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			This one is for you, Katie.

			Always remember…

			Stay strong and live your dreams.

			Find your path and keep your step steady.

			Life isn’t easy. Adulting sucks.

			And always remember, being happy starts with you . . .

		

	
		
			◆The World◆
 of the Breeds

			If you’re new to the Breed world, you don’t have to begin at the beginning, starting here is fine. You just need to know a few things, then you’re good to go.

			The first, Breeds Were Not Born. Breeds Were Created. Those were the first words they learned to say in the labs where scientists performed their Frankensteinian experiments to give Breeds life. They mutated genes, spliced and diced them, gave them this and that, until they thought they’d created the perfect killers. Man and beast combined.

			Breeds.

			They were stronger, faster, far more intelligent than the scientists ever knew. Their flesh was tougher, their hearts were stronger and their healing capabilities exceeded anything they envisioned.

			Physically, Breeds were everything and more that the scientists and military leaders overseeing the projects hoped for.

			What they didn’t understand was that by combining the best possible genetic makeup from the animals they used, and the human males who provided the sperm, the females who sacrificed their eggs, they weren’t creating soulless beings. They were creating everything they were not.

			The Lion, the Tiger, the Wolf, and Coyote. Jaguar, Jackal and Cougar. The list is long, and in many cases the results were horrific. And through all of them, one thing remained true. Those given the best of the animal genetics, those whose beasts were strong and fiercer inside them, knew a degree of honor most humans could never imagine. Add that to the humanity they were given, and the genetics of some of the greatest warriors, kings, and statesmen, spies and assassins, and the creatures that rose to challenge them became invincible.

			Breeds are savage in battle—which they wanted.

			Breeds are merciless in battle—and this they strove for.

			Breeds are cunning, deceptive, intuitive and calculating—and this they thought they could control.

			No man controls a wild beast. For a moment, it may do as trained to survive, but the call of the wild can’t be denied.

			The beast will turn.

			And when they turned on their creators, stood before the world and proclaimed themselves worthy of freedom, life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness, Breeds also held in their hands proof of atrocities that shocked the world.

			Over one hundred and fifty years of experiments, torture, heinous acts committed against women; against strong, capable men; and against babes who died screaming in horror, could not be refuted.

			The people rose against the nations whose militaries were involved, whose demented, psychotic scientists performed such evil against helpless beings. Proof of those creations and their battle to survive, to escape, to hide and to live, for more than a century, caused the masses to rise up in horror.

			Countries were nearly toppled.

			Individuals whose vast wealth spanned generations found themselves to be paupers when the dust cleared. That or hanging on to their fortunes by their fingernails and Breed mercy.

			The world had no choice but to acknowledge them, and to sign the tenets of Breed Law that ensured their freedom and the financial ability to make certain they could protect themselves as well.

			But Breed secrets could threaten that freedom, just as proof of injustice threatened and destroyed those who once funded the experiments creating them.

			Breeds are nineteen years into fighting to survive against not just those who work in the shadows to destroy them now, but against the unknown long-term results of what they are.

			Human or animal, or be they monsters?

			And the most dangerous secret of all could turn those same masses against them.

			Remember, Breeds are deceptive, calculating, spies and assassins and some are even great orators with just the right range, pitch and tones to their voices to ensure the world listens. Breeds can instantly seize opportunity to advance their cause, or bury the proof of what could hurt them most. They show the public that side of them that’s protective, honorable. That hurts as they hurt, and dreams as they dream. And in secret they fight to hide newly discovered strengths, and nature’s determination to see that they survive.

			And that greatest secret is about to explode into the world.

			They’ve used propaganda, gossip rags and social media to lay in the foundation, to aid in their battle when it’s revealed. But can anything ever prepare the world for Mating Heat?

			The reaction of combined genetics working to ensure that Breeds understand that they may have been created, but those who come after them will be born. Born to hide if they so choose, born to survive and to become the best of both worlds. Man and beast.

			And if their greatest threat is the Mating Heat, then the proof of it could save them or destroy them.

			Mating Heat delays aging, one year to every ten after a created finds his mate. A hybrid Breed ages normally, until he reaches his prime, and at that time, age delay kicks in with or without a mating.

