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  The Thirteenth Manner of Love


There are dozens of ways to make love to a man if a gal is creative, and hundreds of places to do it if she has a good imagination. Jeb and I had tried out a good deal of locations in the months since I had taken back my pack and revenged my father's murder. The full-out, sometimes twice daily lascivious run at a sometimes deviant search for pleasure came from a need to celebrate as much as from desire. I'd beaten my foster brother at his own game, saved my brother from execution, and ended up with a mate worthy of any alpha. Besides the heat that the new bond created in me, I wanted Jeb like I wanted no other man in all my centuries, and him a human at that. A girl should blush if she had any shame. 
So far, we had done it in the men's room at the local Denny's with a very noisy self-abuser in the next stall, the next door neighbor's backyard while the cat hissed at us in envy, even the ancient confessional booth inside the abandoned church at the edge of town--although that one took a fair bit of contortionist skill for both of us, I must say. Even with all the myriad pleasure zones we created for ourselves out of necessity or sensual forethought, it was the woods that was my favorite. The place my beast had first peered through the miasma of heat that Caleb's bond had pressed upon me and seen what lay beneath the crystalline gaze of a human man. Seen the truth in his eyes. Known I could trust him.
Trust was a hard thing for me. Thanks to my mother, it didn't come easily. Jeb changed all that.
With his hands roaming my skin, bringing gooseflesh to an exquisite and trembling shiver, I felt more connected to my human side than ever, a part of me I'd always let defer to the more feral wolf inside because primitive response was better than the human need to sort through things and rationalize. An assassin had to let the beast defer, lest the human become too overwhelmed with the distasteful duty that kept her pack viable over the centuries. While it was true the beast in me made a ruthless assassin, the human half picked over the duty of killing as though it were lint in a very deep hole. Never mind that I did it for my pack. A life was a life. And so too often, I'd done what many shifters had done over the centuries and let the wolf thinking become predominant.
So many humans had hunted us for so many centuries that sometimes even our own beasts gave our human halves wary acceptance. Some wolves never fully trusted their mortal selves and they gave over to the beast more than the human, only identifying with what it considered the weaker, mistrustful half if given no choice. We all suffered some bit from lack of harmony in ourselves because of the brutality of the side that saw threat when it should just see natural order. 
One more thing to be grateful for with Jeb. Even the wolf in me responded to his touch because more often than not it was a ferocious one. His need for me was so voracious, both halves of my nature called out to him. 
When I had first caught sight of the man in a dark alley, he'd been wearing an Armani suit. A regular human in the wrong place at the wrong time and it was easy for me to see that suit and believe him no more than businessman in a dark alley who had caught me post execution of a young hunter Caleb had sent after me. Nothing could have been further from the truth. I hadn't expected to see anyone as I crouched over the dead youth, making sure the boy was actually dead. My surprise gave him the advantage and I'd let him live.
My mistake had led to my father's demise but as it turns out the best mistake. Had I killed Jeb back in that alley, things might have gone very differently for me and my pack. As it was, things unfolded as well as they could have given the situation. I grieved the loss and death of one of my younger brothers, murdered in a coup by my foster brother, but the other was whole and well. My pack was whole and well. I was even happy. Might I say content. Much of that was because of this human man, and I couldn't spend enough time showing my gratitude, relishing in his response to it.
We had struck out for the woods after the second council meeting I'd ever held and it had gone so well, I couldn't wait to celebrate for the third time that day. We'd passed the ravine where I'd fallen two months earlier. Twenty minutes after entering the woods, we had found the small grotto where we had once lain together beneath the roots of a huge wind-torn oak. We'd come here enough times over the weeks that at some point, he had thought to pad the nest with moss he harvested from the deeper parts of the woods, transported in his backpack and re-sodded in the hollow beneath the tree. It made a soft cushion over time, but I knew he did it for his own guilty pleasure as much as mine. A man couldn't help noticing when his woman got wet just smelling deep woods, and it didn't hurt that it eased the bones a bit when you were lying down.
I needed his touch now as it made light circles over my navel, teasing me with promise of a more intimate one, taunting me with a finger poked into my belly button rather than thrusting below into the soft and wet folds of skin between my thighs.
