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    Working together has forged a strong friendship between Melinda York and Mary Muller. So much so, they’re more like sisters. When two men burst into their diner with murder on their minds, Mel doesn’t hesitate to act. She’ll do anything to protect her friend, as well as their New Species customers…especially the one she’s been crushing on for months. 
 
      
 
    A single act of bravery sparks a series of events that result in Snow getting to know the waitress he’s been obsessively thinking about. He just wants to keep Mel safe. And convince her he’s the male for her. 
 
      
 
    Mary is the brunt of jokes because of her extreme fear of animals. Phobias aren’t funny. Is she the only one who understands that? When Mel’s actions link them both to New Species, she’d like to hide from those scary men with fangs. That would make her a crappy best friend, though. She’ll try to be brave…right up until the moment she comes face to face with a lion man named Lash. He’ll make her confront her fears in the most unexpected ways possible. 
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    Snow 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    “Your day is about to get better, Mel. One of those NSO SUVs just parked outside. Your hunky-scary guy is with them.” 
 
    Melinda stopped wiping the counter and peered through the large windows toward the parking lot. Sure enough, a group of New Species headed toward the front doors. She’d expected it at some point, but the days and times varied when they would eat at the diner. Usually they would stop in for lunch if they were having a meeting with the sheriff, but other times, a few weeks could go by before they returned.  
 
    She scanned their faces and locked onto one in particular. The sun seemed to make his very pale blond hair nearly glow. The sky blue of his eyes, combined with those sharp, strong cheekbones, made him absurdly gorgeous. His mouth, though, was pure sin. The upper lip gave him kind of an arrogant look but the lower one was fuller, a little pouty. She always felt the urge to nibble on it. 
 
    “Thanks, Mary,” she said. “Tell grumpy cook to be prepared for them. I hate when Joel slams stuff around. Remind him that the customers can hear it.” 
 
    The other waitress chuckled. “I’m going in there now to do just that. I think Joel’s mood is improving. He actually smiled at me a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “It’s about time. Maybe he made up with his wife. He’s only this moody when they have a fight.” 
 
    The New Species featured in all of Mel’s fantasies turned his head, saying something to the feline Species beside him. Mel straightened from the counter and turned away, grabbing menus in exchange for the rag. She counted out eight and went to the door to wait.  
 
    A beefy blond canine reached the diner first and pulled the glass door open to allow his fellow New Species inside. 
 
    Mel smiled. “The right side is completely open. Sit wherever you want.” She passed out menus as they walked past her. Each man flashed her a smile, some gave a word of thanks…but when he came in second to last, he didn’t just grab the corner of the menu, but made sure to brush his fingers against hers as he accepted it. 
 
    They locked gazes, and she forgot how to breathe. He always had that effect on her. His eyes were the prettiest color of blue she’d ever seen, so light and gorgeous. Long, thick white eyelashes framed them, a stark contrast to his tan skin. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    His deep voice always made her nipples harden. The tone was kind of gruff but husky at the same time. Sexy.  
 
    She glanced down, hoping her bra hid that pesky fact. It would be embarrassing if he saw headlights. Her girls were good, the bra under her thin work shirt hiding the stiff tips. She sucked in air and blew it out. “Hi.”  
 
     He passed by, and the last man took a menu as he released the door. Mel spun away and grabbed her tablet that she’d set on the counter. Taking a few deep breaths helped calm her before she followed the New Species across the room. They were shoving three tables together to make a long one. She waited until they were settled before plastering her smile back on. 
 
    “What would you like to drink?”  
 
    She addressed the one nearest her. She didn’t dare glance at Mr. Blue Eyes again, as she called him. It would make her mind freeze up and her hands shake. She’d experienced that reaction before. She just kept her head down and wrote on the tablet since they knew the drill. Each man answered one after the other, stating their preference of sodas.  
 
    She finally looked up. “Do you know what you want to eat or should I give you a few minutes?” 
 
    The blond canine at the head of the table answered, “We’d all like steak sandwiches. Rare, please. Everyone wants fries with that.” 
 
    She nodded. “You want the steaks bloody. Got it.” She glanced around the table and had to skim past Mr. Blue Eyes. He seemed to be staring at her. “Does everyone like lettuce, mayo, and the steak sauce on theirs? Speak now or forever hold your peace.” 
 
    That gained her a few chuckles. A feline spoke. “Can I have tomatoes on mine?” 
 
    She wrote it down. “Sure thing. Anyone else?” She glanced around. They all shook their heads, Mr. Blue Eyes still watching her. “Okay. I’ll put in the order and return in a few minutes with your drinks. I’ll tell the cook to add extra fries.” 
 
    She fled. There was no other way to describe it.  
 
    Mr. Blue Eyes had canine blood. With his sensual mouth and those penetrating eyes, he always made her feel as if she had done something she should blush and apologize over. It might have had something to do with the thoughts running through her head. They tended to revolve around getting him naked, or at least picturing him that way. 
 
    Joel looked up from the grill when she entered his kitchen. “Let me guess. Burgers all around?” 
 
    “Eight steak sandwiches this time. Keep them bloody.” 
 
    He muttered under his breath. “Code violations.” 
 
    “They’re good customers and you know it. Just sear those babies, and I won’t tell if you don’t.” 
 
    He sighed. “I know. Do you see me turning up the grill? They like ’em almost raw on the inside but a little brown on the exterior.” 
 
    “All standard sandwiches but make one with tomatoes. Give them double fries on those plates, too.” 
 
    “When don’t I?” 
 
    She spun away to fill the drink orders. Mary ended up next to her and glanced at the pad. She grabbed tall glasses and filled them with ice, passing them to Mel. “No shakes this time?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “They look kind of serious today.” 
 
    Mel glanced around the soda dispenser to peer at the group. They were all leaning forward, one of them talking softly as the others listened intently. The men did seem a bit tense.  
 
    She dropped her gaze and placed a drink on a tray. “Don’t sit anyone else in that section, Mary. They probably want privacy.” 
 
    “Got it. More tips for me.” 
 
    Mel glanced back at the other side of the restaurant. “You wish. Tom over there always leaves a dollar. Macy will give you three bucks. You might do well with the flirty trucker if you tug your shirt down to flash some cleavage and lean low to refill his coffee. Flirting back a little will help, too.” She grinned. “I heard him tell you that he’s single and looking for a good woman.” 
 
    Mary elbowed her. “That’s not funny. He’s old enough to be my grandfather.” 
 
    “You want an experienced man, right? Well, there you go. Maybe you should start dating him.” 
 
    “You’re going straight to hell for saying that,” Mary muttered. “That’s not funny at all.” 
 
    “Mama? Is that you?” Mel glanced at her friend and winked. “Sorry. You sounded just like her.” 
 
    “Oh, screw you! You’ve told me all about your mother.” 
 
    “And that’s why I no longer live in Indiana. I only have to deal with her every other week by phone now. She’ll never come to California. Last time we spoke, she said everyone who lives in this state is a bunch of lunatics, trying to get folks to smoke dope or turn them into sinners.” 
 
    Mary passed her another glass filled with ice. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. She asks me every time I call home if some man has talked me into making a dirty sex video for some fast cash yet. She’s terrified I’m going to show up on the internet and humiliate our entire family. According to her, that’s what happens to pretty girls out here.” 
 
    “Wow. What do you tell her?” 
 
    “That she’s making me sad because I haven’t been propositioned by a porno director. Then I tell her I’ve been practicing moaning and fake orgasms, just in case.” 
 
    Mary shook her head. “You don’t really say that, do you? You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “I so do. She’s praying for me, though.” Mel beamed as she lifted the tray. “Her church group is, too. I’m so loved.” 
 
    Mary chuckled. “That’s just mean.” 
 
    “No. It’s called payback for my childhood. Her and her group of friends tormented me growing up. It’s their turn.” 
 
    Mel circled Mary and returned to the New Species. They stopped their conversation as she approached, waiting until she passed out the drinks around the tables. “Your sandwiches should be up fast.” She emptied the tray and glanced around. “Just ketchup with the fries or does anyone want me to bring some ranch dressing? BBQ sauce?” 
 
    “We’re good,” one of them stated. 
 
    She returned to the kitchen and grabbed napkins for their table on the way. In minutes, Joel had their orders ready. Mary showed up to help her carry all the plates on two of their largest serving trays. Mel noticed how nervous her friend looked. 
 
    “I’ll keep my body between you and them. Just stare at my back and pretend they aren’t there.” 
 
    Mary wrinkled her nose. “It’s just…” 
 
    “You’re a big chicken when it comes to New Species. Nobody is going to attack you. Just carry the tray, stay behind me, and I’ll hand out the plates and napkins.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Joel asked. 
 
    “Nothing. Girl talk.”  
 
    Mel went out first, with Mary on her heels. She passed out the plates of food, making sure the feline New Species got his tomatoes. Mary fled quickly when she was done, taking away the empty trays. “Anything else?” Mel glanced at their barely touched drinks. 
 
    “This is perfect. Thank you.” The blond canine who seemed to be in charge smiled but she got the impression he didn’t want her hanging around.  
 
    Message received. She spun away and headed toward the front counter. There was always silverware to wrap. 
 
    She crouched down behind the counter to get a pile of clean cloth napkins. Motion caught her eye as someone on the sidewalk approached the front doors. She lifted a few inches to get a better look. It was two men.  
 
    They both gripped handguns close to their stomachs.  
 
    Mel froze, a jolt of fear shooting through her. 
 
    She was tempted to jump up and rush the doors to try to lock them out but instantly realized she’d never make it in time. Even if she did, they’d just shoot the lock open, or worse, open fire through the glass. It was better to call for help.  
 
    She dropped the napkin and fell to her hands and knees, crawling toward the register and keeping her head low. They wouldn’t know she was there unless they’d glimpsed her head pop up for that second, or if they leaned over the counter.  
 
    She made it to the register and snatched the phone under the shelf. She dialed 9-1-1 and placed it to her ear.  
 
    The bell rang on the front door, telling her they were inside the diner. 
 
    “Hands up!” one of the men yelled. 
 
    It took a few seconds for the call to connect, and then it rang. She bit her lip, heart pounding. It wasn’t the first robbery she’d experienced. She’d survived two while living in Indiana, working for a place right off a main highway. Being right under the register was a bad place to be but necessary. 
 
    The phone rang again.  
 
    Answer, she silently pleaded. 
 
    “Who wants to get shot first? Move and you’re asking for it,” a second voice threatened. “I knew if we waited long enough, you bastards would show. You walk around in clothes pretending to be men—but you’re fucking animals.” 
 
    They weren’t interested in money from the diner. They were after the New Species.  
 
    The fifth ring worked, and a man’s voice came on the line. “Nine-one-one. What is your emergency?” 
 
    Mel found herself in a pickle. The men would hear her if she spoke, even whispering. She placed the phone on the floor and prayed the operator would be able to listen to the voices of the gunmen 
 
    “Don’t move,” the first guy with the high-pitched voice shouted. “Not a fucking muscle. I’ll blow your damn heads off.” 
 
    “We’re going to do it anyway…but who wants to be first?” The second man had a colder, calmer tone. It made Mel shudder.  
 
    Mel’s hands shook as she eased her fingers into the side pocket of her apron and wrapped them around the set of keys she kept there. She was terrified they’d jingle. She was also furious. Those men planned to shoot Mr. Blue Eyes.  
 
    She looked down and momentarily panicked when her mind blanked. It took a second to remember which key fit the cabinet to her left. She inserted it and turned the lock. It made a soft click but she hoped they couldn’t hear it when the second man started to list his issues with New Species. He’d embarked on a rant about how they were ruining the country, and how he’d become a hero for taking some of them off the face of the Earth. 
 
    Crazy bastard. She set the keys on the shelf and grabbed what was inside the cabinet. Her heart pounded a mile a minute. She was facing one of those life-changing moments that no one should ever have to.  
 
    Can I really do it? I’m going to die.  
 
    A gun went off on the other side of the counter—and time ran out.  
 
    Mel stopped thinking and just reacted.  
 
    She rose up to level Joel’s old shotgun at the first shooter her gaze locked onto, adjusting her arm in a jerky motion. She braced her legs and fired.  
 
    The armed man had been gripping his gun with both hands. The shotgun blast hit him in the side of his chest in the rib area. The impact threw him onto one of the empty tables. He rolled off it and hit the floor, the table crashing with him.  
 
    Mel still stumbled back from the kick of the heavy weapon but the first masked man spun her way. She pumped the old shotgun even as he fired at her.  
 
    It felt as if someone punched her upper arm near her shoulder, hard, but she managed to stay upright. She aimed the barrel at him just the way her papa had taught her and fired again. The shot nailed him mid chest since he’d turned her way. The impact flung him backward and he landed on the floor.  
 
    New Species moved fast, going after the two downed men. They tore the handguns away, pinning both men in place. 
 
    Shock held Mel frozen.  
 
    She’d just shot two men.  
 
    They weren’t hay bales piled in a stack with red paint mimicking a body outline.  
 
    Motion out of the corner of her eye had her shifting her gaze from the pile of bodies on the floor to something coming right at her. It was Mr. Blue Eyes. He’d jumped on top of the tables they’d combined, stomping right on plates and knocking over glasses. He leapt toward her when he reached the end. 
 
    He cleared the top of the counter and landed next to her. She turned her head to stare up at him as he took the shotgun from her hands. He flung it to the floor.  
 
    She knew she should say something but her mind refused to work. No words formed.  
 
    He darted a quick look down her body. “You’ve been shot.” 
 
    It took her a second to let his words sink in. She lowered her chin and glanced toward her shoulder. Bright red stained her white T-shirt near the side of her upper arm. The blood was dripping downward along her bared skin.  
 
    “Mel!” Mary yelled. “Oh my God!” 
 
    Mel glanced over and noticed Mary stood at least ten feet away, clutching her apron in a death grip. Her friend looked pale and terrified.  
 
    Mary took a step closer, glancing at the big man next to Mel before backing up. It was clear she was too afraid to come any closer. 
 
    Mel didn’t feel pain. It should hurt, right? Her arm just kind of throbbed as if it suddenly had its own heartbeat.  
 
    Mr. Blue Eyes put his hands on her waist. They were large, and she could feel the warmth of them through her thin work T-shirt. He turned her toward him more, and it made her stumble since she seemed suddenly unable to control her legs. 
 
    Mr. Blue Eyes looked at something over her shoulder. “Don’t. Stay back.” He looked down at Mel again and his grip tightened. “It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    I’m shot. I shot people. Real people. Not pesky vermin.  
 
    Mel was afraid to turn her head to see if either of the men still lived. She just stared deeply into Mr. Blue Eyes’ gaze. He held onto her. It was probably the only thing that kept her upright because she felt as if she might collapse as reality slowly sank in.  
 
    I shot people. Real people.  
 
    “How is she, Snow?” They were growled words from the other side of the room. 
 
    Mr. Blue Eyes didn’t look away from her. “She needs a doctor.” 
 
    Snow. That’s his name. She’d wondered for a long time but it had seemed rude to flat-out ask since it was a rule around town to treat visiting New Species as if they were royalty. Sheriff Cooper was known for being a crusty old bastard who was fond of the New Species, and he let everyone know not to mess with them in any way. That included asking questions. He said they got enough of that from the reporters that sometimes showed up in town.  
 
    Plus, she didn’t want Snow to guess that she had a massive crush on him. 
 
    “I’m in communication with Reservation. Medical is being put on alert.” That deep voice came from one of the New Species across the room. 
 
    “How is Wind?” 
 
    Mel really did love Snow’s voice, and she once again experienced that tingling sensation from her nipples. He still had that effect on her despite being struck by a bullet. 
 
    “The shot must have missed Wind’s heart but he’s in a lot of pain. Jinx has pressure on the wound to slow the bleeding. The helicopter isn’t at Reservation. We’re doing a scoop and run. I’m taking Wind with Jinx now. The rest of you will remain here until the backup teams arrive,” one of the New Species ordered. “The two gunmen are alive, but I don’t think one of them will ma—” 
 
    “Enough,” Snow snapped. “She doesn’t need to hear that.” He leaned in closer. “Melinda, you’re very pale. I’m going to lift you, and we’re going with them.” 
 
    Mel was being taken to Reservation. That stunned her. 
 
    But I love the way he says my name. I’ll go anywhere with him.  
 
    “You’re not taking her!” Mary’s voice sounded panicked and near hysterical. 
 
    “We have an excellent medical facility. Your human hospital is too far away. She is coming with me,” Snow firmly stated. 
 
    Snow released her waist and she swayed, but he bent and locked one of his arms behind her knees, while wrapping the other around her back. He hoisted her up against his chest. The fast motion made her dizzy, And Mel closed her eyes. 
 
    “Hang on, Melinda,” he rasped. “You did a brave deed. Those males would have shot more of us. We couldn’t reach our ankle holsters with them watching our every move.” 
 
    She hadn’t known they had guns. That surprised her. 
 
    He jogged outside with her, and the motion made her feel sick to her stomach. It would be just her luck if she puked on the guy she imagined naked all the time.  
 
    She sealed her lips and tried to breathe through her nose. It did distract her from the increased throbbing in her arm, and the fact that blood still dripped from the wound.


 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Mel heard sirens in the distance. The sheriff or one of his deputies must be on their way. Maybe even all of them. It wasn’t like shootings happened in their small town every day. 
 
    “Throw your good arm around my neck,” Snow ordered, slowing down. 
 
    It took her a second to comply, since that arm had gotten smashed between his big chest and her body. Her fingers brushed his silky hair, and she felt his firm back along her forearm. She dug her fingers into muscle on his shoulder.  
 
    He adjusted his arm under her waist as she turned her head, watching him yank open a door on the black NSO SUV. He slid into the front passenger seat and lifted her body until she had to release his shoulder to sit on his lap. He turned her a little, pressing her spine against his chest, then slammed the door closed. 
 
    The driver’s-side door was thrown open and the blond canine in charge got behind the wheel. He looked furious and seriously scary with his mouth open, showing fangs. He didn’t glare at her, though. He fixed his full attention on Snow. 
 
    “You shouldn’t bring her. Their medical facilities can tend to her better.” 
 
    “No,” Snow growled. “She goes with us, Timber.” 
 
    After a moment, Timber nodded. 
 
    Doors opened in the back and the SUV rocked a bit. A few of the New Species gently placed the bleeding one across the bench seat, and a black-haired feline climbed in, too. Mel glanced back, watching. She saw flashing lights as the sirens grew louder. That made the situation more real. She faced forward, still feeling like she could puke. 
 
    “Careful,” someone warned from the backseat. “Easy. Don’t jostle Wind too much. Jinx, do you got him?” 
 
    “Yes. Stay with me, Wind. You’re too damn annoying to die. Remember that.” 
 
    “I have females to impress,” Wind groaned. 
 
    “That’s right,” Jinx agreed. “Every female is going to want to coddle you and kiss your boo-boo.” 
 
    The back doors slammed closed and the vehicle engine roared to life. Snow tensed and adjusted his hold on Mel again. He wrapped one of his arms around her, right under her breasts, and braced his feet against the floorboards. His other hand gripped the center divider. 
 
    “Go, Timber,” Jinx demanded from the back. “I’ve got Wind pinned against the seat and I’m keeping pressure on his wound.” 
 
    Mel wondered for the need to pin him down even as Timber gripped the steering wheel tight with one hand and punched the gas after throwing the SUV into drive.  
 
    The tires squealed in protest, and it made Mel grateful that Snow held her tight, since the motion threw her backward into him. Pain lanced down her arm and she almost blacked out. 
 
    She wished she had lost consciousness when she looked out the windshield. Timber did a great impression of being a race car driver. He must have shoved his foot all the way down on the gas and didn’t seem inclined to ease off any.  
 
    He swerved around a slower-moving car, and then took a turn so fast, she closed her eyes. The motion of being thrown against the door despite Snow holding her jarred her enough to hurt like hell. The vehicle straightened and she opened her eyes.  
 
    It was a mistake. 
 
    Timber leaned forward on the straightaway and messed with the dash. She hoped he wasn’t going to turn on music.  
 
    Her mouth opened in horror as the SUV gained ground on a truck ahead of them. The urge to scream choked her; it seemed as if the canine driver planned to ram right into the back of the vehicle.  
 
    But he swerved, barely missing the blue truck at the last second. It was lucky there wasn’t any oncoming traffic on the two-lane highway. He went back to the right side of the road after they’d cleared the truck. 
 
    A soft ringing started, and she though it must be in her ears. But a voice came on next.  
 
    “Talk to me. Situation?”  
 
    That helped clue her in that they were using a Bluetooth-synced phone.  
 
     Snow twisted his body a little in the seat and turned his head. “Wind is conscious but bleeding heavily. Jinx is applying pressure to slow the bleeding. We also have a human female who’s been shot in the upper arm. She’s losing some blood but it’s not bad.” 
 
    She dared to glance at her arm. It was really bloody. She wondered what his definition of “bad” was. It looked pretty bad to her. 
 
    “We’re coming in hot,” Timber warned. “Make sure those gates are wide open and nothing gets in our way to Medical. Are they prepared?” 
 
    “Yes,” the person on the phone answered. “We’re ready for you. Old Doc Harris and Ted are on standby. Doc Alli is on her way in.” 
 
    Mel opened her mouth to scream but terror kept her silent when Timber took a turn and crossed into the oncoming traffic lane. It was a good thing he did, since they seemed to skid a bit from how fast they were traveling. She regretted not being buckled into a seat belt.  
 
    They made it to another long straightaway, and she saw a line of dark NSO SUVs coming toward them from the other lane. She counted six vehicles. They were moving fast and didn’t slow as they passed.  
 
    She turned her head, peering into the side mirror. Five kept going, but one hit the brakes. White smoke rose from the tires of the SUV as it skidded to a halt. The vehicle turned around on the road and came after them. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Snow stated. 
 
    “We have an eye on you.” The man on the phone paused. “Slow for that last turn. There’s a civilian car in front of you heading in this direction.” 
 
    “Understood.” Timber didn’t slow, though.  
 
    The trees were thick on both sides of the road, and she wondered how anyone could see their vehicle from Reservation unless they had people in the woods as lookouts, or possibly cameras.  
 
    A big turn came up. Timber finally hit the brakes by punching down on them for a split second. It threw Mel forward but Snow didn’t let her slam into the dash. It hurt a lot, though, since the fast motion wrenched her left arm. She closed her eyes and, for once, did what her mama always told her to do. She prayed. 
 
    Please don’t let us wreck. I’ll be good. I’ll call my folks more often. I’ll stop taunting my mama no matter how much she annoys or pisses me off. 
 
    She was pressed against the door again when they took the turn too fast. Don’t look. Just don’t! She breathed instead, and focused on Snow’s arm around her ribs.  
 
    What does that name mean to him?  
 
    Really? I’m going to wonder about that now? I’m shot!  
 
    Shit. Mama and Papa are going to order me to come back home. They’ll probably drive their pickup all the way here to hog tie me and force me back if I don’t wanna go.  
 
    No. No. No. 
 
    “We’re at the gates,” Snow announced. 
 
    Mel opened her eyes. She’d never seen Reservation before. Nobody in town ventured there out of respect for the New Species and fear of Sheriff Cooper. Big walls were all she could see on the right and left of the road, disappearing into the tall trees.  
 
    Two massive gates were wide open, and at least a few dozen armed men wearing riot gear stood on top of the walls and beside the road next to the gates. It was a small army. They drove right past them, and then through a second set of open gates.  
 
    The land next to the road had been cleared of trees for a ways. A building stood to the right, but they breezed by that and kept going. Another building appeared after a turn in the road. That one Timber slowed for. Five people waited outside by the front doors, and they had two wheeled gurneys. She didn’t see any hospital signs. There wasn’t even a name on the building.  
 
    Timber applied the brakes and bile rose in Mel’s throat as Snow’s arm dug into her chest to keep her from slamming into the windshield like a bug. She managed to choke it down, not wanting to puke on him. That would be humiliating. 
 
    Timber stopped the SUV and shut off the engine. He threw open the driver’s door. “Wind’s in the backseat,” he yelled. 
 
    “Hang on,” Snow rasped next to her ear. “Let them get the male first. He’s worse.” 
 
    Mel managed to nod. She couldn’t remember if she’d spoken at all since they’d left the diner. Her mind was still blank.  
 
    I was shot. I think I’m in shock… 
 
      
 
    Snow worried about the female. Melinda remained still in his arms but her rigid body on his lap assured him that she hadn’t lost consciousness.  
 
    A male nurse jerked open the passenger door, prepared to take the female from him.  
 
    He growled low in warning, and the male stepped back. Snow adjusted his hold on Melinda and slid out with her in his arms. He ignored the gurney and carried her inside the building.  
 
    Chimes hurried toward him from the left. “Bring her this way.” 
 
    He followed the Species female into one of the exam rooms and lay the human on the medical bed. He looked at Chimes. “Where is Doc Harris or Ted?” 
 
    “With Wind. He’s more critical.” 
 
    It made sense, but he hated how pale Melinda looked. Snow took her hand on the side that wasn’t injured and gripped it. Chimes moved to the other side of the bed and gently tugged at Melinda’s T-shirt to inspect the wound. “Go. I have this.” 
 
    A panicked look crossed Melinda’s features, and she clung to his hand. Her eyes widened, and he scented her fear.  
 
    He made a simple decision. “I’ll stay with her.” 
 
    “Fine.” Chimes began to clean the skin around the injury. 
 
    Melinda cried out when Chimes probed at the wound. Her entire body jerked, and Snow bit back a snarl. He leaned forward to partially press his chest over hers to keep her in place, resting his free hand on the top of her head. Melinda had been tagged on the exterior meaty part of her arm, just under the shoulder. The wound bled a lot but it didn’t look as if it were something life threatening.  
 
    He stared at her face. She glanced around wildly, seeming panicked. 
 
    “Look at me,” he ordered. 
 
    She gazed at him as if he were a lifeline. He liked her eyes. They were a soft shade of brown with a lot of gold flecks inside the irises. He hadn’t seen too many humans who had that trait. They seemed suspiciously wet but she didn’t cry. He wouldn’t have blamed her if she had.  
 
    “Are you allergic to any medications?” Chimes poured water over the wound to clear the blood. 
 
    Melinda’s tongue darted out as she licked her lips. She didn’t say anything but shook her head. 
 
    “No, she’s not,” he answered for her. 
 
    “I’m not blind.” Chimes smiled. “You’re being brave, female. I heard you shot bad humans intent on killing our males. We’ll take good care of you. You are also lucky. It looks as if you’re only missing some flesh, but Doc Alli will probably order an X-ray to make sure more damage wasn’t done. You will need stitches.” 
 
    “Where is Doc Alli?” It pissed Snow off that she wasn’t already there. Melinda had put her life at risk to save Species and she deserved excellent medical care, as if she were one of them.  
 
    “She was at home when we got the call but she’s on her way. She should be here at any second. It takes time even with her speeding.” 
 
    The answer from Chimes settled Snow a bit, until Melinda flinched. “Give her something for the pain.” It bothered him, knowing she suffered. 
 
    “I can’t. I’m not trained for that yet. Destiny could, but he was sent to Homeland when Doc Alli came. Obsidian still won’t allow her to work with that male. I only have Species dosages down. I wouldn’t want to accidently give her too much. I like being a nurse.” 
 
    Melinda gasped. He wasn’t sure if it was from something Chimes had said or done. He pressed tighter against her body. “It’s going to be okay. Just breathe in and out.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    He could feel every time she inhaled and exhaled, since he was almost on top of her in case she tried to wiggle away from Chimes tending to her bleeding arm. “You’re being very brave,” he rushed to assure her.  
 
    Tears flooded her eyes. “I was scared. I didn’t know you had guns or I would have shouted to you about those men. I saw them before they came in. I thought they were going to rob us. I didn’t know they wanted you.” 
 
    He nodded. “You shot those males, and that was good. Why did you have a weapon?” 
 
    “Joel keeps his shotgun locked up near the register. I have a key for it, since I know how to shoot. He made me shoot cans to prove I wasn’t bullshitting. I hit every one without missing after the first two shots. And that thing is old; I’d never fired one like it before.” 
 
    “Were you in the human military?” She didn’t look like it to him. Melinda had a soft, rounded body. Not one that was overly fit, like the bodies of most of the female military he’d seen.  
 
    “No.” She stiffened, gasping out. “Ouch.” 
 
    “Sorry, I have to dig around a bit to make sure the bullet didn’t splinter. It seems it just nicked you,” Chimes muttered. “I’m trying to see if it hit bone.” 
 
    “I nick my legs while shaving. I’ve never bled this much.” Melinda arched her back, pressing her breasts against his chest.  
 
    Snow hated noticing how good those soft mounds felt against him. The female was in pain. Her breathing rapidly increased, and he needed to attempt to calm her. “She means the bullet didn’t pierce a lot of flesh.” Snow hoped, anyway. “For Species, that’s just a small wound.” 
 
    “You all seem to have a really messed-up understanding of not much and not too bad.” 
 
    He grinned. “I like the way you talk.” 
 
    “I haven’t rid myself of my accent completely yet. It comes out when I’m stressed.” She eased her grip on his hand but then clenched her fingers tight. “Dang it. That hurts!” 
 
    “You’re doing really well. I’m impressed.” He meant it. Some humans would scream and cry. 
 
    “I’ve got a good tolerance for pain. Farm girl here. I got hurt a lot growing up.” 
 
    He stroked her light brown hair with his fingers, hoping it would help. He liked it when someone played with his. “Where are you from? I haven’t heard someone talk the way you do before.” 
 
    “A tiny town in Indiana. Home of cows, chickens, and pigs, mostly.” She arched her back again and her legs moved restlessly.  
 
    He broke eye contact with her to glance over his shoulder. She’d bent her knee upward and kicked a little at the bed with that foot. He looked back at her. “Is that helping?” 
 
    “I’m not shouting cuss words, am I?” 
 
    “No. Do you want to?” 
 
    “I’m here! Move!” 
 
    Snow felt relief when Doc Alli entered. She had gloved up and wore colorful cartoon-print scrubs. She ignored him and focused on Melinda. Chimes stepped to the side to give the doctor room to work. 
 
    “You were shot with a handgun, correct? I’m Dr. Allison. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Mel. Um, Melinda York.” She groaned. “It looked like a .38 but I’m not real good about knowing that stuff, and it’s kind of a blur. It happened too fast. It hurts.” 
 
    Doc Alli pulled back and frowned at Chimes. “Why hasn’t someone given her pain meds yet?” 
 
    “Doc Ted is with Wind. Doc Harris is waiting for the bad humans to arrive. We just got an update that Homeland is sending us more medical help.” 
 
    “Shit. Okay.” Doc Alli leaned in close. “Are you allergic to any medicines?” 
 
    “No, she’s not.” Snow met Doc Alli’s stare.  
 
    “Is she taking any medications? Been drinking? Doing drugs?” 
 
    “Nope, nope, and nope.” Mel paused. “Birth control pills. I almost forgot that.” She rattled off what she took. 
 
    Doc Alli nodded. “I’m on it.” She spun away and returned quickly with a syringe. “You’re going to feel a little pinch in a second.” 
 
    “It’s got to be nothing compared to feeling like my arm is being torn apart by a hungry crow.” 
 
    Snow smothered a grin and stroked Melinda’s hair. “Do crows tear limbs apart often?” 
 
    “Well, no, but they might if you’re bleeding and think you won’t fight back.” She paused when she was given the shot, her face scrunching up slightly. “They’re scavengers. That was nice. It didn’t hurt much.” 
 
    “I’m happy to hear that.” Doc Alli moved away to dispose of the syringe. “It will quickly take effect.” 
 
    “Nighty-night time?” 
 
    Snow’s amusement at the way Melinda spoke grew. 
 
    “No. You’ll be feeling good though.” Doc Alli came back to the bed. 
 
    The female under him relaxed after a few minutes and smiled. “Oh, this is good.” 
 
    “What is?” Snow eased some of his weight off her chest as her body became limp.  
 
    “The drugs.” Mel smiled. “I can’t feel my toes.” She paused. “They are still there, right?” 
 
    He nodded. “I promise you that they are.” He turned his head to address Doc Alli. “Will she be alright?” 
 
    “Yes. She was grazed. She’s going to have a scar but I got the bleeding stopped. I’m about to put in stitches after I finish cleaning the wound. She got lucky. The bullet missed the bone. I don’t even see a crease on it.” 
 
    Snow gazed into Mel’s eyes. He wanted to keep her distracted and focused on him to prevent her from seeing what was about to happen next. He never enjoyed looking at sharp needles, especially if it involved his skin being sewn together. “How long have you lived in town?” 
 
    “Just over a year.” She smiled. “I love your eyes. The color is amazing. They remind me of my favorite kind of summer day. I call you Mr. Blue Eyes. I didn’t know your name.” 
 
    He grinned. “Thank you. Your eyes are quite pretty, too.” 
 
    “Why did you pick your name?” 
 
    He hesitated. “My hair is white and someone said it reminded them of freshly fallen snow. I liked that.” 
 
    She smiled at back.  
 
    “Melinda?” Doc Alli spoke. “I’m going to give you antibiotics. It can nullify the effectiveness of your birth control pills. Your partner will need to use condoms for at least a month, okay?” 
 
    Mel snorted. “Partner? Have you met the guys in town? I dated one of the deputies for a few weeks right after I moved here. He was hot, but good in bed he was not. It was sad. I thought it might be a fluke, but nope. Three strikes and I was done with Deputy Dud. Dang cable television.” 
 
    Snow couldn’t hold back. He laughed. “He watched television while sharing sex with you? That is sad.” 
 
    She shook her head, and her big brown eyes locked onto him. “No. It’s just a theory I have.” 
 
    He was intrigued. “Tell me this theory of yours.” 
 
    “I’m from a small town. We don’t have cable, and what television signals we do get are crappy. Nobody could afford to have those fancy channels anyway, even if they did run the lines that far out. And nobody trusts satellites. They think the government is using them to spy on folks.” She licked her lips. “The boys have nothing to do besides chores and messing around. They get really good at sex, otherwise word spreads fast that they’re bad in bed.” She sighed. “It isn’t worth getting naked if you know it’s going to be disappointing. Men here have cable. Instead of trying to get better at seducing women themselves, they’re all sitting on their backsides, watching people have fake sex, where the women act like they enjoy stuff that actually frustrates and irritates us in real life.” 
 
    Snow clenched his teeth and pressed his lips together to prevent the laughter from escaping. Doc Alli and Chimes didn’t hold back, though. He nodded. “I like that theory.” 
 
    “It’s true. Do you have cable?” Melinda peered at him intently. 
 
    “No,” he lied. He didn’t feel guilty about it, either. 
 
    She smiled. “I hoped you didn’t. That would have bummed me out.” 
 
    “Okay,” Doc Alli cut in. “You might want to go now, Snow. Our friend here is a lightweight with pain meds.” 
 
    He didn’t want to leave her. “I’m not going anywhere. I brought her in, and I’m staying by her side.” 
 
    “You carried me.” Mel released his hand and gripped his arm, rubbing it. “You’re really strong. I like your muscles. You should wear tank tops more often. I loved the gray one you wore last time I saw you. Jeans look really good on you, too. I kind of hate your uniform. It hides your amazing butt since the jacket hangs low.” 
 
    “You think my ass is amazing?” He felt pleased. 
 
    “You have tons of muscles there, too. It’s the best one I’ve ever seen. I bet it feel really nice to touch.” 
 
    “Okay. That’s it.” Doc Alli slapped Snow’s shoulder with the back of her gloved hand. “Out. Now.” 
 
    “It’s just getting interesting,” he protested, grinning at her. “She seems to like me.” 
 
    Doc Alli shot him a disgusted but amused look. “Fine. I’ll have Chimes dose you later, and we can let Melinda stand next to your bedside as you’re spouting things while you’re high as a kite.”  
 
    “Come on, Amazing Ass.” Chimes gripped the back of his belt and yanked hard. “Go out in the waiting area. Otherwise, you’ll be Bruised Ass when I toss you on it. I’m not letting go until you’re at least fifty feet from the other side of the door.” 
 
    He knew the female meant it; she’d literally drag him out. He winked at Mel. “I’ll be close by.” 
 
    “Don’t go!” She reached out toward him. 
 
    He was tempted to stay, but Chimes tugged hard enough to make him flinch. Species females didn’t bluff.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “I have to quit my job.” Mel put a hand over her face since her other arm was in a sling. The nice doctor had asked her to wear it for a few days to prevent her from tearing the stitches. She was supposed to keep her upper arm immobile. 
 
    Mary sat on the couch next to her. “How bad can it be?” 
 
    “I was like a love-sick calf bawling for its mama. I’m pretty sure I screamed ‘come back, Mr. Blue Eyes. I need you.’” 
 
    Mary rubbed her leg in sympathy. “That’s not too bad.” 
 
    “That was after I told him he had a nice butt. It’s kind of foggy, but I’m sure I said something along those lines. They gave me the good drugs. I can’t face him, Mary. He comes into the diner for lunch when they’re in town. I have to get a different job.” 
 
    “I am not letting you quit the diner.” 
 
    “Don’t you understand how embarrassed I am?” 
 
    “You were dopey. I broke my wrist years ago and flashed my ass at the nurses when my dad came to take me home. I wasn’t fit to drive, and my car wasn’t there anyway. Nobody gave me any shit about it.” 
 
    Mel finally looked at her friend. “Everyone flashes their butts in a hospital gown. They’re designed to do that. Those ties in the back to keep it together are a joke.” 
 
    “I purposely mooned the nurses on my way out. I don’t want to talk about why, though.” 
 
    “I’m sharing my humiliation with you. Come on. That’s what friends do. I’ll be in a better mood if it’s funny. Spill.” 
 
    “Fine.” Mary crossed her arms over her chest, leaning back. “I was messing around with Kenny Brian and thought it would be hot to have sex in the back of his truck bed. Here’s a tip—don’t do it doggy style when you’re facing the end of the truck and the tailgate is down. He got a bit excited, and was going at me with, um…enthusiasm. I fell over the edge and hit the ground. There went the wrist.” 
 
    “Ouch.” Mel winced. “That’s not funny at all. It sounds painful. You’d have thought he’d have yanked you back.” 
 
    “He went with me! I tried to catch us both. I think it was our combined weight that caused the break. It happened really fast.” 
 
     “That’s pretty horrible.” 
 
    “Kenny agreed. He complained the entire time while he drove me to the hospital because our fun ended before he got off, like I was a wimp for calling a halt. I told him my wrist was broken, but he thought I was being a drama queen. He dropped me off at the ER and left.” 
 
    “What a scum bucket!” 
 
    “That’s why I’m not with him anymore. Then those nurses started in on me. They thought they were a riot, telling dumb blonde jokes. Like I was in a mood to put up with that crap. I’ve gotten it my entire life.” 
 
    “What mean heifers. You’re a smart blonde.” 
 
    “Thank you. See why I was mad? I would have told them to kiss my ass, but my dad was in a mood already. He hates bad language. Plus, he knew how it happened before he got to me. I’m sure it was one of those nurses who ratted me out. So much for patient confidentiality. I had worked out a good lie, too. It involved hiking and falling on a rock. Instead, he stormed in and said I was grounded for life. He even gave me a lecture about how Kenny was no good and I was forbidden to see him again.” 
 
    “How old were you?” 
 
    “Nineteen, but I still lived at home then.” 
 
    “Parents suck at times but he was right about Kenny.” 
 
    Mary laughed. “Yes. He was.” She grew serious. “Did the sheriff or a deputy come over yet? They said they were going to need a statement from you.” 
 
    “No. I was just dropped off an hour ago, and one of them let me borrow his cell phone to call you before they left. Thanks for coming.” 
 
    “Of course. The diner’s closed until it’s all cleaned up and the broken tables are replaced. Joel said a few days off would do us good.” 
 
    “Doctor Alli told me both of those gunmen are still alive.” 
 
    “The New Species took them out of the diner breathing, but that one with the chest wound?” Mary wrinkled her nose. “It looked bad. Don’t be upset if he doesn’t make it. They’re dirtbags for trying to murder people. Speaking of being shot, is the New Species going to live?” 
 
    “I’d heard that Wind made it through surgery and was doing well before two task force members showed up to drive me home.” 
 
    “Were they any New Species that come into the diner?” 
 
    “They were humans. They flew in from Homeland with more doctors and to ask me questions.” 
 
    “What did they want to know?” 
 
    “I was shown pictures of the men I shot, and asked if I had ever seen them before. I hadn’t…and I’ve met almost everybody in town.” 
 
    “It’s impossible not to. This place isn’t that big, and we only have one decent grocery store.” Mary pulled a face. “That gas station minimart near the freeway is way overpriced. They screw the tourists.” 
 
    “I don’t shop there, either.” Mel sighed. “Anyway, I’m just glad I’m not going to jail. Those task force guys I spoke with said I wasn’t in any trouble.” 
 
    “You’re not, Mel. The New Species were very clear that you acted in self-defense and saved their lives. Sheriff Cooper wasn’t even mad that Joel keeps a loaded shotgun at the diner. Hell, he patted him on the back. Where did you learn to shoot like that, anyway?” 
 
    “You’ve never been on a working farm, have you?” 
 
    “No. I’m a city girl. I mean, our town isn’t real big but I couldn’t milk a cow. I’d probably grab a bull’s balls by mistake. I don’t even know how to tell them apart.” 
 
    “That would end badly.” Mel laughed, imaging that scenario. But her humor was short-lived. “Two words for you: barn vermin. We got infestations if we didn’t get rid of them. It was good practice.” 
 
    “What are barn vermin?” Mary looked confounded. 
 
    “Rats, racoons, and snakes, mostly. You sure don’t want them around. Some are downright mean. Though, I did miss some of them on purpose because the noise chased them off.” 
 
    Mary shuddered. 
 
    Mel chuckled. “See why I left my hometown? Not to mention, we had one bar there, and it doubled as a gas station and minimart. The owners only served food on the weekends, so it was where you went if you didn’t feel like cooking or wanted to take someone on a date. Everything else was over half an hour away. It wasn’t bad to travel during good weather, but in the winter, we were stuck. The roads could get too bad.” 
 
    “I thought you mostly left because of your mother.” 
 
