white subway tile, dual sink, and the shower curtain with more sharks on it, he could say with utmost honesty, “Not yet.”

      One door left at the end of the hall. Her scent led right to it. He paused a moment before gripping the knob and opening the door to the master bedroom. The room where Melanie slept—and had sex with that fucking a-hole Andrew.

      Irrational jealousy burned inside him at the view of the king-sized bed with its red and gold comforter and the stack of fluffy pillows.

      Tear it to shreds. His inner gator knew what it wanted to do. It had no problem admitting jealousy, a jealousy he no longer had a right to.

      Stepping farther into the room, he noted the open window. A slight breeze fluttered the curtains covering it.

      As he heard an impatient Andrew finally coming to investigate for himself, Wes moved to the window and leaned out for a peek just as his boss entered the room.

      “Did you find her?”

      Looking out, he spotted Melanie perched atop the fence separating her yard from the next. His eyes met hers and locked for a moment.

      I see you.

      I hate you and will tear your guts out if you come near me, hers replied.

      He almost grinned.

      “No sign of her, boss,” he said, holding her gaze. He gave her a slow wink. “Looks like she got away. Do you want me to go outside and see if I can pick up her trail?”

      “No. We need to leave before her brother or one of his friends show up. She’s not that important in the grand scheme of things.”

      Maybe not to Andrew, but in Wes’s world, she still meant way too much.

      And you let her get away.
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      Perched atop the fence, Melanie heard Wes lie to Andrew, and while it didn’t forgive his many trespasses, she couldn’t help but grudgingly thank him for it. His lie let her escape.

      Maybe I’ll kill him quickly instead of slowly.

      As her feet hit the ground on the other side of the fence, she paused to listen.

      Her ears perked as she heard Andrew tell Wes not to bother going after her. Good thing because, with the mood she was in, she might have gone looking for a sharp tool and turned Wes into a purse. Bloodthirsty?

      Yes. And she felt no shame. Some people resorted to yoga when pissed. Others gorged on ice cream or hit the gym. When she felt particularly annoyed with Wes—which was every time she caught sight of him—she tended to hit Bayou Bite for deep-fried gator chunks. The un-evolved kind, of course, but that didn’t stop her from wishing the juicy morsels in that yummy crunch belonged to Wes. I’d love to bite him.

      Now if only the bite wasn’t somewhere naughty below the belt as he held her hair and moaned encouragement.

      Sigh.

      So many years gone by and she still couldn’t wipe those erotic memories from her mind.

      A voice from behind almost made her squeak.

      “Are you okay?”

      Brother Daryl, here to keep an eye on her while she helped them with the plan.

      Oh yes, they had a plan, a plan that had almost gone to hell because of a few factors they’d not imagined.

      “Wes is in cahoots with Andrew.”

      With his lips pulled tight, Daryl uttered a low growl. “I fucking knew it. Knew there was no way he couldn’t have seen anything more concrete about Bittech’s involvement while he was working there.”

      “Yeah, well, he knows, and him showing up to act as a henchman almost screwed the plan. Andrew sent him after me.”

      “Fucking bastard! Good thing you were quick.”

      “He let me go.” Even now, she still didn’t get it. Why hadn’t he come after her? Wes could have easily caught her, yet he’d winked and lied to Andrew. She didn’t understand it, and the confusion about his actions annoyed her. “Did I stall them long enough for you to get the tracking device put onto the car?”

      Daryl grinned, his white teeth gleaming in the darkness. “Fucking right I did. Now we sit back, watch, and see where they go.”

      Because watching was the whole purpose in leaving Melanie in her house. Given everyone now knew about the nefarious deeds Bittech was involved in, everyone wanted to know where they’d packed up and gone to. The new Bittech location needed to be found—and taken apart. The plan was to let Andrew lead them right to it.

      “What are you guys gonna do when we find out where they’ve gone?”

      That remained the question no one had an answer to. Usually, in the cases of shifters behaving badly, the Shifter High Council got involved. And, by involved, Melanie meant they usually terminated the misbehaving culprit. Keeping their secret at all costs was the prime rule they all lived by. Break that rule and pay the price.

      But what happened when the ones breaking the rules did so at the behest of a corrupt SHC? What recourse was there when those elected to protect them were guilty? The knowledge that Parker, a councilman, was involved and spearheading the experiments on shifters threw them all for a loop. If they couldn’t trust the SHC, then who did that leave to save them?

      The dilemma plagued her as Daryl drove her back to her Aunt Cecilia’s house. Since her aunt had gone west for a few weeks to visit her daughter, it was where Melanie had stashed the boys, along with her mom, to keep them out of harm’s way. It still surprised her Andrew had come back to their house. When they’d hatched the plan, a part of her figured, if he was guilty, he’d just run.

      He hadn’t. Andrew had come looking for her and the boys. A good thing she’d sent them away ahead of time. She’d not expected things to get so crazy so quickly, nor for Andrew to have help. Even her ace in the hole, the gun, hadn’t helped since it was loaded with blanks.

      He knew this day would come. He’d proved more prepared than her.

      It surprised her that Andrew seemed so interested in taking her and the boys with him. He’d never shown much of an interest in his progeny—achieved after several rounds of fertility at Bittech. Mixed shifter castes did not reproduce easily.

      I don’t care if he’s their father. He’s not getting his grubby paws on them. The boys would stay with her no matter what happened next with Andrew. She’d have to ask around for a good divorce lawyer.

      We could save time and annoyance by simply killing him. Her feline didn’t take to their mate’s betrayal kindly.

      The headlights on Daryl’s car lit the small house at the end of the driveway. Not a big place, with weathered green siding, a front yard replete with gnomes and pink flamingoes. Aunt Cecilia loved bright colors and fanciful garden ornaments.

      Through the windshield, Melanie could see the aluminum door at the front hanging drunkenly, the thicker wooden one wide open. More terrifying of all was the sight of her mother wailing on the step, a hand held to her head, blood streaking through her fingers.

      The hair on Melanie’s body hackled.

      “Mama!” No sooner had the car skidded to a stop than both she and Daryl spilled out and ran to their mother. She couldn’t help but smell the lingering trace of something reptilian. Her heart raced
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