"You're a bastard, you know that?" I growled at him. He was taking too long, denying me as though he didn't want me as badly as I did him. "Do it already." 
He laughed, the sound a gravelly one, choked off by his own lust. "Darlin', You're too greedy."
He was lying on his side next to me, his leg flung over my knees with his heel hooked beneath one calf. We were both naked, but it had taken agonizing moments for him to undress. I was already impatient by the time he'd taken the greatest of care to unbutton and discard his shirt. It lay neatly over the base of the fallen tree above us. He always wore the best clothes and I'd said so as I peeled mine off my skin and tossed them god knew where. Clothes were just clothes. Nothing special. He was too fastidious, especially for a mercenary. Especially right then when I wanted him. I told him that too for all the good it did me. He'd given me a rational, calm answer when all I wanted was groans and moans and maybe an occasional curse when the pleasure became too much.
"Just because a man has been a killer in his time," he said. "Doesn't mean he shouldn't look nice." 
I had unzipped his pants for him because he was taking too damn long. "I prefer you naked."
"That's because you shifters have an aversion to clothes."
He grinned at me in that heart stopping way that made my thighs quiver, and so there we were. Naked and lying next to each other with me trying to climb atop him and he exerting his own will--which evidently was not in sync with mine.
One tug and he could have me snicked in so close, I'd be able to blend my sweat with his. I squirmed my fingers into the hollow between us and gripped his member. He hissed out a gasp as I milked the tip.
"Greedy and too damned aggressive." His fingers froze at my hairline, then made a little spasm as I squeezed.
I couldn't help pushing my chin into his neck and breathing over the skin of his throat. "You never complained before."
"We haven't had the time to savor it before."
"Liar," I said. "We've had dozens of chances."
"Okay," he said, tangling his fingers in mine and extracting them from the silk of his erection and planting them safely on his hip. "So we've never bothered to take the time to savor it before."
"You bonded yourself to a shifter," I said. "Remember?"
I thought of the impulsive act from weeks earlier, when I'd realized that Jeb was the mate my wolf and my human half both approved of. I had bitten him to cement the bond even before I'd understood what I was doing. That realization came days later, after my young brother was safe and the pack was securely in my leadership, the first female alpha Beo pack ever had--that any pack ever had to my knowledge. While it felt right to me, I was aware that even now, two unorthodox events might be too many for one pack. It was one thing for Beo to accept a female alpha as leader, quite another for them to welcome a human male as one. The pack gave me a sort of wary acceptance, the same way they watched Jeb from the corners of their eyes, and it meant we both lived with the thought that neither of us was quite rooted in our new place. 
I wasn't sure how many of the pack knew that he had lived part of his life earning money hunting down supernatural beings. I just knew I wanted him. I wanted him over and over. It seemed having him was never quite enough.
"You had to know what you were getting into," I said.
"And bonding to a shifter means we can't prolong a bit of pleasure?"
I nipped his throat playfully but with enough insistence, he chuckled low in his throat. "It means I like it wild," I said against the vein that bulged there. 
He tugged at me with his heel and flipped onto his back, pulling me with him, spilling my hair down over his chest. I loved the way it looked like white lace over the tanned skin of his collarbone. A crescent scar ran the length of his right one, a leftover from some wound he must have gained in his previous life. Now any wound he received would be for me and my pack. I felt a thrill tingle at the base of my spine as I thought about it. My pack. My man.
"I just said I wanted to savor it," he said. "I never said it wouldn't be wild." He dug his fingers into my occipital bone and pulled my mouth down to his. The demand in his kiss was a palpable thing that made me groan into his mouth. I would have mounted him in those seconds, except a faint keening sound lilted its way to my ear. I planted my palm against his ribs. The sound came again though he obviously hadn't heard it. Off in the distance, weaving its way through the leaves above us and through the shrubs that banked off our grotto from prying eyes. I froze. I knew the sound of fear. I knew that in a heartbeat the keening noise would turn shrill, carrying the weight of terror in all of one note.
"What is it?" he said, feeling me tense. He was already releasing me, letting me ease off him. From the edge of my peripheral vision, I could see him reach for his abandoned pants.