    “Her too. Mama and her friends made my life a living nightmare. But the last straw was Bobby Roy.” 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    “The fifty-two-year-old widower Mama kept throwing at me, but he looked way older than that. He’d never had kids with his dearly departed wife, and he owned a nice spread next to ours. Mama told me he drank a lot, meaning he wouldn’t live to a ripe old age. She had her heart set on adding his land to ours when he left me everything as his widow.” 
 
    Mary’s jaw dropped. “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yeah. He had a sweating problem, too. Probably from all the booze trying to escape his bloated body. I told her I wasn’t going to sleep with a man just so she could have a nicer fishing spot. She said I was sleeping with pond scum anyway, and I might as well get something out of it besides a bad reputation.” 
 
    “She sounds really harsh. I’ve known you for a year, and you’ve only dated one guy in that time. A bad reputation implies you sleep around, which you don’t.” 
 
    “Well, I was with Jimmy for five years, but two of those he was in the service after we graduated. I didn’t get to see him unless he was on leave. We were high school sweethearts. I wasn’t the cheating kind, but he turned out to be. Some girl showed up out of the blue looking for him. They’d broken up, and she wanted him back. Imagine how surprised we both were. She didn’t know he’d asked me to marry him. We were waiting until he was home, after he got out of the service. Meanwhile, he’d been living with her where he was stationed. Then I was with Buck, but he was more fun than serious.” 
 
    “You told me about Buck. He was the one who loved to race cars, right? Cute but kind of stupid? He had a good sense of humor?” 
 
    “Yeah. I didn’t want to become a widow since, he wasn’t very good at not wrecking cars, so I kept telling him no when he talked about marriage.” 
 
    “He met some girl and married her when he was in Texas, if I recall.” 
 
    “That would be him.” Mel shrugged. “Better her than me.” 
 
    “How long were you with him?” 
 
    “Two years, on and off.” 
 
    “Anyone else back there?” 
 
    Mel shook her head. 
 
    “And that earned you a bad reputation in your town? You’re twenty-five and have only had a total of two boyfriends. That’s not slutty at all.” 
 
    “They were kind of bad boys. Jimmy’s old man is the town drunk. Buck’s mama is a wandering spirit, which is a nice way to say she sleeps around. She’d hook up with any man who offered to take her away from there, then come home to her husband after she got dumped. He always let her back in the door, and then she’d take off again with someone else. It was like an endless cycle of misery. It’s probably still going on.” 
 
    “That made them bad boys?” 
 
    “Small town. The sins of the parents and all that. Nobody lets them forget who their folks are, and it’s kind of implied any woman willing to hook up with them is asking for trouble. Plus, I stopped going to church.” 
 
    “Is that a crime?” 
 
    “It is with my mama being who she is. She’s really involved, but I refused to go after Preacher Todd started hitting on me. I told her, but she insisted I was only saying it to get back at him for making me an example during one of his sermons about sinning. And he really did that as payback over me turning him down flat. Mama believed him over me, saying it was wishful thinking that a man of God would want me.” 
 
    Mary shook her head. “Your mother is a bitch, and Preacher Todd sounds like a first-class prick.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re friends, Mary.” Mel grinned. “And I agree. Then my mama started inviting Bobby Roy to dinner as my date and started laying on the guilt trips about how much easier her life would be if I married him. She still does every time I talk to her. She wants me to come home and marry him. See why I hate talking to her on the phone? Why I like to torment her about being open to cameras and some guy nicknamed Big Boner nailing me? Payback.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell your parents what happened? You might want to. Sheriff Cooper had everyone promise not to tell anyone what happened, to avoid a media circus coming to town, but whatever cover story they come up with might not work. Someone still might blab. New Species were attacked. It could make the news.” 
 
    “Nope. I’m going to lie if that happens, and tell my folks that there’s another woman with my name living here. They think this is some huge city, so as far as they’re concerned, it’s possible.” 
 
    Mary laughed. “Nobody would buy that.” 
 
    “Don’t pop my bubble of hope, Mary. I’m already having a bad day. I told Snow he had a nice butt and made a fool of myself. He’s got to think the worst of me. Did I mention I admitted I’m on the pill, and that I slept with Deputy Dud?” 
 
    “You didn’t!” 
 
    “Oh yeah. I shared my cable theory with him, too.” 
 
    Mary cringed. “Shit.” 
 
    “I asked him if he had cable.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t!” 
 
    “So guilty. See? Do you think Mr. Adams is hiring? Once my arm is out of the sling, I could work on a ranch. I never wanted to shovel crap again but at least I have zero chance of running into Snow there.” 
 
    “I’d miss you at the diner. No. You’re not quitting. Don’t look so depressed, Mel. This’ll work out. Snow probably forgot all about you already.” 
 
    “He’s the man of my dreams, and you think saying that is going to cheer me up?” 
 
    “I was grasping at straws. Work with me.” 
 
    “Fine. It’s possible in some alternative universe that he’ll get selective memory loss of things I wish I hadn’t said to him. That’s realistic.” Mel snorted. 
 
    “You did save his life. I bet that overshadows everything else. You endured trauma. Everyone knows people blurt out things they don’t mean under a lot of stress.” 
 
    “Temporary insanity?” Mel smiled. “I could plead that.” 
 
    Mary grinned back. “He does have a nice ass.” 
 
    “Tina? Is that you?” 
 
    “Bitch!” Mary slapped her thigh. “Don’t even joke by saying her name. My boyfriend was still living with me when that slut nailed him on my couch. She’s a horrible person. I just noticed your guy’s backside. Big difference. I don’t plan to touch it.” 
 
    “Ouch! You just hit someone who got shot.” 
 
    “Sorry. That was a low blow, though.” 
 
    “I’m trying to cheer myself up. It’s become a habit to turn snarky after growing up in my house. I’m sorry, too.” 
 
    Mary stood. “You must be hungry. I’m going to fix you something to eat. It’s past dinner time. What do you want?” 
 
    “How about a grilled cheese with ham?” 
 
    “Do you have the makings? Otherwise, I have to run home.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Mary shook her head. “I would have cooked you anything you asked for. You’re so easy. Tina, is that you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t have the same effect on me. I wish she’d slept with Deputy Dud when I dated him. An experienced slut like her might have given him some pointers.” 
 
    “I think you’re serious. And that scares me.” 
 
    “He was bad.” Mel grimaced. “Talk about enduring trauma. He grunted like some pig with its snout stuck in a fence the whole minute he lasted. He got mad and insulted when I tried to suggest we try a few things. He acted like I’d told him he had a small dick and his mama was a whore.” 
 
    Mary laughed. “Some men are just assholes.” 
 
    “Deputy Dud and your ex are prime examples.” 
 
    “I’m going to call Joel’s wife and have her bring us one of her delicious pies. Darleen said to tell her if you needed anything. That’s pie. This occasion calls for calories.” 
 
    “Why would she offer that?” 
 
    “You’re a hero, Mel. I doubt those men would have just shot the New Species and walked out of the diner. We were witnesses, and they didn’t bother to wear masks. We could have identified them if they’d left us alive.” 
 
    “Anyone would have done what I did.” 
 
    Mary sobered. “No, they wouldn’t have, Mel. They’d have saved their own ass and run in the opposite direction. I’m not proud to admit that I froze. I couldn’t move. I was too scared—but you did something. The customers were trying to crawl toward the kitchen to escape. Joel ran out the back door to get a gun from his truck, but he forgot to grab his keys and locked himself out of both. Then he ran to get help. I know people tease you because of your accent and some of the things you say, but you’re a really good person. I want to be you when I grow up.” 
 
    Mel laughed. “You’re older than me by a year.” 
 
    “It’s the thought that counts, and I look younger.” She winked. “Makeup is a wonderful thing. I’m going to bring you over to the dark side.” 
 
    “You keep your makeup bag away from me. You’ll be the best friend in the whole wide world if you do.” 
 
    “I tried to stop Snow from taking you to Reservation. You should have spoken up, but you just meekly allowed him to carry you off. Don’t forget that.” Mary grinned. “I’m not letting you quit your job.” 
 
    “You can be replaced. I’m sure there’s some matchmaker website for finding a new best friend.” 
 
    Mary snorted. “You’d need to buy a computer or a cell phone first to access the internet. And if there is, I bet Tina’s on one of those sites. She has no friends. You might end up with her as your new bestie. I wouldn’t press your luck any more today, since you were already shot, Mel. She’d not only touch Snow’s ass, she’d dig her heels into it on your couch while nailing him.” 
 
    “You really need to get over that.” 
 
    “I will one day, when I find someone hotter and better in bed than that jerk.” 
 
    “Have you met the guys who live in this town? Deputy Dud is the second-best-looking one who isn’t married. The most good-looking bachelor is your ex.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Mel. Now I’m depressed.” 
 
    “Misery loves company.”  
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Snow hated that Reservation had been locked down. He wanted to go into town to check up on Melinda. He clenched his hands around his silverware and glared at his dinner. He slammed his fork into the meat and sawed at it with the knife. 
 
    “What did that chicken breast do to you?”  
 
    He raised his head to glare at Timber. “I can’t believe the task force team members took her home.” 
 
    “Melinda? Doc Alli said she was okay to leave Medical.” 
 
    “She could be in danger.” 
 
    “We were the targets.” 
 
    “She shot two humans.” 
 
    “They were working together as a team. It wasn’t some big plot with more males involved. We have them in custody, and it’s over. They thought they could become famous by killing Species.” Timber cut his meatloaf. “Crazy humans.” 
 
    “I don’t understand their logic.” Jinx sat at Snow’s left. “I can see wanting to do something that makes a lot of money or gets people to admire you for your intelligence or skills. Killing? That gets you locked up and hated.” 
 
    “They probably don’t have skills.” Timber shrugged. “It was the only way they could hope to gain their five minutes of fame.” 
 
    “They won’t even get that.” Snow felt a little satisfaction over that. “None of the news outlets are aware of what happened. Justice wanted us on high alert for the next twenty-four hours in case that changes. Sheriff Cooper and his deputies are keeping it to themselves, but it’s possible the customers may say something. Joel and the other waitress didn’t seem eager to share that armed males invaded the diner. I think they are worried it would make other humans fear going there.”  
 
    A pair of pretty brown eyes with golden flecks flashed through Snow’s mind. “Melinda was taken home with pain medication. She’ll probably stay home until she heals. It would be difficult for her to work with only one good arm. She can’t carry her trays.” Guilt came next. “We should check on her to see if she needs help with anything.” 
 
    “Like getting undressed and someone to help her shower?” Jinx grinned. “You’d volunteer for that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “She did confront two gunmen for us.” 
 
    “You always watch her, Snow. Did you think we didn’t notice?” Timber smirked. “Who suggested we go to the diner today? I believe it was you.” 
 
    Snow glared at him. “I was in the mood for a steak sandwich, and everyone agreed it sounded good.” 
 
    “After you scouted the back parking lot and spotted her car there.” Jinx snorted. “I saw you look in that direction on our way to the sheriff’s office. You made certain she was at the diner, and you suggested having lunch as soon as we were done with our meeting.” 
 
    “She’s attractive, and she makes me smile.” 
 
    Timber nodded. “She’s a bit shy, though. I think you need a more aggressive female.” 
 
    “She shot two males.” Snow’s irritation grew. “That’s courageous. Did you see what the other humans inside the diner did? They threw themselves on the floor, and some were wiggling on their bellies to get away. She didn’t run. She retrieved a weapon to help us.” 
 
    Jinx nodded. “That was kind of hot when she stood up clutching that old weapon.” 
 
    “I was afraid she’d shoot one of us,” Timber admitted.  
 
    “She wouldn’t do that.” Snow slammed his utensils down. “She’s always friendly when we go to the diner.” 
 
    “She looked so terrified in that moment, it was possible she’d shoot anything that moved.” Timber frowned. “I didn’t mean she’s an enemy. We all know the difference between humans who are just polite to us because they must be, and those who are friendly because they accept us.” 
 
    Snow calmed. “I just want to check on her. I plan to do that after we’re certain we won’t have an issue with the press showing up at our gates or them trying to sneak over a wall.” 
 
    Timber nodded. “I’m just glad that Wind is almost recovered from the healing drugs.” 
 
    Snow agreed. “He’s a strong male.” 
 
    “We’ll go with you,” Jinx offered. “You know it’s best if we stick to groups of at least four until we’re certain there won’t be more issues. I’ll grab someone to fill out our team.” 
 
    “Yes,” Timber agreed. “We’ll back you up, Snow.” 
 
    “She’ll be at home until she heals. I don’t need you to go with me.” 
 
    Jinx chuckled. “We’ll stay outside to keep an eye out for anyone else. We know you want to be alone with her.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “To help her undress and shower. It will be difficult for her to wash her hair with an injured arm.” 
 
    Snow growled. “Stop.” 
 
    “I talked to Chimes,” Jinx added. 
 
    Snow growled louder. 
 
    “So, Mr. Blue Eyes with the amazing ass, are you going to wear jeans and your gray tank top?” 
 
    Timber laughed at Jinx’s teasing. 
 
    “I’ll remember this if you find a female you like.” Snow shot them both dirty looks. “I will get even.” 
 
    “He’s going to be doing laundry tonight to make sure her favorite outfit is clean and ready to wear.” Jinx sipped his drink. “Just don’t fall on her in the shower.” 
 
    His temper snapped. “I am not clumsy! You’re the one with a name that implies you’re a klutz.” 
 
    Timber reached over and slapped his shoulder. “We are teasing. Stop showing off your fangs and thinking about ripping into our flesh.” He lowered his arm. “I’d be more afraid she thinks you don’t have a heart and are cold, with that name you picked.” 
 
    Snow stood. “I’m no longer hungry.” 
 
    Jinx gripped his arm and yanked on him. “Sit. We will stop teasing.” 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    Timber nodded.  
 
    Snow sat and picked up his fork. “Leave me alone.” 
 
    Jinx leaned in and lowered his voice. “You’d be in a better mood if you shared sex with that female. From what I heard, you don’t have cable.” 
 
    “I’m done,” Snow snarled. He threw down his fork and stomped off. 
 
    “Come back,” Jinx shouted, laughing. “Where is your sense of humor?” 
 
      
 
    Timber shook his head as he watched Snow leave. “That was taking it too far about the cable. No male would have admitted the truth under those circumstances, unless he wanted to lose the female’s interest.” 
 
    Jinx grinned. “He needs a challenge, and she won’t give him too much of one, judging by the way that human looked at him. He’ll get her undressed, and she’ll be all his as soon as she figures out we know what to do with a female in bed. Too bad he’s not a feline.” 
 
    Timber glared. “Some females prefer not to have two pussies to contend with. They also know canines are more loyal.” 
 
    “Two pussies?” Jinx arched his eyebrows. 
 
    “You and their own sex.” 
 
    “Clever.” Jinx rolled his eyes. “A mated Species is always loyal.” 
 
    “Too bad most humans aren’t aware of that. They associate canines with something that is loyal. Do you know what they link felines to? Being finicky and difficult.” Timber grinned. “Canines are also known for being excellent with safety and security. Ever hear of a police feline?” 
 
    “I’m not allowing you to bait me. I can purr. Human females would be afraid you’d piss on them to mark your territory.” 
 
    Timber growled. “Do you know what I think? We should get our aggression out. We could go see who the better fighter is.” 
 
    “You just want to stop our discussion now because you know I’ll mention how humans are aware that canines enjoy licking their balls.” 
 
    Timber smirked. “What about hairballs?” 
 
    “I don’t have fur. You’re lucky you don’t have a tail, or you might chase it all day instead of getting any work done.”  
 
    “You’re using words to fight since you know I’d kick you all over the training room floor.” 
 
    “I’m a lover, not a fighter.” Jinx laughed. “See? I have a sense of humor. Snow needs to find one.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Mel panicked when she opened her front door the next morning and found Snow standing there. He held a large brown bag in his arms and a smile on his face. He sported a dark blue tank top and a faded pair of jeans. Black boots covered his feet…and he looked amazing.  
 
    She knew her mouth opened but no words came out. She could only stare into his eyes. 
 
    “I brought you food. I also wanted to check on you. May I come in?” 
 
    That voice. She crossed her other arm over her chest since she hadn’t put on a bra. The sling hid one side of her chest but now she covered the other. She wasn’t wearing much, actually. “Sure.” She was proud that she’d gained the ability to speak and backed up. “Sorry, but I wasn’t expecting you. I’m in my pajamas.” 
 
    He ran his gaze down the length of her body and widened his smile. “I like them.” He stepped inside and closed the door. He studied the room, and his eyebrows lifted. “Your home is very colorful.” 
 
    She glanced around, trying to guess what he thought of her place. It wasn’t much. There’d only been five available apartments for rent when she’d moved into town. The one she’d chosen had a single bedroom and affordable rent. The short five-minute walk to work if her old car ever broke down had been the deciding factor. It wasn’t a dive but it wasn’t nice, either.  
 
     The walls were a stark white but she’d bought colorful furniture from a secondhand store to liven it up. The mass-production landscape canvases on the walls fit her budget. The splashy throw pillows might be a bit much but they were cute. 
 
    “Very colorful,” he said again. 
 
    “I know. I probably overdid it a bit.” She turned back to him. “I was in a rebellious mood.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    She explained, “My mama always said flashy is trashy. I grew up in the house of dull. That’s what I called it. No bright anything except sunshine pouring through the windows, since she also didn’t believe in curtains. Sinners hide behind them. Not her. She wanted anyone to be able to walk up to our front door and know she lived a sin-free life.” 
 
    His eyebrows rose. “Flashy is trashy? What does that mean?” 
 
    She hesitated. “Nothing good, according to my mama. Bright colors mean you have no taste or class.” She glanced around again. “I wanted color my whole life, and now I have it in heaps. I went overboard. I’m kind of glad I wasn’t allowed to paint the walls. The building owner told me no, and I might have regretted if he’d said yes. I was thinking maybe a neon red. It probably would have clashed with the hot pink chairs and bright blue couch.” Mel grinned. 
 
    He chuckled. “I understand wanting something and finally having the chance to obtain it. I was an adult before I found freedom, too.” 
 
    She peered up at him but didn’t see any sign to indicate anything she’d said put him off. Sometimes she did that to people without meaning to. She knew with her small-town background, some city folks assumed she was pretty strange. He kept smiling, though. Some of her nervousness faded, and she took in the rest of him. 
 
    He was so tall, and just big all over. That chest of his was super wide and the muscles on his arms were enough to make her think he could lift pretty much anything. She liked that. It made her feel dainty and feminine.  
 
    The silence between them grew, so she filled it. 
 
    “I heard a little something about your previous life. I’m glad you live at Reservation now.” 
 
    “I am too.” He juggled the bag. “Do you mind if I put this in your kitchen?” 
 
    “Please, make yourself at home.” 
 
    He didn’t have far to go. He set the bag on her counter, and Mel was grateful that some of her mama’s habits had stuck. Her apartment was clean. She couldn’t abide messes. When she’d first moved into the cramped space, she’d spent the first week not picking up things. That had been part of her rebellious stage, too, but it wasn’t one she enjoyed. Dirty dishes meant eventually having to wash something anyway if she wanted to eat; soiled laundry laying around became a tripping hazard, plus no clean clothes to wear. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” He motioned to the bag. 
 
    “I could always eat.” That was the truth. Nobody would ever accuse her of not having a healthy appetite. “It was kind of you to bring me something. Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s difficult to cook with one injured arm.” 
 
    “This?” She lifted the sling a few inches. “It’s not bad. I’ve had worse. I’m only still wearing it because Mary threatened to dose my food with those pain pills your doctor sent if I didn’t and write ‘dumbass’ on my forehead in marker after I conked out. She’s still upset about me getting shot.” 
 
    His gaze locked on her. “So am I. Why would she write that on you? It doesn’t sound like something a friend would do.” 
 
    “I don’t think she really would have done it but it’s kind of hard to tell when Mary’s serious. I wasn’t willing to risk it.” 
 
    “Would you ever write on her?” 
 
    “Maybe if she did it first. It would wash off.” 
 
    He laughed. “I’ll remember to avoid you if you have a marker.” 
 
    “I’d never do that to you.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” It was nice of him to come, but she just wasn’t sure what to say next. “Um…” 
 
    He stopped messing with the bag and looked up at her. “What is it?” 
 
    She hated being uncomfortable. It was something she should be used to after everything she’d endured growing up. Her mama and some of the town really had put her through the wringer every time she’d done something they hadn’t agreed with. She figured her cheeks might be bright red but she held her ground. “I’m sorry for some of the things I said after I got shot.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to apologize for unless you didn’t mean it.” 
 
    That stunned her. 
 
    He went back to pulling items out of the bag and setting them on her counter. They looked like to-go meals from the diner but she knew he hadn’t gotten them from there. It was still closed. 
 
    Snow folded the empty bag and lifted his chin. His gaze locked onto her. “I liked what you said. I even wore a tank top and jeans since you prefer them.” 
 
    She was torn between feeling happy and possibly making a beeline toward her bedroom to hide. She usually knew how to talk to men—but not him. He was a New Species. Her strong attraction to him only made matters worse. 
 
    “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. Did I?” His tone softened and his expression grew somber. “I apologize. I was too blunt.” 
 
    “No.” She bit her lip. “I just don’t know what to make of you. That’s all.” 
 
    “Do I frighten you?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have let you through the door if I thought you’d do something bad to me.” 
 
    “Pretend I’m completely human.” 
 
    She grinned. “But you’re not.” 
 
    “I could act as if I were.” 
 
    “Then you wouldn’t be you.” She shook her head. “That isn’t right. Nobody should expect you to change. You’d be miserable. Trust me on that.” 
 
    His eyebrows rose. 
 
    “I grew up in a small town. Real small. It makes this place seem like Los Angeles. Though, I went to Southern California with my best friend right before Christmas to see some of her family. It was a scary; there were way too many people. I don’t know how they get anywhere in cars. It just seems like folks sit in traffic for most of their day.” Mel shook her head, getting back to her point. “Anyway, there are rules to follow in a small town or you get treated badly. I hated doing all the boring things they found fun. I wanted more for my future than what my folks kept forcing on me. Nothing I did or said was ever good enough. It’s why I finally broke free and left. I just wanted to be who I am. I’m much happier now.” 
 
    “Do you enjoy living here?” 
 
    “For the most part. I’m kind of a sore thumb. I try to fit in but I see people looking at me weird when I talk. I dropped most of the accent but the way I word things still screams ‘farm girl.’ I can’t really deny it, since it’s where I came from. Some snobby people think I’m dumb as a post or slow. I’m really not. I’m just…me.” 
 
    “I think you’re perfect the way you are.” 
 
    Warmth spread through her at his compliment. “Thank you. Would you like to sit? The food can wait.” 
 
    “Sure.” He left her kitchen and stepped into her living room.  
 
    She turned and took a seat on the couch. He sat next to her, only a few feet separating them. Mel studied his face. He really was incredibly handsome, and his eyes were over-the-top sexy. “Do you want honesty?” 
 
    “I’d like that a lot.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and blew it out. “I’ve been attracted to you in a big way since I first saw you. You make me nervous, though, and I feel like a virgin on prom night. I’m not implying we’re going to have sex,” she rushed on. “It’s just an example.” 
 
    “Is that a bad thing?” 
 
    She laughed. “It depends on the virgin. Some can’t wait to get rid of it and others are purely terrified.” 
 
    “Which type are you?” He smiled. 
 
    “I’m kind of borderline. I thought about asking you out but you all don’t seem to date. I’d know it if a New Species had a girlfriend who lived here. Everyone would gossip about it. It hasn’t happened yet. And I don’t want to get involved if you’re only looking for sex. Some men like the chase and once they get what they want, they move on. I’m not that sort.” 
 
    “You’re not looking for a one-night stand?” 
 
    “No. I’m also not ready to jump into bed with you right off the bat, if you’re attracted to me, too, but that whole you-don’t-date thing stumps me. It’s tough to get to know you better to figure out what kind of man you are. I don’t know much about New Species, but I refuse to read that crap they print in the tabloids or listen to the trash talk on television. I mean, I’ve never been tempted to nail my cousins, and I sure wouldn’t marry any of them, but that’s how a lot of small-town folk are represented to the rest of the world. Though I know not all city folks are snobs or weirdoes. I’ve met some real nice people who are down to earth.” 
 
    “New Species don’t go out on dates. That’s true. It’s not because we’re opposed to it, but we tend to draw a lot of attention and crowds if we venture into the outside world. It’s not bad here in this town. We aren’t followed around, photographed, or attacked…usually. Homeland is another story. It is surrounded by large human cities.”  
 
    He placed his arm over the back of the couch and twisted his body more to face her. “Species don’t want to put anyone in danger, and some humans have been targeted after their association with us became known. That’s a deep concern to us. It can be life threatening when a human dates a Species. Not from our kind, but from yours. It’s also tough to date at Homeland or Reservation. Not too many places to take a date. We have a bar that serves food but most of us don’t drink alcohol. Our bars aren’t like the ones humans visit.” 
 
    “You don’t drink?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Alcohol tastes vile, and it doesn’t sound fun to get drunk. No one wants to be out of control and foolish in front of witnesses. We have bars as social places to gather, dance, and eat. We mostly drink coffee, teas and juices there.” 
 
    “That sounds nice.” 
 
    “Humans who date each other have privacy when they go out. We don’t. Everyone is curious about Species, and they watch the couple’s every move regardless of where they go. It is not fun to be stared at.”  
 
    “That does make things tough.” 
 
    He chuckled. “It does.” His humor faded. “I would love to take you out on dates but I’m afraid someone might notice if you began to regularly spend time at Reservation with me. You would leave the safety of our gates, and I wouldn’t be here to protect you. It’s happened in the past. A female was kidnapped after it became known she had spent time with one of our males who lived at Reservation. She was taken from this town.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard anything about that.” 
 
    “It happened a while ago. Her name is Tammy, and she mated to Valiant. Two males targeted us yesterday because they’d heard we visit town without the kind of precautions we use when we leave Homeland. It’s made us tighten security here for a while. I had to argue with someone to come visit you. There are three armed males outside in case of trouble. I’d like to spend time getting to know you…but I don’t want to put you in danger. I am attracted to you, Melinda.” 
 
    “It’s just Mel. My boss insisted on using my full name on the tag I wear at work.” 
 
    “Mel.” 
 
    He rasped her name in a growly way and looked at her as if she were an ice cream he’d like to lick. She crossed her arms over her chest again.  
 
    “What would you like to know about Species? Ask anything.” 
 
    “Anything?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes. There’s no need to be shy or worry that I’ll become offended. This is us getting to know each other. Think of it as a home date. I would like to. We have food nearby and privacy. I wish I’d thought to bring you flowers.” 
 
    “I’d sneeze. Roses and carnations aren’t my friends.” 
 
    He smiled. “What do you like?” 
 
    She hesitated. “You brought me food. That’s perfect. I’m not fancy. I usually feel uncomfortable in nice places. I went to one of those high-end restaurants with Mary when we were in Los Angeles. I didn’t even know why they gave me two forks. It seemed kind of wasteful to dirty an extra one. I couldn’t tell a salad or dinner fork apart to save my life.” 
 
    He laughed. “I wouldn’t know, either.” 
 
    “We went to a fancy rib joint, too, and you should have seen the looks I got when I picked them up with my fingers. That’s how you eat ribs. They were using forks and knives. That’s just weird. It was a pain when I tried it.” 
 
    “I had to learn how to use silverware but I still eat a lot with my fingers. We weren’t allowed forks or knives while I lived at Mercile. We got plastic platters of food. They didn’t even give us napkins; I licked my fingers clean. Sometimes I forget to use one, despite being freed, but I eat with other Species. They don’t care or look at me strangely. Eating in front of humans makes me nervous. I worry that I’ll offend or disgust them in some way. We do like our red meat bloody.” 
 
    She smiled, liking him a lot. He was down-to-earth. “I only eat my prime rib that way. I like it real pink but not raw. I don’t mind if you eat it that way, though. To each his own. I just don’t like the taste or how chewy it is if it’s too rare.” 
 
    “You’ve eaten rare meat?” 
 
    “Not on purpose. Let’s just say my cousin married a girl who couldn’t cook and invited me to dinner. She made a roast. We ate it, but it wasn’t cooked near enough. Nobody wanted to hurt her feelings. She was trying hard to fit in, and that isn’t easy when you’re a city girl moving to a small town. I wrote her a recipe to follow before I left, told her Ray loved that version with garlic. I was real clear about the temperature and how long to keep it in the oven.” 
 
    “That was nice. You can cook?” 
 
    “As if my mama would allow me not to. She dragged me into the kitchen to help her about the time I could walk. It gave her a break when I got older, so she didn’t have to do the cooking every night. It’s just the way it is where I was raised. Women cook and clean.” She shrugged. “It’s old-school thinking. My papa did all the heavy-duty outside chores, then would drink a beer and get waited on in the evening.” 
 
    “Are you old school?” 
 
    “Why? Are you looking for a woman who will clean your house, cook your meals, and do all your laundry?” She smiled to show him she was teasing. 
 
    He grinned in return and lifted his hand to his chin, tapping it. “Let me think.” 
 
    She laughed. “I’m a little more modern.” 
 
    He dropped his hand to his lap. “Fair enough. I learned how to cook. My skills are limited but I don’t starve. I do my own laundry and my home is clean. We aren’t big on messes. Dirty laundry and unwashed dishes stink, and we have sensitive noses.” 
 
    “Then I’m glad I was awake for a while before you got here and brushed my teeth.” 
 
    He laughed. “So am I.” 
 
    They regarded each other with smiles. He finally spoke again. 
 
    “What else would you like to know about Species? Any concerns or worries about me?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve been so fixated on how to get close enough to talk to you that I hadn’t reached the stage of figuring out what I’d say if I did.” 
 
    “I really like you, Mel. It goes well beyond just the physical attraction.” He bent the knee closest to her and turned more. “Some females are concerned about our fangs.” 
 
    “I saw them. Not yours. You kind of talk with your lips close together. But one of your friends yesterday showed his after the attack.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t hurt you with them. It’s possible to kiss a Species without bleeding.” 
 
    “That’s good to know. I appreciate that.”  
 
    He chuckled. “They do have their advantages. I’m not sure if you’re ready for that conversation yet.” 
 
    “Go for it. I’m super curious.” 
 
    He glanced at her neck briefly before peering into her eyes. “Light bites feel really good with fangs. During sex…” He paused. “Are you sure I’m not making you uncomfortable? I don’t want to.” 
 
    She tried to imagine him kissing her and was glad her arms were covering her breasts. Suddenly it was the rest of her body that started to worry her. “How good is your sense of smell?” 
 
    “You buy coconut products. I like the way you smell, if you’re wondering. You aren’t wearing perfume, and I appreciate that. It makes me sneeze.” 
 
    “We better change the subject to something else then. I don’t want to be embarrassed.” 
 
    “There’s no reason to be. Are you shy about discussing sex?” 
 
    “It’s more of a worry about you picking up how I react to the conversation.” 
 
    He looked confused for a split second but suddenly smiled again. “Oh.” 
 
    “I have a real good imagination. You talking about all that makes me start to picture it.” Her cheeks felt warm, but despite that, she liked their forthright discussion. “I was raised on a farm. Not to be offensive…but I know a male anything can sniff out a girl feeling frisky.” 
 
    He leaned in closer. “I’ll control myself. You wanted to get to know me better, so I’ll resist touching if you do start scenting of arousal, no matter how much you drive me crazy. I put my own hand where it is to hide my reaction to you.” 
 
    She glanced down at his lap and saw the way he’d angled his hand down and across to his other thigh. His forearm covered his crotch. She lifted her gaze and found him staring at her again, a look in his eyes that made her feel even warmer. 
 
    Mel blurted the first thing that come to mind. “We have attraction down, then.” 
 
    “We do. You might have concerns about how a New Species would be in bed. Should I go on?” 
 
    She nodded. She had always been too curious for her own good. Right now, she suspected that curiosity was like shaking something red at a bull. It was just asking for trouble. Yet, she still wasn’t willing to ask him something safe and boring, like what kind of movies he enjoyed. 
 
    “Fangs,” he cleared his throat, “have their advantages. I wouldn’t even have to use my fingers to gain access to your clit. The fangs help with that. Species love the taste of aroused females. We’re very different from some of your males that way; we all enjoy giving oral sex. We need to taste, and nothing is sexier than making a female soaking wet while hearing her moans.” 
 
    Her heart rate increased, and she was tingling between her legs. “Now you’re being mean.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I admitted my last boyfriend was a dud in bed. Do you know how long it’s been since I had sex? Almost a year.” She smiled, amused. “Mean, Snow. Just mean.” 
 
    His nostrils flared as he inhaled. “You smell incredible. You make my mouth water.” 
 
    She hugged her body tighter and pressed her knees together more firmly. “Is it hot in here?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Stop looking at me like that or we’re going to be in trouble. I’ll grab you, you’ll end up helping me get naked… Before we know it, we’ll be on the floor.” She breathed harder. “Then after you leave, I’ll hate myself.” 
 
    “I don’t want you just once, Mel. I’m different than the males you have known. Not all of them seem to appreciate females the way we do.” 
 
    “You’re not helping. I’m trying to resist. Must resist,” she chanted jokingly. Then she thought of something. “I don’t have condoms. I don’t keep any since I’m not seeing anybody. I always make a guy wear those. I’m afraid of diseases and double up on protection, but my birth control pills are also wonky for a month, according to your doctor. If you pull a condom out of your pocket, maybe that means you’d planned to seduce me. Which would make me wonder if you were only trying to use me for sex. Do you have any…?” 
 
    “No. I could turn out my pockets if you wish. I did lie about one thing, but not this.” 
 
    “What did you lie about?” 
 
    “I do have cable. But your theory can’t apply to me, since I haven’t had it long and I’m not human.” 
 
    “That’s fair and valid. Why did you lie about it?” 
 
    “I was afraid it would make you not like me anymore if you assumed I’d be a bad lover.” 
 
    “Well, you got me halfway there just by talking and looking at me the way you are. I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    “Halfway there?” 
 
    “Take another whiff.” 
 
    He leaned in even closer and his nose flared. His eyes closed, and his body tensed. He straightened in his seat before he opened them. “Cruel, Mel.” 
 
    She smiled. “I’m the one who’s going to have to change my bottoms when you’re gone. It’s not real comfy walking around wet down there.” 
 
    “I’m not real comfortable right now, either.” He shifted his ass on the couch and leaned back a bit more.  
 
    She glanced down. His arm wasn’t going to hide that bulge. 
 
    He looked down, too, and grinned. “Do you want me to apologize for my size?” 
 
    “No. But I have to be honest, that is a bit scary. I know some women say bigger is better, but I’m kind of not into pain.” 
 
    “I’d go slow and easy until you adjusted to me.” 
 
    “That’s not helpful. Your voice dropping that low and deep isn’t, either. You don’t know what you do to me when you sound like that. Notice my arms over my chest? It’s for a reason. I always react when you start talking to me.” 
 
    “Show me. I think I like you torturing me.” 
 
    “We’ve got to stop this, Snow. I can’t end up on the floor with you, and we’re heading there fast.” 
 
    “Why the floor?” 
 
    “This couch isn’t big enough for us to get frisky on. My bed isn’t, either. I have a twin-size. Not to mention, I’m not sure how you’ll feel once you see my bedroom. I went overboard in there, too.” 
 
    “I’d go look at it if I could stand without hurting myself. That’s almost a challenge.” 
 
    She laughed. “It’s even brighter, and there are sheets hanging from the ceiling around the bed. I always wanted something like that as a kid. I wasn’t allowed.” 
 
    “And you rebelled now.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Would you really regret it if I touched you?” 
 
    “I’d feel kind of slutty. This is our first date.” 
 
    His eyebrows shot up. 
 
    “It’s kind of ingrained in me from my upbringing. I’ll think of how my mama went on and on about how only sluts go to bed with a man on the first date, and it’ll make me feel bad. I know it isn’t true but it’s my issue. I’m sorry you’re dealing with it.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I think it’s cute.” 
 
    “Could you tell my old therapist that? He wasn’t kind about it.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You see one?” 
 
    “I used to until he made me mad. He kept insisting that I return home to deal with my folks. I’m never going back. I’d have to share a house with my mama again, and no way is that happening. I got a taste of freedom. I’d be ten times more miserable if I went home.” 
 
    “Why do you have to live with her?” 
 
    “I can’t afford to buy my own place. There’re only two houses available to renters in my small town. One of them isn’t fit for living in and the other one is right next to the city dump. It smells something awful. My mama and her church group would also put those families who own them through pure misery for renting to me, even if I was willing to live like that. There aren’t any apartments. The only other option would be to get a boyfriend to move in with. No way.” 
 
    “You’re opposed to living with a male?” 
 
    “It depends on the man. There aren’t any there that I would.”  
 
    He smiled. “I think you’d enjoy sharing my bed every night.” 
 
    “Did anyone ever tell you that you’re kind of a bad boy?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You are.” 
 
    “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “I’m drawn to bad boys in a big way, especially you. I guess it’s that rebellious side of me.” 
 
    “How about this?” He blew out a breath. “This was our first date. Tonight, I’ll come get you and we can have our second date.” 
 
    “That’s moving kind of fast.” 
 
    “Life is short. You were shot yesterday, Mel. All I could think about last night was how I’d regret it if I’d never gotten to spend time with you.” 
 
    She was too tempted. “Okay.” She might regret her decision later, but in that moment, she wasn’t able to say no. “How should I dress?” 
 
    “Preferably, in something I can get off you easily. Do you have issues with me touching you on a second date?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good. Bring an overnight bag. I want you to stay all night.” 
 
    “What if our second date doesn’t go well? You’d be stuck with me until tomorrow.” 
 
    He smiled. “It’s not going to go bad. I have learned enough to feel secure that we’re very compatible. It’s not just about sex. I enjoy spending time with you, Mel.” 
 
    She swallowed hard. “I feel the same way.” 
 
    “I want you to stay the night. Will you?” 
 
    “You’re definitely a bad boy, Snow. I’ll pack a bag.” 
 
    He grinned. “I will locate condoms and make sure they are in my home.” 
 
    “Don’t you keep some there anyway?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “I think I like that you don’t.” 
 
    “You’re the only female I’m interested in, Mel. Species tend to obsess about a female they want and no one else will do. Do you understand?” 
 
    “You’re not going to chase tail while we’re together?” 
 
    “If ‘chase tail’ means touch other females, the answer is no.” 
 
    “I like that, too. I hope it’s the truth.” 
 
    He leaned in. “You could sleep in my bed every night just to be sure.” 
 
    “Now I know you must want me. You’re talking crazy.” 
 
    “Species don’t need to date. We rely on our instincts and how we feel.” He backed up a little. “I’ve been drawn to you for a while. You’re the one who needs time to figure out if you want to be in my bed every night. I already know I want you there. I’ll be back at five. Is that good?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Maybe a little earlier. I wish I could take you right now… How about it? You could show me your bedroom while we pack you a bag.” 
 
    “Five is good. Maybe four-thirty. I need to cool down a bit or I’ll be the crazy one.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Should I serve you food before I go?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I can do it.” 
 
    “I’ll go.” He didn’t move, though.  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    They stared at each other.  
 
    “How upset would you be if I just lifted you up and carried you to the SUV?” 
 
    “I’d probably get over it real fast. I don’t hold a grudge when it comes to people I care about. I’d appreciate it, though, if you didn’t. I need to beat myself up a bit over some of the things I said to you and then I’ll get it out of my system.” 
 
    “Don’t do that.” 
 
    “It’s how I am. Don’t worry, I’ll get over that, too.” 
 
    “Can I take a peek into your bedroom? I’m very curious.” 
 
    “Sure. Just don’t change your mind about wanting to date me.” 
 
    He laughed. “I won’t. I’m set on that.” He finally stood and disappeared down the short hallway that led to the bathroom and bedroom. She sat there, glad she couldn’t see his reaction.  
 
    He walked out a minute later with a big grin on his face. “Colorful.” 
 
    “Are you freaked out even a little?” 
 
    “It reminded me of a movie I saw. I wish you had a bigger bed. I’d like to be enclosed inside those walls of sheets with you.” 
 
    “Really? Most men would hate that bed.” 
 
    “I’m not most men, Mel. I’ll see you around four-thirty. Don’t change your mind or get mad at me if I carry you out of here later. I have to prove that cable hasn’t ruined me for you.” 
 
    She loved his sense of humor. “I’ll be ready. I might get scared but I face most things head on. I won’t run. That would make me feel cowardly.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m leaving. I’m going to return to Reservation and plan our date.” 
 
    “Thank you for the food.” 
 
    He held her gaze. “I’ve got an urge to take care of you and be around you. It’s strong. And I don’t fight my instincts, Mel. You should know that about me.” 
 
    After a long moment, he tore his gaze off her and marched out the door. He pushed the bottom lock as he went, shutting it behind him.  
 
    She sat there with her eyes closed, letting her head fall back on the cushions of the couch. 
 
    “That man is pure sin, and I’m going to hell. But I don’t even care. I’m going to pack a bag.” 
 
      
 
    Three pairs of eyes turned Snow’s way.  
 
    Jinx sniffed and lifted a brow. “No?” 
 
    “Shut up. I didn’t come to share sex with Mel.” 
 
    Jinx cleared his throat. “Do you need helpful suggestions about how to seduce a human female? They are a little different from ours.” 
 
    Torrent frowned. “I’m not going to give you any shit. I was hopeful that you’d found yourself a female.” 
 
    “Who said I didn’t?” Snow grinned. “We’re coming back at four-thirty to pick her up. She’s returning to Reservation with me. We are having our second date. She’s spending the night.” 
 
    “Nice.” Torrent gave him a thumbs-up. 
 
    “Date?” Timber snorted. “You just get one into bed and convince her that you’re the male for her. Then you mate and keep her. It’s that simple.” 
 
    “Tell me how that works out when you find a female you’re fixated on.” Snow opened the back door of the SUV and climbed inside. “Let’s go. I have things to do.” 
 
    The males piled in, Timber behind the wheel. “We had things to do, too, but we were being a part of your four-male team—and now we have to do it again later. You could have asked.” 
 
    “Someone’s a bit snappy.” Jinx took a seat in the back next to Snow. “Are you jealous that Snow is finally getting the female he wants?” 
 
    “No bickering.” Torrent slammed the front passenger door closed. “Do you know why I like dealing with the Wild Zone males more so than you? They get to the point. No drawn-out arguments. They snarl a few words before the fight is on. They exchange blows until one wins and the other backs down. I respect that. You’re becoming too human.” 
 