			Because conception is rarely easy, and sometimes takes years, or decades for the mating hormone to advance in the human mate’s body and ensure conception can be possible.

			Because they weren’t created to mate. They were created to be sterile.

			The mating hormone creates a physical bonding, two mates whose driving need to be a part of each other can’t be denied. That hormone is then given to the mate the animal has chosen in a kiss, and from there, anything can happen. Anything but divorce, separation, or turning away from that one person nature has given to the Breed, that is solely theirs.

			Their mate.

			And now, the world is about to learn this secret.

			This could be their final footnote in history. They may be gone when the dust clears, wiped away in the fear and fury that could grip humanity.

			But to kill those known to exist will do no good.

			Breeds will still remain.

			But that is for another story, another battle, another Breed to tell.

			This is my story.

			The first-born hybrid Breed. Son of the one they call the first Leo and his human mate. This is the end of my denial that I can refuse the woman everything inside me reaches out for. Has reached out for years to possess. Nature couldn’t make me reveal myself to her, so Fate’s stepped in.

			God help us all!

		

	
		
			◆Prologue◆

			Katy Chavos refilled coffee cups and made her way around the small diner in Broken Butte, New Mexico, heading for that last table at the far corner, placed before two plate glass windows that looked out on the lower end of the main street and the sheriff’s office.

			There were rumors that one of the occupants took that table for the sole purpose of catching sight of the sheriff’s wife. But what man would do that while flirting with only her and no one else consistently for three years?

			Over the years, he’d nearly kissed her several times and she’d known that had been his intention before he’d pulled back from her. He usually came in during the late shifts she worked and spent several hours talking to her. His gaze always seemed to caress her, and he’d touch her hand, her arm. But he always ended up pulling back then as well.

			Dane Vanderale sat facing the window and his bodyguard, Ryan Desalvo, or Rhys, as Dane often called him, sat with his back to it, and the sheriff’s office. Which could be one of the reasons the gossip was so nasty about why he always took the same booth: so he could watch the sheriff’s office and hopefully glimpse the woman it was said he was really interested in.

			That day, despite the busyness of the diner, the chatter wasn’t as excessive as normal, allowing Katy to enjoy the dark rasp of Dane’s voice as he spoke. That voice haunted her dreams. As did the rest of him.

			Over six feet tall and broad-shouldered. His skin was a golden bronze from the sun that contrasted with the thick, overly long length of his dark blond hair as it lay along his neck.

			He sat with his powerful forearms on the table, the fingers of one hand holding his coffee cup, the sleeves of the desert tan shirt he wore folded to just below his elbows.

			He didn’t look like the heir to multinational business Vanderale Industries, which owned either controlling interest in, or near controlling interest in, weapons manufacturing, military machines and vehicles built for rough terrain for law enforcement as well as the military.

			But it was the Breeds they were most known for providing advanced vehicles and weapons to. The head of the company, Leo Vanderale, Dane’s father, was said to take almost a paternal interest in the success of the Feline Breed community, Sanctuary, and the Lion Breed leader Callan Lyons and his family. Callan and his wife, Merinus, had been the first to tell the world of the Breeds nearly twenty years before. Callan was still a driving force in Breed rights and their fight for survival.

			More than once it had been mentioned that Leo Vanderale’s and Callan Lyons’s physical looks were similar enough that they could be related, but that was said about several other powerful figures as well. The Vanderales weren’t Breeds, but like those other powerful families, they backed the Breeds fully.

			She’d met Dane and Ryan just after turning eighteen. She remembered the first evening he came into the diner, his gaze meeting hers and sending her senses flooding with excitement and sensations she didn’t understand. Then he’d asked her how old she was.

			How many times had she wished she’d lied to him?

			She was twenty-one now; surely whatever male sense of decorum had stayed his intent to touch her then wouldn’t apply now.

			“We need to be heading out soon,” Rhys mentioned, the words barely reaching Katy as she refilled coffee cups several tables away.

			“In a moment,” Dane answered, his voice sounding a bit distracted.

			“Come on, Dane. Katy’s just going to invite you to dinner at her place again, you’re going to refuse and then you’ll get pissed because it hurts her. I don’t want to deal with it today,” Ryan growled back at him, and though his voice was low, Katy heard him.