I pushed myself to a crouch, listening. "A wolf," I said. "Female." Anxiety lit up my muscles as if they were matches to tinder. I was on my feet faster than he was, already inspecting the breeze for smell and direction.
He stood, shaking the pant legs over his feet and pulling them up. 
"In trouble," he said, cocking his head to listen as he zipped up his trousers. 
I nodded at him, the dread making my beast crowd ever closer to the foreground of my mind. It wanted out. It could discern direction much faster than my human senses. I pushed it back with some bit of stubbornness. I had it.
"Dara's," he said for me. 
No doubt some spurned mate had come to collect his wayward she-wolf. Dara's homestead presented a sanctuary of sorts to she-wolves all over the country. If what Dara had said was true, they never came alone. Apparently even the weak beta and omega bonds were strong enough to keep a mate from killing the other, and if a wolf wanted his mate back, he brought others to hurt her. I hadn't known much about bonds because I'd never imprinted with another wolf until Caleb had forced it on me during his coup. That experience was enough to inform me she-wolves could not defend themselves against their mates and had to run instead.
They ran to Dara, much as I had accidentally, and were given sanctuary much as I was without question. That meant they now ran to me because I had sworn that no pack member would suffer violence from their mates ever again.
I was already shifting by the time Jeb had pushed his hands through the sleeves of his shirt. He pulled a pistol from his ever present backpack and tucked it behind the waistband of his trousers.
I was off into the woods on all fours long before he was able to follow me. I knew that on his human feet he couldn't possibly make it as far as I did as fast. If the sound had indeed come from Dara's, then I didn't want to waste one instant when that time could allow a spurned mate to lay one more violent hand on his she-wolf. Whoever she was, she was under my protection now, and he best not cross me. I knew Dara had at least a dozen she-wolves there, and I had no doubt that number had grown in the weeks since I had taken her into the pack and news had spread about her kindness. The howl I had caught on the breeze held a multitude of notes of sheer panic. 
I grew ever more certain we were right about the source as I blundered through the underbrush, making squirrels skitter away from me in terror. The smell of the Moss carpet was heavy in my nostrils, coating my palate and leaking the flavor of another wolf's footprints. Underneath the tinge of Moss came the unmistakable smell of blood wafting on the air. I wasn't far. By the time the keening did finally turn into a full-fledged howl, I knew that it wasn't simply a spurned mate. The smell of gunpowder had filtered in through that of moss and foliage and wild things that ran on the grounds, and there was another scent too. Blood. Both propelled me faster, edged my muscles with anxiety. Dara's was straight ahead of me, just through the branches and passed the herb garden. A scarecrows' arms billowed on the breeze, making the scene look idyllic until I caught sight of the trouble, fanned out like a Roman squadron around a cluster of frightened women. 
I knew even before I saw the troupe of armed men aiming into the cluster that this was no ordinary reclaim mission. The men were armed, yes, but they were also masked. A shifter didn't come to reclaim his mate incognito. He would want her to recognize him and be afraid. He would want her to submit on sight.
The fact that they were men and that they were armed meant planned attack with intent to kill. A smart gal didn't just run headlong into the fray without assessing the situation first. I pulled up short just behind the herb garden, under cover of the treeline that bordered the property. The half dozen of them were already herding the women into a cluster. 
No one lay on the ground incapacitated yet, so the men hadn't killed anyone. The women huddled together instead, waiting for the guns to go off again. It was obvious the men had fired. No doubt into the air, sending the stink of gunpowder toward me. It still hung heavy on the breeze. 
Some part of my brain detached from itself and followed along a trail of thought I knew would be nothing but an annoyance to the more primal beast that wanted action above everything else. Where was Dara? I didn't see Rena, either, the strangely brooding shifter who acted as a sort of second for Dara. Their absence meant either they were hiding or there were more men, gathering the shifters into another cluster somewhere on another piece of Dara's property.
Jeb's hand lay on the back of my shoulders before I knew he was there. I had forgotten how stealthy he could be. How quiet. It came in handy most times, just not when I was already quivering with high alert. I swung my wolf's eyes to his as he crouched next to me and hung his arm over my back.