    Timber drove away from the apartment building and back onto the road. They were quiet for a few miles. 
 
    Jinx finally spoke. “I’m starting to worry about what kind of female will draw your attention, Torrent. Perhaps Kit?” 
 
    Torrent smirked. “You only say that because you fear her. She’d hurt your overly sensitive feelings. That’s fine. Leave her to stronger males who can truly appreciate her. She’d never invite you to share sex, anyway.” 
 
    Jinx snarled.  
 
    Snow met Torrent’s gaze in the side-view mirror, knowing the male had gotten their attention off him and his upcoming date. He smiled in thanks. Torrent winked.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “I should probably put on makeup, right?” Mel stared at her reflection. 
 
    “You never wear it. Why start now? You say it’s a waste of money and ramble on about how men are jerks if they can’t appreciate us as we are.” Mary met her gaze from behind her in the mirror. “You said some girl traumatized you once and it left a lasting mark.” 
 
    “Barbara Jill. Yeah. My cousin’s wife from the city. She always wore makeup, but I didn’t realize how much. Once, Ray came to dinner with this strange girl. I was tempted to tear him a new one, thinking he was cheating on that sweet wife of his. It was just Barbara without her makeup. I kept staring at her all night because she looked totally different. She called it ‘contours’ and stuff. It was more like magic makeup. Her nose looked bigger and her lips were smaller without all that stuff on her face. Her eyelashes were hard to see, too; apparently she always wore fake ones. She didn’t have eyebrows, either!” 
 
    Mary laughed. “No?” 
 
    “She drew them on. She didn’t like her real ones and kept them plucked. All I kept thinking about was my poor cousin. Did he go to bed with one woman and wake up in the morning staring at a stranger? I asked him in private if he’d ever screamed. I would have.” 
 
    Mary leaned against the wall to stay upright as she laughed. “You should see how horrified you look. What did he say?” 
 
    “She did what he called an ‘unmasking’ before they were married. Maybe he said an unveiling, but the other word fits better. She’d refused to spend the night with him while they dated, and that bothered him. He’d taken a job for a construction company in the city for a couple of years to make enough money to buy his farm; that’s when he met her. He figured they could have spent more time together, and saved money, if they were sharing a place while they dated. Anyway, she finally showed him her secret. He was okay with it, of course. He already loved her, so he said he could put up with her foolery.” 
 
    Mary pulled herself together. “Foolery? You’re showing your hick side. You never fail to amuse.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    “I successfully distracted you. It’s too easy. Now we have your bag packed, and you have your keys. Do you know what that means? You’re all set to go!” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to try to talk me out of this?” 
 
    “Is that why you were so happy to see me when I came over to check on you?” 
 
    “I needed help washing my hair.” Mel paused. “And yeah. You’re supposed to be my voice of reason. I have a weakness for Snow. I admit it. He looks at me, talks, and I’m putty in his hands.” 
 
    Mary held up a fisted hand and straightened her index finger. “He’s hot.” Her second finger went up. “He wants to have sex with you and is interested in more than a one-night stand.” Her ring finger was next. “You want to have sex with him, and you believe him.” Her pinky straightened. “You’re both adults.” She curled her fingers once more and stuck up her thumb. “It’s a go. You’ll regret it if you don’t give this relationship a shot.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “I’m not your mother. Live. Have fun. Snow is the man you’ve been talking to me about since the day he walked into our diner months ago. Nonstop talking, too. I’m a bit jealous.” 
 
    “Do you want to date a New Species?” 
 
    “No! They scare me, and the closest thing I’ve had to a pet involved a fishbowl. Do you know why?” 
 
    “I remember. You think animals hate you.” 
 
    “Exactly. You’re comfortable with New Species because you were raised with a lot of animals around you.” 
 
    “That sounds kind of snooty, Mary.” 
 
    Her best friend flipped her off. “They have fangs. I don’t dislike them, but I just want those sharp teeth far away from any of my body parts. I also wouldn’t date a woman. It’s not because I have anything against anyone who would. They just don’t have the body parts that I want to touch. Fangs are a mood killer. Growling, not to mention how huge those guys are, makes me want to run in terror. Period.” 
 
    “You need a therapist,” Mel teased. “Just don’t go to the one I did. He’s a jerk and will make fun of you. You really think all animals are out to get you?” 
 
    Mary grew deadly serious. “They are.” 
 
    “But you have no trouble finding and spending time with losers without fangs.” 
 
    “That’s true. I seem to pick the ones who can’t keep their pants zipped up around other women.” 
 
    The doorbell rang, and Mel jumped. Mary grabbed her bag and offered it to her. “Go. I’ll let myself out. I have the spare key.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to say hi?” 
 
    “Fangs, remember? Stop stalling.” 
 
    “Guilty as charged.” 
 
    Mary shoved the bag at her again and she took it. “Go.” 
 
    Mel hurried into the living room. She plastered on a smile and unlocked the door, yanking it open.  
 
    Some of her nervousness melted away at the sight of Snow grinning down at her. He had changed into a pair of black jeans and a matching tank top. The boots were the same. He held out his hand. 
 
    “Let me take your bag.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She passed it over. 
 
    He suddenly frowned. “Where’s your sling?” 
 
    “Off. I figured it was only going to get in the way, and I’m feeling better. It was only a few stitches and the swelling has gone away. Farm work isn’t for pansies. I once slid across the barn roof and ripped open part of my leg. Thank goodness I had a rope tied around my waist, so I didn’t fall off the side. I’ll show you the scar later. I hope you don’t mind a few of those.” 
 
    “I have some myself.” He twisted a little and pulled on part of his shirt, revealing one on his back. 
 
    She studied the thin line that marred his skin, then met his gaze. He suddenly looked a little pale. “What’s wrong? Are you having second thoughts about spending the night with me?” 
 
    “Never.” He bit his bottom lip as he faced her fully. It was cute. He released it with his fangs. “You might ask how I was injured when you see the rest of my body…and they aren’t good stories. Do you mind seeing scars on a male?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “I’m a survivor. Life at Mercile was tough, and sometimes I had to do things that might make you fear me when you find out.” 
 
    “You’re a good man, Snow. I know that. Some folks deserve to die, if that’s what you’re implying. I shot two men, remember? I think it’s sexy that you’re a survivor.” 
 
    “Good.” He grinned. “I should be very sexy to you, then.” 
 
    She stepped out when he backed up a few feet, then closed the door and turned to walk to the parking lot. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to lock that?” 
 
    “Mary is inside. She’ll do it when she leaves.” 
 
    “Friend support? Did she try to change your mind about tonight?” 
 
    “Nope. She came over to check on me and helped me shower, since it’s tough to wash my hair. My arm hurts when I reach up and move it around. Mary actually encouraged me to go home with you.” 
 
    He looked surprised. “Most human females wouldn’t feel that way.” 
 
    “Mary’s my friend. She wants what’s best for me, and she thinks that might be you. She’s like the sister I always wished I had.” 
 
    “I’m glad that you have someone like that in your life.” 
 
    “Do you have a best friend?” 
 
    “A few of them.”  
 
    He kept her close and put his arm around her waist when they reached the SUV. Two New Species she saw regularly at the diner waited for them, but the other she’d only seen a few times. 
 
    “This is Jinx. You remember him. The male smiling at you is Torrent. Timber is behind the wheel again. He likes to drive. This is Mel,” he introduced her. 
 
    “Hello.” She smiled at them.  
 
    Torrent opened the back passenger door. “Allow me.” 
 
    “I would have gotten that. I know human etiquette.” Snow tensed. 
 
    “Relax.” Torrent held out his hand. “I’ll take her bag to the back and sit there. You two can share the middle seat. That way your female isn’t crowded between two bulky males.” 
 
    Mel climbed in and scooted across the seat. She glanced back to watch Torrent open the hatch and he just climbed in, over the trunk area and into a third row of seats. He winked. She faced Snow as he slid in next to her and closed the door. 
 
    “Don’t be nervous. You look it,” he whispered. “We must travel in fours right now. These are my friends.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about that. It’s more nervousness over our date.” She glanced at the men in the big SUV. “I’m not afraid of New Species.” 
 
    “Good.” Snow helped her put on her seat belt. “You’re completely safe.” 
 
    She believed him.  
 
      
 
    Snow couldn’t remember a time he felt more nervous. The males in the SUV kept glancing at him, probably silently urging him to say the perfect thing to Mel. He just didn’t know what that would be. He studied her, noticed the way she looked slightly uncomfortable, and reached out his hand to her. She took it and smiled.  
 
    He began to relax. It didn’t matter what the males thought or if they teased him later. All he cared about was Mel. 
 
    “You said you like ribs. That’s what I planned for our dinner together. There will be only one fork to eat the side dishes with.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect.” 
 
    “I want you to be comfortable in my home.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will be.” 
 
    “It’s not as colorful as yours. Perhaps you could help me with that.” 
 
    She laughed, and he let all the tension in his body go. He and Mel were attracted to each other, and she was a nice female. He knew that about her from all the times he’d watched her work in the diner, hoping for a chance to speak to her alone. He had just never been allowed to go into town by himself. She’d seemed shy, and he hadn’t wanted to spook her. He’d been patient, hoping she would approach him.  
 
    The drive to Reservation wasn’t long, and he had gotten special permission to bring Mel in without her being searched. She’d shot humans to protect Species. It proved she wasn’t a threat…and they’d already run a background check on her. It was standard procedure after she’d been brought in with a medical emergency. The SUV only slowed, not having to stop at the gate. He didn’t feel it would be a good start to a date to have her patted down by a guard.  
 
    Timber glanced at him in the rearview mirror, almost seeming to read his mind. He and the other males had vouched for Mel.  
 
    They continued to the hotel, and he exited out of the side door once parked, helping her wiggle off the seat. Torrent brought her bag, and Snow accepted it. He glanced at the team. “Thank you.” 
 
    Mel stayed close to his side, her hand clutched in his. They approached the front of the hotel, and Mel’s steps slowed until she came to a stop. He glanced down, worried that she’d changed her mind.  
 
    “I thought we were going to your house.” 
 
    “I live here, Mel.”  
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Some of our males have homes in the Wild Zone, but most Species live in suites inside the hotel. They were remodeled after we bought Reservation.” He took her inside and led her to the elevators. “They are now like human apartments. I have a kitchen, living room, bedroom, and bath. They took down walls to combine the units into larger quarters.” 
 
    She smiled. “That’s cool.” 
 
    “The NSO wants us to be comfortable and not have to share personal spaces.” 
 
    He punched the second-floor button and they rode up in silence. He stepped out first, keeping a hold on her hand, and took her down the hallway to his place. He let her go, reached inside his back pocket, and slid his card though the reader. It turned green and he opened it, motioning her to go in first. She slowly entered. 
 
    He’d left the curtains open. Sunshine lit the space to show off how clean he kept it. It was imperative to him that he impress Mel and show her that he didn’t want her to be his maid. He watched her expressions as he used his foot to close the door and placed her bag down. She strolled into his living room.  
 
    “It’s super nice and roomy.” 
 
    “Thank you. I didn’t pick much in the way of furnishings. Some human designer Justice hired did.” 
 
    She turned, facing him. “There is some color. I like light blues and browns.” 
 
    “Justice didn’t want us reminded of our cells at Mercile. They were a dingy gray.” 
 
    After a moment of silence, she licked her lips. “Are you as nervous as I am?” 
 
    “A little. I’m afraid I’ll frighten you but I won’t mean to.” 
 
    Her expression gentled. “Show me the rest of your place, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “My home is your home.” He meant that. He wouldn’t mind if Mel stayed forever. Just imagining having her with him all the time made his chest ache. He’d been alone his entire life. The idea of sharing his living space with Mel sounded wonderful. “This part was once another hotel room, but they removed the bathroom and put in a kitchen, and then made this my living room.” 
 
    She walked to his kitchen island across the room and ran her fingers over the granite. “It’s way nicer than the one at my place. You even have a dishwasher and built-in microwave. I don’t have either of those things.” 
 
    “It’s compact but efficient. Some units have kitchens but others don’t. There are males who aren’t comfortable with cooking. We have a cafeteria on the ground floor that serves breakfast, lunch, and dinner. There is also a fridge for anyone who gets hungry in the middle of the night, stocked with snacks and sandwiches.” 
 
    “That’s convenient and pretty cool. I don’t think I’d ever cook if I had that option downstairs. Is the food good?” 
 
    “It’s excellent. Justice hired skilled humans to cook for us. Our dinner is coming from there. I hope you don’t mind that I didn’t do the cooking myself. I didn’t want to risk giving you food poisoning on our second date.” He grinned. “Barbecue ribs are beyond my skill set. They will deliver our meal at six. I thought that would give us some time to talk and unwind.” 
 
    “It sounds perfect.” 
 
    “Let me show you the bedroom and bathroom.” He felt nervous again. “Not that I’m trying to lure you in there for the purpose of sharing sex.” 
 
    She smiled. “You’re nervous too.” 
 
    “Yes,” he easily admitted. “I care about you and don’t want to mess this up.” 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Anything, Mel.” 
 
    “I noticed you always say ‘sharing sex’ instead of ‘having sex.’ Is that a New Species thing?” 
 
    He nodded. “Sharing sex is something a male and female do together. Having sex doesn’t sound right to us. Your kind say that, but we see your news stories on our televisions. Not all your males care about a female’s consent. It’s just how we speak and view things. Like the way we say male and female, instead of man and woman. We’re like you, but not. To say sharing sex makes it clear both of us are equally involved.” 
 
    Mel stared up at him for long seconds. 
 
    He wondered if he shouldn’t have been that honest. 
 
    A smile curved her lips. “I like that.”  
 
    She took the lead and entered his bedroom. It was a big space with a king-size bed, a large television, and two dressers. He hated to hang his clothing and rarely did. He used the closet to store his work uniforms, shoes, boots, and weapons. He had closed the doors to that small space, worried the sight of guns might frighten Mel. 
 
    “Wow.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure what that meant. She liked color, and his room didn’t have a lot of it. “I meant it when I said you could help me decorate. I’d love those hanging sheets around my bed.” 
 
    She turned to him. “Really? You’re not just saying that? I think it’s kind of exotic to have drapes enclosing a bed. I always wanted to get one of those bamboo beds with the pretty, sheer curtains, but they were far too expensive. I kind of made my own by hanging bedding from the ceiling. Actual curtains were out of my budget.” 
 
    He drew closer to her. “I used to sleep on a pad on the floor. Your bed looked comfortable and cozy. It was very appealing.” 
 
    She turned to face him. Her gaze was soft, a look of almost concern in her eyes. He liked her staring at him that way, as if she really did care. He hoped she did. 
 
    “Do you want to tell me about Mercile?” 
 
    “Perhaps later. It’s not a good story.” 
 
    She surprised him by reaching out and resting her hand on his forearm. “It’s part of who you are. I’d like to know everything. I told you a bit about my life.” 
 
    He believed her. “We’ve got all the time in the world to learn about our pasts. I’m more interested in the now.” 
 
    She smiled. “Are you afraid I’ll run if I find out too much, too fast? I feel that way about my own past sometimes. My family is kind of crazy.” 
 
    It was on the tip of his tongue to tell her she didn’t have anything to be ashamed of. He’d read the background check the NSO had done on her. She had worked three different jobs as a waitress, had no arrest record, and had lived in two places during her life.  
 
    Guilt surfaced. He should confess that he knew that information, but he’d been warned some humans grew angry when they found out about the NSO digging into their lives. He changed the subject. “You haven’t seen the bathroom yet. I think it’s a nice one.” 
 
    She slid her hand down his arm and curled her fingers around his. He clasped them and she turned, leading him out of his bedroom and back into the living room. She kept going, walked to his couch, and tugged on down. They both sat next to each other. She held his gaze. 
 
    “Breathe. That’s what I’m doing.” 
 
    She was trying to put him at ease. “I am nervous.” 
 
    “Have you ever dated someone like me before? I mean, not New Species?” 
 
    “You’re my first human.” 
 
    “You’re my first New Species.” 
 
    “I’d like to be your last and only.” 
 
    She blushed and dipped her head before looking back up at him. “I don’t know what to say to that.” 
 
    “I know I move too fast for you.”  
 
    “You’re very confident.” 
 
    “Because I know what I want.” 
 
    “We barely know each other.” 
 
    That was true. He couldn’t deny it. “I’ve been drawn to you since I first saw you. I was too worried you’d be afraid of me if I approached. I was waiting and hoping you’d come to me. I’ve taken every opportunity to eat at the diner to see you since coming to Reservation. I even asked to be assigned to the team sent to speak to Sheriff Cooper for our regular meetings, to give me the opportunity to see you. I like all the things I’ve learned about you, Mel.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Your smile. The way your voice softens when you speak to me. I’ve caught you watching me while I eat, but you always glanced away before I could smile. The way you speak fascinates me. I could listen to you all day and night. You’re a bit shy, and I like that, too. It’s endearing when you blush. You’re as sweet as you scent when we talk. I’m also strongly sexually attracted to you. You make me feel protective, like I want to just take you home with me to keep. My instincts tell me you belong here, with me. It’s just that simple.” 
 
    “I’ve felt this big pull toward you, too, since I first laid eyes on you.” 
 
    Her admitting as much made him feel happiness. “Instincts.” 
 
    “Is that what it is?” 
 
    “Yes.” He wanted to kiss her but resisted the urge. “Humans seem to ignore them, but Species don’t.” 
 
    “Aren’t you afraid of getting hurt? What if I end up being the wrong person for you? We could be a disaster.” 
 
    “I’m willing to risk it.” 
 
    She nodded. “Me too. That’s why I’m here.” 
 
    “I’m glad you are, Mel.” 
 
    “I’m still nervous.” 
 
    “Tell me why. You can talk to me about anything. I’d welcome it.” 
 
    She chewed on her lower lip with her smooth teeth before speaking. “We’re so different. And I don’t want to fall in love with you—which I suspect is going to be unavoidable—because I’ll get my heart broken if we break up.” 
 
    He released her hand and slid off the couch, shoved the coffee table out of the way, and then faced her on his knees. He gently spread her thighs, inching closer, and cupped her face with both hands to peer deeply into her brown eyes. 
 
    “I’m a male who won’t do that, Mel. You can trust me. I know what I want. I just need to show you how good we can be together.” He glanced at her mouth. “I’m going to kiss you.” 
 
    She licked her lips and nodded. “Okay.” 
 
    He leaned in, closed his eyes, and brushed his lips against hers.  
 
    He didn’t have a lot of experience at kissing. Some of the female Species he’d shared sex with didn’t like it. A few had taught him, though. He used that skill now, when it really mattered.  
 
    He just held back a bit not to startle her with the amount of need he felt to taste her.  
 
    Snow took his time before he dipped between her slightly parted lips and teased her tongue with his own.  
 
    He groaned, his cock instantly responding to how right she felt and tasted to him. She met his kiss, her hands clutching his arms instead of trying to shove him away.  
 
    He pressed against her. Mel submitted to him by leaning back, seeming to welcome his body pushing hers into the couch. Passion burned higher, and he wanted to strip her bare, run his mouth and tongue all over her skin and taste every inch.  
 
    Melinda was his. He just knew it. She was meant to be his mate.  
 
    He didn’t want to rush her, though. Some of his friends had warned him that human females could panic if things moved too fast. They’d been taught to be leery of human males. He’d also seen plenty of their movies, where males did hurtful things to females.  
 
    He backed off and broke the kiss but stayed close, locking gazes with her. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you, Mel. Can you trust me?” 
 
    She nodded, a little breathless. “I’m willing to try.” 
 
    He smiled. “Good. Now, I need to put a little space between us or we’ll end up in bed already. I’m certain you’d like to eat first, and I have a feeling I won’t want you to get dressed once I get you out of those clothes.” 
 
    She blushed, and he found it delightful. He forced himself to back up then take a seat next to her on the couch, keeping a good foot between them. The urge to pull her onto his lap surfaced but he resisted. “Tell me more about you.” 
 
    She licked her lips again, turned her head, and met his stare. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Anything that you want to tell me.” 
 
    “I’d like you to kiss me again.” 
 
    He didn’t hesitate. He scooted closer and twisted his body enough to cup her cheek with his hand. She lifted her face, and he pressed his mouth to hers in the next instant.  
 
    She clutched at him when he deepened the kiss. Desire heated Snow’s blood, and his cock turned rock hard.  
 
    So much for slowing things down. He just wanted to get her naked on his bed, explore every inch of her body, and claim her. 
 
    He broke the kiss again, panting. “Mel, we need to stop or I’m going to undress you.”  
 
    “Dinner comes at six, right?” Her gaze held his, and she was breathing hard, too. “We should probably work up an appetite. I’m all for getting naked.” 
 
    He forgot about good intentions and kissed her again. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Mel caught fire the second Snow took possession of her mouth. She felt as if she were running a fever, and Snow was the cause. He heated her up all over. Nobody had ever kissed her that passionately before. She couldn’t even think, nor did she want to.  
 
    For once in her life, she shoved away that voice of reason that warned about being careful. The sensations Snow caused with his tongue made her actually hurt between her thighs. Her clit began to throb. She wanted him inside her so desperately that it became a physical ache.  
 
    His skin also felt hot under her hands where she touched him. She restlessly explored, hating the feel of his shirt over his back. She shoved at the material, trying to get it out of the way. 
 
    Snow ended the kiss, and she opened her eyes to find him staring at her. They both breathed hard, his face looking a little flush, probably just like hers. The blue of his eyes was captivating. She wanted to stare into them forever and a day.  
 
    “Wow,” she got out. 
 
    His nostrils flared, and he growled, his gaze lowering between them to where her spread thighs and his groin were wedged together. She figured out quickly what he was smelling. It was her. She was so turned-on that she had to be soaked. 
 
    That was another new thing. No man had ever made her that needy. 
 
     “I want you so much. Tell me to stop.” 
 
    His voice came out with a bit of a growl to it, making him even sexier. She knew she should take his advice. He was urging her to put on the brakes, slow down what was happening between them.  
 
    Instead, she blurted the first thing that came to mind. “It’s our second date.” She sat up and pressed herself against him. “Bed or couch? I don’t care.” 
 
    His expression tightened. “I’m trying hard to be good for you. I don’t want to frighten you, Mel. You mean too much to me.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you.” 
 
    “That might change if I get too aroused. Species tend to make a lot of noises that frighten humans. It would kill me inside if I frightened you.” 
 
    “Consider me warned, and I don’t scare easily. I want you to be yourself, Snow. I’m way tougher than I look. Don’t hold back. I can handle your sounds.” She smiled. “You’re like chocolate. I can’t resist. Let’s do this…we both want to. The nervousness we feel will only increase with all the sexual tension. It’s like ripping off a bandage. Let’s just get naked together. I’m willing to risk it, even if it’s awkward.” 
 
    “Why would it be?” He cocked his head. 
 
    Her gaze ran down his body. “You’re like a fitness model or something, Snow. Your muscles have muscles.” She waved a hand down her own body. “Nobody has ever asked me to do a porno movie, despite me tormenting my mama about it. You’re hot—and I’m average. I’m okay with that. It’s not like I have low self-esteem, but I’m a realist. You could literally have anyone.” 
 
    “Porno movie?” His eyebrows arched. 
 
    “Sex video. Whatever you want to call it. Directors weren’t beating down my door. Not that I wanted them to, but you know what I mean.” 
 
    He looked confused. 
 
    “Maybe you don’t.” She tried to think of how to word it better. “Super-attractive women get offers to star in sex movies. It’s not exactly a respected profession. Anyway, no one would ever approach me to do something like that. I just don’t want you to be disappointed because I don’t have firm muscles, and I kind of have a rounded stomach. Don’t look at my butt too closely, either. I’ve got some flab thanks to my love of pie and chips. I’m not going to look like those lingerie models do in ads. That’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    He grinned. “Good. They look as if they are starved and too skinny. I never think about sex when I see them. I wonder why no male is feeding them more.” 
 
    She laughed, relaxing. “I want to buy them a big bacon cheeseburger and an extra-large plate of fries.” 
 
    “Yes.” He stood and held out his hand. “We’ll take this to my bed. I want to do right by you. Are you certain, Mel?” 
 
    She took a deep breath and blew it out. Then she reached out and grasped his hand. “Yes.” 
 
    He pulled her to her feet. “I worry about my scars.” 
 
    “We went over this. I think they’re sexy.” 
 
    “You could have said that to be polite.” 
 
    “True.” He walked backward slowly, and she followed him. “But I’m being honest, Snow. Everything about you turns me on. Should I even admit that?” 
 
    “Yes. I feel the same way about you. Your blushing intrigues me. You’re doing it now. We’ll be good together. I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    “Did I mention that I really like your confidence?” 
 
    He stopped next to the bed. “Cable hasn’t ruined me.” 
 
    She laughed, appreciating that he had a sense of humor. It helped her feel more comfortable with him and made him even more appealing. “You’re never going to let me forget that, are you?” 
 
    “I thought you were adorable. My goal is to explore every inch of your body and find out what makes you come for me.” 
 
    Her nipples reacted, beading under her shirt. The way his voice lowered into a growl made her hotter. Everything about Snow had that effect on her. “That sounds like a perfect plan. I want this to be really great for you, too.” 
 
    “It will be. I have you in my bedroom.” 
 
    She stared into his eyes. “Naked. Yeah. Let’s take off our clothes.” 
 
    “We could go slower.” 
 
    “Bandage, remember?” She let him go and bent, removing her shoes. Her socks went next. Snow hadn’t removed anything when she straightened, reaching for her jeans. “What?” 
 
    “I worry that you’ll change your mind if you see all of me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about your scars, Snow.” 
 
    He nodded. “Let me help you undress. Be careful of your injury.” 
 
    She’d forgotten all about the stitches in her arm. Snow gripped the bottom of her shirt and slowly lifted, exposing her skin. Heat fanned her cheeks but she didn’t want to have sex with any clothes between them. He might see her flaws, but she’d get to see his, too.  
 
    He threw her shirt on the floor, and his gaze went to the lacy bra that Mary had helped her put on. It was the prettiest one she had. He reached around her, found the hooks, and undid them. He was gentle as he maneuvered the strap over her bandage and bared her breasts. 
 
    “Beautiful.” 
 
    Her nipples stiffened at his breathless comment. He tossed her bra on top of her shirt and gripped the waist of his tank top, not being slow about tearing it over his head to reveal a muscled, darn-near mouthwatering chest. The only flaws were some burn scars. There had to be almost a dozen of them.  
 
    A few were rounded, about the size of a quarter.  
 
    She wondered what had made them but didn’t want to kill the mood by asking. Questions could happen later. She wanted to trace every sexy mark on his skin with her fingertips and her tongue. She hadn’t been fibbing about finding his scars attractive.  
 
    He dropped to his knees, unfastening her pants before slipping his fingers inside. He tugged them down, being gentle and slow again. He took her panties with the pants, baring her.  
 
    Mel was grateful that she’d trimmed her pubic hair and shaved her legs in the shower, since he seemed intent on visually examining every inch. She felt a little self-conscious about her tummy, though. His was ripped, his abs tight. Hers were more on the mushy side.  
 
    She stepped out of the material he’d taken to the floor, leaving her completely naked. 
 
    Her breath caught when Snow gently caressed a few scars on the side of one of her legs, up on her thigh. “Remember that barn incident?” 
 
    “I do. Even your scars are beautiful.” 
 
    She grinned. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Mel, I’m going to try really hard to not frighten you. I won’t hurt you. Can you remember that?” 
 
    “Yes. Why the warning?” 
 
    “I want you too much. I’m going to growl and snarl, but it’s normal. Lie on the bed.” 
 
    She didn’t turn her back on him, not wanting him to see her butt yet, and took a seat on his bed. He bent down, removing his boots. He jerked them off, revealing that he didn’t wear socks, and strode up the side of the bed. She turned her head and watched as he went to the dresser, opening the top drawer. The box he dug out was sealed, and she realized they were condoms.  
 
    He returned to stand in front of her at the end of the bed. 
 
    “Never used or opened. I got them new just for us.” 
 
    She smiled. He remembered what she’d said. “Thank you.” 
 
    He tore at the packaging, ripping the entire top open, and took out a strip. He dropped them on the end of the bed and let the box fall to the floor. “Don’t be afraid.” 
 
    “Of what?” 
 
    He began to open his jeans. “I’m bigger than most humans, but I promise it won’t hurt when I am finally inside you. You’ll be ready for me, and I’ll be gentle.” 
 
    Then he opened his jeans, shoving them down.  
 
    She was glad she was already seated when he kicked his pants away and straightened, revealing that he was now totally naked, since he didn’t wear underwear.  
 
    “Holy cow.” Her gaze jerked away from his very stiff, thick cock. “Or should I say horse?” She laughed then. “Not really. A horse cock is even larger. Farm girl here. I’ve seen them before. I’m glad you’re not that size, but you have bragging rights for sure.” 
 
    He grinned and lowered to his knees. “I’m relieved you’re not afraid.” 
 
    “We might need lube at some point, though. You’re kind of huge, and I’m not.” 
 
    “Do you trust me, Mel?” 
 
    She nodded, staring into his gorgeous blue eyes. “I’m naked on your bed. I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t feel safe with you. This is as vulnerable as a girl gets.” 
 
    “I’m honored.” 
 
    “I’d be happier if you kissed me.” 
 
    He put his hands on her knees. “I won’t enter you yet, but I want to get close.” 
 
    She opened her legs and he inched between them. Her hands were trembling a little as she rested them on his broad shoulders. He drew even closer and kissed her again. That helped her forget her worries and focus on what was really important.  
 
    Her and Snow were naked…and about to have sex. 
 
    She pressed her chest to his, wrapping her arms around his neck. His skin was hot and firm. She loved the feel of him. He tore his mouth away and went for her throat. She arched a little, turning her face away to give him greater access to her neck. She got an idea of what he could do with those fangs of his as he lightly nibbled on the sensitive skin under her ear, his tongue and lips brushing wet kisses lower to her shoulder. Then he cupped his hands around her ribs, just under her breasts, and urged her to lie back. She did. 
 
    Snow bent over her, and Mel moaned loudly when he took one of her breasts into his mouth. He sucked on her and used his fangs to send jolts of pleasure throughout her body with the tiny bites. Mel slid her hands into his silky hair to cradle his head.  
 
    “That feels so good,” she gasped. 
 
    He growled in response and sucked harder. Then he released her breast and rose up. She met his gaze and saw pure passion on his flushed features. “Tell me to slow down. Now.” His voice came out very rough and deep. 
 
    She wasn’t afraid. “There’re no brakes on this ride. We’re going all the way.” 
 
    He cocked his head a little, and then a smile appeared. “Are you certain, Mel? I’m losing my control.” 
 
    “You seem fine to me. I want you, Snow.” 
 
    He glanced down where her legs were parted, and his nostrils flared. “Slap me to get my attention if you want me to stop.” 
 
    That was the only warning she got.  
 
    He grabbed her thighs, shoved them wider apart, and then his face was there.  
 
    He wasn’t gentle. Her eyes widened when she felt his mouth on her clit. He growled, sending vibrations through that sensitive bud that shot straight to her brain. Then he sucked and licked, while continuing to make that growling noise.  
 
    Mel arched her back, eyes wide and mouth open.  
 
    The sounds that came from her throat should have embarrassed her, but it felt too good. Snow adjusted her thighs, using his hold to push her up the bed, but he kept his mouth locked on her. He pinned her under him firmly, which made her aware that she’d been bucking her hips. Once he got her firmly in one spot, and she couldn’t escape the overwhelming pleasure, it was too much.  
 
    A brutal climax tore through her. 
 
    Mel struggled to recover, panting, her eyes were closed. Her brain felt a little fried, too. She was certain she’d never come that hard in her entire life. Not even with her vibrator. She opened her eyes and lowered her chin, watching as Snow lifted his face, and their gazes met.  
 
    He released her thighs, reached over, and grabbed a condom from where he’d put the packets. 
 
    “I want your taste on my tongue more but you need to be very wet for me.” 
 
    His voice came out deeper. She forced herself to move and wiggled more up the bed to get in the center of it. Her gaze stayed locked on Snow as he used his teeth to rip open a packet and then rolled a condom over his thick, very hard cock. It was sexy as hell when he climbed up onto the bed after her. 
 
    “You look like you’re about to pounce on me.” 
 
    He froze, mid stalking crawl toward her.  
 
    Mel regretted her thoughtless words. They’d just burst from her mouth. “It’s erotic. Not a bad thing. I swear.” She reached for him. “I want you.” 
 
    He still hesitated. 
 
    “Don’t hold back on me, Snow. This is who you are. I want it all.” 
 
    He came closer. She spread her legs and waited for him to maneuver over her. She gently put her hands on his shoulders and pulled him closer. He lowered as she lifted her legs, wrapping them around his waist when he settled between her thighs. 
 
    “In me,” she urged. 
 
    He reached between them, and she tried to relax. She’d never been with someone his size. It was a turn-on, as much as it was intimidating.  
 
    Snow adjusted his cock and it brushed against her slit. He lined them up and kept his gaze locked with hers. She liked that about him. Snow was making sure she was okay with everything he did. It spoke volumes about what an amazing man he was.  
 
    He pushed against her slightly, and her body resisted a little at first because his cock was wide. But she wiggled her hips and helped. Then he was in. Just barely…but they fit. 
 
    He released his shaft and used that arm to brace his upper body. He seemed careful to keep a lot of his weight off her, which she appreciated. He was probably a good hundred pounds heavier. She felt small under him.  
 
    He gently pushed in deeper. Her body gave for him.  
 
    “That feels so good…” 
 
    Sweat beaded on his brow. “You’re tight. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “Women stretch, Snow. We have babies.”  
 
    She instantly regretted saying that. It wasn’t sexy.  
 
    “Sorry. We do, though. Kiss me.” 
 
    He took her mouth in a heated kiss, and she moaned against his tongue. Then he sank into her deeper. It felt amazingly good. She adjusted her legs a little higher around his waist. It opened her more to him. Snow took advantage by pushing into her farther. He paused there, slightly withdrew, then slowly drove in again. 
 
    Mel moaned against his tongue and clung to his shoulders. He did feel amazing. Big, but there was no pain. He began to slowly roll his hips, making her ache with the way it rubbed his cock inside her. She had to break the kiss when he picked up the pace, fearing she’d bite him. It was that great. 
 
    “Snow,” she moaned. She moved her hips with him. “Don’t stop!” 
 
    He buried his face in her throat and snarled. Then he began to fuck her faster and deeper and harder. She cried out, her fingernails digging into his skin. It felt like his body was made for her. It was a crazy thought but nothing had ever felt better.  
 
    He kept going until she was crying out his name, her mind blown again as another climax struck. It was less brutal but still intense. Snow bit her shoulder with his fangs but he didn’t break the skin. He groaned and thrust in deep. His body shook over hers, and she clung to him. Then she felt pressure inside, as if he were getting bigger. 
 
    He released her with his teeth and panted. “Hold still, sweet. Don’t panic.” 
 
    He had her pinned under his body. The pressure increased, and she opened her eyes, meeting his. “What’s happening? Is your, um, dick getting bigger?” 
 
    It felt as if his cock now had a heartbeat. She wasn’t imagining that throbbing. 
 
    “I’m canine, Mel. I’m locked inside you. It’s normal. Am I hurting you? Is it too much? You’re so very tight.” 
 
    “I’m okay. You mean you get off and then swell?” 
 
    He nodded. “I planned to warn you about, but we didn’t go slow enough to talk you through it stage by stage.” 
 
    She bit her lip, letting what he’d said roll around in her head. It stunned her a little, but she shouldn’t have been surprised. New Species were human and animal. It made sense that not only would they have traits of both that could be seen externally, but also internally. She knew dogs could get locked together after sex. “Got it. You have the same problem as real dogs.” 
 
    A flash of what she thought was pain crossed his handsome face. She tried to relax her body more, even though she already felt almost boneless after the amazing sex they’d just had. She released his shoulders and cupped his face. 
 
    “Full dogs. Sorry. You’re definitely real. I’m ruining this moment. I knew I’d screw up by saying something wrong.” 
 
    Surprise widened his eyes. “You’re not. You haven’t.” 
 
    The pressure inside her eased. “Good. I don’t want to mess what we have up by putting my foot in my mouth.” 
 
    Snow gently withdrew. “I have to take care of this condom. We had classes on that. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She released him with regret. He extracted himself from between her thighs and rolled away, getting off the bed. He walked to the bathroom and flipped on the light. She could see more scars on his back, some on his muscular butt, and a few more on the backs of his thighs.  
 
    He closed the door between them. 
 
    Mel blinked back tears and sat up. “Way to blow it, numbskull,” she whispered to herself. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Snow removed the condom, threw it in the trash, and began to wash his hands. He stared at his reflection in the mirror above the counter. He wanted to kick his own ass. The classes he’d taken had taught him that he needed to prepare a human female for what happened with canines. Touching Mel had made him forget all that.  
 
    Sharing sex with her had been fantastic. He’d come so hard it had left him mentally stunned. It hadn’t helped that she’d been so tight. He’d battled not to lose his seed before he brought her to release first. The second her muscles had clamped down around his shaft, milking him, he’d totally lost it. Then the swelling had begun. 
 
    He’d seen the confusion and alarm on her face. So much for trying to downplay how different he was from human males. His body had betrayed him. 
 
    A light tapping on the bathroom door startled him, and he realized he was still standing at the sink, letting the faucet run. He turned the water off and reached for a towel to dry his hands. He opened the door and there stood Mel, peering up at him with worry on her delicate features. It showed in her eyes, too. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to make you feel bad. I was just surprised.” 
 
    “I should have warned you, Mel.” 
 
    She put her hands on him. He loved her light touches as she caressed his chest. Mel smiled. “That was the best sex ever. So what if you locked us together? It’s not a big deal. I know what to expect next time. You didn’t hurt me, and bonus, I know you got off. Sometimes it’s hard to tell with guys.” 
 
    Her words confused him. 
 
    “Sometimes not, if they sound like a pig that’s got his snout stuck in a fence.” A blush flared in her cheeks. “Forget I said that last part. I’m so not cool. You could have done way better than picking me.” 
 
    He reached for her and pulled her closer, enjoying holding her. “No, Mel. You are the best.” 
 
    She smiled. “Really? Even though my mouth blew it? I shouldn’t talk sometimes.” 
 
    “I want to hear everything you have to say.” 
 
    “Are we okay?” Worry showed in her eyes again. 
 
    “We are.” He lowered his head and brushed his mouth against her inviting lips. Then he straightened. “We should put something on. Our food will be delivered soon.” 
 
    “Okay.” She didn’t move away from him, though. “Snow?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I accept you just the way you are. I want you to know that.” 
 
    The last bit of tension left his body. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Everyone needs to be accepted for who they are. It should be a given.” She slid her hands over his shoulders and neck, cupping his face. “I am sorry for the dog comment. That must have hurt your feelings, but I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “You didn’t. I promise, Mel.” 
 
    She smiled again. “I want to do what happened on your bed again. A lot. You’re super great at sex. Cable definitely hasn’t ruined you.” 
 
    He burst into a laugh and tightened his hold around her waist.  
 
    Her expression grew curious. “Is that why you pinned me down so tight after you got me off? Were you thinking I’d flip out?” 
 
    “I’ve been warned by friends who have shared sex with females of your kind. They said that a few of those females panicked when they began to swell. It caused them both pain when the women tried to get away. I didn’t want to risk you getting hurt.” 
 
    “I promise to hold still afterward.” Her smile returned. “I had no wish to move. It was that wonderful.” She released his face and tapped her temple. “Mind blown. Total wow.” 
 
    He chuckled. Mel amused him. 
 
    “You should come with a warning about your mouth, too.”  
 
    He arched his eyebrows, wondering what she meant. 
 
    “You have mad oral sex skills.” 
 
    He laughed louder that time. She made him feel happy. “You taste delicious.” 
 
    A blush stained her cheeks. “I’ll take your word for it. I plan to return the favor.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You can’t. Females don’t give male Species oral sex.” 
 
    That seemed to shock her. 
 
    “I wore a condom to contain my seed. Others have told me what happened when they allowed a female to go down on them. It’s not something I will let you do.” 
 
    “Did your friends get bitten or something? You’re pretty big down there. I can see teeth being a problem. Or was it a fitting issue? If so, don’t worry. I’ve been told lots of time that I have a big mouth.” She grinned. 
 
    He had to stifle a laugh. “No. It’s that we ejaculate seed very hard…and a lot of it. Females often choke, and it can cause them harm.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    “We use special condoms because of it.” 
 
    “Special?” 
 
    “Thicker than normal. Tear-proof. There were some issues with that because we shoot so hard. The tips of some of the condoms didn’t withstand it.” 
 
    “Wow. Okay.” She seemed to think that over. “Thicker condoms must also mean less feeling for you during sex, doesn’t it?” 
 
    He shrugged. “It was a little odd to feel contained, but I have no complaints.” 
 
    “I went to my girlie-bits doctor six months ago because I needed a refill on my birth control pills. They always run tests… I’m healthy, Snow. I mean, I don’t have anything. You know.” She blushed. “Clean bill of health. Have you been check over?” 
 
    “Are you asking me if I have any sexually transmitted diseases?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Species are immune to most things, including those.” 
 
    “Then we don’t need to use condoms. I can’t get pregnant.” 
 
    He stilled, all dreams of having a future son with her instantly dashed. “You’re sterile?” Guilt swiftly followed. He was afraid he’d make Mel feel bad, and that was the last thing he wanted. “It doesn’t matter.” And it didn’t. He may have wanted to become a father, but his feelings for Mel were more important. She was his female, and he wanted to keep her. 
 
    She frowned. “No. I’m not sterile. Everyone knows New Species can’t have babies. But it’s okay. I insisted on condoms because of STDs but you just told me that’s not a problem. So, after we eat, ditch the condoms.” She smiled. “I trust that you’re healthy.” 
 
    He wanted to growl in frustration. He wasn’t allowed to tell her the truth—that New Species could get human females pregnant. She wasn’t officially his mate, even if he wished she were. “We should get dressed before our food arrives. Borrow one of my shirts. I’ll get you one.” He glanced down at her breasts, feeling his cock begin to swell. 
 