			She paused, keeping her head down as Mrs. Clyde, an elderly retired teacher, muttered something about dessert.

			“She’ll stop soon.” Dane didn’t sound concerned.

			“She’s certain she’s in love with you,” he seemed to point out.

			“She’s a child,” Dane scoffed, his tone touched with disgust. “She has no hope of fitting into my world…”

			Her head came up quickly, her gaze turning to the corner and meeting Ryan’s as he lifted his head as though sensing her regard.

			Pride and anger filled her, her heart shattering in her chest. Katy knew she’d faced condemnation in the past, but nothing had ever hurt like this.

			She had no hope of fitting into his world? God help her, she’d never thought that far. She’d only dreamed of feeling the warmth of him against her, his kiss, his touch. She hadn’t given a damn about his world or knowing anything about it.

			Evidently, she wasn’t worthy to even share that much with him, though. What had ever made her believe he was different from everyone else in her life?

			She bypassed the next table and stepped to Dane’s as his head turned to her almost warily. Those green eyes, bisected with just a hint of amber, held regret as he stared up at her. As though he sensed the fact that she’d heard the cruel words.

			Oh yes, I heard you, she wanted to assure him. Every. Single. Word.

			Dry-eyed, fighting just to breathe, to hold in the pieces of her heart trying to dig their way out of her chest, she filled their cups. Her hand was shaking, so a bit spilled here and there, and she couldn’t bring herself to care. A cry lay trapped in her throat, fighting to escape. And she couldn’t allow that.

			“May I get you something else?” she asked with almost formal politeness.

			“Katy…dammit.” There was a growl in his voice that had the potential to do the Breeds proud as he wiped his hand over his face and looked at Rhys as though demanding he fix it.

			“Mr. Desalvo?” It was almost impossible to meet the compassion in his blue eyes.

			“No, thank you, Katy,” he said gently before looking at his cup and shaking his head.

			“Very well.” She pulled their bill from the gaily printed apron she wore and placed it on the table, light as air. “We hope you return soon.”

			Turning on her heel, Katy walked away, her head held high, shoulders straight.

			She was breaking apart inside and didn’t know how to stop it, how to hold on to her sense of decorum and pride long enough to get out of there.

			Placing the coffeepot on the burner behind the diner’s front counter, she stepped through the employees only entrance and moved to the kitchen, where the owner, Costas Santiago, and his wife, Sylvia, worked to get the orders together.

			“Katy?” Sylvia looked up from a salad she was preparing, her gaze instantly concerned.

			“I’m not feeling well,” Katy whispered, pressing her hand to her stomach as she felt it pitching with the effect of the pain roiling through her. “Can I just hang back here for a minute?”

			“Of course, dear.” Sylvia placed the finished salad in the opening between the kitchen and waitresses station. “Go lie down in the office.”

			She shook her head. “I’ll be okay in a minute,” she said faintly.

			From the mirror at the side of the kitchen service opening she could see the dining area and checkout. She watched, miserably aware that she was hiding like a coward as Rhys checked out and glanced through the window in concern, as though he knew she was watching.

			He paid for their meal, then moved behind Dane to the exit.

			Lowering her head, she gave them time to reach their vehicle and drive away before returning to the dining area and once again feeling the terrible weight of aloneness she’d felt for the past few years threatening to engulf her.

			Tracking the car Dane and Rhys were in, she watched as they pulled into the parking lot of the sheriff’s department and entered the building. Sheriff Jacobs and his wife, Harmony, had arrived as well. Their cars sat in their designated area.

			She still couldn’t imagine Dane pining after a married woman from the diner window, but evidently, neither did he come to the diner for the twenty-one-year-old misfit who had loved him since she was eighteen.

			As she cleared the table and lifted Rhys’s cup and saucer, four folded hundred-dollar bills stared back at her. Their normal tip was usually half that, and most often left by Rhys rather than Dane.

			She’d kept the other tips because each time she returned them, Dane would seem almost hurt by it. He’d urge her to put it toward the college classes she was taking, or to buy a pretty dress. So she’d kept them, thinking he left them because he cared.

			She was such a fool.

			Picking up the bills, she strode to the checkout, found an envelope and hurriedly scribbled a note before shoving it and the bills inside and sealing it. Promising the other waitresses she’d quickly return, she left the diner and all but ran the short distance to the sheriff’s office.