"Mercenaries of some sort," he said, and though there was a faint hint of breathlessness in his voice, I knew he was far from fatigued. His fingers burrowed into the fur at my neck. "But for who?" he said, musing out loud and echoing my own thoughts. "We can't assume they know the women are shifters. Maybe Dara's got mixed up with something else."
I licked my lips in agreement. He was crouched next to me, a pistol resting over one knee as he scanned the grounds. I could see he was sweeping the area with that detached scrutiny of a soldier. If there was anxiety for Dara anywhere in him, he didn't show it. We both knew Dara could easily have taken in a vulnerable creature from any species. Even human. The ancient shifter was a sort of wise woman with a penchant for helping the weak.
"Human," Jeb said of the mercenaries. "Not military, though. Too fancy with their movements. Not rigid or controlled enough. Definitely trained somehow."
Definitely. They carried pistols instead of assault rifles. Their clothes were all black and not camouflage or khaki. There was an an insignia on each mans' left sleeve, sort of a squashed red circle with long streaks. Not military at all. I would've nodded in absolute agreement if I had been in my human form. Instead, I whimpered and sat down next to him. What they were, I wasn't sure, but it was obvious these men had come to collect someone. 
"We could go in blazing," he said thoughtfully as he pushed himself to his feet and shoved the pistol into the back waistband of his trousers. "Or we can go in stealthy. I'm guessing blazing would put those women at risk."
He had a point. Go in stealthy. Pick them out one by one. Find out what the hell was going on. I had started to pad forward, aiming for the last man on the left when I heard him gasp. It was only then the sound of a gun report burst toward us that I understood why. 
"Never mind," he said and pulled the pistol back out from his trousers. "We're going in blazing."
He set off on a run sideways to the other more eastern side of the perimeter. I realized with a start that what he'd seen in the moments I was looking at him was one of the women fall. Two of the women with her were leaning over her, obviously trying to staunch the wound in her stomach that was even now bleeding into a pool of red visible from my distance away.
And the men were taking aim once again.






  
  FLEUR-DE-LIS


They didn't expect to be attacked from the back and certainly not from a man who strode as calmly and purposefully forward as Jeb did. He made no sound as he took to the grass and crossed the yard toward the men, never dodged in and around things to take cover. He was dogged in his approach, a casual observer might think him over confident or foolish. I knew better. He would draw the attention, shooting where he could or needed to, while I decided who should live or die beneath my teeth. I would have stayed back and watched from the sheer pleasure of seeing him move except lives were on the line, and I was faster on my four feet than his two. He could fire six shots and take each one of them down if he needed to, but he wouldn't. He knew the risk to those women as well as I did. He'd want closer range for the pistol, make sure he had the perfect shot and draw out the others' attention from the women. 
My worries weren't because the women were too physically vulnerable. They were shifters, like I was. If any of them took a shot, they could shift to heal if the injury wasn't too great. No. Those women were vulnerable mentally and emotionally, and I worried that by nature, they would wait too long to fight. I knew it had taken each one of them a considerable amount of courage to flee their packs in the first place, a courage that might be spent.
It was an agonizing few seconds as we plodded forward, Jeb with that casual and steady stride, raising his pistol for perfect aim, me sidling to the side so I could use the unexpected vantage to neutralize those who believed he was one and only attacker. The women weren't screaming. They weren't even whimpering. I couldn't imagine why they weren't transforming either and attacking except I had to remind myself that they'd no doubt been trained to submit, accepting violence as part of their norm. I seethed inside as I thought of that. I'd make each one of these bastards pay. Then I'd make their packs pay for that injustice.
It seemed to take an eternity for any one of the guards to notice Jeb and adjust his attention, and then only because one of the women had pointed at him. By then, he was within fifty yards and fired off a single shot in response. It struck one man in the chest and he crumpled to the ground next to the injured she-wolf. An agonizing heartbeat and the man struggled to his feet, lifting his weapon with a wavering hand. In that heartbeat, Jeb got off another shot, this time in the face and the man went down for good. 