    Mel smiled. “I feel that. You are big. Are you sure I can’t go down on you?” 
 
    “I won’t risk choking you, Mel.” 
 
    “You could tell me before you blow, and I’ll pull back.” 
 
    His cock swelled more, desire firing in his veins. “Food, Mel. Don’t tease me.” 
 
    “It’s only teasing if I don’t really mean it.” She winked. “I want to see if you fit in other places.” She licked her lips. 
 
    He groaned in frustration, wanting to give it a try but knowing he’d lose control. “We’ll discuss this later.” He released her waist and gripped her hips, gently giving her a push. “Food first.” 
 
    “Okay.” She let him go and started to turn around, but then seemingly changed her mind, backing away instead. She looked over her shoulder to see where she was going. 
 
    “Why are you doing that?” He slowly stalked after her. 
 
    “I told you about my butt. I look way better from the front.” 
 
    He lunged, grabbed her, and lifted her into his arms.  
 
    She gasped. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He spotted no fear in her eyes. Just surprise. He gently dropped her onto the bed and flipped her to stomach. She tried to roll to her back but he pinned her and put his hand on her rounded ass. It was a nice one, very pale. He cupped it and squeezed. “I like this. It’s soft.” 
 
    She laughed, wiggling under him. “I have cellulite. Don’t look!” 
 
    He squeezed the globe of her cheek harder. “I like how this looks and feels. I see no problem here, Mel.” 
 
    “I have a lot of padding, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Your ass is perfect. You accept me as I am, correct? I accept you as you are, Mel. I see no flaws.” 
 
    She stilled her wiggling and twisted her head, peering at him. “Point made.” 
 
    He reluctantly released her and got up off the bed, holding his hand out to her. “Food is coming.” 
 
    “Right.” She took his hand and let him pull her up. Then he turned, walked to one of his dressers, and removed a clean T-shirt. She took it. He drew on a pair of sweatpants, regretting giving her something to cover her body. His shirt fit her as if it were one of those nightgowns that females enjoyed wearing, falling to her thighs. 
 
    “I’m going to use your bathroom real quick.” 
 
    He watched her go, and wondered what he’d do after they ate and returned to his bed. He needed to use a condom to prevent Mel from getting pregnant, but she’d wonder why after giving him permission not to.  
 
    Mel was in the beginning stages of going into heat. The scent wasn’t there yet to tip off other males, but he’d tasted her. That’s why he’d lost control the second he’d put his mouth between her thighs, getting her off fast. The urge to mount her had been overpowering. Instincts had kicked in to breed her until his son was firmly planted inside her body. 
 
    “Damn,” he muttered. He wanted to trust Mel with the truth, but the NSO expected him to never reveal that their males could have children with human females until they were officially mated.  
 
    He heard someone knock on the door in the other room and fled his bedroom, hoping Mel wouldn’t come out until after their meal had been delivered. The human kitchen staff stayed on the lower floor. It would most likely be another Species male bringing their dinner. He felt territorial over his female and didn’t want anyone to see her bared legs. 
 
    He unlocked the door and forced a smile at Ascend. The big male had pushed a cart to his home. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing it up.” 
 
    The male sniffed, his gaze scanning the living room at Snow’s back.  
 
    Snow stepped into the hallway. “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “You have a female in your home.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Ascend met his gaze. “You’re fortunate.” 
 
    “How did they talk you into delivering food?” 
 
    “I ended my patrol shift and entered the kitchen right as your food was finished. I wondered if you were injured, but the human cooks didn’t know. Only that you’d ordered this food to be brought up. That’s not like you. You always share meals with the others. I offered to bring it to you. Now I know why you aren’t eating downstairs. You have a female you’re sharing sex with.” 
 
    “Thank you. That was kind of you to bring the cart.” 
 
    The male nodded and walked off. Snow grabbed the handle on the cart and pulled it inside, closing and locking the door. He pushed it toward the couch, planning on setting the food on the coffee table. It would be a comfortable place to share a meal.  
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Mel left the bathroom and went in search of Snow, since he wasn’t in the bedroom anymore. He had just offloaded a few covered dishes onto the coffee table and was transferring silverware and napkins next. She rushed forward. “Let me help.” 
 
    He finished before she reached him and smiled. “It’s all done. We just need to sit and eat.”  
 
    He pulled off the domes to reveal two large platters with barbecue ribs, what appeared to be golden-brown diced potatoes, and corn on the cobs. There were even dinner rolls.  
 
    Mel’s stomach rumbled when the scent hit her. It smelled delicious enough to make her realize just how hungry she felt. He placed the domes on the tray and took a seat on the couch. 
 
    She sat next to him. “This looks so good.” 
 
    “The NSO hires excellent cooks to feed us. I wasn’t sure what you’d drink.” He motioned to the cart; the under tray held an assortment of individual milk cartons, various sodas, and juices. “What we don’t drink will go in my fridge. What would you like?” 
 
    “Milk, please.” 
 
    He sat nearest to the cart, so he passed one over to her. It reminded her of being in high school a little, only the containers were larger. She opened it and took a sip. Then she went to reach for her fork, which he’d laid out with a cloth napkin next to a platter-sized plate. “They sure give big portions.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Species eat a lot. Don’t worry, Mel. I know you can’t eat that much as a female. Leftovers can go in the fridge, too.” 
 
    She grinned. “This is perfect.” 
 
    He met her gaze, watching her closely. “You mean that.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I worried this wouldn’t impress you. I know a little about human dates from watching television. Should I have lit candles?” 
 
    “No. I’m not big on that stuff. I have great company, what smells like delicious food, and we’re both half-dressed so I get to ogle your chest.” She winked. “Perfect.” 
 
    He grinned back. Then she dug in.  
 
    The ribs were to die for. She moaned in pleasure. Whoever had created the barbecue sauce was a master at getting sweet down perfect. Not too much but just right.  
 
    A low growl came from Snow, and she glanced at his lap. The bulge there couldn’t be missed. It amused her that he was turned on by the sounds she made while eating.  
 
    She ate until she couldn’t take another bite and wiped her fingers on the napkin.  
 
    Snow, meanwhile, could really put food away. With his fangs, he could strip the meat off the bone easily. Part of her envied him.  
 
    He noticed her watching him and turned his head, going still. 
 
    She grinned. “Keep going. I’m just enjoying the view.” 
 
    “Are my table manners offending you?” 
 
    “Nope. Not at all. I like a man with a healthy appetite. You’re taking down both of those entire racks of ribs they gave you. I could barely eat half of one. Feel free to take my leftovers.” 
 
    He hesitated but finished his food. Then he used his cloth napkin to clean his mouth and fingers, sitting back on the couch. It was more of a sprawl. Mel appreciated the view of him relaxed. He had the best chest and abs. She reached out, running her hand over his stomach. The bulge in his sweats was still present. 
 
    A low growl came from him. “What are you doing, Mel?” 
 
    She got an idea, and slid off the couch, pushed the coffee table away, and got between his spread legs. On her knees, she reached for the waist of his sweatpants.  
 
    He grabbed her wrists before she could tug them down enough to free his cock. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    It hurt her feelings but she tried to hide it. “I just thought I’d play with you.” Heat infused her cheeks.  
 
    “I don’t want to choke you, Mel. I really would. As much as I hope you consider me as normal as possible, in some ways, I’m not.” 
 
    “Normal is overrated,” she tried to joke. It fell flat when he just intently stared at her without a hint of a smile. 
 
    “I’d love to feel your mouth on me there. I won’t deny that. But I am different in this regard. That’s one thing I can’t hide. Not only do I swell when I ejaculate my seed, but it comes out in abundance.” 
 
    “I’d like to see that.” 
 
    She’d clearly surprised him. His mouth opened then closed.  
 
    “Do you ever jack off?” 
 
    “Often.” 
 
    She liked that he was honest. Most men she’d known denied doing that. “I get myself off, too. I even own a bullet.” 
 
    “Is that a sex toy?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s a tiny vibrator with different speeds. I use it against my clit to get myself off. I don’t own any dildos. Those are sex toys that resemble penises.” She knew she was blushing again.  
 
    “I’ve heard of vibrators. You won’t need one anymore.” A smile curved his lips. “You have me.” 
 
    She remembered well that his mouth vibrated when he growled going down on her. “Snow? I’m super turned-on right now.” 
 
    “Me too.” He straightened and pulled her to her feet, leading her into the bedroom.  
 
    She was happy to follow. He released her at the bed and grabbed the waist of his sweatpants, shoving them off. She didn’t need to be told to remove his shirt. She tossed it aside. Snow’s body took her breath away. His cock was rock hard once again, and he looked gorgeous as he approached. She climbed on the mattress and got in the middle. 
 
    He climbed on the bed after her and sat on his legs at the end of it. Then, to her surprise, he reached for the condoms near him. He removed one from the strip and tore open the edge. 
 
    “Snow? You don’t have to use one.” 
 
    He met her gaze as he rolled the condom over his cock. “I need to.” 
 
    Maybe he didn’t trust her when she said she was STD-free.  
 
    He seemed to see something on her face and instantly came down over her, pinning her before she could react. His face hovered over hers, their gazes locked together. It surprised her but she wasn’t afraid. She knew Snow wouldn’t hurt her. 
 
    He cleared his throat, his expression tense. “Why do you look pained? Please tell me, Mel.” 
 
    “I was cleared by my doctor. I would never lie about something like that. I don’t have any STDs. I’ve always been super careful.” 
 
    He shook his head. “That’s not it. I trust you. I believe you.” He hesitated, searching her eyes with his. “Can I share something very secret with you, Mel? Promise me you won’t ever tell anyone?” 
 
    She nodded. “I promise.” 
 
    “There is a risk of pregnancy.” 
 
    She gaped at him, stunned. 
 
    “We aren’t exactly sure how Mercile created us,” he rushed on. “They destroyed all the evidence of what they’d done when they were raided and we were freed. None of us have our medical histories. What if I’m more human than canine? They gave us a lot of drugs that could have harmed us, but we weren’t all given the same things. They did various testing on Species. Nothing was routine. Please don’t ask me to explain more than that. 
 
    “I put on a condom to protect you from the chance of pregnancy. Not out of distrust of your word. But no one can ever know that. We have enemies who would be highly riled if they thought it was possible we could have young. Mercile tested dangerous drugs on us all the time. They abused us. Now, we’re free and healthy, and pregnancy is a possible risk that has been discussed among the doctors we hired. That’s why I put on a condom.” 
 
    She nodded. “Okay…that makes sense.” 
 
    He looked relieved. “You can’t tell anyone, Mel.” 
 
    “I understand. I swear I won’t. Has that happened? I mean…you know.” 
 
    He hesitated. “You’re the only human I’ve shared sex with. Our doctors advised us to wear condoms because of the possibility. That is all I can tell you.” 
 
    She reached up and stroked his chest. She loved feeling the heat of him. Then she blurted the first thing that came to mind. “I read a story about pandas and how difficult it is to breed them in captivity. It usually doesn’t work because they’re stressed from being watched all the time and living in a habitat instead of being in the wild. Maybe that’s why no New Species ever had babies when you were locked up at Mercile, and why your doctors think it could be possible now.” 
 
    Snow nodded. “Maybe.” 
 
    Mel felt happy for him. “That’s great, right? I really hope it happens. You know, that New Species are one day able to have babies.” 
 
    “Would you like to have young, Mel?” 
 
    “Sure. Who wouldn’t? But I’m good if it never happens. I can barely support myself. I can’t imagine trying to raise a baby on what I make.” 
 
    He leaned in closer and kissed her. She stopped thinking. All she wanted was Snow inside her. She didn’t even need foreplay. Just his kiss and the memory of what it felt like before was enough to make her wrap her legs around his waist and start writhing against him. 
 
    He broke the kiss. “I want to go down on you and taste you again.” 
 
    “Later,” she panted. “Inside me now.” 
 
    He complied, and she moaned as he entered her body. Snow felt so good, and he moved slowly this time, making love to her. She could feel her heart getting addicted to him, right along with her body. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Mel couldn’t stop thinking about Snow. It might have been only yesterday morning since he’d returned her to town, but she missed him. Saying goodbye and watching him leave in the SUV had been difficult. Part of her had wanted to yell out to him to take her with him. She’d refrained. 
 
    Snow had actually attempted to talk her into just moving in with him, but she’d needed to go home to think on that further. That was a life-changing decision, not one to make before weighing the pros and cons.  
 
    She knew she was already falling in love with Snow. No one had ever made her feel as much as he did. It was as if she had no barriers against him to protect her heart. She’d been sorely tempted to throw caution to the wind by agreeing. To live with him sounded wonderful. 
 
    It was also crazy. She was aware of that. Who moved in with a guy after one night?  
 
    No one. Which meant she needed to go home. Plus, the diner would reopen soon. She had bills to pay, and Joel would have a fit if she just up and quit without notice. That would be a crappy thing to do to the man who had given her a job when she’d first moved into town. He depended on her and Mary the most. Everyone else only worked at the diner part time. 
 
    The night she’d spent with Snow had been remarkable. He made her laugh, the sex had been the best thing ever, and sleeping in his arms…nothing had felt so right before. Even waking up next to him had felt incredible. That would likely have been because Snow was going down on her when she woke. He’d gotten her off and then made love to her.  
 
    That’s what she called it. It wasn’t just sex. He made eye contact with her constantly, touched her as if she were precious to him, and made sure she always got off before he did. 
 
    It had been lonely and depressing to sleep in her bed the night before in comparison. She also really needed to get a cell phone. Snow had wanted to call her. She’d been embarrassed to admit he could only reach her at the diner. If she had to be away from him, she at least wanted to hear his voice.  
 
    Only a day had passed, and she missed him and couldn’t get him out of her thoughts. What was he doing at that moment? Was he thinking about her? Missing her, too? 
 
    “Earth to Mel,” Mary said, startling her. 
 
    She looked at her best friend. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Let me guess. Snow?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “It would be insane to say yes to moving in with a man after one night of sex, Mel.” Her friend grinned though. “Even if he’s some super-stud. He really got you off that many times?” 
 
    Mel nodded again, almost regretting sharing some of the intimate details with her best friend. She’d wanted Mary’s advice, though, and she had to be totally honest to make her understand why she was so torn about not staying at Reservation to live with Snow. 
 
    “Spend your off days with him. Take time to get to know him better. I’ll fully support you if you want to move in with Snow after a few months.” 
 
    “How long did you date your ex before you let him move into your place?” 
 
    Mary grumbled. “A week. See how bad that turned out?” 
 
    “He was a cheater though.” 
 
    “And you don’t know what kind of guy Snow really is until you date him longer. Learn from my mistakes.” 
 
    Mel bit her lip. “Snow is not just any guy, Mary. He’s a New Species. That makes him pretty different.” She held her best friend’s gaze. “Do you know what my last thought was before I drifted off to sleep with him?” 
 
    Mary shook her head. 
 
    “I’m right where I belong. I didn’t want to leave him, either. It was hard saying goodbye. I wanted to climb right back into that vehicle and have him take me back with him. I miss his already and can’t stop thinking about him.” 
 
    Mary frowned. “Don’t jump into something until you get a better idea of exactly what you’re getting into. That feeling was probably caused by hormones or endorphins after all that great sex. Or is it euphoria? Whatever. I’m trying to look out for you. That’s what besties do. Now…the lunch crowd should come in soon. Is it okay with you if I take my break first?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Mel watched her disappear into the kitchen and went to work checking to make sure all the tables, the counters, and seats had been wiped clean. There was never a large rush for lunch at the diner during the week, but sometimes they’d get about thirty people. In a small town, that seemed like a lot. 
 
    The door opened, and the Nelson couple came in with their two small children. She got them seated in a corner booth, gave the kids crayons with a few coloring pages to keep them occupied, and fetched their drinks. Hal, from the post office, arrived next.  
 
    Within five minutes more of the seats filled with other employees from local businesses. Mel was glad when Mary returned, helping her pass out their food and refill drinks.  
 
    Another regular customer showed up outside the diner, supported by crutches, trying to get the glass door open. Her foot and lower leg were in a medical boot.  
 
    Mel rushed forward. “What happened to you, Mitzy?” She held the door open wide. 
 
    “My shoelaces snagged on the bottom of the seat while getting out of my truck and I fell out, believe it or not.” 
 
    Mel helped her get settled at the counter, since a barstool would be easier to sit on than tangling with a bench seat. “I’m so sorry.” Her gaze inspected the woman. “Is it sprained?” 
 
    “I fractured my ankle. That’s what the doctor said. I feel stupid.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t.” 
 
    “I was talking on my cell and not paying attention. Then I was on my ass on the pavement, in pain. I’m surprised you didn’t hear about it when it happened evening before last.” 
 
    “The diner was closed for a few days.” She wasn’t about to admit she hadn’t been in town, but at Reservation. “I guess I missed out on the gossip.” 
 
    Mitzy snorted. “You’re the only one then. Everyone else has teased me a bit. Nancy bought me a pair of slip-on canvas shoes and told me to stick to ones without ties. Can you have Joel make me a special egg sandwich?” 
 
    “Of course. Cheese, mushrooms, and bacon cooked into the eggs, right?” 
 
    Mitzy grinned. “You got it. Don’t forget the extra mayo on toasted wheat bread.” 
 
    “Sure thing. Fries?” 
 
    “I’m in the mood for potato salad today.” 
 
    “I’ll put the order in and bring your sweet tea. Extra sugar.” 
 
    “You’re a doll, honey.” 
 
    Mel gave the order to Joel, fixed Mitzy her drink, and placed it in front of her.  
 
    “Does your apartment allow dogs?” 
 
    Mel shook her head. “Um, no. The owner was clear about no pets.” 
 
    “Damn. Someone abandoned two puppies yesterday. I’m looking for homes for them. They aren’t what anyone would consider overly cute. I’m worried no one will want to adopt them. We have enough dogs waiting for homes already.” 
 
    “Why don’t you take a picture of them, and I’ll tape it on the window next to the door? You also might want to do that at the post office. Everyone goes in there at least once a week. The grocery store, too.” 
 
    “Most businesses won’t allow that.” 
 
    Mel winked. “Joel avoids customers by never leaving the kitchen. Us waitresses handle everything from cleaning to locking and unlocking the front doors. He won’t even know. Bring me a picture.” 
 
    “You really are a doll, Mel. I’ll do that.” 
 
    “What about a website? Mary swears by the internet. Does animal control have one of those?” 
 
    “It sure does, but not many people visit the site. The only thing anyone’s been interested in lately is the job listing we’ve posted.” 
 
    That surprised her. “Someone quit?” 
 
    “Boomer did. I knew that shithead wouldn’t last long. He was Paul’s cousin, and he bitched nonstop about the calls he was sent on.” Mitzy narrowed her eyes. “Hey, can you drive a pickup truck? You lived on a farm, right? Are you good with animals? The pay is probably better than waiting tables.” 
 
    Mel threw up a hand and grinned. “I was on the receiving end of Boomer’s complaints when he ate here. No way. I’m not going to become a roadkill scooper, herd cows back into pastures when a fence goes down, or search for Mrs. John’s dog that likes to run off. She really should put up a fence in her backyard, or at least keep it on a leash when it needs to go outside. I heard it takes off almost every darn morning.”  
 
    “You really should think about coming to work for animal control.” 
 
    “No good prospects have applied?” 
 
    “Old Ned wants the job. The other is some lady from Los Angeles. She’s interested, but I figure she can’t be serious. Who would purposely move here?” 
 
    Mel raised her hand again. “I did.” She decided to change the subject. “Didn’t Ned lose his driver’s license after he tried to park on the sidewalk in front of the post office? I heard he got arrested for drunk driving.” 
 
    “Yes. He thinks if we hire him, Sheriff Cooper will just turn a blind eye if he’s behind the wheel of one of our trucks.” 
 
    “What an idiot. Sherriff Cooper would never do that.” 
 
    “Damn straight. Ned would just get drunk and crash our truck. And we’d be liable. No way in hell is that going to happen. Our budget is tight enough, and we don’t get many donations.” 
 
    Mel spotted a stranger entering the diner. “I have to go. I’ll be back with your order.” She approached the older man with a cane and smiled. “Hello. Counter, table, or booth?” 
 
    He glanced around through his dark sunglasses, not taking them off. “Counter.” 
 
    She grabbed him a menu and followed his limping gait to the counter, putting the menu in front of him. “What will you have to drink?” 
 
    “Coffee. Black.” 
 
    “Sure thing. Be right back.” She got him his coffee, dropped off Mitzy’s food, and checked on her other customers. Then she approached the counter and pulled out her pad and pen from the apron tied around her waist. “What would you like to eat?” 
 
    His chin rose, and she stared into his dark sunglasses. “Do you get many New Species in here?” 
 
    Mel instantly tensed. He didn’t look like one of the nosey reporters who showed up from time to time. Most of them were younger. This guy reminded her of a grumpy grandpa. “Look, mister. We serve food here. Not gossip about our neighbors. If you want to know about the folks at Reservation, they have people there to ask.” 
 
    His hand on the counter fisted briefly. But then he flattened it next to his coffee. “I see. I came by yesterday but this establishment was closed. Why was that?” 
 
    She tried hard to mask her expressions. Had he heard about the shooting? She went with the story the sheriff had come up with, which she knew had been spread around town. “The fridge broke down and we were closed for a couple days until the owner could get it fixed. A part had to be sent for.” 
 
    “That caused the whole place to close down?” He scowled. 
 
    “Where do you think we store our meat? The fridge. We couldn’t serve our famous bacon cheeseburgers since everything went bad. Joel had to toss everything inside and order new. But we’re good to go now. Do you want to try one of those burgers? They’re delicious.” 
 
    “No. I’d like to talk to the other waitress.” He turned his head, seeming to watch Mary. 
 
    “She’s super shy,” Mel lied. “She doesn’t like to talk to strangers. I’m the one who handles those. No offense, mister, but we’re a small town with lots of quirks. What do you want to talk to her about? You can ask me instead.” 
 
    He jerked his head back her way.  
 
    She sighed when he said nothing, guessing the answer. “She’s the last person to ask about the New Species. I can promise you that she’s never talked to one. I think you’re supposed to call the NSO if you want an interview with them. Shouldn’t you know that if it’s your job?” 
 
    His mouth firmed into a tight scowl. “There wasn’t a problem here a few days ago?” 
 
    Fear whipped through her. Had someone blabbed? “Just the fridge going down, mister. It was a mess clearing out all that rotten food. That was a problem. Now it’s fixed, and we got a new food delivery. Are you going to order something to eat or do you need a few more minutes?” 
 
    “I had a tip from a man who called me to say there may have been a shooting in this diner.” 
 
    “A shooting?” She gasped, maybe a bit too much. “Definitely not! That would be the talk of the town if something like that happened. Small town. Hello, there’s no secrets.” She was glad she’d worn a long-sleeve shirt that hid her bandaged arm. “The only thing that’s happened recently is Mitzy over there breaking her ankle falling out of a truck.” She motioned down the counter. 
 
    He seemed to continue to watch her, but Mel wasn’t sure with those dark sunglasses hiding his eyes.  
 
    “Give me a yell when you’re ready to order, mister.”  
 
    Mel fled, making the rounds to refill drinks and take more orders from incoming customers. She watched as the stranger approached Mitzy. She wanted to get closer to eavesdrop, to see if he was grilling her about the New Species, but she didn’t dare.  
 
    He only stayed with Mitzy for a few minutes before he limped out of the diner, leaving a dollar next to his half-finished coffee.  
 
    She approached Mitzy. “What did that guy say to you?” 
 
    The older woman had an amused glint in her eyes. “He was a reporter, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “I think so. He was nosey about the New Species. I shut him down.” 
 
    “He wanted to know how I hurt my ankle and why the diner was closed. Then the old fool asked if I’d heard about anyone being shot! I laughed in his face. He must work for one of those gossip rags. They’re really reaching now. I told him we’re hiring at animal control if he wants a real job.” 
 
    Mel forced a smile. “I wouldn’t wish that on you. He was kind of rude.” 
 
    “No shit.” Mitzy pulled out cash. “Can you be a dear?” 
 
    Mel nodded and took the money to the register, rang up Mitzy’s lunch bill, and brought her change. “You take it easy. I hope you find someone to replace Boomer soon.” 
 
    “Me too. Sheriff Cooper said he’d find us a volunteer while I’m out of commission. I’m kind of afraid who he’ll dig up, since you know how he is.” 
 
    Mel laughed. “I sure do. Someone will do something to get into trouble and he’ll give them a choice of jail or community service. You’ll get your help soon. No one wants to sit in one of those tiny cells.” 
 
    She went back to work after collecting the tip Mitzy left…but her gaze kept returning to the windows of the diner. The old reporter didn’t return. She hoped he’d left town. Part of her wondered if she should alert Sheriff Cooper about him, but then more customers came in, it got too busy, and the time flew by. Before she knew it, her shift ended and Tina, her replacement, walked in. 
 
    Mel removed her apron and clocked out in the kitchen. Mary already waited at the back door, avoiding the woman who’d slept with her ex-boyfriend. They walked out to their cars together. 
 
    “Didn’t you want to say hi to Tina?” she teased. 
 
    Mary shot her a middle finger. 
 
    “Do you want to come over tonight? We can watch a movie. I really would enjoy the company.” 
 
    Mary unlocked her car door and opened it. “I can’t tonight. My parents came home. Do you want to have dinner with us?” 
 
    Mel wasn’t in the mood to listen to her best friend’s parents recount all their latest RV adventures. They usually had a ton of pictures and videos of where they’d visited. It could get boring after an hour or two. “I’ll pass.” 
 
    “Lucky you. At least they’re only home for two days this time to do laundry and check up on me. Otherwise known as grill me about my life and remind me that they want grandkids before they die. Like at twenty-six I’m about to become an old maid and my ovaries are going to dry up.” 
 
    “Where are they going next?” 
 
    “I’ll find out tonight. I get the whole retirement thing, and being able to travel and living what they consider ‘grand adventures.’ It’s just not my thing, though. I can’t imagine being locked up in a small RV for weeks or months at a time. The bathroom is a nightmare. You can sit on the toilet to pee with the sink practically in your lap to brush your teeth, while taking a shower at the same time. They act like that’s a good thing.” Mary shuddered. 
 
    Mel smiled, opening her own car door. “It sounds easy to clean.” 
 
    “Want to trade parents? Never mind.” Mary grinned. “For a second I forgot about your mama stories.” She waved, got into her car, and backed out of the parking lot. 
 
    Mel started her own car after buckling her seat belt and left the diner. It was a short drive home, and once more her thoughts were on Snow. It was tempting to see if the guards at the gate of Reservation would allow her in to see him. Instead, she parked in her spot, climbed out of her car, and walked to her apartment door.  
 
    She unlocked her front door, pushed it open, and closed it behind her. It was automatic to twist the deadbolt. Locking doors was one of the first things she’d learned since moving out of her parents’ house. She went to the couch, dropped onto her butt, and lifted her foot to untie her sneakers. Her feet always hurt after her shift. She removed them and her socks, wiggling her toes. 
 
    “Be free!” 
 
    She smiled, pulled the coffee table closer, and put them up with a sigh. A nice soak in her tub sounded nice, maybe watching a movie on the DVD player and eating a frozen dinner. She planned to do that right after she sat on her butt for a good half hour first.  
 
    Snow entered her thoughts yet again. She wondered what he was doing— 
 
    Sudden movement out of the corner of her eye had her jerking her head toward the hallway. 
 
    A big beefy guy wearing a black ski mask lunged toward her from the direction of her bedroom. 
 
    His presence shocked Mel enough to freeze her in place. 
 
    The man tried to round the end of the couch to grab her but slammed his knee into the coffee table instead. He grunted, losing his balance, his arms outstretched toward her. 
 
    Mel remained frozen in fear. 
 
    He fell, landing partly on the couch and partly on the coffee table. The cheap fake wood broke under his weight and her feet hit the carpeted floor. 
 
    The guy’s head ended up in her lap, one arm over the front of her legs, his hand by her foot. His other arm had landed on the cushion of the couch behind her. 
 
    That jolted her into action. 
 
    Some stranger had his face in her lap! 
 
    She screamed as he started to move, punching at his head. He turned, his weight shifted, and he slid off the couch onto the broken coffee table. Her legs were pinned between his body and the couch, but she kept punching him, screaming louder. 
 
    “Fuck!” He sounded pissed. 
 
    He threw his arms up, trying to protect his masked face, and rolled.  
 
    The movement freed her legs. She jumped up and turned to run out the door, but just as she twisted the deadbolt, he grabbed her ankle with a gloved hand and gave a mighty jerk.  
 
    She fell backward, landing on her ass, on the man’s back. 
 
    He grunted, his hold on her ankle loosening enough for her to kick free. She twisted, slid off his bulky body, and grabbed the first thing she could. It was a leg from the cheap coffee table. She rolled and started whacking him in the head again. 
 
    “You crazy bitch!” he bellowed, trying to defend his head again.  
 
    The cheap wood broke in two, and she ended up with just a piece of it in her hand. She scrabbled backward and got to her feet—accidentally putting him between her and the front door. 
 
    He sat up slowly. The mask had dark netting over the eye holes and the one for the mouth. She couldn’t make out anything about him.  
 
    She stumbled back farther, hating how small the living space was. She felt trapped in the kitchen now. He could lunge to grab her if she tried to rush to the front door, or even toward her bedroom.  
 
    She turned, yanked open the cupboard closest to her and grabbed the plates. She started whipping them at his covered face like frisbees. 
 
    He bellowed again, struggling to get to his feet. She grabbed the glasses next, pitching them fast, aiming for his face. 
 
    “Get out!” 
 
    “You’re coming with me, bitch!” 
 
    She grabbed the old toaster off the counter, yanked the cord free from the outlet and screeched, throwing it at him as hard as she could. 
 
    The man jerked back, tripped on the broken table, and fell onto her couch again.  
 
    Mel ran full speed toward the hallway and made it to her bedroom. She slammed the door, locking it as she threw her body against the surface.  
 
    He hit the door hard. Wood cracked. 
 
    “Get out! The neighbors heard me screaming,” she yelled. “The police are on their way.” 
 
    “You’re going to answer my fucking questions,” he snarled, hitting the door again. 
 
    The lock broke and the door pushed in a few inches. She shoved back, desperate enough to find the strength to close it. His heavy weight left suddenly, and Mel sprang back, out of the way.  
 
    He hit the door again, expecting resistance—but there was none. 
 
    He’d hit hard enough to come barreling in, smashed into the small table she had by her bed before crashing to the floor. 
 
    She darted out of her bedroom, down the hall, flinched as she stepped on part of the broken coffee table, but she didn’t trip or slow down. She made it to the front door, grabbed her purse, and yanked the door open.  
 
    Mel was panting hard as she ran toward her car. Her neighbors weren’t out there. It was possible they weren’t home, since no one had come rushing to see what was wrong while she’d been screaming and yelling.  
 
    She made it to her car and fumbled with her purse for the keys she’d tossed in there earlier. 
 
    Noise had her turning her head as her attacker came bursting out of her apartment. He spotted her, and she whimpered, her fingers finding the keys at last. He sped toward her, one hand holding part of his masked face near his cheek.  
 
    He was hurt. 
 
    That didn’t help ease her terror. 
 
    Her car key was the biggest on the ring and, despite her hands shaking, she managed to shove it into the door and heard the lock click. She yanked it open, dove in, and hit the lock after she slammed it closed.  
 
    The man reached her car and tried to open the door. She threw her free hand on the steering wheel, pressing on the horn, and didn’t let up as she tried to get the key into the ignition. 
 
    She flinched when he punched the window next to her head, but the glass held.  
 
    He cursed. “You’re going to answer my fucking questions!” he yelled over the blaring horn, punching the glass again. 
 
    She got the key in and twisted. The engine started, and she threw it in reverse, slamming her bare foot on the gas. She was thrown forward from the force of the movement. She backed away from him a good fifty feet and hit the brakes. Incredibly, he stumbled toward her.  
 
    She threw it in drive and punched the gas again, gripping the wheel tight.  
 
    Her attacker realized she was going to hit him, and he threw his big body out of the way.  
 
    She wasn’t even sure if her car hit him or not. She was too flipped out and panicked. She didn’t even stop to leave the parking lot but instead kept her foot down, twisting the wheel hard as she hit the street. 
 
    One glance sideways as she drove away showed him picking himself up off the pavement. He was alive.  
 
    She wasn’t sticking around. Big fat tears slid down her face, her heart raced, and she was shaking all over. Her foot and hands hurt. Her arm throbbed from where she’d had stitches. It made her wonder if she’d popped them but she wasn’t going to take time to look or check to see if she was bleeding anywhere. Not until she got to the sheriff’s station. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Snow shifted his stance as he stood on the wall, ignoring the sweat that tickled down his back. He didn’t mind wall duty but it bored him. He’d been assigned to overlook a section that revealed miles of woods. Only the wind in the trees and an occasional animal moved. He glanced at the watch on his wrist, checking the time. Fifteen more minutes and he’d call in to Security again.  
 
    His radio crackled. “Snow? Do you hear me?” 
 
    He unclipped it from his belt and lifted it to his mouth. “I’m here, Tiger.” 
 
    “You’re being relieved. Come to Security.” 
 
    He frowned. “Why? I’m on duty for three more hours. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We couldn’t reach you on your phone. Sherriff Cooper called. Don’t be alarmed, but your female is with him. She’s unharmed.” 
 
    Snow tensed. “Mel? What happened? Is she hurt?” 
 
    “I said she’s unharmed. Just come to Security and I’ll fill you in. The female is safe. Your replacement should be there soon. There’s no need to wait.” 
 
    He clipped his radio back to his belt, ran to where the rope hung, and quickly climbed down. He sprinted to the Jeep as soon as he reached the ground. Worry had him driving faster than he usually did.  
 
    What had happened to Mel? Why would she be with Sherriff Cooper? Had she been in a car accident? Was the diner targeted again by humans? The worst scenarios played through his head.  
 
     He parked at Security, barely remembering to turn off the engine before jumping out of the vehicle.  
 
    Tiger exited the building before he reached the door, meeting him halfway. “Your female is fine.” 
 
    “What happened?” He tore off his helmet, gripping it to his chest with both hands. 
 
    “A masked male broke into her apartment. She got away from him and isn’t hurt.” 
 
    A snarl tore from him. “I’m going to Mel.” 
 
    Tiger lifted his hands, palms out. “Easy, Snow. I understand. I have a mate. A team should be here soon to escort you. I need to ask you a few questions first while we wait. They will be here fast. I promise.” 
 
    He had a few questions of his own. “Are you certain she’s unharmed? Absolutely sure?” 
 
    “I don’t want to panic you.” 
 
    “Tell me,” Snow snarled. 
 
    Tiger took a deep breath and blew it out. “Sheriff Cooper said she fought the male off when he tried to grab her, but she wasn’t severely injured. She used her fists to punch the male, so they are a little tender, and so are her feet. She was barefoot when the attack took place. At most, she’s going to have bruising. She refused medical attention when offered to be taken to a hospital, swearing she didn’t need to go. Sheriff Cooper said she’s mostly shaken up but fine.” 
 
    Snow shook with fury. 
 
    A male had attacked Mel? She’d had to fight a male? He wanted to kill someone. She was a little thing. No male should ever try to harm her.  
 
    “I thought the task force said those two males weren’t working with others?” 
 
    “That’s what the task force was told by the captured males. They will be questioned again. Did you leave anything at her home?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You visited her there a few times, correct?” 
 
    “Yes. I have been to her apartment three times. I took her food once, then picked her up and dropped her off after she visited me here. Why does it matter?” 
 
    Tiger hesitated. “Someone must have seen you there. It may have made her a target because it links her to the NSO. The attack may have nothing to do with the shooting. But…a man assumed to be a reporter was also in town, asking questions. It seems someone leaked what happened at the diner.” 
 
    “I don’t care about the attacker’s motives unless he’s found. Then I want him.” He’d kill the male for touching his female. “I am bringing Mel home with me.” 
 
    Tiger blinked a few times but then nodded. “Just get her permission, please. Don’t pull a Valiant. We need to keep the local humans on our side. It would look bad if you tossed her over your shoulder and carried her away while she protested.” 
 
    He didn’t care. Mel was in danger. A human had broken into her apartment. The scenarios of what horrible things could have happened to her played through his mind. She could have been killed! Humans were dangerous. “Where is the team to take me to her?” It was tempting to go on his own. The Jeep was close. “I need to see her.” 
 
    Tiger seemed to guess his intentions and moved between him and the Jeep. “Calm, Snow. I’m aware of how much your instincts will demand you reach her quickly, but you need an escort. Sheriff Cooper would have been honest if she were seriously injured. He swore she was fine. We’re not sure of what kind of threat we’re dealing with yet. It could have been as harmless as a robbery, or something far worse, like a hater targeting her because you went to her home.” 
 
    Snow needed to get to Mel. Before he could tear away from Tiger to get to the Jeep, he heard an SUV engine. Torrent and Brass sat in the front, and he could see the shape of another male in the back. He stepped around Tiger and rushed to the side door of the SUV when it stopped, opening it. Timber waited in the backseat.  
 
    They took off fast, Torrent driving. Brass turned his head, meeting his gaze. “Remain calm, Snow. I’m aware that the female Melinda is very important to you. We will go to the town, find out all the details, and take it from there.” 
 
    He saw another SUV waiting for them just beyond the gates. Three SUVs in all left Reservation. The NSO wasn’t taking any chances after the attack on the diner. He wondered if a task force team from Homeland would be joining them soon. He glanced at Brass. He would know. 
 
    “Did you contact Homeland?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are they sending a team of humans to us?” 
 
    “Not currently until we have more information.” 
 
    That soothed him somewhat. He liked the task force but he didn’t want them involved when it came to Mel. They’d already talked to her once before promptly returning her to her apartment, the day of the shooting. He’d been furious when he’d realized she was gone. That wasn’t going to happen again.  
 
    He was bringing his mate home and keeping her there. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Mel held the ice packs wrapped around her hands and shook her head at Deputy Dud as he offered her coffee. It proved he was a bonehead. She couldn’t exactly hold a hot mug. It once again reminded her of why she’d dumped him. A smart guy would have brought her coffee with a straw, setting it on the desk near her so she could drink it. 
 
    Her luck sucked. Dan had to be on duty when she’d rushed into the sheriff’s office. Things had been tense between them ever since she’d dumped him. Deputy Dud liked to ask her to give them another chance, regardless of how many times she’d turned him down. 
 
    Sherriff Cooper came out of his private office in the back and took a seat at the desk across from her. “Dan, I have this.” He waved the deputy off. 
 
    Mel felt gratitude as Dan walked away. “Did your other deputy get to my place yet?” 
 
    “Yes. I was just talking to him. Your apartment has been trashed. I’m sorry, young lady.” Sheriff Cooper had a kind expression and tone at the moment. “Whoever attacked you was gone. It looks like he got in through the bedroom window. The lock on it was broken and the screen was on the ground. Was it like that before?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Tell me about this reporter again.” 
 
    “It wasn’t him.” 
 
    The sheriff frowned. “You can’t know that for certain. You said your intruder wore a mask that covered his head completely, even his eyes and mouth.” 
 
    “That’s true. But the reporter had a bad limp and was about seventy years old. He was thin and kind of frail. The masked guy was bigger and beefier. The size difference alone was very noticeable.” 
 
    Sheriff Cooper straightened in the chair. “Are you certain? You had to be scared, it all happened fast, and you were fighting to get away. It’s normal to be confused after something like this. You go into shock and it makes your mind fuzzy, remember things wrong.” 
 
    “I’m one hundred percent sure that it wasn’t the same guy. The old man did say someone gave him a tip. Maybe that was the person who broke into my place. Someone who knew about the shooting sent that guy to the diner.” 
 
    “Do you think the reporter believed you when you lied to him?” 
 
    She bit her lip and shrugged. “I hope so. I tried hard to sell the story about the fridge breaking down, and that’s why we were closed. I was glad I wore this baggy long-sleeve shirt, since he also approached Mitzy. Maybe he was looking at anyone who might have been hurt during the shooting to prove it happened.” 
 
    Sheriff Cooper glanced at her arm. “Is it still aching? Just because the stitches look fine and it didn’t start bleeding, doesn’t mean you shouldn’t have it looked at.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” She unwrapped her hands from the long ice packs and checked out her knuckles. They were red but she hadn’t broken the skin. She moved her fingers, making fists. They were sore but nothing felt broken. 
 
    “How’s your foot?” 
 
    She leaned forward, staring at her feet. There were a few small cuts on the bottom of her left foot, probably from the glass she’d run through to reach the front door after throwing plates and glasses at the jerk who’d attacked her. None of them were deep. Sheriff Cooper had cleaned and bandaged them before getting her a clean pair of socks to wear from somewhere in the station. “It’s good. Thank you for giving me first aid.” 
 
    “It’s part of the job when a young lady refuses to let me drive her to the hospital.” 
 
    She almost smiled. The old sheriff really could be gruff, but he also had a tender side. She’s seen it when she’d come running into the station. He’d immediately gotten her into a seat, yelled for a first-aid kit from Dan, and calmly got the details from her. He’d played nurse while firmly issuing orders to his deputies to go after the man she’d described as best she could. He’d only left her side after she was calmer and patched up to his satisfaction. 
 
    He held her gaze. “I’ll talk to Mitzy about what that old man said to her, and also the few customers who were there during the shooting. They swore to keep quiet about what happened. Nobody in this town enjoys it when something goes down with the NSO, and then we get inundated by those stupid news people and all their damn vans. This reporter never gave his name or who he worked for? How about a hint of who gave him that tip?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. He wasn’t a friendly, talkative sort.” 
 
    Sheriff Cooper sighed. “Damn vultures. Nobody has called the station nosing around. That’s good. We kept everything tightly under wraps. I still want to find this reporter. Maybe he has someone working with him, and that someone took it upon themselves to scare you into talking. You said the suspect wanted to ask you questions?” 
 
    She replayed in her head what had happened, trying to remember his exact words. It was a little muddled. She’d been panicked and afraid. “He wanted me to answer questions, and I got the impression he planned to grab me. Like, take me somewhere else.”  
 
    That caused Sheriff Cooper to reach out and gently pat her leg. “You’re safe. It’s over. Do you want me to hand you your purse so you can call someone to come be with you?” 
 
    “I don’t own a cell phone.” 
 