			Making certain Dane and Rhys weren’t in the reception area, she entered, left the envelope with Dane’s name on it with Lennie at the front desk and turned and left. She didn’t want the obvious charity. Pity money, she thought. She’d been so pathetic, unable to hide how she felt for him and so obviously a complete failure where he was concerned.

			And why shouldn’t he believe she could never fit in his world? She didn’t know how to wear makeup. She didn’t fix her long, heavy fall of hair or dress in anything but her waitress uniform.

			She didn’t do anything but work.

			For what?

			For the house she rented on the edge of town? The yard was mostly dirt and desert sand, the wood aged and paint peeling. It was drafty, too cold at night sometimes and too warm through the day. It was just a shack and little more. A place to sleep, to escape to, where she didn’t feel judged. She just felt an aloneness that weighed at her soul instead. Not loneliness. Loneliness was curable. But aloneness, that sense of having no one. That was far different, and she’d found no way to cure that.

			

			*   *   *

			The girl didn’t return.

			A loner sat by himself, head lowered over his coffee, and drew in the scents of the diner, identifying each person there, and he knew she hadn’t returned.

			He’d caught the sound of a pickup, decades old, pulling out behind the building earlier and had known it was her.

			The pain had been too much to bear facing others with, he thought. Such pride she had that the thought of anyone else seeing or knowing her pain was unthinkable.

			Digging into his pocket he pulled free some ragged bills, placed them on the table after ensuring there was enough for a tip, rose to his feet and left.

			He stopped in the diner just because of the girl. He liked her quiet. She didn’t flirt or talk too loud. She refilled his coffee, asked if he wanted anything further, then moved on when he shook his head.

			There was something about her that was almost regal, a personal pride that refused to allow her to give in to what he sensed was a less than happy, fulfilled life.

			She never felt sorry for herself, never mentioned whatever her circumstances were, despite the other waitresses’ constant harping over their lack of funds or lovers who were inexperienced in love or just too uncaring.

			And unlike the others, she was innocent. It was there in her eyes, in the subtle grace of her body. She wasn’t yet a woman who had known a lover’s hand. Probably because she was unwilling to settle for less than that which her heart ached for.

			He’d felt her pain this time, and it offended him. Even he could tell when her face lit at the other man’s arrival, pure joy sparkling in her gaze, and whether he deserved it or not, it was this man her heart sought.

			And with a single uncaring sentence, he had shattered girlish dreams and a confidence far more fragile than it appeared. The man responsible for it surprised him as well. Because Vanderale should have known better. He should have been more protective…

			He breathed in heavily, turned in the direction her truck had gone and began walking, wondering where she went, where she found solace.

			If there was any solace to be found…

			Wondering if perhaps it would be better to still her pain in that worn little shed she lived in rather than the restaurant. No, that wouldn’t do, he thought firmly. At least, at her place of work she’d be found, taken care of properly perhaps. In that horrid little shack she might never be found. And that just wouldn’t do. It wouldn’t do at all.

			

			*   *   *

			￼The rattling of her windows and the sound of the porch swing hitting the side of the house on her front porch drew Katy from the bed she’d been tossing and turning in and onto the rickety front porch of the house she rented.

			The large craft settling in her front yard barely made a sound. A heli-jet, the stealth kind that the Breeds used. This one was being piloted by none other than Dane Vanderale himself.

			He stepped from the pilot’s seat with no Rhys in tow, and holding her gaze he crossed the expanse of barren yard until he stood at the bottom of the steps. Still, silent, his expression somber as his green eyes almost seemed to glow in the dark, they were so intent.

			Katy crossed her arms over her breasts and just watched him. She knew the braid she’d woven into her hair for bed wasn’t the neatest. The overlarge T-shirt and loose gray pants weren’t sexy sleep lingerie, but she didn’t exactly have need for such items, did she?

			“Will you invite me in?” he finally asked, his voice a dark male rasp that still had the power to affect her.

			“Sure. Won’t you come in, Mr. Vanderale?” She stepped back, pushing back pride and embarrassment, realizing now how harshly he’d judge the little house, which was no more than a shack.