I waited until the others spun around to face the immediate threat, imagining no doubt that they were more than up to the task. Pistols were raised and ready as they spun in unison. I saw the shoulders of one of them shake as though he were laughing at one paltry defender striding forward with his one gun hefted. Then I launched myself from the side, straight at the first man's throat. I was in the air when Jeb fired off the next two shots, one after the other with barely a heartbeat between.
Two of the men's firing arms recoiled when the shots struck them. The three others spun around to face the assault, leaving their backs open to the remaining and standing she-wolves. Jeb might have decided to injure the men, perhaps hoping to question them like a soldier might, but I was going for the kill. No one attacked any member of my pack without consequences. 
The very fact that they were here firing upon helpless women let alone shifters was evidence enough to me that they should be neutralized without question. I expected shots to be fired at me, even half expected the bullets to be laced with silver, but I did not expect to feel the immovable impact of armor beneath my teeth when I launched myself at the nearest man and brought him down to the ground. The sudden jolt of trying to sink my teeth into material that had no give was enough to make me shake my jowls as I tried to rid myself of the pain deep in my gums. 
My shock gave the man time to twist from beneath me spilling me, sprawling on my side, onto the grass. No matter. If his chest and throat were covered with armoured material, his face certainly wouldn't be. I didn't feel the least bit squeamish as I bit down on his nose. Several shots rang out around me and I smelled the distinct aroma of silver. 
These men knew exactly what we were. And they had come here to kill not to abduct. Around me, the she-wolves had finally taken their forms and had set upon the men. What Jeb might be doing, I had no idea but I suspected one of the invaders was giving him some trouble. I could hear his grunting somewhere beside me as he wrestled an assailant. 
The man beneath my teeth let out a curdled scream that told me I had found his eye sockets with my canines. He flailed about beneath me, and as I shook with my teeth sunk deep, I felt his torso spasm once and then go still. I peeled myself away from him, panting, tasting blood, and saw that several other of the men were undergoing the same sort of attack by the rogue shifters. As each man fell and lay injured on the ground, Jeb methodically pumped rounds into the front of the masks. What any shifter missed, the human man finished. Some of the women sat cross-legged on the grass, looking dazed and a little sick. 
I shifted and found myself scrambling over the grass to the original fallen woman. Not Rena. Thank god. 
"Where is Dara?" I asked the nearest woman, a timid looking thing with scrawny arms and legs. She unfolded herself from the ground and pushed herself to her feet. She took one look at the dead woman beneath my hands and strolled over to the man I had attacked. She kicked him in the stomach but he made no move to recoil. Dead. The girl crossed her arms and smiled down at him with a nasty, broken toothed grin.
"Dara left for her sister's," she said without looking at me. "Won't be back for three more days. It's Rena you should be worried about." She swung her narrow eyes to mine. "She took the girl to the kitchen," she said. "No doubt the little bitch is the one they were after."
"The girl?" I said, but she had already strode away, sidling up to Jeb and following along with him, kicking each man to make sure he was dead. I caught Jeb's eye and he nodded in acknowledgement. I didn't need to ask him to make sure everything was okay here. 
I had already pointed my feet in the direction of the kitchens when the scrawny girl addressed me from her spot at Jeb's side.
"I'd be careful if were you," she said as I looked at her over my shoulder. "There's still two more of these bastards somewhere."
I nodded without a word. 
I picked my way around the edge of the farmhouse, careful to keep my back to the wall as I edged forward. Naked, I felt every splinter in the wood as I scraped against the building. When I reached the door to the homestead, I stayed on one side like a sniper would and peered around the threshold. Based on what had greeted Jeb and me outside, I didn't want to take any chances. Two more men, the scrawny shifter had said. Well, two more meant anywhere, and I couldn't be sure they weren't lurking somewhere watching my every move. Somehow, I preferred to imagine them inside, holding Rena at gunpoint. That I could handle. That was the sort of thing I did on a regular basis. It didn't matter how hardened an assassin was, it never felt good to believe someone was watching you in secrecy and examining your every movement.