    Sheriff Cooper looked surprised. “Everyone has one these days.” 
 
    “Not me. I barely cover my living expenses on what I make. Besides, then my mama would bug me. Joel lets me use the phone at the diner to call my parents every other week, and they have that number if they need to reach me in case of an emergency. Someone would drive over to my place to let me know if that happened.” 
 
    “You should have a phone, Mel.” 
 
    She wasn’t going to argue with him. “I should call Mary.” Then a horrible thought hit. “Mary! What if that bad guy breaks into her place, too? She was working the day of the shooting, if that’s what this is about. She said she was having dinner with her folks but she should be going home in a couple of hours.” 
 
    Sherriff Cooper stood. “Shit. I’ll go over there right now. You stay put. The NSO is sending some people to assist us. They’re good trackers, and some blood was found at scene. You hurt the bastard. Deputy Dan will wait here with you. Answer any questions the NSO have. They frequently help us out with these kinds of situations.” 
 
    She hid her grimace. It wasn’t because of the NSO being involved but the thought of being alone with her ex-boyfriend. “Shouldn’t I come with you? I know Mary’s place as well as my own, and could tell you if anything is missing if it was broken into. We have keys to each other’s places.” 
 
    “Stay.” Sheriff Cooper yelled for his deputy and told him where he was going, then shoved on his hat and exited the small station.  
 
    Dan approached her. “You’re more than welcome to move into my house if you’re afraid to return to your apartment.” 
 
    “No way.” 
 
    He frowned. “You really didn’t give us much of a chance before, Mel. Some dickhead broke into your apartment, and we haven’t caught him. It’s just smart if you stay with me until we catch this criminal.” He puffed out his chest in a macho display of strength. “I’ll keep you safe.” 
 
    “Let me be clear, and I’ll speak in small words so you’ll understand.” She held his gaze. “We broke up for good reasons. I’m not interested.” 
 
    Embarrassment flashed across his face. “This is about your safety.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “No, it’s not. You see another opportunity. I’m not going to date you again. It’s over. And this is low, even for you. Can you say bad timing, Dan? Using my crappy day to your advantage?” 
 
    He opened his mouth to argue more—it wasn’t their first time—but the doors opened and Snow rushed inside.  
 
    Mel was stunned but thrilled to see him. She stood to go to him, but he came at her fast. Before she could get a word out, he lifted her right off her feet, and she was smashed against his body in a bear hug. 
 
    “I’m here.” Snow loudly sniffed at her, nudging her head with his until he could bury his nose against her throat. 
 
    She had automatically wrapped her arms around him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I don’t smell blood.” He lifted his head and locked gazes with her. 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    “Did you get a look at the male?” asked a voice that wasn’t familiar to her. 
 
    Snow gently put her back on her feet, and then surprised her by dropping to his knees. He grabbed her hands with his, seeming to check them out. He sniffed at her again. She remained silent, bemused by his behavior, until he stood again and pulled her into the circle of his arms to keep her close.  
 
    “Melinda, did you get a look at the male?” the same voice asked, this time deeper. 
 
    Snow turned her a little, jerking his head toward the three other New Species. “Brass is the one asking questions. You remember Torrent and Timber. We came together in the same SUV. There are more males outside guarding the building and another team went to your apartment.” 
 
    She peered up at Snow. “Thank you for coming, but you didn’t need to.” 
 
    “I did. You’re my female.” 
 
    She opened her mouth, not sure how to respond to that, though it was flattering being called his.  
 
    Brass stepped closer. “Did you get a good look at the male who invaded your home? I understand you’ve had a trauma but any information we gather will help us catch the male.” 
 
    She understood that. “He was, um…big. Tall, big-boned, and bulky. Not like you guys. You’re taller and more muscular. I couldn’t see his face since he wore a ski mask. It had netting over the eyes and mouth. He wore a black, thin turtleneck kind of shirt with long sleeves, dark gloves, faded blue jeans, and dirty gray sneakers. He’ll have injuries to his face. At least I hope so. I kept hitting him in the head and face area with my fists, a table leg, and then I threw my dishes at him.” Mel felt Snow’s body tense against hers. She gave him her full attention. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Snow didn’t look convinced by her words. “You’re not safe here. We’re returning to Reservation. You’re coming home with me.” 
 
    “Hey now,” Deputy Dan sputtered. “You can’t just take Mel.” 
 
    She shot him a dirty look. He was really starting to tick her off. “Stay out of this.” 
 
    “Mel is my female,” Snow growled at him. “Where is Sheriff Cooper?” 
 
    “I sent him to check out where Mary lives.” Mel gazed up at Snow. “I thought maybe since that guy broke into my place, she might be next. I didn’t want her to come home to find him waiting for her like he was for me.” 
 
    “Why would you think the male might go after that female?” 
 
    She stared at Brass. He wasn’t the friendliest-looking New Species, but he was attractive like all the rest. Only in a dark, broody way. “There was a reporter who came into the diner while I was working earlier. He said he got a tip about a shooting at the diner. I denied everything. He wanted to talk to Mary next, but I lied, saying she’s super shy. She’s not shy, but she does have a temper. I didn’t want her yelling at him in front of customers. She hates it when they bug us about the NSO. Then Joel, the owner of the diner, gets mad when she cusses out someone. He says it’s bad for business and even reporters have to eat. Anyway, the jerk who broke in said something about answering his questions. I got away, so he might go after Mary next, if this is related to the shooting.” 
 
    Brass frowned. It was a scarier look. “You think the male who broke in was the reporter?” 
 
    “No. It wasn’t the same man. I’m sure about that. It doesn’t mean the reporter didn’t send that jerk to make me talk.” 
 
    “Did the owner of the diner speak to this reporter?” 
 
    She shook her head at Brass. “Joel always stays in the kitchen. He’s not good with talking to our customers, and he knows it. I’m not real worried about Joel or his wife. They’re both ex-Marines. They met in the service and can defend themselves. I was able to fight that jerk off, but Mary wouldn’t stand a chance. She isn’t tough at all.” 
 
    Snow softly growled. It seemed he was going to be angry every time her attack was brought up. She sealed her lips. 
 
    “Would anyone like some coffee?” Deputy Dan appeared furious as he glared at her and Snow. 
 
    “No thank you, Deputy,” Brass answered for them. “We’ll wait for Sheriff Cooper to return. We sent a team to the crime scene to help track the male, if possible.” He narrowed his dark gaze on Mel. “Will you return to Reservation willingly? Snow wants you to stay there. You’ve been targeted. That means you’re in danger.” 
 
    “Now wait a damn minute!” Deputy Dan huffed. “Nobody is taking Mel anywhere. I already offered for her to come stay at my house. Only an idiot would try to go after her there, since I’m a deputy.” 
 
    “Shut up, Dan,” she groaned. “No means no. Didn’t your mama teach you that? I will never date you again.” 
 
    Snow glanced at him. “This is Deputy Dud?” His snarled words were enough to give her chills. Not the good kind. 
 
    She rubbed her hands over his chest, petting the padded uniform top he wore. She was pretty sure he had Kevlar underneath. “Easy, big guy. I told him no way was that happening. Ever.” 
 
    “Deputy Dud?” Dan sputtered, glaring at her. 
 
    “You called me a ‘stupid hick’ when I broke up with you. So what if I gave you a nickname, too? It fits,” she shot back. 
 
    Snow tried to release her. Mel had a feeling he wanted to attack her ex-boyfriend, and she clutched at his uniform. “Don’t, Snow. He’s not worth it.” 
 
     The door opened, and Deputy Tommy entered. He glanced at the New Species, his co-worker, and whistled low. “Is it just me or is there tension in here?” He stared a little too long at Mel and Snow, saw them touching, and then smiled. “Oh.” He walked closer. “Get over it, Danny. I told you she’s never going to take you back. Especially now that it seems she’s dating Snow.” 
 
    “Goddamn it!” Dan spun and stormed toward the back of the office. 
 
    Tommy smirked, watching Dan until he was out of sight, and then addressed Mel. “Your apartment was trashed, Mel. Sorry. The TV still works, though. The landlord, Mr. Chester, is over there now fixing the broken window lock. None of your neighbors were home when it happened, and no one around there saw the guy you described.” Then he faced Brass. “Your team tracked the assailant. It seems that he parked behind that field at the back of her apartments. There was a flattened area where a car had sat for a bit. He was long gone, though.” 
 
    The office door opened again and Sheriff Cooper returned. “I was able to reach the owner by phone instead of having to drive all the way over there to check out Mary’s apartment myself. Paul, her landlord, lives on the premises, and he did a walk-through while I was on the phone with him. Someone had forced her slider open on the back patio. There’s no sign of any damage though. Just some dirty footprints on the tile right inside the door in the kitchen. Whoever was there is gone now.  
 
    “I called her parents and informed them of what happened. I asked Mary to avoid her apartment for right now. It might be best if you go out to the Muller house to stay with her parents, too, for a few days. I told them I might send you that way.” Then he looked at Deputy Tommy. “Paul is waiting for you at Mary’s. Take pictures and gather whatever evidence you can.” 
 
    “On it.” Deputy Tommy rushed out of the station. 
 
    “Mel is coming home with me,” Snow announced. 
 
    Sherriff Cooper blinked. “I see.” Then he stared at Mel. “Are you agreeable with that?” 
 
    She nodded, barely paying attention. Someone had broken into her place and Mary’s. That was terrifying.  
 
    “Mel?” Snow sounded concerned. 
 
    She peered up at him. “I need to stop at my place to get clothes.” 
 
    “No,” Sheriff Cooper instantly responded. “It’s a crime scene. I called Clovis to come in to take photos and collect samples of the blood found. Clovis has been specially trained in forensics. It’s why I hired him part time after he retired from Fresno. We might never catch the perp, but we’ll try our best.” 
 
    “Blood?” Snow started sniffing at her again. 
 
    “I got a few small cuts on my foot but I’m fine.” She gave him her most reassuring look. 
 
    Sheriff Cooper cleared his throat. “Mel here put up a hell of a fight. My deputy found blood drops in her living room floor, on the broken table, and on the couch. He also spotted some drops right outside her front door. That might have been hers, though, since her foot was cut.” He sucked in a sharp breath and smiled. “There was also blood smeared on her bedroom wall next to her bed. That’s where he fell after he broke through her bedroom door, according to Mel. I told Clovis to get samples there for sure.”  
 
    He looked at Mel next. “That little plant stand you had next to your bed was in pieces. I’m thinking when he got up, he used the wall to brace against, and his hand must have bled through the glove enough to smear on the wall.” 
 
    Snow’s hold on Mel tightened, and he pulled her closer to his body. 
 
    “We’re going to do our best to catch him,” Sheriff Cooper promised. 
 
    “The NSO is more than willing to help in any way you need,” Brass informed him.  
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate that.” Sherriff Cooper sighed, gazing at Mel. “You might want to stay with them for at least a month or so. You’ll be safe at Reservation. Until this perp is caught, he might come back. We’re understaffed. I just don’t have the manpower to keep someone on you around the clock. I know Joel will be pissed since he depends on you so much, but that’s what family is for. I’m sure some of his nieces or sisters will appreciate covering your shifts to earn extra money. Once Clovis is done, I’ll let you go inside your apartment to pack some of your personal things. It won’t be until tomorrow at the earliest.” 
 
    Mel knew Sheriff Cooper was probably right about it being better if she stayed with Snow for a while. She also understood her place being a crime scene and having to wait to go back inside. The person who broke in might come after her again.  
 
    Her mind worked. She’d be safe…but the same couldn’t be said for Mary. Her parents were only in town for a few days. They liked to travel. Once they were gone, her best friend would be alone and vulnerable to attack. The sheriff just said he didn’t have the manpower to babysit anyone.  
 
    “Mel? I will get you new clothing. It will be fine. Come with me.” Snow tugged on her arm gently, trying to lead her to the door. 
 
    She resisted. “Wait. I’m thinking.” 
 
    “There’s nothing to think about, young lady.” The sheriff frowned. “The NSO will keep you safer than I can. I hate to admit that, but I’m no fool. And I don’t believe in coincidences. A reporter shows up, asks you questions at work, and then someone breaks into your apartment. If that reporter is behind this in any way, his source not only blabbed about the shooting, but he could have learned that Snow took you to Reservation after you were clipped by a bullet. Even if it isn’t him responsible for your attacker, maybe this reporter told the wrong person that last bit, someone who hates New Species.  
 
    “I hate to say it, but I’d make assumptions too about one of their men carrying off a woman and taking her home, if I didn’t know how compassionate they are. My first thought when I arrived at the diner to learn they’d whisked you off was that you must have been hurt, and they have damn good doctors. But some idiots out there might take advantage of your knowledge of Reservation. You’d be an easy way for those idiots to get at the NSO. Either way, you need to go stay with them. It’s just common sense, young lady.” 
 
    Mel nodded, hearing every word Sherriff Cooper said. She didn’t disagree. Whoever had broken into her place probably did so because of the shooting, or because she’d spent time with Snow. “My place wasn’t the only one broken into, Sheriff. He went after Mary, too. She said her parents were only going to be home for two days this time. You know how they love traveling. Then she’ll be alone. That jerk will just have to wait for the right opportunity to grab her. That guy seemed really determined to get me. I should know; I was there. He didn’t run when I started screaming. He kept coming after me no matter how much I fought. He even followed me out to my car, and it was still daylight. Anyone could have seen him. I’ve seen crazy animals act like that before. They’re single-minded, and they don’t stop until you make them.” 
 
    “We can take your friend Mary to Reservation.” 
 
    She shook her head at Brass. “Thank you kindly for offering, but you don’t know Mary. There’s no way she’d go there. You’d have to lock her up and sedate her to keep her safe. She’s terrified of New Species.” 
 
    Deputy Dud suddenly laughed. He’d returned to the main part of the station. “And squirrels. I’ve had to go to her apartment twice because they got into the attic of her apartment building. You’d have thought they had rabies or something with the way she carried on about how they were going to tear through the ceiling to come after her for blood. Animal control didn’t respond fast enough, so she called the station almost sobbing. I felt bad for her and went over, sat with her until someone showed up.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Mel nodded, hating to agree with anything her ex said. “Mary is terrified of animals. No offense to any of you.” She glanced at the New Species. “We need to bait and trap this bad guy like the vermin he is while Mary’s parents are still home, and she’s safe with them.” 
 
    The men around her all appeared shocked at that suggestion. No one spoke. 
 
    Mel didn’t back down. “You know I’m right. We all want him caught. The fastest way is using me being bait. He’ll come after me, if I’m right. Then Mary will be safe for sure. I’m not willing to risk her being hurt while I’m sitting safe at Reservation.” 
 
    “No way in hell,” Snow snarled. 
 
    She gave Snow a pleading look. “Mary is my best friend. I can’t go with you knowing it makes her a target, since he can’t get to me. He already broke into her place once.” Then she looked at the sheriff. “How long does it take for you to send off blood samples and get results if they match someone? What are the odds that the lab will even find a match unless this guy already has a criminal record? I watch television shows about crime. Weeks to months, right? And we’d be lucky to find a match?” 
 
    Sheriff Cooper gave a nod, his expression grim. 
 
    Mel turned to Snow. “I want this bad guy caught. I’m not willing to risk him going after Mary again when she’s alone. She’s my best friend.” Tears filled her eyes. “I can’t let anything happen to her. I’d feel responsible. I could never live with that.” 
 
    “We aren’t certain that the male will go after her a second time. You were the one he tried to grab.” 
 
    She straightened and squared her shoulders. “He broke into her place, though. I’m doing this, Snow. With you or without you. I already have a plan.” 
 
    Snow didn’t look happy. 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    She turned to Brass, relieved he was willing to at least listen. “I go home with Snow tonight, but tomorrow, once my apartment is cleared, I move back in there. Mary’s parents will stick around a few more days to protect her since they know her place was broken into, and I was attacked. I’ll take some time off at the diner, so I don’t put other people in danger if the guy is crazy enough to come at me in public. I’ll clean up my place, keep the curtains open…basically make sure I’m seen there. Alone.” 
 
    Snow growled. 
 
    “But I won’t be,” she quickly added, holding his gaze. “I know my place is small but you and a few guys could still hide in there. If he’s going to come after me, you’ll be there to grab him.” 
 
    Snow opened his mouth but Brass cut him off. 
 
    “It’s not the best plan, but it’s acceptable. We all want this male caught.” 
 
    Sherriff Cooper took a seat, his chair squeaking from his weight. “I’m onboard. Just tell me what need for us to assist you.” 
 
    Mel managed to not grin, especially after seeing how miserable and upset Snow appeared. She was getting her way…but he wasn’t happy about it. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Snow kept Mel in his lap on the return trip to Reservation. He sulked a bit about her plan but didn’t complain. The idea of Mel putting herself in danger to help catch the male who’d attacked her felt wrong to him. It was his duty to protect her. She was safe in his arms, and he didn’t want that to change. 
 
    At the same time, he admired her courage and understood Mel’s reasons for wanting to do it. She cared deeply about her female friend, Mary. He’d do anything for his friends. That included risking his life. Mel was brave. That earned his respect. She was an amazingly caring female. 
 
    He also felt determined. He wouldn’t let Mel out of his sight once they set her plan into motion. Nothing was going to happen to her. He wouldn’t allow it. No human would take her away from him or steal their future. 
 
    Motion drew his attention, and he found Brass watching him from the front seat. The male wasn’t his favorite person at that moment. He’d agreed to Mel’s plan. Then again, Snow could have overruled it since she was his mate—even if she hadn’t officially agreed. No Species would fight him on it if he aggressively refused to send a team to her apartment. It might upset Mel enough to reject him, though. 
 
    Brass didn’t say anything aloud. Instead, he silently mouthed, “She would have done it anyway.” 
 
    Snow gave a slight nod of acknowledgement. As a Species, most of their kind had gotten good at reading lips from their years at Mercile. The doctors and orderlies always tried to lie to them, but they’d all learned to watch their lips when possible as they whispered to each other too far away to hear or when glass separated them. 
 
    “We’ll protect her,” Brass mouthed. “Better us than them.” 
 
    Snow agreed, giving another nod. He trusted the sheriff and most of his deputies but he didn’t want Mel’s life in their hands. And he didn’t want Deputy Dud near her ever again. The male had asked her to live with him! He bristled just remembering, still wanting to punch him.  
 
    Mel stirred on his lap and studied him. “Are you okay? You’re being entirely too quiet.” There was a hint of worry in her beautiful eyes. 
 
    “I want to keep you safe at Reservation.” 
 
    “I know but―” 
 
    “You’re worried about Mary. I hate your plan but I understand. I’m not going to fight you on this, even if I wish I could.” 
 
    “Thank you, Snow. I get that this is hard on you.” 
 
    She really had no idea. “I keep thinking about how you could have been killed.” He stroked his hand down her back. “I’m going over scenarios in my head. What if the male shows up with a gun? What if he shoots you before we can get to him? You’re wearing a vest. Don’t fight me on that.” 
 
    “He was trying to grab me. He wanted answers. Dead folks can’t talk.” 
 
    “You hurt him when you fought him off. Bad males might change their motives and want revenge more.” 
 
    She reached up and cupped his face. “I’m hearing you. I am. I’ve still got to do this. Do you believe in gut feelings?” 
 
    “Yes. We call them instincts.” 
 
    “Mine are telling me that I’m right, and if he can’t get to me, he might go after Mary again. I’m sure it’s linked to the shooting, since he broke into Mary’s place, too. Her and I were the ones working that shift. Mary is like family. Actually, I like her better than my real family. I’d talk Mary into moving to Reservation, but I know she won’t. I have a better chance of winning a billion dollars playing the lottery. She’s super scared of animals. Not that you or other New Species are animals.” She glanced around, giving his friends apologetic looks, before going on.  
 
    “She’s even afraid of kittens, puppies, fluffy bunnies, and even those super-cute sloths. A customer came in a few months ago showing a video on her phone of a baby sloth getting a bath. It was adorable. Not to Mary. She said they look all cute but them bam! They might use those claws to attack. She even had a nightmare about it. It was ridiculous but…that’s Mary for you. She’s got the worst case of animal phobia that I’ve ever seen. There’s no way she could live with New Species.” 
 
    Snow stroked her back more. “I understand, Mel. We are way more frightening than baby sloths.” 
 
    Everyone inside the SUV chuckled. 
 
    “Are you mad at me?” She appeared worried. 
 
    “No. This is something you feel you need to do. I’ll support you.” 
 
    “We all will,” Timber stated from the driver’s seat. 
 
    They came up on the gates but they didn’t have to stop. Brass had called ahead. Snow liked that Reservation was laxer about the rules than Homeland at times. Otherwise, Mel would have to suffer a pat down by someone on duty every time she entered. He knew he could thank Brass for her easy clearance. 
 
    Snow helped her out of the SUV when they stopped in front of the hotel, keeping hold of her hand. He couldn’t wait to get her upstairs and alone. He’d missed her, and the scare he’d had made his need to touch her almost unbearable. 
 
    Brass stopped them before they could go inside. “We need to fine-tune the details of this mission. We’ll meet at eight in the morning for a shared breakfast.” His gaze locked with Snow’s. “You’re off duty for the next few days. Stay with your female.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He knew the NSO would be supportive. Mel wasn’t officially his mate but he’d made his intentions clear.  
 
    He took her into the hotel. Other Species were inside, but they kept back, giving grim nods his way. They must have heard what happened to Mel. He led her to the elevator and took her directly to his home. No one stopped or spoke to them. He was grateful for that. 
 
    Once they were inside, he locked the door and pulled her into his arms. “I was frightened,” he admitted. 
 
    She hugged him around his waist, nuzzling his bulky uniformed chest with her face. “I’m really okay. I’m a fighter. I wasn’t going to let that creep take me.” 
 
    He separated them but snagged her hand, taking her into his bedroom. He immediately began to strip.  
 
    Mel’s brows inched up. “Horny?” 
 
    “I hate the uniform. Take off your clothing. This isn’t about sharing sex. I need to make certain you’re not hurt. Strip, Mel. Now.” 
 
    She nodded, reaching for her long-sleeved shirt with the diner logo over her right breast. “I’d be okay if you were horny.” A small smile played at her lips. “I missed you.” 
 
    He couldn’t bare his body fast enough. He just tossed his clothing into a pile until he’d removed everything and then went to her, dropping to his knees to help her since she was slower. His gaze scanned every inch of skin she bared. Besides her slightly red knuckles, a few light marks on her arms, she seemed fine.  
 
    She lifted one of her feet after she’d taken off the socks and he saw three small bandages. He gently gripped her ankle and used his other hand to lightly push her back. She laughed as she landed on her ass on the edge of the mattress. He studied her foot. The smell of disinfectant hid any blood. The bandages weren’t stained. 
 
    “It’s only a few small cuts from glass. They aren’t bad. Sheriff Cooper had a first-aid kit.” 
 
    He released her ankle and walked on his knees closer, gently parting her thighs to make room for his hips. He cupped her waist and pulled her right up against his body before hugging her tight. He breathed in her scent. She was safe with him, in his home, in his arms. 
 
    “I can’t lose you, Mel. I won’t.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “You won’t. I told you. I’m tough. I fought that sucker hard. He probably wishes he’d never messed with me. And bonus? Now I have an excuse to buy new dishes. I smashed most of what I bought throwing them at his stupid face.” 
 
    He could tell by the light tone of her voice that she was trying to be funny but he couldn’t laugh. She felt so frail in his arms. And a male had attacked her. Tried to steal her away. It infuriated him. Frightened him. What if the male had hit her hard enough to break bones? Kill her? He’d seen too much death in his life. He knew how easily humans could die. Especially females. 
 
    “I’m fine, Snow. I promise.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m going to make sure of that. Once this male is caught, move in with me. Stay with me, Mel. Mate me.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    “I mean it. I’m certain. You’re mine, Mel. I’m yours. It’s that simple. I missed you when you were gone. You admitted to missing me. We shouldn’t be apart. It felt wrong.” 
 
    “I did miss you but it hasn’t been long enough to make a lifetime commitment.” 
 
    He felt pain in his chest at hearing her words. “I’ll convince you.” 
 
    She smiled. “Does that mean lots of sex?” 
 
    He chuckled then. “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m all for that. Give it your best shot, Snow.” 
 
    He kissed her, not holding back his need and desire to show her what she meant to him. His female moaned against his tongue, making his cock harden in an instant. He felt primed to take her but she wasn’t ready yet, her scent of arousal only faint. He let his hands roam her soft skin, remembering to be gentle.  
 
    Mel clutched at him and rubbed her breasts against his chest. He could feel the tips of them as they tightened. Her scent changed, her need growing stronger as he rubbed his cock against her slit. He lowered her slowly to the bed, released her, and gripped her thighs to spread them apart. He nuzzled his face between them, growling as his tongue found her clit.  
 
    Her little hands ended up in his hair. He growled louder, knowing she enjoyed the vibrations it caused. He licked, sucked, and focused on the swelling bud. Her moans increased, growing louder as he mercilessly took her to a thrashing climax.  
 
    When he felt the bud softening, he rose up.  
 
    It crossed his mind that he needed to put on a condom…but he had almost lost her. A human male could have taken her from him forever.  
 
    He gripped the base of his cock and slid his other hand under her ass, dragging her to the edge of the mattress. He looked down as he lined them up and put the tip of his shaft right at her entrance. The urge to drive into her deep and fuck her hard hit—but he paused. 
 
    Guilt surfaced as Mel panted, her eyes meeting his when he peered at her face. She was flush from her climax, trust shining in her eyes, and he realized he couldn’t be selfish.  
 
    “Hold on.” He forced himself to release his shaft, slide his arm out from under her, and rose to his feet. He grabbed the condoms, put one on, and then resumed his position on his knees at the bottom of the bed.  
 
    He was gentle as he entered her tight, wet body. His Mel was smaller than a Species female. She felt softer inside, too. Her moan of pleasure urged him to take it slowly, carefully. He never wanted to hurt her by being too rough. He rocked his hips, her body taking him deeper with each thrust. He licked his thumb and reached between them, placing it on her clit. It had begun to swell again.  
 
    Mel moaned and pulled her legs up. He leaned over her to keep her from being able to close them. He hooked her under her waist to hold her in place as he picked up the pace, fucking her faster. He rubbed her clit in time with his hips. He could fell her muscles clenching, making it harder for him to move inside her. She was so damn tight it nearly hurt, but it was too good.  
 
    She came again and it caused him to lose his seed. He snarled, coming with her. Then he felt himself locking inside her as the base of his shaft began to swell. He repositioned his arms, pinning her under him. Their gazes met and held. 
 
    “I love you, Mel. You’ll love me, too, one day.” 
 
    She reached up and cupped his face. “I’m already falling in love with you.” 
 
    His heart soared. “Good. You’ll agree to be my mate?” 
 
    “I think I will but we need more time. To make sure.” 
 
    “I’m already certain.” He kissed her, liking the way she wrapped her legs around his waist to hug him with them. “It’s going to be a long night of convincing you.” He grinned. “Once the swelling goes down, I’ll get rid of this condom and grab more.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Don’t you need recovery time?” 
 
    “I’m Species.” He shrugged. “We’re built for endurance and stamina.” 
 
    “Oh boy.” She smiled. “We need to eat at some point. I missed dinner.” 
 
    He instantly switched plans. “Food first. Then more sex. My mate needs to be fed.” 
 
    “Snow—” 
 
    “You are mine, Mel. I know. I feel it.” He lifted his hand and brushed her hair off the side of her face, caressing her cheek. “How brave are you?” 
 
    “I fought off a creep today and plan to make myself bait tomorrow. Pretty darn brave. Why?” 
 
    He grinned. “It takes more time if I order food to be brought up here. Let’s go downstairs to eat. Now that you’ve mentioned it, I hear your belly rumbling.” 
 
    “But I just have my work clothes.” 
 
    “I will find you something of mine to wear. We’re not formal here at the NSO. I just want your skin covered to prevent other males from seeing too much of you.” The swelling went down and he gently separated their bodies. He hated pulling out of her. He lifted off her and helped her into a seated position on the bed. “I’ll take care of this condom and then we’ll go eat. I think you’ll like the choices they have.”  
 
    He rushed into the bathroom, discarded the spent condom, and washed his hands. Then he hurried back into the bedroom. Mel stood waiting for him. He walked to his dresser, opening drawers, and pulled out one of his thicker shirts and a pair of drawstring shorts that would fall past her knees. He liked to work out in them. They were well worn and comfortable. She took them. 
 
    “Skip the bra,” he told her. “My shirt is loose enough to hide that you’re not wearing one. No one would care anyway. Species females don’t like them.” 
 
    He pulled out sweats and a tank top for himself, quickly putting them on. He skipped wearing shoes. Mel took a seat to put on her socks. Snow waited, knowing she might feel more comfortable with something covering her feet. Not many humans went without shoes that he’d seen. When she was dressed, he held out his hand.  
 
    “Let’s go. And don’t worry. Other Species will love you. You’re mine and carrying my scent on you.” He grinned. He’d rubbed his skin against hers enough to know others would smell him on her. 
 
    “You’re weird but so cute,” she chuckled, taking his hand. “No shoes, huh?” 
 
    “I’m off duty. They aren’t required. A lot of Species will be barefoot. See for yourself.”  
 
      
 
    Mel felt a little nervous as Snow led her into a huge room on the first floor. The smell of food had her stomach rumbling. Dozens of New Species were there, sitting at tables already or walking along a long buffet between the kitchen area and the cafeteria. Most paused eating to glance their way. She forced a smile, meeting gazes. None of the New Species seemed alarmed at seeing her. A few even smiled back. It caused the last of her tension to leave. 
 
    She also noticed Snow had been right. Some of the New Species were in uniform with their boots but most wore casual clothing, from sweats to jeans, their feet bare. It was a reminder of how different they were from full humans, but it was nice.  
 
    Snow took her to the far right of the buffet and released her hand, handing her a plate.  
 
    “Fill it with what you want. They label everything for those of us who can read. Most can, but not the Wild Zone residents. They use their eyes and sense of smell to determine what they’d like to eat. You can have seconds or even thirds. Fill your plate, we’ll find a place to sit, and then come back for drinks.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    She chose a filet mignon, fried potatoes, some mashed potatoes with bacon and cheese mixed in them, and then grabbed a bowl of salad with a small container of ranch dressing. Snow led her to a table. He had piled a few large steaks on his plate. They set them down, returned for drinks, and she picked a carton of milk. He chose a soda before they both grabbed silverware wrapped in cloth napkins and took their seats. Snow sat close to her.  
 
    “You weren’t kidding about the food choices. They have everything from fried chicken to Italian food.” She cut into her steak. It had said medium rare. The steaks Snow had taken were rare. She took a bite of the filet mignon and moaned her appreciation. 
 
    Snow grinned, cutting into one of his steaks. It was very red. “The NSO hires the best human cooks.” 
 
    “They do. I feel lucky to be here.” 
 
    Another male New Species approached with a plate and paused across the table from them. “May I sit with you and the female?” 
 
    Snow scowled. “My female.” 
 
    “I am aware.” The male was feline, handsome, and he flashed his fangs as he grinned. “I’ll be on my best behavior. My word. Yes?” 
 
    “Sit.” Snow sighed, motioning toward the male. “Meet Flirt. He fully earns the name. Remember…Mel is mine. Keep your comments tame.” 
 
    “I give my word.” The male took a seat across from Snow. “How are you, Melinda? We all heard about what happened in your human town.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “She fought the male,” Snow growled low.  
 
    Flirt’s catlike eyes widened and he blinked at her. “Did you harm the human?” 
 
    “I think so. They found blood at my place that wasn’t mine.” 
 
    “Impressive.” Flirt dug into his plate of baked chicken covered in a white sauce with pasta. He gazed at Snow. “You’re calmer than I expected.” 
 
    “Now. Mel is with me.” 
 
    “Of course.” Flirt looked at her. “We’re protective as hell. It’s a good Species trait. We have many of them. You’d be smart to mate with him. He has asked, hasn’t he?” 
 
    She noticed how Snow paused eating, glaring at the male. 
 
    “He did. I just need a little more time. We haven’t known each other that long.” 
 
    Flirt snorted at her answer. “Humans.” His blue eyes flashed with humor though. “So cautious when there’s no need. This male is way better than your males. You should say yes.” 
 
    “Don’t pressure her,” Snow warned. 
 
    “I’m not. I’m giving her friendly advice.” He smiled at Mel. “Listen to me. I’m honest. You’ll never regret saying yes to becoming Snow’s mate. I know many human female mates. They are all extremely happy. You can’t do better than one of ours. We’re extremely loyal. And Species don’t cheat. We find one female, attach to her, and get addicted. That’s it for us for life.” 
 
     “Flirt.” Snow put down his fork and knife. “Enough. I didn’t bring Mel here to get references from my friends.” 
 
    “It doesn’t hurt.” The male shrugged. “She said she hasn’t known you for long. We have.” He turned his blue gaze to her and winked. “Snow is a keeper.” 
 
    “He is,” another Species called from another table. 
 
    “A solid male,” another male stated. “Canines are loyal.” 
 
    “Be smart, human.” That from a female Species across the room, who grinned when Mel met her gaze. “Accept Snow. He’ll be all depressed and sad if you say no. You never want to see a canine unhappy. Hey, Bestial. Show her the sad look. You’re a council member, do your job. Represent a pathetic canine.” 
 
    A tall canine male chuckled loudly from a table a few over and lifted his dark brown head. He pouted, his intense eyes taking on a soulful look as he stared at Mel. “Accept Snow. I’m asking for all the canines, even the ones who aren’t technically mine. This is the look I practice so they think I’m sympathetic when I’m listening to silly complaints and demands.” He jerked his thumb toward the female. “Like that one.” 
 
    “Enough!” Snow put his arm around Mel, drawing her attention from the big male. “Leave Mel alone.” 
 
    Mel laughed. “It’s okay. They care about you. I think that’s awesome.” 
 
    “Don’t encourage them,” he whispered loudly and leaned close, nuzzling the side of her head. 
 
    “Canines are also the best at sex,” another Species called out. 
 
    Some low hissing sounds came from the felines.  
 
    “You wish.” Flirt turned in his seat to shoot a glare at the canine who’d spoken. “We purr.” 
 
    Bestial rose. He was a tall, huge Species. “Hey, none of that. We’re all awesome. You heard Snow’s female. I won’t have a debate about sex while we’re eating in front of her. Snow is trying to impress his female.” He suddenly grinned at her. “We are the best, but we have to let the felines think otherwise. They are pussies, after all. The primates will beat their chests so we’ll give them a tie for second.” 
 
    Laughter sounded around the room but no one protested. Mel grinned as she turned her head, looking at Snow. He watched her back, amusement in his eyes.  
 
    “I should have ordered our food to be taken upstairs.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m having fun. This is nice. I like your people.” 
 
    “I’m glad you said that.” A feline lifted his plate from the table near theirs, rose to his feet, and moved to their table. “I have questions about your females, if you don’t mind. I want one for myself.” 
 
    Mel felt honored anyone wanted her advice. “Sure. Ask away.” 
 
    Snow groaned. “You’re going to regret this.” 
 
    More New Species joined them for dinner. They had to move a few tables together. Mel answered questions, mostly about the women in town who were single.  
 
    One thing became clear. There many more males than female New Species and most of them seemed super lonely. It hurt her heart. The NSO really needed a way to introduce them to some women. 
 
    Snow kept his arm around her, snarling warnings when someone asked sexual questions. He deemed them too rude and ordered her to ignore them. She had a blast, though, for the next hour until she yawned. It had been a long day. 
 
    “Enough. My female is tired.” Snow held up his hand. The males around the table became silent.  
 
    Except for Flirt. “Of course. Bring her to more meals.” 
 
    Everyone at their table and at a few around them agreed. Mel smiled at everyone, gave a wave, and let Snow lead her out of the cafeteria. Once they were alone in the elevator, she leaned against him. 
 
    “I had fun.” 
 
    “They did too. You’re exhausted. Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I didn’t sleep well without you last night. Then I worked a full shift, and then…you know what happened when I got home.” 
 
    He kissed the top of her head and surprised her by releasing her, stepping back, and scooping her into his arms. “I’m going to strip you, cuddle with you, and you’ll sleep, Mel.” 
 
    “What about lots of sex?” 
 
    “We have forever. You’re mine. I’ll convince you, but after you have plenty of rest.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck and nodded, yawning again. “Good plan.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    A soft noise woke Mel. She opened her eyes, instantly realizing she wasn’t at her place. Memories of the day before returned. Snow had brought her back to Reservation and they were in his bedroom.  
 
    She turned a little to stare at Snow’s handsome face on the pillow next to the one she used. He’d kept the bathroom light on, so she could see him well. It was dark outside still, sometime in the middle of the night.  
 
    He whimpered, his face contorting a little, and his body jerked suddenly.  
 
    She sat up, reaching for him. Snow seemed to be having a nightmare. 
 
    “Snow?” 
 
    He jerked more violently and his eyes opened. He sat up fast, almost bumping into her. His gaze sought hers. She put her hand on his chest and felt his heart pumping rapidly. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    He moved fast, grabbing hold of her and pulling her onto his lap. Mel found herself cocooned in his arms, pressed tight to his chest. “It was just a dream.” 
 
    “It must have been a bad one.” She wiggled a little and wrapped her arms around him. “Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    He rocked a little, adjusting his legs to make them both more comfortable, and buried his face in her hair. She heard him inhaling deeply. It made her sad that whatever he’d dreamed had messed with him that much. It must have been a doozy of a nightmare. 
 
    “I was back at Mercile.” 
 
    She could understand how upsetting that would be. “They were shut down. You’re never going back there.” 
 
    “I know.” He kept rocking them both. “It was a memory. I was reliving the past.” He nuzzled her. “I’m sorry I woke you.” 
 
    “Don’t say that. Never say that. I sometimes have nightmares, too. Everyone does.” 
 
    “I think almost losing you caused me to think of when I’d nearly died. At least, one of the more traumatic incidents.” 
 
    That horrified her. “How many times did they try to kill you?” 
 
    “Life was always uncertain while in captivity,” he rasped. 
 
    “I’m sorry you had to go through that.” It made her furious. She wanted to know what Mercile Industries had done to him. “What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t want to make you see me differently.” His hold on her loosened and he lifted his head.  
 
    She stared up at him, hating to glimpse that haunted look in his beautiful blue eyes. “I see a wonderful man. Nothing from your past is ever going to change that.” 
 
    “I nearly lost you earlier. That human male could have kill you.” 
 
    “I’m okay, Snow. I’m more worried about you right now. You can tell me anything. What were you dreaming about from your past?” 
 
    He stopped hugging her with one arm and reached up between them, touching one of the scars on his chest. “This.” 
 
    She glanced at the white round circle that marred his skin. “How did it happen?” 
 
    “They would shoot us with darts that were attached to wires. They caused so much pain. Electricity darts…and sometimes they was so strong it caused our skin to burn. They’d made them so strong to take one of my kind down instantly.” 
 
    Her anger grew. “Why would they do that?” 
 
    “I refused to do what they demanded. That’s all it took for us to be punished.” 
 
    “They had no right to hurt you, ever.” 
 
    He began to rock again, hugging her tightly. “I am aware.” 
 
    She thought about the other marks she’d seen on him. “Those circular scars are all from those darts?” 
 
    “Yes. The skin around the darts would be burned and hurt for a long time. They faded some with time.” 
 
    She snuggled tighter against him. “What about the ones along your back? Are those from darts, too?” 
 
    “A few, but mostly those are from attacks by the technicians. They liked to hit us often and hard with metal sticks. I learned later they are called batons. They would extend a bit and hurt a lot. Our bones are hard to break, but they could do it if they kept hitting the same spots over and over.” 
 
    “Oh, baby.” She clutched him. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I killed some technicians. They were guards for Mercile.” His body tensed. “To keep them from killing me. I was remembering one of those times while I slept. I had angered one of them, and he attacked me. I managed to fight through the pain enough to grab hold of the wire the dart was attached to and yank on it. The technician didn’t let go fast enough, and it caused him to stumble forward and fall next to me. And I killed him. Does that make you afraid of me?” 
 
    “No!” She didn’t even have to think about it. “I’m glad you took out some of those jerks.” She released him and reached up, cupping his face. “I love you, Snow.” 
 
    He seemed to search her eyes. “You don’t look afraid.” 
 
    “I’m not. I could have killed those two jerks who came into the diner, the ones that I shot. I was raised with guns. I know what they can do. I’m surprised they both lived, to be honest. I was sure that one was a goner that I nailed center mass in the chest. Are you afraid of me because of that?” 
 
    “Never. You were brave and did it to protect Species.” 
 
    “Same to you, Snow. You have every right to save yourself from bad folks. I was aiming for that jerk’s face who broke into my place with my dishes. A flying piece of glass could have cut him just right and made him bleed to death. I also hit him in the head as many times as I could too. Head trauma and all that. It can definitely kill. I wanted to hurt him and put him down so he would stop coming after me. I don’t feel bad about it. He had it coming.” 
 
    A smile curved his lips, and that haunted look left his eyes. “I love you so much, Mel.” 
 
    “Right back at you. You can tell me anything about your past and it’s not going to change how I feel about you. I see the man you’ve become, and I like everything about you. You’re a survivor, and I’m glad for that. I wouldn’t have met you if you’d let those jerks kill you while they had you locked up.” 
 
    That smile turned into a grin. “I feel like everything I’ve endured is worth it, now that you’re in my life.” 
 
    He said the best things to her. Her heart just melted. “Make love to me, Snow.” 
 
    “I would love to.” He went for her mouth. 
 
    Mel tipped her chin up and kissed him, giving him all her emotions. How much he meant to her. How much she loved him. The growling sound he made turned her on more. He was just too sexy. 
 
    He turned them on the bed, taking her down to the mattress. His hands roamed her body, caressing one of her breasts. She loved it when he lightly pinched her nipple, causing a jolt of pleasure to shoot through her body. He really knew how to touch her. 
 
    Mel enjoyed the feel of him as she ran her hands over his warm, firm skin. She used her fingernails to lightly scratch. He growled and broke the kiss, going for her neck. She wiggled under him until she could spread her thighs wide and wrap them around his waist.  
 
    He reached up, and she glanced at his fumbling hand. He found some of the condoms he’d placed on the nightstand. 
 