			She pulled the door open and entered ahead of him, knowing what he’d see when he came in.

			A small television hung across from the threadbare couch and matching chair. A table for two, scarred but polished, not far from the sitting area. A narrow kitchen and a few thin rugs.

			Her bedroom wasn’t much better. But it was clean. She kept the small house as spotless as possible. She taped or stuffed any cracks she found that allowed the fine dust to flow in with the drafts. She swept the wood floors, mopped and waxed them to a dull shine. But it was still what it was: an old shack with running water and a bathroom.

			“How can I help you?” She watched as his gaze went over the kitchen and living room, his expression never changing, but she could feel his sense of distaste at where she lived.

			He pulled the white opened envelope from his pocket and placed it on the table, revealing where his name had been scrawled in a hasty hand.

			“This was left for you to keep. Rhys leaves the tips, but have no doubt exactly from where they come,” he told her with an edge of displeasure in his voice.

			“Your pity?” she suggested, barely holding back the anger ripping her apart as energy seemed to surge inside her, threatening to obliterate her control. “I don’t need your pity. Take it and your outrageous tips and give them to someone else.”

			He looked around again and she knew he was seeing all the things she did without.

			“I pay my own bills,” she told him fiercely, challenging the disapproval she felt coming from him, drawing his gaze back to her. She pointed her finger in his direction, feeling as though she were being torn apart. “No one has to pity me any longer and give me a place to sleep. I pay my own rent and I bought my own furniture, and you can take your judgmental attitude and hop right back in that pretty little heli-jet and fly right on back out of here.”

			He didn’t show surprise or anger, just that solemn knowledge that she couldn’t decipher.

			“I’m well aware of the fact that you take care of yourself,” he told her before sighing heavily with a slow shake of his head. “Come on, Katy, let’s not be angry with each other.”

			Angry with each other?

			He thought she was angry?

			She wasn’t angry. She was broken.

			Not heartbroken, but broken in a way she had no idea how to navigate. The one person, the one person in her life who she’d been certain hadn’t pitied her…

			She’d been such a fool. The large tips should have been an instant clue.

			“You think I’m angry?” Her fists clenched as she fought the hot, scalding pain that seemed to explode inside her. “I’m not angry with you, Dane. ‘Anger’ is just a mild, weak word for what I feel right now.”

			He shook his head, dragged his fingers through his hair, then stared down at her again. What filled his expression she wasn’t certain, but the sight of it only made the pain worse.

			“No, Katy…” He shook his head again.

			“If you come back to the diner, someone else will wait on you,” she whispered, fighting her tears now. “If you leave another of those stupid tips, the other girls can share them.”

			Anger flashed across his face, in his gaze then.

			“They were left for you,” he snapped, disdain filling his tone as his accent thickened. “To buy shoes, clothes, whatever pretty girls need. I didn’t feel sorry for you, Katy. I’m your friend…”

			She shook her head desperately, fighting the tears and the wound she could feel ripping through her soul. “No.”

			“Yes, Katy,” he retorted firmly, as though believing it could ever make it true. “I know you think you feel more. You’re young, you don’t know…”

			“I don’t know how unsuited I am to your perfect life?” she cried out, throwing a hand to her side in an encompassing motion as the tears threatened to fill her eyes then.

			“You’re right, Dane, I’m not suited to it,” she agreed, fighting not to cry. “And you’re not suited to mine, so why don’t you stay the hell out of it.”

			The pain surging through her very veins heated, making her feel flushed, making the night feel hotter than it actually was, as though she were on the edge of being ill. Yet an icy chill surrounded her as well, and she felt as though she were dying. Being ripped apart from the inside out.

			She was going to break apart, splinter into a million tiny pieces and fill the oceans with her tears, if he didn’t leave. She needed to press her hand to her chest to ease the stabbing pain there, but she’d be damned if she’d give him the satisfaction.

			“Katy, come on, girl,” he chided her then, as though she were a child, a stupid little kid who had no idea what she was doing. “We don’t throw away three years of friendship—”

			“You knew what you were doing,” she rasped, nearly sobbing with the unfairness of it. “Flirting when I worked the late shifts, reaching out to tuck my hair in place, urging me to sit and talk with you when no customers were there, watching me as though I were a treat you wanted…”

			He stepped back, a frown working over his brow as confusion creased his face.