Whatever I was expecting, it wasn't what met my sight as I craned my head around the door sill and caught sight of Rena standing next to a cold fireplace hearth with a rather stunted looking runt of a she-wolf cringing at her feet. Something appeared to be wrong with the girls' leg, but from my vantage I couldn't see exactly what.
I wasn't sure if I was disappointed or relieved. Neither of them looked to be in any immediate danger, but I got the distinct impression Rena was trying to encourage the girl to shift and that she was refusing. Under the circumstances, I couldn't say I blamed the girl. I might have preferred my wolf form if I thought those four feet could carry me faster from the inherent threat than two legs. But what was surprising was the note in Rena's voice. The hint of something different in her tone that spoke of impatience and not anxiety or fear.
"Hurry up," Rena urged. If those bastards make it in here –"
I stepped inside. "What?" I said. "They'll murder the lot of us?" I panned my quick study left and right, peering down the hallway and into the shadows to be certain no one hid there. "Whoever was outside is done for now," I said. "Just two of them left. Hopefully, Jeb is already taking care of them."
Rena swung her gaze to mine, clearly expecting someone other than me to be standing there. She relaxed visibly when she saw me.
"You got them?" she asked. I nodded my acknowledgement. Got them was an understatement.
"Yes," is what I said, fixing my gaze between her black eyes, all the better to take in her whole expression. Something was off, and I didn't want her guessing from my hesitation to meet her eyes, I suspected anything other than what I saw in front of me. 
"No one came in here?" I whispered.
A shake of her head and a twitch of her hand in the young wolf's direction. Rena pointed at the stunted she-wolf. "Just her," Rena said. "She's the one that brought the bastards here. If you can get anything out of her, that is. Won't let me near her."
The way she said it, I realized she'd been trying to get close enough to the girl to help her and the little runt was having none of it. I knew Rena well enough to know that alone was enough to make her impatient, but to be left impotent while danger lurked about, she was no doubt ready to thrash someone.
"Have you checked the rest of the house?" I asked.
"Never had time," Rena said. "This little thing came sailing in here like her tail was lit a fire and then we heard a noise outside, and all the others ran out to see what the trouble was." She sighed audibly, directing her gaze to the runt who cringed closer to the open mouth of the fireplace. "So here we are."
"Girl outside said there were two more," I said, slipping closer to the wall and out of sight of the windows.
Rena went immediately on guard. "Which girl?"
"Scrawny thing. Rude."
Rena started to unbutton her shirt. "Jennifer," she said. "That thing has been a handful." I could see in her eyes she was planning to strip off her clothes and transform. I shook my head at her. Men would be coming in with weapons. She needed a weapon. Or she needed to hide. 
"They have silver," I said. "They know what we are." The whole place reeked of the metal. It reeked of sweat, human blood and that darkly pungent aroma of fear. It clouded my senses and twisted everything into a miasma.
She already had her shirt pulled off but her fingers paused on the back snap of her bra as I lifted my hand to stall her. I'd heard something.
"Surely the two of us can handle them..." she started to say as her eyes flicked toward the strange little she-wolf. It was a heartbeat and no more that Rena's eyes left mine on the way to take in the girl, but it was in that moment the stunted shifter scrambled backwards as though to press herself deep into the fireplace cavity and disappear. I knew without considering it what her terrified reaction meant. The men were behind me. If I had any doubt in me at all that they were, then the way Rena reached behind her for the fireplace poker solidified it. 
Reflex took over from rational thought as I stepped smoothly sideways with every intent to ram my elbow backwards at just about the height to strike a man in his voicebox. Indeed I felt that crunch. On instinct, I dropped to a crouch, expecting the injured man to fire off a round in reflex. From my low vantage point, it was easy to reach up and shove my fist into his balls. He collapsed like an empty bag of flour. I grabbed for his pistol, twisting it from his hand with ease. 
If I was at all worried about the second assailant, I need not have given him a second thought. From the corner of my eye Jeb's arm snaked almost lazily into view from beyond the doorframe. The muzzle of his pistol came to rest lightly against the second assailant's temple.
"Drop it or die," he said. The sound of his voice was such that I nearly dropped the pistol I was holding. I wasn't surprised when that second man relinquished his pistol onto the body of his groaning partner. It made a soft kind of thudding sound.