    Their gazes met as he used his mouth to tear open a corner of the packet, and she bit her lip as he reached between their bodies, rolling it over his cock. She felt impatient, wanting to feel him inside her. He got it on…but then used his finger to tease her clit. 
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    “I feel. You’re very wet.” 
 
    “Always for you,” she admitted. 
 
    He kept rubbing her clit until she was clawing at him with her fingers. He finally pulled his hand away and replaced it with the thick tip of his cock. She loved the way he watched her as he entered her body, filling her in one slow thrust.  
 
    She wrapped her legs around his waist, raising them a little higher. Mel licked her lips, wanting him to kiss her, but Snow stayed just above her, out of reach, his gaze locked with hers. It was as if he wanted to watch her as they made love. She was fine with that, happy to stare into his eyes. She wished the lighting was brighter, but she wasn’t about to complain. 
 
    He did this incredible thing with his hips, taking her a little faster, his body brushing up against her clit with every drive into her.  
 
    “Yes!” she panted. 
 
    He kept doing that over and over, until she threw her head back, breaking eye contact as ecstasy exploded inside her.  
 
    Snow’s mouth went to her throat and he groaned against her skin. His body tensed, and she felt him locking inside her as he came, too.  
 
    “I can’t ever lose you,” he rasped. 
 
    She panted, caressing him where she held on to his shoulders. “I don’t ever want to lose you, either.” 
 
    He lifted his head and kissed her. This time it was tender and more of an exploration of her mouth. He broke it a few minutes later and smiled. “We should stop or I’ll never soften enough to leave your body.” 
 
    She laughed. “We should probably get some sleep. We have that meeting in the morning.” 
 
    “Right.” His expression hardened. 
 
    “I know you’re worried about me being bait but—” 
 
    “I understand, Mel. Friends are important. Mary is your family in your heart. Species understand this. All of us have become a family in our hearts. Only a few of us are lucky enough to have blood matches to actual relatives.” 
 
    She frowned, a little confused. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Mercile occasionally used samples of the same DNA to create more than one Species. Some of our people have found matches with other Species. A human association, or one from our animal DNA.” 
 
    That stunned her. “Do you have any matches?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. My genetic contributors must not have pleased Mercile enough for them to reuse those samples, or none of those Species survived to experience freedom. The NSO doctors have created a database for us to see if we are related to each other. Only a few have matches.” 
 
    “Have you ever thought about trying to find your, um, contributors?” 
 
    “No. It’s been debated but overall, Species don’t want to know. I don’t. Some humans sold their genetic material to Mercile. They may not have understood what was going to happen to it, but regardless, most of us are resentful. We suffered deeply. We hold no blame toward the animals who contributed to us. They wouldn’t have been given a choice.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure what to say to that. It hurt her thinking about it, though. New Species must have felt betrayed by not only the company who’d abused them, but the people who’d helped create them by contributing their DNA. 
 
    He smiled. “All Species are family to each other. The lucky ones find mates.” 
 
    Mel nodded, still too choked up to speak.  
 
    Snow withdrew from her body and got out of bed to dispose of the condom. He washed his hands and returned to her fast, climbing back into bed. She curled into him, wanting to just hold him. 
 
    “I’m so glad I found you, Mel.” 
 
    “Me too.” She already couldn’t imagine her life without Snow.  
 
    Snow’s heartbeat slowed, and so did his breathing as he drifted back to sleep. Mel worried he’d have another nightmare and fought to stay awake just in case. She ran her finger over one of the scars. It was slightly raised. Now that she knew how he’d gotten some of them, it made her killing mad. They’d hurt and tortured him. Nearly killed him. 
 
     It also made her wonder how often nightmares woke him when she wasn’t there.  
 
    Tears filled her eyes and she snuggled closer, closing her eyes. She wanted to be there every night to hold him. 
 
    That would mean moving in with him. 
 
    He wanted her to. She wanted it, too. But it was probably crazy to do it too fast. She debated the pros and cons as Snow slept. Living with him and sleeping with him every night would be great. The hard part would be telling Joel she was going to quit the diner. Mary wouldn’t be happy, either. They were besties, and they liked seeing each other every day.  
 
    Snow moved in his sleep, his arm tightening around her.  
 
    Mel yawned, deciding to think about it more later. She just wanted to enjoy having him close, loving every moment they spent together. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Snow woke with Mel mostly sprawled on top of him. He grinned. It was the best feeling in the world to wake with her in his bed. He ran his hand lightly over her bare back. Mel wiggled a little on him and rolled over. He missed her weight immediately, but one glance at the clock on the nightstand reminded him that they had a meeting. It was just over an hour away. 
 
    He got up silently and crept into the bathroom, closed the door, and then emptied his bladder. He brushed his teeth next, before returning to the bedroom to wake Mel. They both needed a shower. The smell of sex remained on their skin. He had no problem with that but the males at the meeting might. Some of them would be jealous. That thought caused him to chuckle as he leaned over Mel and quietly called her name. 
 
    She barely opened her eyes and smiled. “Morning. The sun is up.” 
 
    “It is. The meeting with the males is in just over an hour. I was going to take a shower. Would you like to join me?” 
 
    She sat up and yawned, her hair messy and adorable. “That’s probably be doing…” 
 
    He laughed. “You’re not awake yet. What you just said made no sense.” 
 
    “What did I say?” 
 
    He helped her out of bed. “Something cute.” She yawned again as he led her into the bathroom. “Brush your teeth while I start the shower.” 
 
    “Okay. Bad breath is bad.” She picked up his toothpaste and stared at it blankly. Seconds passed. 
 
    He laughed some more and snagged a toothbrush for her from the container he kept on the counter. “Here.” He tugged the toothpaste out of her hand and put some on the bristles before lightly wetting it. He put it in her hand. “Do you have it from here?” 
 
    She met his gaze in the mirror and offered a wry grin. “I think so. Sorry. I’m not a morning person.” 
 
    “I am. We’re perfect for each other. I’ll make sure you don’t stick that in your ear or try to brush your hair with it.” 
 
    “Good. I mean, I won’t.” She began to brush her teeth. 
 
    He turned away and started the water in the shower, adjusting the temperature to be comfortable for his female. He didn’t want it too hot or cold. He returned to her just as she finished spitting out the toothpaste and rinsing her mouth. She straightened and turned to him. 
 
    He held out his hand and she took it, and they entered the shower together. Mel let him wash her hair, then she wanted to do the same for him. He smiled when she offered but knelt down since he was much taller.  
 
    Mel chuckled. “That works!” 
 
    He closed his eyes as she worked shampoo into his hair. “That feels good.” 
 
    “It does. We could make this a regular thing when we shower together. We should buy one of those stool things for you to sit on so you don’t have to put your knee on the tile floor in the future when I do this.” 
 
    “I’ll get one,” he promised.  
 
    “Just like that, huh?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’d like that, Snow.” 
 
    She finished with his hair and he got back to his feet, pulling her against him. “We should also make this a regular routine.” He lifted her, pressing her against the tile, and kissed her. 
 
    Mel wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs hooked on his hips. He growled as her breasts smashed against his chest, positioning her a little higher. It was tempting to take her right there. He wanted to but then he remembered that the condoms were in the other room. As much as he wanted to mate Mel, she hadn’t agreed yet. He couldn’t risk getting her pregnant until she did. A snarl tore from him as he stopped kissing her.  
 
    Mel panted. “Why did you stop?” 
 
    “We have that meeting.” 
 
    “Oh. No time, huh?” 
 
    He reached back, turning off the water. “We’ll make time. Get on the bed, now.”  
 
    She almost tripped on the lip of his shower. He caught her around the waist to steady her and they both quickly dried off. Mel was the first to rush out of the bathroom to reach the bed. He was right on her heels. He glanced at the clock. 
 
    “We have about twenty-five minutes.” 
 
    “That’s more than enough time.” 
 
    He didn’t agree. There wasn’t enough time in the world in his mind to make love to her. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Mel’s nerves kicked in as she sat in the front of Sheriff Cooper’s vehicle. After their meeting, and a long, stressful day, it was finally nighttime as he drove her from the gates of Reservation to her apartment. Deputy Tommy followed in another car. She thought that was too much but Snow had insisted on both men escorting her in two different cars, feeling it was safest since he couldn’t be at her side himself. He’d left twenty minutes before she had, with a team of New Species. 
 
    “The New Species are already inside your apartment,” Sheriff Cooper stated. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I’m in contact with them. They gave me one of their fancy ear things. I can hear them.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    She peered out the dark windows of the passenger side. “Are they sure they weren’t seen going in?” 
 
    “The only way that could happen is if the perp owns special night-vision goggles. We blacked out the area while they snuck in.” 
 
    “Wow. I didn’t know you could cut power. Why bother?” 
 
    “Because the perp can’t see in the dark. Some New Species can. It was their plan. Morris Brown turned off the power to that section. He showed up in his work truck right after to ‘fix’ it. If someone is watching your apartment building, they wouldn’t have seen anything but the lights from Morris’ truck while he was pretending to work. The New Species slipped into your apartment minutes ago. Brass just told Morris to turn the power back on.” He paused for a beat. “Morris just acknowledged.” 
 
    She hugged her waist. “Okay.” 
 
    “The power’s restored.” He accelerated. “Time for us to put our part of this show on. I’m going to drop you off, walk you to your door, and warn you about being careful.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “You’re going to open your curtains, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. As I clean up my trashed apartment. Snow and the other guys should be hiding in the bathroom.” She felt a little guilty about that. “It’s not a very big room for four large men to share.” 
 
    “At least they can piss if the need arises,” he joked. “Hopefully this perp is impatient and comes after you soon.” 
 
    They made it to her apartment building quickly. Her place was dark, while her neighbors had their lights on. The Sheriff parked where she normally did, since her car remained at the station, and they both got out. She clutched her purse and tried to appear nervous and afraid. She would be feeling both of those emotions if she were really about to be on her own. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to come home?” Sherriff Cooper used his booming voice. 
 
    “I’m sure.” She nodded. “Thank you for bringing me home. I wish my stupid car hadn’t died,” she said, to explain why she was getting a ride. Snow had refused to let her drive on her own, even the few blocks from the station. 
 
    “We’ll have your car looked at tomorrow.” Sheriff Cooper got out his flashlight and turned it on. “You really need more lighting around your front door.” 
 
    “I’ll ask the landlord.” She pulled out her keys, pretending to unlock the door. Snow had taken her door key to allow him and his team inside before she’d arrived. “Thank you for the ride.” 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want me to come in and check it out?” 
 
    “I’m sure. You said the back lock on the window was fixed. I just want to clean up the mess and sleep in my own bed.” 
 
    “Alrighty. You call the station if you hear or see anything. Promise me.” 
 
    “I promise, Sheriff.” 
 
    “Go on in. I’ll stand here. Lock that door.” 
 
    She walked inside, flipped on a light, and closed the door, twisting the lock. She leaned against the wood, staring at the mess left behind. Snow had found her slip-on shoes so she wouldn’t cut her feet, thoughtfully leaving them right inside the door. She put them on to avoid getting more cuts on her feet, the sight of her apartment bringing back every second of the attack. It calmed her to know Snow, Brass, Timber, and Torrent were in her bathroom, just down the hall. 
 
    “I’m here and okay,” she said aloud. “The door’s locked. I’m going to open the curtains now.”  
 
    “Be careful,” Snow softly called out. “No one was here when we arrived, and the lock on the window works.” 
 
    She inhaled deeply and dropped her purse, walked to the windows a few feet away, and pushed the curtains apart. Then she opened the window, letting in the slight breeze. That was also part of the plan. It would seem odd to just open the curtains at night to put her on display. Now anyone would watching would assume she needed to air the place out while she cleaned.  
 
    Mel hurried to the kitchen, pulled out a few trash bags, and withdrew the broom from beside the fridge. She carried them to the living room and then walked down the hallway to her bedroom. 
 
    The door was partially closed to the bathroom, the light in there off. She paused, put her hand on the wall, and pretended to mess with her shoe. “I’m going to open the bedroom window now.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Snow ordered. “Don’t stay in front of either window once they’re open. I don’t want this male to tear off the screens and grab you. Make him come in after you.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    She put her foot down and pushed away from the wall, entered her bedroom, and flipped on the light. The small nightstand she’d bought was smashed. The blood smeared on the wall had been cleaned off. Clive must have done it after he’d taken samples. She liked the older retired cop who worked part time for Sheriff Cooper. He came into the diner sometimes with his wife. 
 
    She parted the curtains, saw the new lock on the window, and unlatched it. Then she opened the window. The screen had been replaced with a new one. She backed away and glanced around her room, then dumped her hamper of dirty clothes on her bed, using the plastic container to start picking up the small pieces of the table. She flinched over the sight of the interior door. The landlord hadn’t replaced it yet. Damage had been done to the door and frame when the intruder had busted into her bedroom. 
 
    She walked down the hall and into the living room, dropping the plastic basket near the front door. Then she grabbed a garbage bag and began picking up parts of the table and large pieces of her broken dishes. 
 
    Part of her wished she could turn on music, but Snow had vetoed that. He wanted to make sure he could easily hear every sound she made…but especially ones she didn’t. She wondered how the four New Species were fitting into her small bathroom, imagining two of them standing in her shower, one sitting on the closed toilet lid, and one standing in front of the small sink. The thought had her smiling.  
 
    She put on the thick plastic cleaning gloves she kept under the kitchen sink to pick up the smaller, sharper pieces of glass, filling the trash bags. Time passed slowly as she picked up everything the best she could, then swept, the bags piling up in front of her door. Snow had ordered her not to walk to the dumpsters near the parking lot, too afraid she’d get grabbed out there.  
 
    She returned to the hallway. “How are you guys doing?” She kept her voice low and tried not to move her lips. 
 
    “We’re fine. How are you?” 
 
    Just hearing Snow’s voice helped. “Good. I’ve done everything but vacuum.” 
 
    He growled low. 
 
    “I’ll close and lock the living room window. That way the jerk will have to pass you to sneak up on me. How about that?” 
 
    “Keep the curtains open,” Brass ordered.  
 
    “Got it.” She yanked open the small cupboard in the hall and pulled out her vacuum. She carried it into the living room and set it down, then pretended to be cold, rubbing her arms. She walked to the window and shut it, making sure the lock was set. Then she plugged in the machine and flipped it on. 
 
    Mel kept her back to the hallway. If the jerk was watching, between the sound of the vacuum and her vulnerable position, it would give him the perfect opportunity to sneak up behind her. Not that he’d get past Snow. She had faith in that. 
 
    She ran the vacuum over the carpet for a good forty minutes, until she was sure no glass remained. She entered the kitchen, cleaning it next. The cabinets were still open from when she’d grabbed the plates and glasses she’d just cleaned up. The few dishes in the sink were easy to wash.  
 
    By the time she was done, hours had passed since she’d gotten home.  
 
    A bad feeling started to churn in her stomach. What if the jerk wasn’t waiting for her? She had fought him off hard. Maybe he was watching Mary’s place instead, waiting for her? She chewed on her bottom lip, wiping down the counters. It was hard not to keep glancing out at the street her front window faced to look for anyone watching back. 
 
    Finally, with nothing left to clean, she got a soda out of the fridge and opened it, walking to the couch. She dropped onto it, closed her eyes, and relaxed. The meeting that morning had been early, the New Species going over the plan many times, and she and Snow hadn’t had any alone time during the day. They’d eaten lunch afterward in the cafeteria, and she’d met more of his males. Some of them had asked her if she had any single, attractive friends. That caused her to smile. Mary fit that description but she’d never date a New Species. 
 
    She missed her best friend. Sheriff Cooper had assured her that not only had Mary’s parents agreed to stay home extra days, but he had a few of his deputies driving by their house every hour. They were safe. Now the jerk just needed to show up so he could be caught. 
 
    She sat up a bit and drank her soda slowly. Then she got up, tossing away the empty can. Her bladder started to protest soon after, making her regret drinking it. Another hour passed, and she glanced at the clock. It was a little after nine. That was the time she usually went to bed to get up early for her shift at the diner.  
 
    Part of her wondered how mad Joel was for her skipping out on work that day. Mary had to cover her shift, but again, Sheriff Cooper had promised to have deputies there to eat in shifts while Mary was there. Her parents had driven her there and back to make sure she’d never be alone. 
 
    Mel got up and closed the curtains, then walked down the hallway. “I’m closing up,” she whispered. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    She entered her bedroom and again made a show of being cold, closing the window and pulling the curtains closed. She picked up her dirty clothes off the bed and tossed them into a corner before returning to the hallway. 
 
    “Curtains are closed,” she whispered. “You can come out. I’ve got to pee.” 
 
    Snow opened the door…and she grinned.  
 
    Brass stood from where he’d been sitting on the closed lid of her toilet, while Timber and Torrent stepped out of her shower.  
 
    “What’s funny?” Snow moved closer and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “Nothing.” They cleared out of Mel’s bathroom and she entered, closing the door and twisted on the faucet in the sink to cover any sounds. New Species had great hearing. She quickly peed, washed her hands, and then opened the door. “I thought he’d come.” 
 
    “He might be waiting for your neighbors to sleep.” Brass leaned against the wall in the hallway. “We knew it was a possibility that we’d be here for a few days. We brought meals.” 
 
    “I saw bags of groceries in the fridge and figured. Make yourselves at home. The curtains are thick, and I closed them tight. As long as you don’t get close to them, no shadows should show.” Mel bit her lip. “I’m sorry he didn’t take the bait fast.” 
 
    “We’re here for as long as need be.” Brass turned, walking into her living room. 
 
    Timber and Torrent followed him. Mel stared up at Snow. “What if I’m wrong?” 
 
    “Part of me hopes you are and the male doesn’t come after you again.” 
 
    “But Mary—” 
 
    “I know.” He pulled her in for a hug. “For her, I hope he shows. We’ll get him if he does.” 
 
    She nodded against his padded chest. She wore a bulletproof vest, as well. It wasn’t near as bulky, though. One of the female New Species had lent it to her, telling her to avoid wearing a bra to make it more comfortable. She’d listened.  
 
    “Go eat, Snow. You’ve got to be hungry.” 
 
    “You stay at my side.” 
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    She found the Species sitting on her newly vacuumed floor eating sandwiches and drinking from cans and bottled water they’d brought with them. No one spoke. Snow offered her something to eat. She shook her head. “I’m still full from when we ate before we left.” She took a seat on the couch and kept her voice low. “What now?” 
 
    “You pretend to go to bed.” Brass met her gaze. “Snow will lie down with you in the bedroom, and we’ll take positions in the living room and hallway to be close.” 
 
    “Are any of you going to sleep?” She worried about them. What if the jerk didn’t show up for days, or worse, not at all? 
 
    “We’ll sleep in shifts. Don’t worry about us.” Torrent flashed her a smile. “Species are tough. We don’t need as much sleep as humans do.” 
 
    “Thank you for doing this.” She made eye contact with each one of them.  
 
    “You’re welcome,” Brass responded after sipping his water. “Once we are finished eating, turn off the lights in here. Do you normally keep any lights on?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    They finished eating, a few of them using the bathroom, and Snow pulled her to her feet. She turned off the lights and led him to her bedroom. Her bed was small compared to him. “I don’t know how both of us are going to fit.” 
 
    “I’m sleeping on the floor.” 
 
    She turned to him, scowling. 
 
    “Mel, I’m guarding you. I’ll sleep sitting up next to the window. It’s for the best. Climb into bed and I’ll turn off the light. Rest. You’re safe.” 
 
    “I know that. Can I take off the vest?” 
 
    “No. Just your shoes.” 
 
    She couldn’t complain, really. The New Species were all wearing black uniforms with vests on. She pulled the sheets back and took a seat on her twin bed, kicking off the slip-ons before lying down. Snow smiled at her and flipped off the light. Total darkness filled the room. 
 
    “I’m right here.” Snow moved toward the window as he spoke. “Sleep.” 
 
    “I’ll try.” She got as comfortable as possible. “Do you want a pillow?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    She was tired, and Mel knew it was the stress. She’d talked Snow and his friends into this crazy bait idea, and maybe all for nothing.  
 
    Why hadn’t the bad guy shown up?  
 
    She chewed on her bottom lip, worrying. What if the jerk had fled town after she’d fought him off? Worse, what if he left for a week or two, but then came back? She’d be safe with Snow…but Mary would be an easy target living alone. 
 
      
 
    Snow heard Mel’s breathing slow about an hour later. Torrent entered the bedroom from the hallway, pausing there. “The neighbor next door turned off his television and we believe he went to bed,” he whispered. 
 
    “Good. The darker the building, the safer the human might feel to come after my female.” 
 
    “We won’t allow him to harm her.” Torrent walked out but didn’t go far.  
 
    Snow closed his eyes, listening to Mel breath and the soft sounds the males made in the apartment. Two lay down, one falling asleep, while Torrent paced quietly up and down the hallway. Time passed, and Snow dozed on and off. At one point, voices woke him as Brass switched with Torrent, taking a turn patrolling the hallway. Snow returned to sleep.  
 
    Until a noise woke him again. 
 
    He jerked, instantly awake and sitting up straight, straining to identify the sound.  
 
    It was faint…and it came from behind him. That would be the back of Mel’s apartment building. 
 
    He rose to his feet right as Brass silently rushed into the room. Timber followed. The three of them stared at the closed curtains, hearing footsteps right outside. 
 
    Snow motioned toward the bed. Timber nodded and moved forward, pulling aside the sheets hanging from the ceiling. It took all of Snow’s self-control to allow the other male to scoop Mel into his arms. She inhaled sharply but Timber silenced her before she could say anything. The male carried her out of the room to the bathroom. He placed her inside, with whispered orders to get into the tub and curl into a ball. 
 
    Snow backed up, taking position against the wall by the window. Brass took the other side. Timber returned, waiting by the bed out of sight of the window. Mel’s curtained bed helped hide him.  
 
    There was a slight pop, and the window softly slid open. A gloved hand reached in, pushing the curtain out of the way. The male was being very quiet for a human. It would have impressed Snow if he wasn’t so enraged. That male was coming after Mel.  
 
    They let him climb over the windowpane and step into the bedroom. The intruder wore a mask like Mel had described and black clothing.  
 
    He took a single step toward the bed before Snow lunged, taking the asshole down hard. He used all his body weight so when he landed on the male’s back, it would hurt his prey.  
 
    Brass moved to the window to make certain there wasn’t more humans.  
 
    The male under Snow grunted, the breath knocked out of him. Then he sucked in air and began to struggle.  
 
    Snow grabbed hold of his wrists and squeezed. The male screamed. It was probably from a few bones being broken. Not that Snow gave a damn; the male deserved it for coming after his female.  
 
    The asshole tried to throw his head back into Snow’s face. He dodged it and growled loudly. 
 
    “Do that again and I’ll rip your goddamn throat out,” he snarled. “Hold still, or I’ll make you scream more.” 
 
    The male under him stilled, breathing fast. 
 
    “Clear,” Brass called out. “No one else is out there.” He slammed the window closed. 
 
    “Lights,” Timber warned, before flipping on the switch. 
 
    Snow shifted his body over his prey as both of his friends dropped to their knees, frisking the male for guns. They didn’t find any. 
 
    Timber withdrew handcuffs, slapping them on one of the human’s wrist. “Roll him over.” 
 
    Snow roughly did so, glaring at the masked human. Once Brass was in place, he lifted off the human, getting in his face, and tore off the hood.  
 
    The unfamiliar male was about thirty, had swelling and raw scratches to his face, and sported some bandages. Snow grinned in satisfaction. Mel had hurt him. 
 
    The human’s dark eyes widened with fear. “I have the wrong apartment. This was a joke between me and my girlfriend, Sheila. You know. It’s a sex thing. She gets off on the burglar fantasy.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Brass growled. “Stupid human. I take it Mel has good aim. She said she nailed you with some plates and glasses to your face.” Brass frisked the front of him, pulling plastic zip-ties from the male’s pockets. 
 
    Snow snarled at the sight of them. “Were those meant for my female?” He wanted to tear the human apart. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the human lied. 
 
    Brass stood, reached down, and grabbed the human by the front of his shirt and his throat, lifting him. Timber grabbed his other arm, yanking it back roughly, and snapped on the other cuff.  
 
    “Go let your female know it’s safe and we have him,” Brass ordered Snow. 
 
    He hesitated.  
 
    Brass clasped his shoulder. “I understand wanting to hurt this male. I do. But we need answers. He can’t give them if you break his scrawny neck. Go to your female and tell Torrent to keep watch in the living room. We’re not expecting another idiot to arrive, but it’s best to be cautious.” 
 
    Snow gave a sharp nod, leaving the bedroom. Mel was his priority. He could hurt the male who’d attacked her later, after the NSO learned what they needed to know. He met Torrent’s gaze where the male stood in the living room down the hall and gave a sharp nod. 
 
    Torrent grinned and lifted his cell phone to his ear. He was in contact with Reservation. They had two teams waiting in SUVs a few blocks away. 
 
    Snow opened the bathroom door and flipped on the light. Mel was inside the tub, curled into a ball.  
 
    “We got him.” He rushed forward, helping her stand. He lifted her over the edge of the tub, hugging her. “You did damage his face.” 
 
    “I want to see him.” 
 
    “Later.” He breathed her in, refusing to let her go. 
 
    She clung to him. “I’m just so glad this worked.” 
 
    “It did. You’re a very smart female.” 
 
    She sniffed, sounding emotionally overwrought. “Vermin are pests, no matter where you live.” 
 
    He chuckled. She was too damn cute. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Mel woke to Snow kissing her forehead. She opened her eyes, immediately smiling at the sight of him. His hair was a little mussed and his beautiful blue eyes were locked on her. His hand gently caressed her cheek. 
 
    “Brass called. They have finished interrogating the male. We’re to meet downstairs in ten minutes.” 
 
    That information brought her fully awake. 
 
    After her intruder had been captured, they’d all returned to Reservation. She’d packed some clothing, since Snow insisted on her staying with him until they figured out what was going on and if she was still in danger. She’d been too exhausted to argue. Once they reached Snow’s place, they’d both stripped naked and cuddled. She’d fallen asleep right away. 
 
    “Did he say anything else?” 
 
    Snow shook his head. “Let’s get ready.” He pulled away, getting out of bed. He wore sweatpants, indicating she’d slept longer than he had. 
 
    Mel shoved back the covers and padded into the bathroom. Once she’d used the toilet and splashed water on her face, brushed her teeth, she returned to the bedroom. Snow waited, now wearing a shirt, too. He’d placed her bag on the end of the bed. She chose some comfy cotton stretch pants and an oversized long-sleeved shirt.  
 
    “Don’t bother with the bra.” 
 
    She turned her head, arching her eyebrows at him. 
 
    He grinned. “Species females don’t wear them unless they are working out or training. Free your beautiful breasts.” 
 
    She laughed at that. “Fine.” She dressed quickly, putting on slip-on shoes.  
 
    Snow led the way downstairs and to the same conference room they’d used for their meeting the day before. The smell of food hit her as they stepped inside the double doors. Brass, Timber, Torrent, and a male she hadn’t met before but recognized waited inside for the two of them. 
 
    Mel halted, openly gawking at Jaded Wild. She’d seen him plenty of times on the news, and his pictures were splashed on magazine covers at the checkout lines in grocery stores.  
 
    Snow wrapped his arm around her waist and drew her closer. “He doesn’t bite.” 
 
    “I know. I mean, it’s Jaded Wild. The Jaded Wild.” Mel sealed her lips, realizing she was babbling. 
 
    The handsome feline man in question grinned and came forward. “Humans have made me a big deal in your world but I’m just a normal Species.” He held out his hand. 
 
    Mel lifted hers, hating that it trembled. She’d never met a celebrity before. He gently shook her hand and then stepped back after releasing her, his gaze leaving her to stare at Snow. “Your female is adorable.” Then he looked down at her and winked. “Thank you for not screaming. Some of your females do that when they meet me now. It hurts my ears.” 
 
    Mel gave a sharp nod, keeping quiet. She didn’t want to embarrass herself or Snow by saying something she’d regret. Jaded Wild was in the same room as her! He wore jeans and a button-down silky black shirt. She couldn’t help but glance down, noticing his bare feet. Every time she’d seen him in pictures or on the news, he usually wore tuxedos or nice suits with dress shoes.  
 
    “Let’s sit. I had the kitchen staff bring us breakfast.” Brass waved a hand at the long table. 
 
    Snow took a seat to her immediate left. The center of the table had been set up buffet style with pancakes, bacon, sausage, toast, hash browns, scrambled eggs, and pitchers of juice, milk, and coffee.  
 
    Mel felt too nervous to eat but Snow quickly filled her a plate and placed it in front of her. He even poured her some milk, remembering that she liked it. He was the first to speak. 
 
    “What did you learn from the male?” 
 
    Brass had taken a bite of pancakes but paused. 
 
    Jaded cleared his throat across the table. “Justice can’t leave Homeland right now. Since I’m the other Species who must dress up in suits and ties to be paraded around the humans like I’m part of a dog and pony show, they figured you’d feel sorry enough for me to remain calm…and possibly forgiving. You won’t like what you’re about to hear.” 
 
    Snow softly growled.  
 
    Jaded sipped his coffee. “The male’s name is Darren Barrow. He’s somehow related to one of the males who shot Wind.” He glanced at Brass. 
 
    “His half-brother,” Brass stated. 
 
    Jaded nodded. “Darren said he got a message on his phone from that male, telling him what he was about to do. Darren was at work and didn’t hear it until after his shift ended later that evening. His half-brother actually admitted he was about to kill eight New Species who’d shown up at the diner and gave his location. He wanted to warn his Darren that he would be on the news later that night.” 
 
    “Darren said they aren’t overly close but when he tried to call Brad back—that’s the male who shot Wind—it went to voicemail over and over. And nothing was on the news.” Torrent paused. “He drove here from Arizona searching for his half-sibling. He swears he had no prior knowledge of what they planned to do.” 
 
    “He claims it shocked him that Brad would want to kill our kind,” Timber grumbled. “I’m not sure I believe that part but we’ve found no proof that he hated Species so far. We’re running background checks now but what information we have indicates no history of violence. Darren couldn’t find Brad, since we have both males in custody. That’s when he decided to go after the waitresses who were working that shift at the time his brother had left him the message.” Timber met Mel’s gaze. “He was afraid to call the NSO, since it’s known we trace all incoming calls. He says he’d hoped his sibling had chickened out and had just gone into hiding. He also swears he wouldn’t have hurt you. I don’t believe that. Decent males don’t wear masks and attempt to grab females just to talk.” 
 
    “What about the reporter? Did Darren send that male into the diner?” Snow asked. 
 
    Mel reached over and took his hand. He looked furious. She wanted him to calm down.  
 
    Jaded answered. “He said he called some reporters to see if they’d heard anything about a shooting at the diner, once he’d reached this area and he couldn’t locate his sibling. None of them had. He seemed surprised when we told him that one had actually come here to ask questions, since they all hung up on him.” 
 
    “So why are you here?” Snow glared at Jaded. “What is your bad news? We have the male. He can’t hurt Mel or her friend.” 
 
    Jaded put down his coffee mug. “We have more freedom here at Reservation than we’ll ever see at Homeland. Sherriff Cooper and his deputies are responsible for that. They chase off the paparazzi. They won’t put up with the legitimate news crews for long, either. He and his deputies make them leave quickly and the humans living in this area don’t want that kind of attention, either. We’re all in agreement in our need to keep strangers away.” Jaded paused, then, “Sherriff Cooper insisted on gaining custody of the male we captured. Darren Barrow committed his crimes in the human world. It’s a jurisdiction problem. Justice would have refused his request if there was no punishment involved, but the male will be locked up for his crimes in accordance with the human legal system.” 
 
    “No,” Snow snarled. “He attacked my female!” 
 
    “None of us like it,” Jaded admitted. “I think we have better ways of dealing with stupid, dangerous humans than they do. Fuller Prison is where that male belongs, as far as we’re concerned, but we’re giving Sherriff Cooper his way this time. Who knows? Perhaps their prisons and jails are just as bad as Fuller, since humans run them, too.” 
 
    Brass cleared his throat. “Darren Barrow wasn’t a part of the attack at the diner and was at work in Arizona when Wind was shot. We’ve verified that. The crimes he did commit are breaking and entering into two human apartments. He committed assault on Melinda. The sheriff swore he’d have the human male prosecuted for both.” 
 
    “It’s not good enough.” 
 
    Mel held Snow’s hand tighter. He sounded as if he might lose his temper. She wasn’t about to let him do that. 
 
    “Mel is not technically your mate,” Brass stated softly. “She was living in a human apartment in the town. We’d be able to keep the male we captured last night if he’d come after her here, or if you’d signed the paperwork to make your mating official before this happened. Then this Darren would have been going after a Species female. That’s a New Species crime regardless of where it happens. We can’t ignore the Sheriff’s requests and his valid reasoning for jurisdiction. Those crimes were committed off NSO lands to humans.” 
 
    Snow growled. 
 
    Mel squeezed his hand tighter. “I see their point.” 
 
    He glowered at her. She inwardly winced. “It’s not like this jerk is going to get off scot-free. You heard them. Sheriff Cooper plans to prosecute him for what he did.” She glanced at Brass. “This Darren is facing jail time, right?” 
 
    Brass nodded. “Sheriff Cooper is going to take him to something called county lockup. He said the male will get time for his crimes. We have a confession from him about the break-ins, him attacking you while trying to capture you to gain answers, and that he planned to take you somewhere else to question you. We gave a copy of the video of us interviewing the male to Sheriff Cooper. The blood found in Mel’s apartment will match the male. He’ll get an attempted kidnapping charge, too. The sheriff implied the human might be facing years of incarceration.” 
 
    Jaded stood, drawing their attention. “I understand why you’re angry, Snow. We all do. Human laws are different but it’s important that we keep a good relationship with them. Especially Sherriff Cooper. He didn’t ask for the other two males who shot Wind. Just this one. Please see where Justice is coming from and why this decision was made. This Darren didn’t harm your female.” Jaded glanced at her and smiled. “You hurt him. The injuries I saw on his face and parts of his body seemed painful.” 
 
    “I want to see this male.” Snow stood and tried to free his hand from Mel’s. 
 
    She clung to him and rose to her feet, too, facing him. “Hey!” 
 
    He looked down at her, rage on his features.  
 
    “Calm down.” 
 
    “I can’t. I want to beat on the male before they let him get away!” 
 
    Mel frowned. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Your female would be correct.” Jaded sighed. “Especially since we already allowed Sherriff Cooper to take the male half an hour ago.” 
 
    Snow snarled viciously, giving Jaded an enraged look. 
 
    “Sheriff Cooper would have gotten into trouble if he’d turned over a human prisoner to another authority with that male half beaten to death by a Species. Be reasonable,” Torrent snapped. “Besides, your female did to a number on him when she fought him off. We strip-searched him. Not only did he have injuries to his face, neck, and the back of his head, but there was bruising on various parts of his body.” 
 
    “It wasn’t enough,” Snow growled. 
 
    “Calm,” Timber ordered. “We knew you wouldn’t take this well. We have other, more pressing issues to deal with.” He peered at Mel. 
 
    She got a bad feeling. “What?” 
 
    “The human said he called at least a dozen reporters asking about a shooting at that diner. One reporter already showed up to speak to you.” 
 
    She retook her seat and tugged on Snow. He reluctantly sat down next to her again. “What’s so bad about that? I didn’t tell him anything.” 
 
    Jaded poured himself more coffee and sat. “You’ve been associated with the NSO. I deal with the press often. They can be relentless. The male couldn’t remember all the ones he contacted. He did, however, give them the names of the waitresses who would have been present at the time he received the call from his sibling. You and Mary Muller always work from the time the diner opens until afternoon, Tuesdays through Saturdays. That was very easy for him to learn from the humans.” 
 
    She felt sick. “Mary and I are still in potential danger, then.” 
 
    “Here’s the good news. The male spoke to other humans in town while he waited for another opportunity to capture you after his first attack.” Brass paused. “Your friend Mary has earned quite a reputation with the humans regarding her extreme fear of animals. They laughed, he claimed, when he asked if Mary would know our kind. One even shared a story with him about a dog incident at the grocery store.” He shrugged. 
 
    Mel knew exactly what he was talking about. “Someone brought their dog shopping. I wasn’t there, but I heard about it. It ran up to Mary to be petted. She thought it was going to bite her, and she started screaming and climbed into her shopping cart. It was a weekend, so a lot of folks were there to see that go down.” 
 
    Torrent leaned forward. “How big was this dog?” 
 
    “It was a four-pound chihuahua,” she admitted. “They’re these tiny dogs that Mary swears resemble rats. Everyone laughed and she was embarrassed pretty bad. But she wouldn’t let them help her out of the cart until Mrs. Abrams left with her dog.” 
 
    Jaded smiled but didn’t laugh. “Once Darren Barrows learned that, he focused solely on you.” Jaded glanced around the table at the other New Species, before holding her gaze again. “Any decent reporter will learn that same information about Mary and dismiss her as someone who wouldn’t associate with our people. We feel the threat to her is so low that it’s not a concern. You’re the one we worry about, Melinda. More reporters could show up. We feel you’re not safe leaving Reservation. You have a reputation for being friendly, and Darren was told you’ve openly admitted to liking New Species.” 
 
    She let that sink in. “Please, just call me Mel,” she got out.  
 
    Snow released her hand and leaned closer, wrapping his arm around her shoulder. She appreciated his emotional support.  
 
    “Mel,” Jaded responded. 
 
    She met his gaze. 
 
    “You’re in danger of at least being harassed by the press if more come here. That’s the best case. But the NSO have a lot of enemies. Some humans hate us because we’re different. Some fear us. We have religious fanatics targeting us. We almost had a human female burned alive in front of our gates because Zandy worked for the NSO. They wanted to punish her with a horrendous death just for associating with us. None of them even knew at first that she was involved romantically with one of our males until after they had taken her. The only reasonable options to keep you safe are for you to live here until we’re certain the threat has passed, or if you return to Indiana, far from the NSO. We’ll of course pay for you to relocate if that is your choice. We don’t want you to be financially burdened because you defended our males in that diner.” 
 
    Snow suddenly released her and stood. “Mel and I need to talk alone.” 
 
    The other New Species got to their feet as well.  
 
    Jaded addressed Snow. “Are you still angry with Justice for his decision to give Sheriff Cooper the male?” 
 
    Mel watched various emotions flash across Snow’s features. She wasn’t upset with the decision, herself. The jerk would serve some time for what he’d done. That’s all that mattered to her. 
 
    Snow finally sighed. “I realize how important it is for us to keep good relations with the sheriff and the humans. I don’t like it but I understand. Tell Justice I hold no grudge.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Jaded gave him a slight smile. “He’ll be happy to hear that. We all are.” 
 
    Snow led her out of the conference room and back to his place without speaking, but he kept a firm hold of her hand. 
 
    Mel had some thinking to do…but she was sure she already knew her decision. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Snow couldn’t shut his thoughts down. He kept imagining all the danger Mel could face if she returned to her apartment. It was tempting to see if other mates who had been targeted for being associated with New Species would share their stories with her. That might persuade her to stay at Reservation with him. 
 
    He realized neither had touched their food at the meeting, as both stood silently in his home. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “A little. That food did look good.” 
 
    He softly growled. “I’m sorry. I just took you out of there without thinking about that.” 
 
    “We could go downstairs to eat in the cafeteria.” 
 
    “The others will want to ask you more questions about human females and sit at our table with us. You were too nice to them before. We won’t have the opportunity to talk alone if we go down there.” 
 
    That had Mel laughing, and he liked seeing that she could after the meeting they’d had. He wasn’t feeling as generous. The male who’d attacked Mel was with the humans. He wanted that male sent to Fuller Prison but he couldn’t fault Justice for the tough decision he’d made. They got to keep the two males who’d attempted to kill Species. They were a deadly threat if they were ever freed. That wouldn’t happen. 
 
    “I have cereal,” he offered. 
 
    “That works.” 
 
    He rushed into the kitchen and prepared two bowls. They took seats next to each other on the floor, using the coffee table in his living room as a surface to eat. “What are you thinking, Mel? Please share with me.” He wanted to plead with her to stay with him instead of returning to her parents. Part of his education once he’d been freed included learning maps of the United States. Indiana was far from California. 
 
    “I’m not returning to Indiana.” 
 
    He felt immense relief at hearing her say that. “Good.” 
 
    “It’s not just because I don’t want to live with my mama.” She held his gaze. “I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to lose you, either,” he admitted. “I want you to stay with me. You belong here. We can get married like humans do. Other Species have legally wed their human mates. We’ll also sign mate papers. It will officially make you Species.” He tensed, prepared for her to argue with him. 
 
    She put down her spoon and stared at him. 
 
    He reached out and took her hand, forgetting his own food. “I know you want more time…but I’d like for you to think about it. I swear I’ll give you a great life, Mel. Tell me what to say or do to convince you.” 
 
    “You are so sweet, Snow.” A smile played at her lips. “I missed you when you took me home after the first night we spent together. All I wanted to do was come back here to be with you. Then that jerk was waiting at my place, and we got to spend another night together after you picked me up from the station. You even went along with my bait plan when I know you didn’t want me to be in danger. You understood how important it was to me to try to get him in case he wanted to go after Mary next. You had my back.” 
 
    “I always will.” 
 
    “I believe that. It’s why I’m saying yes.” 
 
    He felt stunned but fearful that he might be misunderstanding her. 
 
    “Yes,” she repeated. “It might be crazy to jump into this so fast but I know you’ll catch me. I’ve fallen in love with you, and I already can’t imagine my life without you anymore. I don’t even want to.” 
 
    “You’ll be my mate?” 
 
    “Yes, Snow. I’d like to get legally hitched, too, if that’s okay.” 
 
    “I will marry you,” he swore, grinning. “You’re my heart, Mel. You have all my love. Forever.” 
 
    “I figured that when you asked me to mate you. You’re a pretty serious guy.”  
 
    He pushed the coffee table back and grabbed her, putting her on his lap. “You’ve made me very happy.” 
 
    “You make me happy, too.” 
 
    He held her tight, inhaling her scent. “I’ll have mate papers drawn up today and ask the NSO to arrange for our wedding. I want to do it right away.” 
 
    “Okay. I don’t want anything fancy. Can we sign these papers and do a wedding in a few days? I would really like Mary to be there, and I need to call my folks. I’m not sure if they can come, but they’d be upset if I didn’t invite them anyway.” 
 