			As though he hadn’t known…

			“That’s not what it was.” His voice hardened.

			Katy stilled. She knew she hadn’t been wrong. He had done all those things for years.

			“Ask Rhys,” she suggested, her voice sounding as brittle as she felt. “Go ahead, Dane, when you return to wherever you came from, ask him if you didn’t.” Her fingers formed fists at her side. “I was an amusement for you, nothing more,” she accused him furiously, her stomach tightening with the pain. “You didn’t want me; you couldn’t have cared less. You just wanted a ready excuse for being at that diner where you could watch the sheriff’s office and moon over the woman you do love.”

			Oh God.

			Katy stared at his face, stared at the truth that revealed itself when he took that hasty step back, his face clearing of all expression.

			It was true.

			She had been no more than a handy female to distract others.

			The laugh that escaped her throat was ragged, coarse.

			“It didn’t work.” She fought the scream that wanted to escape. “No one believed you were there for me. Except me.” She gave an ironic little laugh. “Poor, stupid, desperate Katy, believing the big bad Vanderale heir wanted her in any way.”

			It was laughable. She bet he and his Breed friends laughed at her often.

			“I wouldn’t use you like that, Katy.” And he even sounded as though he believed it.

			

			*   *   *

			￼Dane stared at Katy, uncertain what to do, what to say. He hadn’t done what she accused him of. He’d held back his lust, the heated arousal he felt around her. She was a child. A baby, compared to him. If he dared to take her to his bed, to take the innocence that was so much a part of her, he’d never forgive himself.

			Would he?

			He could feel her pain, though, ripping at his chest, tearing at his guts with unforgiving claws. And he knew, never in his long life had he ever hurt another woman as he had this one. And to do it to her…

			He stared around the house once again. He had no idea she lived like this.

			He kept a safe house in town, a little unassuming two-bedroom. It wasn’t drafty. And he’d always know she was safe. Or he’d have Rhys get her an apartment, or perhaps a small house less plain than the safe house. Something pretty, with a yard. Something secure, so no one could invade her home.

			Protect her.

			The need to protect her was like a hunger inside him since the day he’d met her.

			Mating hunger? he wondered, not for the first time, checking the glands beneath his tongue for itching, swelling, any change that would indicate she was his mate, and there was none there. She wasn’t his mate. To take her, to allow her to care more for him, would be unconscionable.

			But he could provide the house. Rhys could buy it under an assumed name, make it available to her. That he could do.

			He watched as she moved to the table, stared at the envelope, then picked it up and turned back to him, extending it with a hand that trembled from the emotions he could sense pouring from her.

			Dane stared at it, shaking his head.

			She needed that money. He knew she did. She had books to buy for her classes. She needed food.

			“Please don’t come back while I’m there,” she all but pleaded with him, her voice quiet, hoarse. But determined. She meant every word of it. “Don’t do that to me, Dane. Give me a chance to forget…” She swallowed tightly. “To forget you.”

			Stepping forward, she reached up and gingerly tucked the envelope in the pocket of his shirt. As she did, he saw the tear that fell from her eye and felt it splatter against his left hand, between his thumb and finger, like a spark of fire.

			Tears. What in the hell had he done to his proud little Katy, because he knew she hated to cry.

			His hand moved until it tucked beneath her chin and lifted her head. And another tear fell.

			Before it could run down her cheek, his head lowered, his tongue touching it, the subtle taste of chilis and honey, and pure innocence.

			As Dane’s lips lingered, Katy’s parted, the sudden need for his kiss like a hunger raging out of control. She saw his breathing grow quicker, felt her own grow shallow as she fought to draw in needed oxygen.

			She wanted to beg, to cry, to do whatever it took for one kiss. Just one kiss…

			He jerked back with a grimace.

			“I’m sorry…”

			Of course he was sorry. He could use her to cover his attempts to lust for another woman, but he couldn’t ever allow her a single shred of what she needed in exchange. Even if he did want it himself.

			“Get out!” Anger surged inside her, a tidal wave of it mixed with the pain, loss and humiliation of needing something, someone so bad it was eating away at her heart. And she knew she would be as much an embarrassment to him as her shack was to her. “Just go. You were so right. I can’t understand your life. I’m not good enough for it and I’m not sophisticated enough for you. Go find someone who understands your brand of cowardice, Dane. Because I don’t want to be a part of it.”