I wanted to kill them both, but I supposed Jeb had a point. There were questions that needed to be answered first. 
Then the bastards could die.
I accepted the shirt Jeb had peeled from his chest and held out to me, but I didn't pull it on. There was nothing shameful or vulnerable about my nudity. Instead, I slung the shirt over my elbow and stepped forward on bare feet to face the man who still stood, held captive by the threat of a gun pointed close enough to his brain matter that the synapses were no doubt scurrying for cover. I crossed my arms as I stood before that second assailant, looking directly into his cold gaze through the eyeholes in his mask. The bastard didn't so much as blink. It didn't even run down my bare skin like a regular man's eyes would even in the face of death. Cold, this one. Even with the muzzle of Jeb's pistol pointed at his temple, the man didn't bother to conceal the hostility in his gaze.
"What in the hell are you doing here?" I said. "And you have very little time to answer because I'm not predisposed to sparing men who kill my pack members."
I watched as his eyes flitted over my shoulder toward the cringing she-wolf.
I followed his gaze and noted that Rena had gone to her knees next to the girl.
"You better see something," Rena said to me. Her investigative hands roamed beneath the girls' fur, examining her coat and the skin beneath it. At her feet puddled a plush blanket that she'd somehow pulled from some secret nook nearby. It was obvious Rena had tried to throw it over the shifter's shoulders as she transformed but it had fallen off. Next to that was a small pool of blood. The girl's jowls dripped with it and mingled with blood droplets coming off her shoulders. She had been beaten. Perhaps stabbed a couple of times. Certainly shot.
My nostrils flared as my anger rose. The smell of this man, of the blood and sickness stoked a rage that I found hard not to quench with a squeeze of the trigger beneath my finger. 
"Careful, Shana," Jeb said, but that was all. He knew I was furious, but he knew not to give these remaining men any information or call to doubt our solidarity.
I clicked the safety switch and inhaled purposefully, drawing patience from the very earth I stood on. Faithful, patient, Gaia.
"Why didn't you use silver on her like you did with the others?" I demanded of the assailant. I knew he hadn't. If he had, the girl would have been forced by the metal to relinquish her wolf form to human. 
He gave me a baleful, green-eyed stare from behind his mask.
I pointed behind me at the rogue. I narrowed my eyes as I looked into his. "Obviously you either didn't know she was a shifter or you shot her with regular lead because you didn't have time to load the silver before she ran." 
I stepped close enough so all he could see were my eyes and the fury inside them. "What do you want with her?"
I thought I felt Jeb's hand reach out for the man's shoulder, perhaps to coerce him, but I saw something shift in the hunter's eye. It was brief but I saw it, that flare of hatred that comes just before a hunter decides he or she has just one last chance to kill what it loathes. I felt his right hand move against my side and I didn't think. I just acted. My arm snaked out of its own accord and snapped over his wrist, half expecting to feel a knife in my ribs. Instead, it thudded onto the top of my foot as I twisted, and he spun hard into my chest. I wasted no time. I caught Jeb's eye just as I toppled the man onto my bended knee and reached for the knife. His throat was opened and bleeding before I could question my actions. Seconds later, he was twitching on the floor at my feet. I supposed I might have felt more resigned that I'd just killed one of the only leads we had, but all that came from me was a low whistle in the back of my throat. 
Jeb's mouth twitched, whether in impatience or humor I couldn't tell. Without a word, he laid his boot down over the other, living man's throat.
"I wouldn't try that if I were you," he said. 
The man had reached for his partner's dropped pistol. I kicked it backwards into the middle of the room. Then I crouched down over the fallen man. With a yank, I had the mask up over his face and was staring down into the pitted face of the man who had at some time allowed his cheekbone to surrender to a handmade ink gun. The marks were uneven, but they were discernible enough. An upside down fleur-de-lis rode his cheekbone in black ink that bled through its borders and made infinitesimal ink pools outside the confines of the tattoo. Sloppy work. Homemade. But very clearly familiar. I spun on my heel to face Rena. She didn't look at all affected by the revelation.
"Let me see your tattoo," I commanded her. I'd taken note of it the day