    “Anything you want.” He chuckled. “I’ll make it happen. We can fly your parents here. Don’t worry about money.” 
 
    “You’re the best, Snow.” 
 
    “I just want you to be happy.” 
 
    “I am.” She cuddled into him. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Mel was nervous as she stood in front of a black SUV watching the road. Snow and a few other New Species were sitting inside the vehicle, where she’d asked them to stay. The windows were all down, though, so they could talk while they waited, and there was a tall wall about a hundred feet behind her. Two uniformed New Species stood on top of it, guarding the area. Others were out of sight. 
 
    Snow hadn’t been happy to leave Reservation but they weren’t technically off NSO lands. Mel had insisted that they go outside the walls. It made it easier for her best friend to meet her if she didn’t have to go through security and be patted down. 
 
    “I see a vehicle coming,” one of the Species on the wall shouted. 
 
    Mel spotted Mary’s car. “It’s her,” she called out. “Just stay in the SUV.” 
 
    Mary parked on the side of the road and got out of her car. She looked nervous, glancing at the SUV and up at the wall.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Mel told her. She walked forward but a low growl, probably Snow, brought her to halt. He had warned her to stay close to the SUV. “It’s all about compromise,” she muttered to herself, waving Mary to come closer. “I am so proud of you for driving this close to Reservation. Get over here.” 
 
    Mary kept her car keys in hand as she approached. “I missed you.” 
 
    Mel hugged her when she got close. “I missed you, too.”  
 
    “Why did you make me drive all the way out here instead of coming to my apartment?” Mary relaxed a little but kept shooting worried glances at the SUV and the wall. “We’re being watched by armed people up there,” she whispered. 
 
    “I know. The New Species are sure I’m in too much danger going back to town because the reporters know my name and who I am. That’s why I had you meet me here. I didn’t think you’d willingly enter Reservation to see me. They have some strict security measures.” 
 
    Mary paled.  
 
    “It’s fine. That’s why we’re here.” 
 
    “Whose house is that? I swear I just saw someone move one of the curtains.” 
 
    Mel glanced to the left. No way was she about to admit there were New Species in that house—and in the woods around it—to protect them in case of trouble. “Brass thought this would be a safe place for us to meet. The house had been empty for a while and the owners agreed to sell it. The NSO bought it but the paperwork hasn’t been filed yet. It’s probably just a breeze from a broken window or something. Ignore all that and look at me instead. You’re safe, Mary. They know you’re afraid of them and will stay back.” 
 
    “They probably think I’m an idiot for that.” Mary stepped back, still shooting nervous glances around her.  
 
    “They don’t. It’s a phobia. Some people have them. Did Sheriff Cooper talk to you? Did he tell you we caught the jerk who broke into our places and how?” 
 
    That snapped her best friend out of her fear and gained her full attention. Anger flashed on her features. “Yes! What were you thinking? You’re nuts for doing that.” 
 
    “I wasn’t alone. I knew Snow and his friends would keep me safe. And they did.” 
 
    “Sheriff Cooper also told me you did it because you were worried about me, and that you’re the one who came up with the idea.” Tears filled Mary’s eyes. “I’m calling you a crazy hillbilly. You purposely returned to your apartment and lured that asshole into coming after you again! That was insane!” 
 
    Mel laughed, not offended at all. “We got him. That’s all that matters. Vermin problem dealt with.” 
 
    “You would say that. What’s going on now? Are you going to stay with Snow for a few days?” 
 
    “I’m marrying him.” 
 
    Mary’s eyes widened. 
 
    “I love him, Mary. I know you’re probably going to tell me it’s too fast and we should wait, but I don’t want to.” Mel put a hand on her chest. “Snow has my heart. I already signed mate papers before you came. I’m officially a New Species now.” 
 
    Mary’s mouth just hung open. 
 
    “You’re gonna catch bugs if you don’t seal your lips together,” Mel teased. “You’d hate to swallow a bee or something.” 
 
    Mary closed her mouth and swallowed hard. “Mel, this is so fast.” 
 
    “I know. But I’m one hundred percent sure.” She patted her chest. “In here. It’s right. He’s my one. I love him more than life. Please say you support me and have my back, Mary.” 
 
    Tears filled Mary’s eyes again but she gave a quick nod. “Always. I’m happy for you.” 
 
    “Good.” Mel dropped her hand and reached out, taking Mary’s. “That should make the next part easier—I need you to be my bridesmaid in a few days when we have a wedding. The NSO is holding it at Reservation, inside the hotel. They have a minister they use at Homeland that they’re flying in. I’m going to look at dresses online at a store near here. They are willing to ship them overnight to Reservation and to your apartment. I’d like your help picking out my wedding dress and you need a gown too. I just need your sizes once we decide what will work.” 
 
    Mary’s mouth dropped open again. 
 
    “I know what you’re going to say,” Mel rushed to say. “But I need you! You don’t want me getting married without you there, do you? We’re family. I’ll be all alone if you don’t come.” 
 
    “What about your parents?” 
 
    Mel felt a little pain over admitting it, and she lowered her voice. “I called Mama to tell her about Snow. She didn’t take it well. I didn’t expect her to, really. You know she wants me to marry Bobby Roy.” 
 
    “The old alcoholic neighbor.” Mary scowled. 
 
    “Yeah. Him. She ordered me to get my behind home and to stop taking drugs,” she whispered. “She figured I had be on them to say I was going to marry a New Species. Snow is still pretty upset. He has really good hearing, and Mama was yelling at me. She refused to come meet him and threatened to disown me if I was serious. Then she hung up on me when I tried to get her to at least talk to him and be reasonable.” 
 
    “Oh, Mel. I’m so damn sorry. Your mother is such a bitch.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re best friends.” Mel shrugged. “We’re hoping she’ll call Snow’s phone back once she calms down and has time to think about it. I gave her the time and date of when we’re getting married. The NSO offered to fly Mama and Papa here first class on a fancy airplane. Maybe that’ll tempt them into coming. They’ve never been on a plane before.” 
 
    Mary scowled again.  
 
    “I know. But don’t burst my bubble of hope. You’ll be at my wedding, won’t you? I need you, Mary.” 
 
    Dread flashed in her eyes. “Mel—” 
 
    “We both know my folks probably won’t come.” Mel wasn’t above using guilt. “There won’t be many New Species at the wedding. It’s going to be small. Snow promises to keep you safe, and I swear no one will try to bite you.” 
 
    Some chuckles sounded from the SUV.  
 
    Mary tried to yank her hand free, probably attempting to escape to her car. Mel grabbed her with both hands and dug her heels in to keep her there.  
 
    “They aren’t laughing at you. It was my smartass remark about biting. Don’t you go running off on me. I need you, Mary. It’s just a few hours. The minister is human. And look how close you are to New Species and none of them are trying to maul you. They can bring you in through a back gate and hide most of the guards. I’ll meet you there and stay with you every minute you’re at Reservation.” 
 
    Indecision flashed in Mary’s eyes. “I want to. I’d do anything for you.” 
 
    “You’ve been close to New Species before. Just stare at my back. Remember how we did that at the diner? It’ll be fine. You can walk me down the aisle or whatever we use. I need you!” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    Mel smiled, seeing Mary’s expression soften, even as she cursed. 
 
    “Best friends do scary things for each other. I made myself bait, didn’t I?” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you to.” 
 
    “Because you didn’t need to. I’ve got your back.” 
 
    “Goddamn it,” Mary gritted out, glaring at her. “Fine. If this turns bad, it’s all your fault.” 
 
    “None of them are going to hurt you.” 
 
    “We won’t,” a male called out from the wall. 
 
    “We protect females,” another voice called out, from the woods that time. 
 
    Mary jumped, frantically glancing toward the trees. Alarm creased her features. 
 
    Mel yanked on her arm to draw her attention. “There’re a couple of them guarding us to keep us safe. See? None of them have hurt you. You’ve been talking to me this whole time with New Species nearby.” 
 
    Mary shook her head. “Shit. I know in my head that they wouldn’t do anything to me but I still feel this fear.” 
 
    “They’re more human than animal,” Mel whispered. “I’ve told you that. Trust me. I won’t let you panic and flip out. You could totally come to my wedding without it turning into some fiasco everyone will laugh over. Please say yes, Mary.” 
 
    “Like at the grocery store with that damn dog that ran at me. I still get shit about that.” 
 
    Mel nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “I’ll go to your wedding but that’s it. A one-time visit to Reservation. Because your parents are assholes.” 
 
    Mel would take it. “Thank you! I knew I could count on you.” 
 
    Sadness took over Mary’s expression. “I’m going to miss seeing you all the time.” 
 
    Mel frowned. “You will.” 
 
    “How? You’re going to live at Reservation. I don’t want to have to go in there to see you. The New Species were attacked at the diner. I doubt they want to let you go have lunch there after that. How am I going to see you if they won’t let you go back to town?” 
 
    “Can I answer that?” Snow opened the back door of the SUV and slowly got out, but he didn’t come closer. 
 
    Mel kept her tight grip on Mary, though her friend didn’t try to yank free to rush back to her car. She did tremble, and her complexion paled further.  
 
    “I had you meet at this location for a reason.” He pointed toward the house. “It’s in very good condition. I was with the team that inspected it before the NSO bought the property. We’re not planning to enclose this area behind our walls for a while, since this road is used by another home with acreage that the NSO doesn’t own. It’s close enough to the wall, though, for us to easily monitor. With a few teams, we can keep you both safe if you want to spend time together there.” 
 
    Mel smiled. “You mean we can come here to have picnics and stuff?” She loved that Snow had thought of something she hadn’t. He really was wonderful. 
 
    “You can use the house whenever you want. The owners left a lot of furniture behind and the NSO will turn the utilities back on. You two can meet here and spend time together alone.” Snow tore his gaze from her to stare at Mary. “It will be safe as long as this location is kept a secret. You can’t tell anyone when you’re coming to see Mel, or where you’re going. Is that acceptable? The only condition is that Species will patrol while you’re inside the house. I won’t have my mate in danger.” 
 
    Mel peered into Mary’s eyes. “That’s very reasonable, right? And we can still hang out together whenever you want.” 
 
    Mary appeared relieved. “That sounds perfect.” 
 
    Mel released her hand and hugged her. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’m glad we got that worked out.” Snow climbed back into the SUV and closed the door. 
 
    “He seems great,” Mary whispered in her ear. “But he better keep me safe when I’m at your wedding. I want that to be part of your damn vows. Make him swear to not let any of his friends maul your best friend.” 
 
    Mel chuckled, knowing Mary was joking. “Deal.” 
 
    They pulled apart, and Mary glanced at the house. “That’s going to be our new hangout, huh?” Then she fixed Mel with a look. “You’re getting a phone, instead of just using Snow’s all the time. I want to be able to talk to you often since I won’t be seeing you every day anymore. I take it you’ve quit the diner?” 
 
    “Yeah. I called Joel while you were on your way here.” 
 
    “Did he yell?” 
 
    “Nope. He said Sherriff Cooper had already told him I was in potential danger if I went back to work, so he was pretty good about it. He’ll have someone else work the early shift with you.” 
 
    “Not Tina.” Mary scowled. “I refuse to work with that man-stealer.” 
 
    Mel laughed. “Not Tina. Joel mentioned one of his nieces wanted more hours. I’m just not sure which one.” 
 
    “I can live with that. I like all of his nieces.” Mary’s eyes watered yet again. “I’m going to miss you.” 
 
    “You’re going to see me all the time.” Mel waved toward the house. “Right there. You heard Snow. Isn’t this a great surprise?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “I’ll get my own phone. And do you know what that means?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’ll regret asking me to get one. I’ll be calling you all the time. I don’t have a job anymore.” 
 
    Mary glanced toward the SUV. “I think your man is going to keep you pretty busy.” 
 
    Mel laughed. “Probably, but he still has a job. I can’t be with him twenty-four seven.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Brass cleared his throat. “It seems to be going well.” 
 
    Snow kept his gaze on Mel and Mary as they laughed and talked. Their voices were soft but he could pick up some of their conversation. So could the others in the SUV with him.  
 
    He nodded. “I’m glad. I know my mate worried her friend would take the news badly of her decision to stay with me.” 
 
    “That female really fears us badly.” 
 
    He met Torrent’s gaze. “I’m hoping with time, Mary will grow to trust our kind.” Then he addressed Brass. “Thank you for getting permission to use that house.” 
 
    “Justice was sympathetic when I explained the problem. I shared the story with him about the small canine in the store, and Mary climbing into a shopping cart to escape it. He looked up the breed on his computer while we talked. We both had a good laugh because it is a ridiculously small pet. He agreed that if a chihuahua terrified her that deeply, regular visits to Reservation would be traumatic. Especially if she ran into a Wild Zone resident. It’s vital that our mates be happy. No one wants Mel to lose her friend because she chose you.” 
 
    “I appreciate it. I only hope Mary doesn’t disappoint my mate by backing out of coming to the wedding.” Anger stirred as he remembered when Mel had called her parents. “It’s important to Mel that someone stands with her from among her humans.” 
 
    “Her family isn’t coming?” Brass frowned. “She has living parents. I read her background check. Didn’t you offer to have them flown here, and allow them to enter Reservation and stay for as long as they wished?” 
 
    “They aren’t coming.” 
 
    “Why not? Is it because you’re Species?” Torrent growled. 
 
    “Mel told me that they had a human male in mind for her to marry, and that’s why they aren’t happy with her mating me. I’m not as certain that’s the real reason,” he admitted. 
 
    “Nothing in their background checks showed any flags, but we didn’t find much on either of those humans. No arrest records or known association with any hate groups.” Brass pulled out his phone and tapped on the screen. “I’ll look again.” 
 
    “There’s no need to do that. Mel is hoping they will change their minds once the shock of finding out about me wears off. She said it doesn’t matter, but I could see that it hurt her feelings. It makes me glad I don’t have parents. I’ve heard some of them aren’t kind, but listening to the things her mother said to Mel made me enraged. Her mother threatened to never speak to her again.” 
 
    “We’ll be her family.” 
 
    He smiled at Brass. “We will.” He looked out the front window. Mel and Mary were standing close to each other, staring at something on the other female’s phone. He leaned closer to the open window to try to hear what they were saying. 
 
    “That color isn’t bad.” Mary nodded. “I could live with that. It’s not fugly.” 
 
    “Fugly?” Torrent glanced at them. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Fucking ugly,” Brass translated. “It’s human slang. I believe Mel is showing her friend dresses from one of the stores in a larger city near here. The owner gives the NSO a huge discount because they cater to wealthy human males and females. It’s good for their business when we wear their clothing. Jaded orders some of his suits from them online and has them delivered here. They are fast. He shared the information with Mel.” 
 
    Torrent shook his head. “How do you know this?” 
 
    “I’ve sat in on a lot of meetings Jaded has held with businesses who want to be associated with us.” Brass shifted, getting more comfortable in the driver’s seat. 
 
    “I meant human slang.” 
 
    “Thank the human task force.” Brass shrugged. “I have spent a lot of time with them, too. I’ve picked up a lot of bad speaking habits from them, Torrent.” 
 
    Snow had one more thing on his mind. “Brass, I need to request to stay at Reservation indefinitely instead of transferring back to Homeland in a few months.” 
 
    “Given. Justice and I discussed that, too, when we were talking. Your mate is going to want to stay close to her friend. The task force will be informed you won’t be joining them as originally planned. Another Species will fill that spot.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Snow watched Mel. “She has enough changes to deal with right now. I don’t want to uproot her to Homeland until I’m certain she’s ready to spend time there.” 
 
    “It’s more relaxing here.” Torrent motioned to the woods. “We’ve got better scenery. Why do you think I live here full time now? Homeland is great but I don’t miss being that close to large cities and all the humans that come with them.” 
 
    “Wild Zone residents live here,” Brass reminded him. “They can be difficult and unpredictable.” 
 
    “I’ll take them and their issues any day over being mobbed by humans every time we drive outside the gates of Homeland. We can extensively expand the property we own here, and have. There, we can only purchase a small plot with a home, if we’re lucky, to put more of a cushion between our walls and the humans who want to harass whoever’s patrolling at any given time.” 
 
    Snow silently agreed with Torrent. He preferred Reservation, too. He’d never have met Mel if he hadn’t decided to spend time there and eat at the diner. New Species never went to human eating establishments near Homeland. The few times they’d attempted it without major prior planning, it had turned into a security nightmare. 
 
    Mel hugged Mary, and the other female walked toward her car. Snow opened the door and slid out but he stayed next to the SUV to avoid frightening Mary. The female made it to her car and climbed in, starting the engine. She turned around on the narrow street and drove off. He rushed to Mel’s side as she waved goodbye until the car was out of sight. 
 
    “How did it go?” 
 
    Mel grinned up at him. “Great. She said she’d come to our wedding. We even picked out her dress and mine. I know she’s scared, and I totally used a guilt trip, but whatever works.” 
 
    He pulled her into his arms. “I’m glad. I know it’s important to you.” 
 
    “We just have to make sure everything goes right. You know, bring her in a back gate, hide as many New Species from her as possible, and keep everyone a little distance from her.” 
 
    He chuckled. “We’ll do whatever it takes. Mary is safe with us.” 
 
    “I know that. You know that. But it’s Mary. She’s trying really hard though. I’m proud of her.” 
 
    He watched as dozens of New Species stepped out from the forest around them, where they’d been stationed to stay out of sight, protecting the area, and grinned. “She only guessed a few were hiding, correct?” 
 
    Mel glanced around too. “Yes. She’d have flipped out if she knew the truth.”  
 
    He kissed the top of her head. “Let’s go home. We still have a wedding to plan.” He scooped her into his arms. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his neck. “And we have to celebrate signing those mate papers.” 
 
    He couldn’t wait. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    “There are things I need to tell you.” 
 
    Mel reached up and cupped Snow’s face. “Later.” She kissed him, tugging at his shirt.  
 
    He broke the kiss, growling at her. “Mel, it’s important.” 
 
    “So is consummating our mate papers. I figure it’s like a wedding, right? We have to do the naked deed to make it legally binding.” 
 
    He chuckled and gripped her wrists, gently forcing her to let him go as he stepped back, bumping against the bed. “We were legal the moment we signed the papers. I’d like your permission to throw away the condoms. I don’t want anything between us ever again.” 
 
    That cooled her libido a bit. “You want to see if we can make a baby together?” 
 
    “I told you it’s possible. There is more, though. I wasn’t allowed to share this with you until after we were official mates, and you became one of us…there have already been Species children born to human females. If we are lucky enough to conceive a child, it will be born male and have my traits.” 
 
    Mel gaped at him. 
 
    “It’s something to do with our genetics. All the babies born have been male and resemble their fathers. The pregnancy length is also much shorter. Twenty weeks.” 
 
    It was difficult for her to imagine any of that.  
 
    “Say something, Mel.” 
 
    “We just signed those papers a few hours ago.” 
 
    “This is too fast.” She couldn’t miss his disappointed expression. “I understand.” He released her and walked to the nightstand, removing the box from the drawer, and walked back to her with the condoms. “I won’t bring it up again until you’re ready to think about trying to start a family with me.” 
 
    She stared into his blue eyes. They were so beautiful. She tried to imagine a baby with those same eyes and miniature canine features. 
 
    Their son would be adorable. 
 
    A deep longing hit her. They were basically married. She’d always pictured having kids when she found someone she wanted to spend the rest of her life with. 
 
    That person was standing in front of her. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to upset you, Mel. I’m sorry. You mated me. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    She reached out and gripped the box. He let go when she lightly tugged on it. Then she threw it over her shoulder toward the door. It hit the wall and landed somewhere on the carpet. 
 
    “Do you know what? I want everything with you. I’m no coward. I’m all in, Snow.” 
 
    He smiled, his eyes sparkling. “You face things head on and you don’t run. I remember you saying that to me on our first date.” 
 
    She grinned back. “It’s true.” She kicked off her shoes. “Let’s get naked and see if we can make a baby.” 
 
    Snow began to frantically yank off his clothes. It made her laugh, seeing how very enthusiastic he was.  
 
    “Just don’t tease me if I’m not attractive as a pregnant lady. Your word.” 
 
    “You are the most beautiful female in the world to me. That will never change.” 
 
    She believed him. Especially when he shoved down his pants and she got a view of exactly how turned-on he was. She finished stripping. “I’m so going to talk you into letting me play with you at some point with my mouth.” 
 
    Snow growled and playfully lunged at her, caught her around the waist, and dropped her on top of the mattress. Then he lowered his body over hers. “Maybe once I learn more control with you. Even the idea has me wanting to spill my seed without even being inside you.” 
 
    “We can’t have that since we’re all about babies.” 
 
    He kissed her. Mel grabbed hold of his shoulders and clung to him. He was an amazing kisser; she’d never tire of making out with him. When he shifted his body, pulling his mouth from hers, she wanted to protest…until he went for her throat.  
 
    Snow used his teeth to nip and kiss her there, slowly trailing to her shoulder, down her skin, and then he slid lower until he cupped her breast. Mel began to moan as he teased and taunted her nipple. She restlessly writhed under him. 
 
    “I’m ready,” she panted. “In me.” 
 
    He released her breast but instead of moving higher, he went lower. His big, firm hands clasped her inner thighs as he spread them more, and he went right for her clit.  
 
    Her moans increased as he growled. The vibrations of the sound, added to his tongue, had her clawing the bedding. 
 
    “Snow!” 
 
    It didn’t take long for her to get off. He was way too good at that; her mind was totally blown.  
 
    She opened her eyes as the mattress shifted and he crawled back up her.  
 
    “You’re so beautiful, mate.” 
 
    She reached for him as he hooked her leg, raising it to his hip as he lowered over her. “You are such a bad boy. That was so good it should be illegal.” 
 
    He offered a sexy smile. “It gets better.”  
 
    He adjusted her bent leg a little higher and wiggled his hips until the hard tip of his cock rubbed against her slit. He entered her body slowly, their gazes locked. She lifted her other leg to hook over his hip. He felt amazing as he possessed her.  
 
    “Nothing between us,” he growled. “Just the way it should be.” 
 
    He worked himself inside her deep, then paused. 
 
    “Don’t stop now.” 
 
    Snow glanced at her shoulder. “Some Species mark their mates with a bite. I’d like to try it. It’s just a nip with my teeth. I’ll wait until the right moment, when your pleasure is too great to feel the pain. It’s your choice, Mel.” 
 
    She ground her pelvis against him. “I told you. I’m all in. So are you—pun intended. I’m Species now, right?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Yes.” 
 
    “We’ll try biting. Let’s just avoid ending our mating night by needing to see Doctor Alli and Chimes. I don’t want more stitches. Once this week was more than enough.” 
 
    “I’d never hurt you.” 
 
    “I know that.” She tilted her head to bare her shoulder. “This one or the other?” 
 
    His expression softened at the gesture. “I love you, Mel.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    He began to thrust his hips, taking her slow and deep. Mel moaned, clinging to him. She couldn’t think when he did that. He felt a little bigger to her without a condom but it was probably just her imagination. Either way, Snow was hung.  
 
    The pleasure built, and she moaned his name, her nails digging into him a bit but he didn’t seem to mind. He picked up the pace.  
 
    “I’m going to…” she warned. 
 
    “Me too,” he snarled. “Bare your shoulder.” 
 
    She turned her head, arching her neck to give him more room as he brushed his mouth against her shoulder. She expected him to bite immediately, but he kissed her instead. His hot mouth bringing her closer to coming.  
 
    Then it happened.  
 
    Snow bit. Mel cried out. She felt a flash of pain but it was nothing compared to the ecstasy of her climax and the feel of him shooting inside her. No condom contained him this time.  
 
    He locked inside her and pinned her tight to the bed as they both stilled, their breathing ragged. Snow released her shoulder with his teeth and licked. The sensation felt a little odd, but not in a bad way.  
 
    “Is my shoulder still there?” she teased. 
 
    “Just puncture marks from my fangs. They aren’t deep. You taste delicious.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you’re really a Vampire.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I just love everything about you.” 
 
    “The feeling is mutual.”  
 
    He lifted his head and their gazes met. “There’s one thing I’ve always longed to say to you.” 
 
    “Okay. What is it?” 
 
    “And I want you to say it back to me.” 
 
    She waited patiently. 
 
    “You’re mine,” he rasped. 
 
    That made her grin. “You’re mine, too.” 
 
    “Thank you for giving me a chance, Mel. You have no idea what you mean to me.” 
 
    “I think I do. Do you think we made a baby?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m hopeful.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    He suddenly grew serious. “I’m sorry your parents weren’t happy about me being the one you’re marrying.” 
 
    “Don’t ever apologize for that again.” She reached up and stroked his hair. “It’s them, and it has nothing to do with you. My mama has never been happy with anything I’ve ever done, Snow. I tried real hard when I was a kid to be what she wanted, but I learned it wasn’t going to happen. It’s not you. It’s her. And my papa goes along with anything she says when it comes to me. He won’t go against her wishes because he doesn’t want the headache of having her mad at him.” 
 
    “Who is this male they approve of?” 
 
    “He’s a drunk who looks about fifty years older than me. He’s totally gross, but he’s got a great fishing pond my mama wants access to…bad enough to give me to him.” 
 
    Snow’s eyebrows shot up, and he looked horrified. 
 
    “Yeah. See why I’m pleading with you not feel hurt by them not coming to our wedding? Trust me when I say it’s best this way. I left an entire state to get away from her. I love my folks but distance from them is a definite must-have in my life. Why do you think I don’t have a cell phone? I got one a few years ago while I was still living at home. She’d call me at work half a dozen times a day just to complain about stupid stuff. She drove me so crazy that I ended up throwing it on the floor and stomping on it until it was in pieces. Then I had to lie and say it got run over in the parking lot after I’d dropped it. I refused to buy another one because I knew it would meet the same fate.  
 
    “I talk to her every couple weeks at the diner. Joel makes me do it in the kitchen, out of sight of the customers, because he says I look like I’m about to commit murder for the entire five minutes I spend on the phone with her. He also doesn’t want customers to hear the things that come out of my mouth when I try to shock her enough to end the call. I feel too guilty if I hang up on her.” 
 
    He turned his head slightly into her hand and nuzzled it. “I wish you had better parents.” 
 
    “Me too. I want you to know, though, that my folks not coming to our wedding isn’t because of you. It’s really about them.” 
 
    He smiled. “Mary is your family. She’ll be there.” 
 
    “Yes. Now we just need to work on her being terrified of New Species.” 
 
    “Eventually she’ll grow to trust my kind.” 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    A ringing sounded. 
 
    Snow slowly withdrew from her body and lifted off her. “This better be important.” 
 
    Mel watched him get out of bed and walk to his discarded pants on the floor as the ringing persisted. “See why I hate cell phones?” 
 
    He chuckled, plucking the phone from his pocket. “You promised Mary we’d get you one. I’m doing that tomorrow, and you will take it. Species always keep their word.” 
 
    She groaned and sat up as he answered. 
 
    “Snow speaking.” He paused, listening. Then he turned to Mel and grinned. “Thank you. I’ll go to the door.” He ended the call and put his cell on the dresser. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Brass ordered us dinner, and it is waiting. He thought we’d like to stay secluded tonight. See? Not all calls are bad.” He pulled on his pants. “Don’t move. We’ll eat in bed.” 
 
    “That’s so sweet of him.” 
 
    “He wants you to feel welcome at Reservation.” Snow left the bedroom. 
 
    Mel rearranged the pillows and scooted to the side. Minutes later, Snow pushed in a cart, and along with it came the wonderful scent of food. “Yum.” 
 
    He grinned, bringing it right to the end of the bed. “Steak, lobster, shrimp, crab cakes, and stuffed baked potatoes with cheese, butter, chives, and bacon. They also included a salad. We have our choice of milk, a few types of sodas, and they made us something called virgin strawberry daiquiris.” 
 
    “Leave it all on the cart. It can work as a table.” She crawled down the bed. 
 
    Snow stripped off his pants again and adjusted the cart before taking a seat. 
 
    She stared at the piled plates. “I’m never going to be able to eat all that.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I think they wanted to make sure they gave us choices, since they haven’t learned what you like yet.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe you have real chefs who cook for you.” 
 
    “Us.” He waited for her to sit next to him then pulled the cart closer. “Would you like to try one of these?” He lifted a large, frosty, dark pink drink. “No alcohol, Flirt said. He delivered it.” 
 
    “Sure.” She accepted it and held it aloft. “To us.” 
 
    Snow hesitated, his own frosty drink in hand. 
 
    “We lightly touch them together. To make a toast.” 
 
    “I’ve seen this.” He leaned closer. “To us, Mel. To our future, which will be filled with happiness together. To any sons we may have.” He grinned. “To every night that I get to hold you and show you how much you mean to me.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes, and she furiously blinked them back. She clinked their glasses together and they both took a sip. It tasted really good. Snow seemed to like it, too, since he took a bigger drink. 
 
    “Please don’t get cold feet about our wedding. Is that the right saying? I’m looking forward to experiencing a human marriage ceremony.” 
 
    She chuckled and put the drink down, picking up a cloth napkin and unrolling her silverware. “You got it right. And I won’t. I don’t run, remember? It’s going to be fun, and we’ll frame any pictures people take and hang them in our living room. I don’t foresee any problems.” 
 
    “As long as your friend doesn’t start screaming.” 
 
     “If Mary doesn’t chicken out,” she said at the same time. 
 
    They both laughed. “We’ll get her to come even if I have to send a team to grab her. We’re getting married downstairs in the lobby by that pretty fireplace and holding a small reception in the cafeteria. Brass and Jaded said they’d make all the arrangements. Do you dance?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    He grinned. “I’m not good at it, but I’m anxious to experience wedding traditions like cutting the cake and getting to listen to music while you’re in my arms.” 
 
    “Me too. I wish we could get hitched tomorrow.” 
 
    “The clothing is going to take a few days. I can’t wait to see what dress you picked. I also ordered us wedding rings.” 
 
    She gasped in delight. “You did? I didn’t even think about that.” 
 
    “I want you to have the best of both worlds, Mel. Your human one and Species.” He glanced at her shoulder. “You have my mark, and soon you’ll wear my ring. Now you just need to bite me, and I’ll wear your ring, as well.” 
 
    “I know what we’re doing after dinner.” She winked and ran her tongue over her teeth. “I’m going to bite you and show you just how much I love you.” 
 
    Snow shot her a passion-filled look and growled low in that sexy way of his. “Being mated is already amazing.” 
 
     
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Mel was nervous as she waited with Snow at one of the back gates leading into Reservation. Every minute seemed to drag by forever. Their ceremony was going to start in an hour. It would barely leave her time to put on her dress and get ready. 
 
    “She’ll arrive,” he promised, keeping his arm around her. 
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    “Are you sure I should be here with you? One of my friends could have escorted you. Tradition says it’s bad luck to see the bride before the ceremony.” 
 
    “No way was I going to sleep without you last night, now that you’re mine, and Mary said she trusts you to keep her safe.” Mel pulled out her new cell phone and pulled up the text. “See? I mean, she worded it differently, but she said she’d be here.” 
 
    Snow read the text out loud. “I get it, Mel. He won’t let anyone maul me because he loves you. Why can’t I get drunk first again? Oh, right. I can’t drive, and it would take forever for me to stumble to where we’re meeting up. I’m leaving now. I’m going to imagine they are all naked or something. That should help, right?” 
 
    Mel looked away from the phone and spotted movement on the road. “She’s coming! I see her.” 
 
    “We’ll hide,” a New Species called from the upper wall. 
 
    She turned to flash them a smile. “Thank you!” 
 
    Snow chuckled. “This has to be a first for the NSO. We usually show a strong front to humans who visit, to intimidate them into behaving. Now they are hiding to avoid frightening your friend.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, too.” Mel shoved the phone into pocket. “Hide your fangs and try not to growl. It’s sexy as can be, but Mary…” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    She flashed him a smile. “Sorry, baby.” 
 
    “I love when you call me an endearment.” 
 
    “Even when I called you a sexy beast in the shower this morning?” 
 
    “Especially then. That was my favorite so far.” 
 
    Mary pulled her car up and parked it on the side of the road. She wore the pretty cream-colored dress Mel had ordered for her. It had arrived in time by mail. She also noticed that her best friend hadn’t put on much makeup, and her normally puffy hair was a little tamer. It made her love Mary even more. She might be scared, but she’d listened when Mel told her about New Species being bothered by certain smells. 
 
    “You came! Thank you!” She pulled away from Snow and rushed to Mary, giving her a hug. 
 
    “I love you,” Mary whispered. “I love you so much, this proves it.” She nervously glanced at Snow. “Swear to me I’m going to be safe.” 
 
    “Species would never harm you, Mary. You have my word, and that of the entire NSO.” 
 
    Mary gave a jerky nod. “Okay. Pretending they’re naked.” Then she blushed and glanced up. “Not you, Snow. Just everyone else. It would be wrong if I imagined you without your clothes, since you’re going to be like a brother-in-law to me.” 
 
    “Tina, is that you?” Mel couldn’t resist. 
 
    Mary didn’t even laugh. “Can I drink now?” She fumbled with her purse. “I have one of those little bottles of apple vodka from a gift set my parents bought me for Christmas.” 
 
    “It’s going to be fine.” Mel grabbed her hands and led her to the partially open gate. “Just come with me. There’s going to be a tiny bit of a pat down. Remember when we flew to Los Angeles and we had to get felt up to get through security? Same thing. Just pretend we’re at the airport again.” 
 
    “Shit!” Mary looked ready to panic. 
 
    Snow slowly moved to block her from rushing to her car. “He’s completely covered. Pretend he’s human.” 
 
    Mary walked forward stiffly. Mel may have dragged her a bit, but they made it through the gate and someone in the control room nearby pushed a button that sealed it. The clank of it shutting made Mary jump. 
 
    “It’s okay.” Mel kept a good hold on her and turned her to the big male in uniform. He wore a helmet with a dark glass face shield. “Human guy. Totally human. Just keep thinking that.” 
 
    “Right. You liar.” Mary stared at the guard with wide eyes. 
 
    “Y’all need to lift your arms and just hold still for me,” the male rumbled. 
 
    Mel nodded at him. “Nailed it.” 
 
    “Are you shitting me?” Mary gawked at her. “You had him say y’all?” 
 
    “It sounds more human, right?” Mel shrugged. “Go with it.” 
 
    “I hate you.” Mary lifted her hands and squeezed her eyes closed. “TSA guy with bad breath. It’s you. It’s you. It’s you.” 
 
    Mel grinned as the unformed New Species froze. “When we flew to visit her family, the guy reeked like fried onions and sauerkraut. Quick, pat her down.” 
 
    Snow chuckled. 
 
    Mel shot him a look and shook her head, but she smiled wider. It was funny, and they’d gotten Mary into Reservation. So far so good. She kept hold of her hand, even though it was outstretched for the pat-down. Mary squeezed her hand hard when the guard skimmed his gloved hands over her body and tugged on her purse. 
 
    “Let go,” Mel urged her. “He’s just got to look inside but he’ll give it right back.” 
 
    Mary released it but kept her eyes closed. “Just don’t confiscate my apple vodka. I might need that.” 
 
    The guard quickly searched it and then passed it to Mel, since Mary couldn’t see what he was doing. Mel took it and stepped closer. “Okay. That’s over. You can open your eyes.” 
 
     Mary opened her eyes. 
 
    Snow opened the front passenger door and the one in the back. “I’m driving. It’s just the three of us. We’re taking you into a back door that the human chefs use. They are cooking our dinner for our reception. There’s a freight elevator that goes to my floor. It’s been cleared of all Species. Mel is going to take you directly to our home, so you can help her get ready. Then you can take the same freight elevator down to the kitchen area. Our guests are going to be in the lobby. You won’t see them until the ceremony, and all have promised not to come within several feet of you. The minister himself is human.” 
 
    Mary climbed into the backseat. “I got it. I’m sorry I’m being a huge baby about this. At least I’m here, though.” 
 
    “I know.” Mel felt very grateful to her for overcoming her fear. “This is huge. When we go into the lobby area during the wedding, just stare at my back. I’ll be facing Snow while we say our vows.” 
 
    “Just like at the diner. I can do this.” 
 
    Snow helped Mel into her seat and closed the door before walking around the front of the SUV.  
 
    Mel turned in her seat, meeting her best friend’s anxious gaze. “It’s going to be great. I promise. We’ll get me ready, say the ‘I do’s,’ and then eat. We’re putting you at a table with just us.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Mel. I’m like a third wheel.” 
 
    “Never. You’re my bestie and my sister all wrapped into one. You’re here. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    Snow got into the driver’s seat and started the SUV. He had chosen it so their hair didn’t get messed up by the wind in one of the Jeeps. They drove to the hotel but instead of parking out front, he rounded the building to the back. He got out but left the engine running. 
 
    Mary shot her a confused look. 
 
    “Someone will move it in a few minutes, after we’re inside,” Mel explained. 
 
    Snow opened the doors but he only helped Mel out. They’d decided in advance that it would be best if he didn’t get too near her best friend. He released Mel and led the way to the double doors that one of the human chefs opened, as if he’d been waiting for them. 
 
    Mel hooked Mary’s arm. “See? Humans work here, and they’re all fine.” 
 
    The chef openly admired Mary’s dress—and the flash of cleavage it provided—as they passed. Her friend whispered as they entered the kitchen area of the hotel, “Who is that? I’ve never seen him in town before.” 
 
    “Some of them live here.” Mel shrugged. “It’s safer that way. For them. New Species protect them.” 
 
    “Point made,” Mary muttered. 
 
    Snow led them to the freight elevator. “Do you have it from here?” 
 
    Mel released Mary and walked to him, going up on her tiptoes. “Plant one on me. I can’t wait to see you in a suit. Sorry for making you get ready somewhere else.” 
 
    “I don’t mind.” Snow gave her a chaste kiss on the lips. “I can’t wait to say vows to you and get our wedding picture taken.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “You two are too cute.” 
 
    Mel beamed at Mary over the compliment. “I know, right?” She backed away from Snow. “I’ll hurry. See you soon!” She hooked Mary’s arm and pushed the button for the freight elevator. 
 
    “How much trouble was it for everyone here to avoid me?” 
 
    “It’s worth it. Everyone has fears, Mary. Some are terrified of spiders or snakes. Some are terrified of flying. Or heights. Yours are about animals. Are you feeling better? Safer?” 
 
    “Yes.” She took a deep breath. “Does everyone think I’m insane?” 
 
    “Never.” Mel bumped her arm. “They’re worried about scaring you. No one wants that.” 
 
    “Boy, you’re a master with the guilt.” 
 
    “It got you here. I’m not one bit sorry.” The elevator doors opened on the second floor. Mel took her directly to her and Snow’s home, pushing the door open after using the keycard to unlock it. “Tada! Home sweet home!” 
 
    Mary released her and walked into the living space. “Wow. Nice. Look at that kitchen!” 
 
    “I know. He’s got a fancy microwave and a dishwasher. I’m stepping up in the world,” she joked. 
 
    “Can I check out the rest of it?” 
 
    “Sure. The bedroom and bathroom is that way. Snow even made the bed, since my dress is hanging in there.” 
 
    Mary strolled into the other section of the apartment and whistled. “Damn. That’s a big bed.” 
 
    “Snow is a big guy.” 
 
    Mary turned, grinning. “Nice.” Then she went into the bathroom, flipping on the light. “No wonder you wanted to move right in with him. I would, too.” Then she walked out. “Show me the dress. I bet it looks even better than the pictures we saw on my phone.” 
 
    Mel got it out from the closet. Snow had removed his weapons and uniforms, since Mary would be there. It hadn’t upset Mel when she’d found out he had a mini arsenal in there. All of it was currently being stored in the unit next door. She withdrew the gown bag where it hung and took it to the bed.  
 
    “Are you nervous at all?” 
 
    “Nope. I love Snow. I’m one hundred percent in this for life.” She took the dress out carefully and peered at Mary. “What do you think?” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes. “It’s beautiful. Not too lacy or puffy, like many wedding dresses tend to be. You chose well, my friend. It’s elegant but casual enough to be comfortable. Put it on!” 
 
    Mel filled with excitement. “I can’t wait to have Snow put a ring on it.” She held up her hand. “Right here. Mrs. Snow’s mate!” 
 
    Mary chuckled. “Is that your new legal name?” 
 
    “No.” Mel began to strip out of her clothes. 
 
    “Does Snow have a last name?” 
 
    Mel paused and met her gaze. “I don’t know. I didn’t think to ask. The paperwork we signed just had his first name and his canine classification. It doesn’t matter. I’m his mate.” 
 
    “You really love him, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, Mary. Snow is the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” Mel faced her. “You’re not going to try to talk me out of this, are you? We’re already mated, and I’m not changing my mind.” 
 
    “I only have one thing to say.” Mary held up her hand and gave a thumbs-up. “Congratulations.” 
 
    Mel hugged her. 
 
    Mary laughed. “Hey, save throwing your mostly naked body at your husband.” 
 
    “Whoops. Sorry.” Mel laughed too as she released her. “Help me put this on, and then I need you to do my hair. You’re good at that.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Snow kept fiddling with the suit. It wasn’t the most comfortable outfit to wear but he wanted Mel to have every part of a human wedding. His gaze kept going to the doorway. Beside him, Brass spoke softly to the minister, who had flown from Homeland that morning. The older human male was nice, and he seemed happy to perform the ceremony.  
 
    Jaded walked up to him. “Stop running your hands over your jacket. You’ll create wrinkles.” 
 
    “Do you ever get used to wearing these things?” 
 
    “Eventually. It’s only for a few hours.” Jaded ran a critical eye over his suit. “You look exceedingly handsome. For a male.” 
 
    “Thank you. I hope Mel thinks so.” 
 
    “She will. That female is in love with you.” 
 
    “I know.” His heart swelled with happiness. “I love being mated.” 
 
    Jaded chuckled. “I’m glad, since you signed mate papers.” 
 
    “Do you wish to find a mate?” 
 
    Jaded shrugged. “Eventually, if I’m lucky enough to find a female who I feel intense attraction to…and who doesn’t annoy me.” 
 
    Torrent suddenly made a slight noise and pointed toward the doors. He touched the earpiece and met Snow’s gaze. “They are on their way down. Places.” 
 