			He shook his head as though shaking away some thought.

			“Katy, listen to me. Please…” He pushed his fingers through his hair, stared around and once again she saw the distaste in his expression for the only place in the world where no pity for her had existed.

			“Go.” She stomped to the door, emotions shredding her chest as she fought not to cry. “Please don’t make me humiliate myself further. Please, Dane…Please…”

			As though all she had to do was beg him.

			He gave a sharp nod of his head and moved past her, onto the loose boards of the porch and then straight to the heli-jet awaiting him. Seconds later, the craft threatened to shake her little shack apart as it lifted soundlessly, banked and flew away.

			She fought to breathe, to keep from sinking to the porch and wailing like the five-year-old she had once been, realizing no one really loved her.

			She breathed in ragged gasps, reentered the shack and closed the door, which she had to lock with a padlock. Not that it would deter anyone that wanted to come in. A good hard jerk of the door would tear it from its rusted hinges.

			It was all she could afford. The pretty, carpeted apartments cost more in rent than she made in a month, and she had to ensure enough was left to pay for the books she needed for classes at the community college, for electric, water.

			She needed that business degree she was working so hard for. It was her only ticket away from there, away from everyone who saw her as the whore’s daughter. The infant even social services hadn’t wanted. The child her foster parents had felt sorry for. And her foster mother told everyone in the small town exactly that.

			Her foster father, John Moran, had never said much, either way. He’d just watched Katy with heavy, saddened eyes. He’d never known what to do with the little girl who had too much energy and too many questions.

			They had to take her in, she’d overheard her foster mother, Marie, say piously. It was her Christian duty after Katy’s mother had died, not even knowing which of the men she’d bedded was the girl’s father.

			Everyone the Morans had known in the church had heard that story. Other children weren’t allowed to play with her, because only God knew how Katy would turn out. But those that tried were often turned away at the Morans’ door anyway. And Katy had learned to keep to herself.

			She was different, one little girl had told her, and she hadn’t been the first. Not bad different, but too different. Though she could never explain how Katy was different from other kids.

			Once she’d developed breasts, suddenly men leered at her, and women glared at her. Katy had chosen clothes too baggy and concealing when her adopted mother took her to the local Goodwill after that. She didn’t like how dirty the men’s looks made her feel, and how ashamed the women’s looks could make her of the body she had no control over.

			She was just different…

			The words filled her mind, her soul, as she stared up at the ceiling that night, unable to sleep. Too cold outside as well as inside.

			She was just different.

			She wished she could fix it. Wished whatever made her different would just go away and leave her alone.

			The only friends she had were the Santiagos, and that was a friendship born of their compassion, not love.

			And now, the only person she’d believed had understood that difference had only been using her as a smoke screen to hide his need to watch the sheriff’s wife.

			She was just different…

			And it was killing her.

			“I love you…,” she cried out into the night. “I just love you…”

			But only the beast waiting in the darkness beyond heard her.

			And he shed his tears with her.

			

			*   *   *

			￼He returned to the diner the next night after the young woman hadn’t shown up for the day shift. She worked every damned day. It was just finding the shift she had taken. He’d learned she chose her time before the other girls and often took the shifts they didn’t want.

			Rain or shine, holidays, weekends and every day in between, he’d heard, she worked. And though she’d never make enough to afford more than a shack and the ragged clothes she owned outside her uniform, she still tried.

			The night shifts paid less in tips, he thought, which would make it harder for her to meet the demanding cost of the schoolbooks that her small grant for business school didn’t cover. He’d slipped into that shack she called a home after she left earlier that day and had to control his rage at the primitive conditions of it. The cabinets and refrigerator were nearly bare of food. And though it was spotlessly clean, he could feel the fine grit and sand invading it. Even worse, he could sense the hopes and dreams, the valiant battle she was waging to be more than others believed her to be. And in the scents he found there, he’d found the subtle presence of one that had torn at the heart he didn’t believe still existed within him.

			He’d learned quite a lot about her over the months he’d been in the area as well. Not that it had been hard. Whenever some of the towns-people saw her, if they weren’t alone, then they’d gossip. And he was good at listening.

			Her mother, Amora Chavos, Marie Moran’s distant cousin, had been a whore, they said, and didn’t know who Katy’s father was before she was killed. Stabbed to death, probably by some john. They said the girl tried to tempt good men to lust after her, just as she had the cousin who took her in after the Morans had died.

			From what he’d learned, Katy had been underage, barely sixteen, when her foster parents died and another cousin, Charles Moran, and his wife, Lisa, had assumed responsibility for her. They sold the store and the home Katy had grown up in and swore taxes and debts took all the money. Truth was, it had gone in Charles’s pocket. But nothing had been left to the girl anyway. Legally, it had been his right.

			Morally was another story.

			The diner owners had tried to help with school, a better apartment, whatever she needed, but he’d heard she politely declined each offer. The only thing they’d been able to force her to take was the minimum wage for the hours she worked on the midnight shift.

			When he stepped in that night, he immediately knew the young man working the kitchen was actually sleeping. Katy sat at the corner table where Vanderale always sat when he came in, a book opened and a notepad beside it.

			As he entered, she smiled in welcome. A warm little curve of her lips that didn’t make it past the haunted depths of her brown eyes.

			So much sadness.

			It filled her to her very soul, and yet she still smiled, still hoped, still fought.

			“You’re out late tonight,” she said quietly, moving for the coffee and cups stacked behind the counter as her concern and subtle warmth wrapped around him. Odd, that, he thought, the way he could sense the gentleness of her soul as though such a thing were a strength rather than a weakness to her.

			“Just coffee or anything else?” She kept her voice quiet, unintrusive.

			He’d never answered that question before—just sat down, took the coffee, paid for it, then left.

			“Pie.” He cleared his throat when she turned back to him in surprise. “Apple. Warm, please.”

			He’d been tempted by the apple pie many times.

			“Of course.” She gave a little nod, placed his coffee on the counter as he slid onto the barstool, then moved to the cooler for the pie.

			Cutting a slice much larger than he knew was normal, she placed it on a saucer, then slid it into the microwave. When it was finished, she collected it and placed it in front of him with a fork and spoon.

			“Just let me know if you need anything else…” She turned to move away.

			“Who are you?” he asked her.

			What was it about her that confused him? What puzzle piece did she hold in the overall scheme of his life? And why did he find it so hard to do what he knew must be done?

			Wariness crept into her eyes. “I’m your waitress, remember?”

			“Did I know you,” he demanded curiously, rubbing at the scar that still marred his temple, “at any time?”

			Few people made him curious, especially humans. But there was just something so damned different about her. Something that went beyond what he already knew.

			“No. My name’s Katy, though.” She pointed to the small name tag near the collar of her uniform. “Were you hurt?”

			Compassion swept over him like a gentle wave. He wondered if she knew she did that.

			Her name was actually Katelyn. A very pretty name.

			He took another bite of pie, enjoying the taste of it as he considered how to respond. Never give anyone enough information to betray freedom.

			Finally, he gave a little nod. “I’m okay now.” At least he thought he was at the moment. There were good days and bad days. The last couple of days he’d seemed saner than normal.

			She was obviously waiting for his name. She’d have to wait until he remembered it, he guessed.

			“You study.” He turned his head and nodded to her books before looking back at her.

			She just watched him, her pretty brown eyes filled with concern and compassion.

			“Business school.” Another of those sad little smiles. “Office managerial courses.”

			He nodded. That seemed to suit her.

			He ate his pie, glancing back at her a few times, and tried to figure out the puzzle of her.

			As he did, he saw the slight blemish on her cheek that hadn’t been there before and frowned, wondering what it was.

			“Did you hurt your cheek?” he asked in unfamiliar concern.

			Goddammit, what was it about her that bothered the beast stalking inside him, that had it pacing, uncertain about what he’d come there that night to do?

			He could feel the claws pushing beneath his fingertips, feel the “other” demanding he free it. He had to leave soon; he may not be able to get to her when her time arrived. Killing her now, taking her sweet life, was the greatest mercy he could show her. And mercy was something he doubted she’d known often.

			Or he could fight for her. The sudden thought had him as well as the “other” pausing.
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