    Excitement had Snow’s heart racing as he moved to stand by the minister, next to the fireplace. The scent of burning logs was pleasant in the room, along with the sight of the flames. They’d cleared out the couches and chairs in the lobby to make room for everyone who wanted to see their wedding. 
 
    The side doors that led toward the hotel kitchen were pushed open by two of the human staff who worked there, and the males smiled at him. He licked his lips, feeling anticipation.  
 
    Then he saw Mel. She took his breath away. 
 
    The pale white gown hugged her body in lace and some other soft material. Her hair was pulled up to reveal her delicate, beautiful features. Their gazes locked, and he wanted to rush to her, but he managed to hold still. 
 
    He didn’t notice anything but her. Every step Mel took toward him had Snow smiling wider. She beamed at him. 
 
    The minister stepped forward and cleared his throat. “Who gives this bride away today?” 
 
    Mary peeked out from behind Mel, where she trailed behind her. “I do.” 
 
    The minister withdrew back to his place next to the fireplace. “We’re gathered here today to join Mel and Snow in holy matrimony.”  
 
    Snow reached out and took Mel’s hand. She reached back, passing off her bouquet for Mary to hold. The female took it and moved closer to the minister. Snow took Mel’s other hand to clasp them both in his and couldn’t look away from her eyes. 
 
    The words the minister said barely registered. Snow managed to say the right words, though, and even put the ring in his pocket on her finger without messing up, though his mate helped by spreading her fingers in a way that made it clear which one it went on.  
 
    “You may kiss your bride.” 
 
    Snow pulled Mel into his arms and lowered his mouth to hers. “You’re mine forever.” 
 
    “You’re mine forever, too.” 
 
    He took possession of her mouth, kissing her with all his love. Mel wrapped her arms around his neck, and it made him want to take her right there. The sound of clapping reminded him that he couldn’t do that just yet. They had a reception to get through first. 
 
    But soon.  
 
    He ended the kiss and their gazes locked. Mel was his entire world now…and by the love in her eyes, Snow knew she felt the very same. 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
    Lash 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Mary wished she could crouch lower on her seat or even hide under the table. She kept her chin tucked down, since it seemed as if everyone stared at her when she looked up. The wedding cake sitting before her was great, but she couldn’t take another bite. Her appetite wasn’t present.  
 
    She just wanted to leave. Her stomach felt queasy. Nerves always did that to her. 
 
    No one at Reservation had been rude. It wasn’t them. It was her. She was terrified to be here, and no amount of reason or logic could fix her distress.  
 
    New Species frightened her. It wasn’t personal. Her past had made her the way she was. 
 
    A dog had attacked her when she was five. It was the first time, but it wasn’t the last. Another dog had come after her when she’d turned eight. Then again at ten, thirteen, nineteen…and just six months before in a grocery store, right after her twenty-sixth birthday. Worse, everyone had laughed at her when she’d climbed inside the cart to get away from the menace. It may have been small but the second it saw Mary, it snarled and barked as it lunged toward her.  
 
    Why couldn’t anyone else see how that might be scary? 
 
    Cats absolutely hated her, too. She’d smile at them and they’d just hiss. One had even chased her right out of her aunt Christine’s front door. The entire family had sworn they’d never seen anything like it before. Their loving and typically calm kitty had turned into a snarling hairball that seemed intent on clawing Mary’s eyes out.  
 
    The hatred animals demonstrated toward her even extended to horses. The one time she’d tried to learn how to ride, the beast had gone crazy when she’d approached and had attempted to trample her. Then it had tried to take a bite out of her. That had killed her dream of maybe falling in love with a cowboy. Ranches weren’t a safe choice. 
 
    Animals just hated her. It used to hurt her feelings, but she stopped caring as much after the attack of the rodents. That had been the last straw.  
 
    She’d been on a date with a man at a park. Picnics were supposed to be fun and romantic. One second they’d been smiling at each other over a basket of fried chicken, and the next, a dozen field mice rushed them. It had been like something out of a horror movie.  
 
    Her date had later said they must have been starving and going after the food. Mary wasn’t buying it. They’d come after her, and if she hadn’t run for her life, they probably would have tried to eat her alive.  
 
    She’d sworn that day to avoid anything with claws, fangs, hooves, or tails. Goldfish were safe—from at least a four-foot distance. She’d figured that out after a couple had actually leapt from their little bowls when she’d been around. Their owners had to scramble to quickly scoop them up and dump them back into the water. It had happened twice in her life. Both friends had assured her it happened but she was pretty sure…it only happened when she was around. 
 
    It was just a fact. Animals seemed to instinctively hate her. It was just one of those mysteries of life she’d stopped trying to figure out or explain. It just was.  
 
    Now she sat in a large cafeteria with at least forty New Species at Reservation. They were all part animal. Worse, they’d grown up being severely abused by humans. She wondered if any of them harbored any resentments. A chill ran down her spine, and she glanced around surreptitiously, praying that she didn’t remind any of them of someone horrible from Mercile Industries.  
 
    “You look ready to jump out of your skin.” Mel leaned in close and bumped her shoulder. “Breathe.” 
 
    She turned her head and gave her best friend a pleading look. “Can I go home now?” 
 
    “No. You made it through my wedding but the reception isn’t over. Dancing is up next, and then I’m going to toss the bouquet. You have to try to catch it…and I happen to have inside information that you’ve totally got this in the bag. The few New Species women who came swear they don’t want to be mated. They’ll clear the area for you to make sure you get it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to find a man that bad.” 
 
    Mel sighed. “You like Snow.” 
 
    “Because he loves you, and he knows you’d be pissed if he attacked me. That means he’s got motivation to fight his instincts.” 
 
    Mel rolled her eyes. “That’s bull pucky. You’ve just had some bad luck.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’ve told me that before. Then you brought that cute little kitten into the diner that the Johnson family had just adopted from Animal Control, to prove me wrong. Do you remember what happened?” 
 
    Mel nodded. “It hissed at you and tried to jump on you.” 
 
    “Animals hate me.” She shrugged. 
 
    Mel looked around. “Well, New Species don’t. Some of the men are staring at your breasts, though. You’re showing a good amount of cleavage, what with you hunched over like that.” 
 
    “It’s likely my throat they’re staring at.” 
 
    Mel got that irritated look Mary knew too well. “You’re safe here. These folks are really…well…human. Forget they have fangs and get over it. Now, sit up straight like I’m sure your mama told you a million times while growing up and find your backbone.” 
 
    “My mother never said that to me.” 
 
    “Rub it in. Mine sure did. Then she’d touch my hair, ask if I was getting a yellow streak and say that I was embarrassing her. I still can’t believe her and my papa refused to come to my wedding. She’s praying for me with her church group instead.” 
 
    Sympathy rose for her best friend. Mel tried hard to seem like it didn’t matter that she didn’t get along with her mother, but Mary had seem glimpses of her pain. Especially when her family hadn’t reacted well when she’d told them about falling in love with a New Species. “She’s still upset that you married Snow? I hoped it would just take a few days to adjust to the surprise of your news and she’d get onboard.” 
 
    “She isn’t going to get over this. Snow is hurt that my folks aren’t happy about us, but I had to tell him the truth. It doesn’t matter. My mama’s more upset that she isn’t getting to marry me off to the old widower next door. She really did have her heart set on trading me for those corn fields and that bigger pond.” 
 
    Mary hoped Mel kept telling herself that, and it caused the hurt to lessen. There were a few choice things she’d love to tell Mel’s mother. None of them would be nice. “I remember. The neighbor’s old and he drinks, and she was hoping he’d die fast so you’d inherit all his property.” 
 
    “She’s never going to win a Mama of the Year award.” Mel grinned. “Plus, she swore she’d never come visit me and made it clear Snow wouldn’t be welcome there. Do you know what that means?” 
 
    “You don’t have to see your family ever again.” 
 
    Mel lifted her hand. “High-five me, best friend.” 
 
    Mary smacked her palm, despite seeing that hurt again in Mel’s eyes. “I’m so happy for you.” 
 
    Mel dropped her arm. “It’s your turn next to find what I have. That’s why I’m not letting you leave until after you catch the bouquet.” 
 
    “You don’t really believe in that crap, do you?” 
 
    “It couldn’t hurt. Why take a chance?” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll stay. I’m not dancing, though.” 
 
    “Hey, I can compromise.” 
 
    “Good.” Mary glanced around, and she did see men watching her. She dropped her gaze as fear surged. “Where’s a bathroom?” 
 
    “I’ll take you.” 
 
    That meant Mel would hustle to get her in and out as fast as possible, but Mary just wanted to hide. She guessed the women’s bathroom should be a safe place to do that. “No. You go dance with your new groom and just point the way. I won’t be too long.” 
 
    “I know what you’re up to. Do you have your cell phone in your purse?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “Fine. Go drag out fixing your hair until I call you. Swear to me you won’t leave, though.” 
 
    “I swear.” 
 
    “Best friend honor?” 
 
    Mary sighed. “Best friend honor. I see that determined look in your eyes. I know better than to try to take off until you toss those flowers at me.” 
 
    “They’re silk. Snow remembered real ones make me sneeze. Isn’t he amazing?” 
 
    Mary really did feel happy for her friend. “He’s perfect for you.” 
 
    “He is.” Mel stood. “Come on. I’ll walk you across the room and point you in the right direction. Keep your purse close and make sure that your ringer is on. Don’t try to flush yourself down the toilet or anything.” 
 
    “Funny.” 
 
    Mary had to admit she was grateful that Mel walked her across the large room. She kept her gaze down but still felt as if she were being watched. They stopped at open double doors and Mel jerked her thumb to the left. “It’s all the way down the hallway, turn right, and you can’t miss it. There’s a sign on the door.” 
 
    The coast was clear. There weren’t any New Species in the hallway. “Got it. Right turn. Sign. Easy enough.” 
 
    Mel squeezed her arm. “Thank you for coming to my wedding. I know you had to face a lot of fears. I appreciate it. I would have been devastated if I didn’t have you standing up with me. You’re my family now.” 
 
    Mary wrapped her fingers around Mel’s and squeezed. She’d happily take that role, since Mel’s real family sucked. “I feel the same way about you, and you know I’ve always got your back.” 
 
    “Go hide. I’ll call you.” 
 
    “I’ll return when you do.” 
 
    “Don’t go wandering off. This place is huge. It used to be a resort hotel for the rich folks who wanted to ride horses and get close to nature before the NSO bought it. I promised them you wouldn’t leave the building, or they would have assigned you a guard to stick to your side. I figured that would flip you out.” 
 
    “I’m not stepping foot outside. You just said ‘nature.’ That means wild animals. I still have nightmares about those mice. I’ve yet to be attacked by bunnies, and I’d like to keep it that way.” 
 
    Mel chuckled. “You should get therapy. It helped me.” 
 
    “You fired him and called him just about every name in the book.” 
 
    “But I had issues standing up to my folks until that guy pissed me off so much, I realized telling him where to go felt good. I can’t cuss at my mama because I was raised better, but I did learn the fine art of sarcastic torture from that jerk therapist. He was making fun of me, thinking I wouldn’t notice. I feel much better now.” 
 
    Mary opened her mouth, then closed it. She loved Mel but her friend had an unusual way of seeing things at times. They usually chalked their differences up to Mary being from Northern California and Mel growing up on a small farm in Indiana. Mel always made her laugh regardless. 
 
    “I’m going now.” Mary straightened her shoulders and walked away alone. 
 
    The bathroom was easy to find. Mary used one of the stalls, and then washed her hands, staring into the big mirror on the wall. The dress wasn’t quite her style, but she’d seen far worse bridesmaids’ dresses.  
 
    It had a low V-cut neckline, with tiny buttons down the front. The soft material hugged her frame, from the thin shoulder straps to just below her knee. Mel had simple tastes, and she had gone for the summer dress look. Cream wasn’t Mary’s color, but at least it wasn’t chocolate brown with hot pink bows sewn all over it.  
 
    She grimaced, still traumatized by her cousin Della’s wedding the year before. That gown had been so ugly, she’d burned it on the gas grill in her parents’ backyard the day after wearing it.  
 
    Mary leaned in and used the side of her pinky to fix her smudged mascara. She hadn’t worn much more than that and a little bit of clear gloss on her lips. Her hair was a bit flat without hairspray, but she’d been asked to avoid it, as well as perfume. New Species didn’t like chemical smells. 
 
    She ran her fingers through her blonde hair. It needed to be cut. The problem was, she couldn’t afford to go to the hairdresser for another few weeks. And no way was she going to allow one of her friends to hack away at it. It had taken her almost a year to grow it to the length she’d wanted after the last time she’d made that mistake.  
 
    She opened the flap on her purse and pulled out her cell phone. There were no messages or missed calls. That wasn’t anything new. All her friends from her youth had husbands and children. They were too busy to hang out with her these days.  
 
    It was a depressing reminder that her best friend now had a husband, as well. Snow was sweet, extremely hot, and Mary didn’t blame Mel saying for yes to his proposal. It just meant that Mary’s life was about to get a whole lot lonelier. Mel would live at Reservation, and she’d already quit working at the diner.  
 
    It also meant Mary spending a lot more time around New Species if she wanted to hang out with the only real friend she had left. That was going to be rough. It had taken every ounce of her courage to attend the wedding. Just thinking about going through NSO security again made her shudder. A big New Species wearing a uniform and a helmet had patted her down and searched her purse. She’d managed to not freak out by pretending he was someone else. 
 
    Mary dropped her phone back inside her purse and dug around to look for her lip gloss. It was buried under a travel-size container of tissues. She reapplied it on her lips and sighed. No one else was in the bathroom, so she wanted to stay and enjoy the quiet, but there was nowhere to sit except inside one of the stalls on a toilet seat. 
 
    Maybe the dancing part of this reception won’t be so bad. I can just sit at the table and watch. It beats sitting on a toilet all night. Resigned, she closed her purse and hooked the strap over her shoulder, then pushed open the door and stepped out, walking down the hallway. 
 
    “I know she went this way.” The man who spoke had a deep voice, and it wasn’t one she recognized. “You stay here.” 
 
    Mary stopped in her tracks. 
 
    “I’m going to help you find her,” a second man announced. 
 
    There was a loud thump. 
 
    “Don’t push me into a wall,” one of them snarled. 
 
    The other one laughed. “That was a tap.” 
 
    There was another loud thump. A few low growls sounded. It made her fear they were fighting or about to. One thing was for certain though. 
 
    New Species were looking for her. 
 
    She spun to the door on her immediate left and yanked it open. 
 
    “I definitely scent her,” the first man announced. 
 
    She’d forgotten they could smell as well as hound dogs, and they sounded closer now. She jerked open her purse and frantically grabbed the small bottle of perfume she kept in a pocket, squirting it into the air before she backed up and closed herself into the room. It was dark, but she found a light switch with her hand.  
 
    It turned out to be a cleaning supply closet. There wasn’t a lock on the door or anywhere to hide. 
 
    She dug inside her purse again and grabbed her phone. She’d call Mel for help. It couldn’t be good that New Species were looking for her. 
 
    She knew it was a bad idea to come to Reservation. 
 
    There was no cell signal. No! No! No! 
 
    “Achooo!” 
 
    Mary jumped. That sneeze had come right from the other side of the door. 
 
    “I’ll find her before you do,” one of the males boasted. 
 
    “No, I will,” the other growled. “The game is on.” 
 
    Mary panicked. Were they hunting her? Like a sport? She frantically looked for a weapon, but the sight of a grate on the wall near the floor caught her attention. It was some kind of intake air vent.  
 
    She dropped to her knees and gripped it. The men outside the door seemed to move away, but they’d realize she wasn’t in the bathroom soon enough. They’d search for her. 
 
    Mary yanked on the metal and it gave way. She peered inside. 
 
    It was barely big enough for her to fit, but she could manage if she lay down. There was only one problem. They’d see the vent cover on the floor. She turned around and got her feet inside, scooting backward until she lay flat. It was tight, but the soft dress material helped her wiggle in. She lifted the grate and put it back into place.  
 
    Mary’s gaze landed on the light. 
 
    Damn. I forgot.  
 
    It was too late, though, because she heard voices again. She backed up more and kept going. She paused about eight feet inside the vent and checked for a signal on her cell phone. There still wasn’t one. She wiggled more, going farther. It was easier to face her fear of small, confined spaces over big men with fangs. 
 
    Her foot brushed something, and she tried to look back. It was too dark and confining to see anything. She used one foot to remove the other shoe, then get both off. The two-inch high heels made tiny noises as they fell but she hoped no one else had heard. Her bare toes brushed metal. She turned partly onto her side and used her feet to feel what she couldn’t see. 
 
    The vent ended but it split in two other directions. She checked her cell phone again. Still no bars. She’d have to keep going to find a signal.  
 
    This is going to be a bitch. 
 
    She turned more on her side and got her feet into one of the tunnels where the vent split, shoving her phone between her breast and the bra cup. She braced her hands flat on the sides of the metal and pushed. Her hip slid and it took some doing, but she made the turn. She rolled back onto her stomach and the phone slipped from her dress, landing under her. 
 
    I’m never coming back to Reservation. Ever! I don’t care if Mel begs. She can visit me in town.  
 
    She braced her hands on the floor and pushed backward, her body sliding deeper into the vent. She paused and lifted her phone to check the signal.  
 
    Two bars showed. 
 
    “Thank you!” 
 
    She wiggled a little to get more comfortable and tapped the screen to call Mel. Her bestie would send Snow to save her. He would get her out of Reservation and away from his fanged buddies. She trembled so much, she hit the wrong number on the list displayed as her recent calls and had to cancel it out.  
 
    The vent under her made a creaking noise, and she froze.  
 
    That doesn’t sound good.  
 
    The loud pops that followed had her dropping the phone and frantically trying to find something to grab when she’d gone from lying flat, to sliding down at a sharp downward angle.  
 
    The vent walls were slick, and she kept sliding until there wasn’t anything under her anymore. That’s when the real fall happened.  
 
    Mary opened her mouth to scream but it never came out. She slammed into something that knocked the breath out of her. 
 
    Her face was planted against something squishy. It felt like artificial rubber. She opened her eyes and tried to figure out if she was hurt. Besides the startling landing, she seemed okay. She focused on something ahead of her and to the left. 
 
    What she saw made her gawk. 
 
    Beyond a rounded lip was a wall of rocks…with a waterfall flowing down the rough surface. Blue lights lit the structure, and the sound of running water reminded her of a forest stream.  
 
    It was beautiful. It was the biggest indoor fountain she’d ever seen. It had to be twenty-five feet high. 
 
    She looked down. Her hands were planted on a mat that reminded her of something from gym classes in high school. “What in the world?” 
 
    She took a better look around the vast room. The ceilings had to be forty feet from the floor, and dim lights shone from above. Large potted trees were spread around the room. It looked as if someone had made an indoor garden living space.  
 
    She lifted to her hands and knees, realizing just how large the mat was that she’d fallen on top of. She estimated it to be eight feet wide and about four feet off the floor. She knelt up and stared at the ceiling above her. A vent ran the length of the room, and part of it was now broken apart, one portion hanging down like a long slide. Clearly the part she’d fallen through. 
 
    She looked around her, hunting for her phone, but it wasn’t there. Nor was her purse. She looked up at the broken vent and had a bad feeling they hadn’t fallen with her. It left her with little choice but to climb off the mat and find a way out of what she guessed must be the basement of the hotel. 
 
    The floor was covered in what seemed to be artificial grass. She wiggled her bare toes. It felt like good-quality artificial turf. The massive water fountain couldn’t be ignored, and she approached it in awe. The lighting gave the waterfall a natural look. It was beautiful. Even the air around her stirred as if there was a breeze. The lip of the fountain turned out to be taller than Mary, reached by a gentle moss-covered slope.  
 
    One touch with her fingertip proved the moss wasn’t real, either. Curiosity had her touching the short green sprigs…and then climbing upward to the water’s edge. It was the size of a small pool. She dipped her fingers into the water and found herself in for another surprise. The temperature felt pleasantly warm. 
 
    She had a better view from at least six feet off the floor, and she looked around, searching for a lit exit sign, but didn’t spot any. The walls were dark, making it difficult to find the boundaries of the large space. She turned and scooted down the slope, deciding to just walk the perimeter to find a way out.  
 
    Something large dropped about six feet in front of her, and Mary gasped. It took her a few seconds to realize what it was.  
 
    She blinked, but the sight didn’t disappear or change. 
 
    Crouched before her was the biggest New Species she’d ever seen. Not big as in fat. Far from it. He was muscled and big boned.  
 
    If that wasn’t shocking enough, he had some seriously wild, long hair. It was a light rust color, with some orange streaks, and very fluffy. His chin lifted, making it possible for her to make out his face.  
 
    Pure terror struck.  
 
    He was a New Species—but more animal than man. His eyes were pure feline, the color a startling gold. His nose came out a bit, as did his jaw, making the bones in his face seem more animalistic. It reminded her of a mini muzzle. His lips were human, at least. They were also generous. But her gaze fixed on his hair. It reminded her of a lion’s mane. 
 
    Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.  
 
    Those words kept repeating in her head.  
 
    He rose up from his crouch, and she was in for another surprise. He had hair on his naked chest, but it looked more like a patch of fur. It wasn’t a whole lot, but enough to freak her out even further.  
 
    That’s when she also noticed he wasn’t wearing pants. Mary simply stared. She’d never seen someone sporting an actual loincloth before. 
 
    He growled low, causing the hairs on the back of her neck and on her arms to raise. She knew she shouldn’t have come to Reservation. Mel said she’d be safe, but her bestie had been wrong. She was about to be killed by a lion man.  
 
    His lips parted, and he revealed scary fangs. They were shiny white and looked lethal. 
 
    Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.  
 
    Mary wanted to faint but she wasn’t that fortunate.  
 
    He stepped closer, and she scrambled back, falling onto the slope of fake moss, praying she could dig her way under it. Her fingers even clawed at the material.  
 
    The man loudly sniffed, and she froze.  
 
    He lunged forward. 
 
    All Mary could do was twist her head to the side and squeeze her eyes closed. She didn’t want to watch her own death happen. It would be bad enough feeling it. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The lion man didn’t slam into Mary, but she could hear him breathing. It sounded close—and then she felt his hot breath against her neck. Some of that fluffy hair on his head brushed her cheek. She whimpered.  
 
    He was probably picking the right spot to bite into so he could rip out her throat for maximum blood loss. 
 
    He sniffed at her again and growled deeper. It was more of a rumble, really. 
 
    Another whimper escaped. She couldn’t scream. Her body wasn’t functioning properly at this level of terror. She expected to piss herself before she remembered she’d just used the bathroom prior to her failed escape attempt.  
 
    The lion man lowered his head, that soft hair touching more her jaw. 
 
    Then it suddenly went away.  
 
    Long seconds ticked by…until she felt something grip the front of her dress. 
 
    Warm fingers brushed against the sides of her breasts. 
 
    That startled her enough to open her eyes and turn her head a little.  
 
    She wished she hadn’t. The lion man was crouched over her, yet only touching her with his way-too-large hands. He had a grip on each side of her bodice, where the vee revealed some cleavage. He wasn’t looking at her, but giving her chest a glare that wasn’t friendly. 
 
    He suddenly tore the dress open. 
 
    The buttons down the front gave way, and Mary almost managed to scream. Her mouth even opened, but his head jerked up and those golden eyes muted her. She stopped breathing.  
 
    He snarled and lowered his head. Then he scooted down a bit, and continued tearing open her dress. 
 
    Lions ripped out the bellies of their prey. She was pretty sure she’d read or seen that somewhere.  
 
    He bared her stomach and adjusted the position of his big body, until his face hovered over her middle.  
 
    His mouth opened and Mary whimpered, knowing it was going to be a horrible way to die. Slow. Him tearing out her throat would have been faster. 
 
    He sniffed at her again and released her dress with his freakishly large hands. They appeared normal, except there was enough light coming off the waterfall behind her to see that they weren’t totally human. Fine hairs covered the back of his fingers.  
 
    Fur. That’s fur. Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God! 
 
    He planted one open hand on her stomach, and Mary gasped. It didn’t hurt, but he did it with enough force that it wasn’t exactly gentle. His fingers curled, and she felt sharp fingernails press into her skin. They didn’t hurt, either, but she could distinctly feel the tip of each one.  
 
    He wasn’t going to bite into her. No. He was going to claw her skin open instead to reach her internal organs. 
 
    He lowered his head and sniffed her stomach. Mary figured he was probably deciding what would be the tastiest part of her to start with. He moved lower, and she realized that he’d ripped her dress completely open. She lie there with her underclothing exposed.  
 
    He dipped his head, sniffing at her white panties.  
 
    Not there! God. Kill me before you bite or use your sharp nails to rip me open there!  
 
    He leaned in closer, and all that wild fur/hair on his head touched her stomach. She whimpered again when he pressed his nose right up against her pelvic bone.  
 
    He growled in response. It was a mean sound, not happy. His chin lifted, and he glowered at her as he rose up a bit. He also adjusted his body higher over hers. 
 
    He’s part human.  
 
    She desperately tried to think past her fear. He looked human, but so…not. His body was human in shape, though, despite the mane of hair flowing to his shoulders, the patch of fur on his chest, the back of his fingers, and his facial traits. And Mary was desperate to live… 
 
    She reached up slowly. He noticed, and stared at her hand. It was trembling badly as she gently stoked his chest.  
 
    The hair was fur. The texture of it surprised her. She hadn’t petted many of her friends’ pets, since they tended to try to take a bite out of her. He probably would, too, but at this point, she was desperate.  
 
    Nice kitty. She would have said it out loud but was afraid the sound of her voice might set him off, and then the bleeding would begin. Hers. 
 
    His chest hair was super soft and short. She stroked it again. Nice kitty. Nice big freaking kitty.  
 
    She stopped though when a loud noise emanated from him. It took her a second to realize he was purring.  
 
    That gave her hope, and she started stroking him again.  
 
    Nice kitty. Please don’t kill me.  
 
    He wasn’t tearing her to shreds or biting into her. He just purred and watched her with golden eyes that were going to be in her nightmares forever if she managed to survive. 
 
    And she was already coming up with a plan. Mel had joked that the two things Snow loved most were food and sex.  
 
    Mary so didn’t want to be food… 
 
    She darted a look down his body and almost changed her mind. He really was the largest man she’d ever seen. He had to weigh three hundred pounds. At least. Her gaze lingered on the parts of his body that she could see. He didn’t have an ounce of fat on him. Just muscle, flesh, and big bones. 
 
    She kept stroking his chest. Not that it took much effort. Her hand shook enough that she could just hold it against him.  
 
    Could she make him more interested in her as a woman than his next meal? He was probably too lion-ish to see her as a woman. She was screwed if that were the case, and not in a sexual way. Though, he could probably kill her that way, too.  
 
    Currently, he just watched her, easing the grip on her skin with his sharp fingernails. That gave her slight hope she might live. 
 
    She swallowed hard and tried to speak. “Please don’t hurt me.” 
 
    The purring stopped, and he growled.  
 
    Shut up! Don’t talk.  
 
    There were people who’d been dubbed dog and cat whisperers. It was possible she was the reverse, and her voice sent animals into attack mode. She had an aunt who had the most annoying laugh on the planet. Every time that woman started to snort and choke—what it actually sounded like—Mary wanted to wring her neck just to make it stop.  
 
    She reached up and stroked his chest with both hands now. He watched, and the purring started up again. She figured that was a good sign. Maybe she could just keep petting him until Mel was ready to toss her bouquet. When she didn’t answer her phone, Mel would send Snow to find her, and he’d come to her rescue. She just had to stay alive until then. 
 
    Mary calmed just a bit, since he wasn’t killing her. She used her fingernails to lightly scratch his fur. He closed his eyes, and his harsh features seemed to smooth out a little, as if he enjoyed her touch.  
 
    Hope soared. Maybe she could put him to sleep and then run for her life. There had to be a way out of the basement.  
 
    She grew bolder, expanding the small area she touched. She accidently ran one fingernail across his nipple, and it puckered. His eyes opened as he locked gazes with her, continuing to purr. They watched each other closely. 
 
    Mary was tempted to beg for her life again, but she stayed silent instead. He didn’t appear to like her voice. She was a fast learner. Especially when her life was on the line. He enjoyed being petted, though. She could do that for as long as it took Mel to send Snow to find her.  
 
    There was only one problem with that plan. The lion man decided to move. She gingerly tried to stop him by pressing her hands to his chest, but he lowered his upper body, trapping her hands instead. And then she couldn’t see his face anymore—because he’d buried his face right against the center of her bra. 
 
    The sniffing started up again. 
 
    Mary closed her eyes and lifted her chin when the hair mane from his head brushed her face. It almost tickled, but she wasn’t in a mood to laugh. 
 
    The fear made it decidedly not funny when he opened his mouth and a wet, hot, roughly textured tongue licked the skin between her cleavage.  
 
    She wondered if he were tasting her to see if she’d make a good dinner and prayed that wasn’t the case. New Species did like their meals bloody. She was fresh meat for sure. There would be a lot of blood. And screaming.  
 
    He adjusted slightly, and she sucked in a sharp breath, closing her eyes when he closed his lips around the material that hooked her bra together in the center. He clamped down with his teeth and jerked his head back with impressive force.  
 
    Material snapped and ripped. Her eyes flew open and she looked down, but he had pressed his face against her once more, making it impossible to see anything but that wild hair of his. Then he twisted his head, nuzzling the cups away to expose her breasts.  
 
    Not there. God, don’t bite me there!  
 
    Terrifying images surfaced of him taking a chuck of her breast right off her body. It seemed about to happen when he opened his mouth wide and captured one breast in his mouth.  
 
    She felt his fangs dig into her sensitive flesh…but there was no pain. Just a jolt of sensation. His hot tongue licked at her, and then his lips sealed around her nipple. 
 
    Mary gasped as he sucked on her. She bit her lip and closed her eyes again. She’d had men play with her breasts before, but they’d always been gentle. He wasn’t. He was aggressive about it. She’d never felt anything like it.  
 
    It felt amazingly good.  
 
    His teeth nipped her slightly, and it sent another jolt of pleasure straight to her brain.  
 
    His lower body shifted and his leg nudged between her closed thighs. He pressed down with one knee, and she parted her legs, since it was that or have him crush them. He slid his thigh between hers.  
 
    His skin was warmer than her own. He gave her more of his weight to keep her pinned to the slanted slope of the waterfall base. The movement also gave her just enough room to slip her hands out from between them, and she gripped the top of his broad shoulders. He had warm, firm skin. 
 
    He released her breast and turned his head, going after the other. Mary expected it that time, and she smothered any sounds that might come from her mouth, afraid it would make him mad when he latched those sharp teeth onto delicate skin. There was no pain, but she was very aware of each tip of his fangs.  
 
    His lips sealed over her breast, and he licked at her nipple. The texture of his tongue was something new, too. It was a bit rough, not quite as much as sandpaper. He sucked hard then, and pleasure raced through her body.  
 
    She realized she was kneading his shoulders. Her grasp on him tightened when he sucked on her, relaxed when he licked. He kept doing both. Warmth and awareness spread through her body. 
 
    He rubbed his leg against hers, inching his knee higher and higher between her thighs, coming dangerously close to her panties. He legs was smooth. Most men had hairy legs, but not lion man. It vaguely struck her as odd, since he had a patch of fur on his chest. 
 
    Even as his leg moved, he kept playing with her breasts, alternating between them, until she couldn’t hold back anymore. Mary moaned and released one of his shoulders. Her fingers sank into the hair at the back of his head. It was soft and felt a bit thicker in texture than human hair. She liked it, and he seemed to enjoy her touching him, since he didn’t snarl or hurt her…though pain was now the furthest thing from her mind. 
 
    He finally pulled away from her breasts and lowered down her body. Mary watched as he ran his face over her ribs. Her nipples were taut, wet from his tongue and completely bared. The breeze from the waterfall didn’t help, chilling them after his hot mouth, keeping the peaks stiff.  
 
    He continually sniffed at her as he moved, brushing his lips against her belly, then rubbing his face over her lower stomach. 
 
    He paused when he came to her panties…and Mary’s eyes widened when he gripped the waistband with his teeth. 
 
    She started to object but didn’t have time to get a word out. Once again, he just jerked hard, ripping them. The front tore but they didn’t come off. That seemed to make him mad, because he snarled. He gripped her thighs with his big hands and parted them farther. Mary released his hair, reaching up and grabbing the fake moss on the slope to avoid sliding down and hitting the artificial grass covering the basement floor. 
 
    He gripped more of the material with his teeth and jerked his head again. That time, the entire center of her panties gave way. He used one hand to snap the thin material over her hips and just threw what was left over his shoulder.  
 
    It left her pussy completely bare. 
 
    He slid down until he was crouched at the base of the slope, adjusting his hold and pinning her thighs wide open, his gaze locked between her legs. 
 
    Mary gasped, starting to protest when he snarled. 
 
    She sealed her lips. He could examine her if it meant he’d stop making that sound—or making Mary fear for her life. 
 
    He sniffed at her, and those golden eyes of his met her stare. He cocked his head a little and leaned even closer. She held her breath…then let it out when he just paused there, not moving. 
 
    It only lasted for a few seconds. 
 
    He dipped his head again.  
 
    His tongue lightly sliding along the seam of her pussy came as a huge surprise.  
 
    Then he growled and buried his face between her legs. 
 
    Her head snapped back, and she moaned when he started lapping at her pussy, running his thick tongue from her slit to her clit.  
 
    Oh God. Oh God. Oh God! Her body tensed, and she tried to press her thighs closed. The pleasure was too intense and raw. It almost hurt, it was so extreme. His strong hands and arms easily pinned her open to him. He wouldn’t let her move her hips at all or escape his mouth. He licked her as if she were ice cream, and he’d been starving for it.  
 
    Mary liked oral sex. She’d just never experienced any that felt this good. It was that tongue of his, she reasoned. Strong, big, a bit rough-textured, and ruthless. 
 
    Her back arched, and she lost her grip on the slope, her fingers slipping off the silky vegetation. She didn’t slide down the slope though. Lion man had a good hold on her thighs.  
 
    Her climax struck hard and razor-sharp, cutting through her. She cried out, briefly wondering if she was going to die. Her brain seemed to explode, right along with the rest of her. 
 
    It went on and on. He didn’t stop licking her, but he did focus more on her slit. She gasped and arched again when his tongue slid inside her pussy. He snarled and drove it in deeper. He moved his tongue fast, fucking her with it, taking every drop of her orgasm. 
 
    Mary clawed at the silk moss, tearing bits of it off the matting it was attached to.  
 
    Moans poured out of her until he stopped, withdrawing his tongue. His hot breath fanned her sensitive clit. She forced her eyes opened and looked down.  
 
    His golden eyes were locked on her face, and some of the euphoria wore off from the mother of all climaxes. 
 
    He looked furious—as if he wanted to kill her. 
 
    Fear returned, but it was significantly muted, mostly because she just felt too worn out and sluggish to tense up. His hold on her thighs eased until he let go. She started to slide downward, but he grabbed her by the ribs and hoisted her up. The swift motion made her a little dizzy. 
 
    She went from lying at an angle on the slope to her hips slamming into his big shoulder.  
 
    Mary hung upside down when he stood upright. He spun and just took off, moving so fast she couldn’t even tell which direction they were going. One of his arms hooked behind her knees, then he jumped—and Mary saw the ground getting farther and farther away.  
 
    It shocked her when he landed hard, slamming her hips against his shoulder, but he didn’t drop her. She realized they were about ten feet from the floor, once she got her bearings and could see how high they were.  
 
    He took a few quick steps and leapt again. The sensation of flying was nauseating, until he landed on something solid once more.  
 
    “Ugh!” burst from her lips. Her hips were probably going to be bruised tomorrow.  
 
    He snarled, and she shut up. He took one more jump but landed on something soft that time, and he bent forward, dumping her off his shoulder. She ended up flat on her back, her body landing on pure softness. She glanced to her side to see what she was on.  
 
    It appeared to be a bed. The mattress was huge, and more like one of the biggest, fluffiest pillows she’d ever seen. Her body sank into it a good few inches. 
 
    Lion man moved, drawing her attention from his strange bed.  
 
    He crouched beside her and grabbed her arm, forcing her to sit up. His fingers hooked the straps of what was left of her bra and dress, yanking them both down her arms. He let her go then fisted the material, pulling hard. It threw her to the side and she rolled on his bed. He tugged the material from beneath her.  
 
    Mary lifted to her knees. He touched the dress he held with his free hand, seeming curious. It gave her the opportunity to glance around.  
 
    She regretted it immediately. The waterfall was still nearby, but she wasn’t looking up at it anymore. She was looking along the top of it.  
 
    That meant they were near where the ceiling. It also became clear that there were three sides to the bed, like mini walls along the edges. Thick cables ran upward from each corner of the massive structure—twice the size of a king-size bed—securing it to the ceiling about eight feet above them. 
 
    “What in the hell?” 
 
    Lion man snarled, and she looked back at him. He threw the destroyed dress down and crawled toward her on all fours.  
 
    Mary backed up, scrambling to keep space between them. She made it to one of those walls and clutched the edge to peer down. They had to be over thirty feet from the floor. It was a long way down, and the height made her freeze in place.  
 
    He grabbed her ankle and yanked. 
 
    Mary was jerked flat before he released her, and then the lion man crawled over her, their bodies not touching, but his hands were planted near her arms, his knees near her thighs. He stared at her without blinking. 
 
    She was scared. Only a fool wouldn’t be. 
 
    She hesitated, and then reached up, stroking his chest. It seemed to work the last time, when she’d been certain he wanted to kill her. 
 
    He blinked, and a low purring started. She could breathe easier when she heard that sound. 
 
    Pet the big freakin’ kitty. Nice kitty. Don’t kill me, kitty. She opened her mouth to beg for her life but then remembered he didn’t seem to like her voice. She closed it fast. 
 
    He lowered his gaze to her breasts, then crawled backward until he hovered over her legs. He straightened somewhat and gripped her knees. He jerked them up then spread them wide. She didn’t resist. He sniffed at her pussy and lowered his face farther. 
 
    Mary gasped when he licked her again, as if she were his favorite treat. 
 
    She had plenty to grab ahold of this time. The bedding was almost velvety. Lion man obviously liked really soft things. He didn’t seem to want to rip her to shreds anymore. That was the good news. 
 
    Instead, it seemed he planned to lick her to death.  
 
    It’s a great way to go, she thought. It was the last one she had before she cried out, coming so hard she wondered if she’d broken something in the lower half of her body. 
 
    Mary panted, trying to remember how to breathe, opening her eyes at the same time. His big hand slid under her hip and she was swiftly flipped onto her stomach. She couldn’t even care at the moment. That same hand cupped her lower stomach and lifted her ass into the air. 
 
    It still didn’t bother her in the least since, she was feeling too good to be worried about anything right then.  
 
    Her cheek was pressed into soft bedding but she threw her arm up to rest on, creating a pocket of air to breathe. The bed moved a little, and his legs braced against the outside of her thighs. His skin was so warm. Firm.  
 
    She felt as if she were boneless—until something thick and hard rubbed against her vaginal opening, spreading the proof of how hard she’d come. She felt soaked down there. 
 
    It took a second for her mind to catch up to what that hard sensation meant. 
 
    Her eyes flew open right as lion man began to push his cock inside her. 
 
    She gasped because he was big, but her pussy slowly stretched to accommodate him. The hand on her stomach kept her hips in place as he came down on top of her, his chest pressing along her back. His free hand landed right next to hers, touching her fingers. 
 
    He drove in deeper, and Mary moaned. 
 
    He was incredibly hard—and it felt amazing.  
 
    He growled and nudged his face against her head. A low purring came from him as he eased his cock almost totally out of her before pushing back in. Mary gripped the fisted hand that had been touching hers, and she braced her other arm, still curled under her forehead on the soft mattress to prevent from being smothered.  
 
    He fucked her slow and gentle, not forcing her body to take him too fast. Working his cock in and out of her in a way that she’d consider tender. 
 
    He didn’t want to hurt her. She knew that, because he easily could have.  
 
    That didn’t surprise her half as much as how incredible he felt inside her.  
 
    She’d always assumed sex with a big guy might be uncomfortable, but he was proving her wrong. Every time he sank into her, it brought her more pleasure. Her vaginal muscles squeezed when he withdrew, trying to keep him in place. That felt sensational, too.  
 
    “Yes,” she moaned, forgetting that he didn’t like her voice. 
 
    In response, he fucked her faster, driving his cock deeper inside her pussy. Ecstasy pounded through her, just as strongly as his hips did against her ass. They were both breathing hard and fast, and the growls and snarls he started to make didn’t scare her in the least. They just added to the experience. He no longer seemed to mind her being vocal, her words urging him not to stop. 
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    Mary finally cried out, a weak shout, when she climaxed a third time. It felt so good, she almost passed out. She may have, too, if lion man hadn’t lifted his upper body off her back a bit and roared out. The sound almost deafened the ear closest to him. 
 
    He threw them to the side, their bodies still locked together. He kept a death grip on her waist as he curled his legs around hers, locking her in place. His big, firm body jerked a few times against her as he groaned.  
 
    She could feel him coming. His semen felt hot, spreading inside her. He shifted his body, one hand sliding under her face. She lifted her head, and he pushed his entire arm under her cheek, until it rested on his triceps. He curled tighter around her, spooning her from behind. 
 
    “Mine.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Mary’s eyes widened over hearing that one word. “You talk?” 
 
    He growled, an irritated sound. “I do.” 
 
    Emotions overwhelmed her. Relief that he could, anger for the same reason, and then confusion. She didn’t know what to say. 
 
    He rubbed his chin on the top of her head. “Sleep.” 
 
    She tried to wiggle away from him, and off his cock, which was still buried inside her. The arm around her waist tightened, and his open hand on her stomach dug in. She felt the sharp tips of his fingernails and froze. 
 
    “I believed you’d need rest before more sex, but was I wrong? I can give it to you.” 
 
    It made her madder, hearing just how well he could speak. He’d completely fooled her. “Let go!” 
 
    “Never. You’re mine now.” 
 
    She twisted her head, but he held her in a way that it was tough to see his face. He was just so big that she was trapped with his body wrapped around hers. 
 
    She clutched at the hand over her stomach and tried to pull it off. He didn’t let go. It was like wrestling with a redwood. He seemed to have no give in him to bend that limb. 
 
    He growled. “Keep wiggling, and I will fuck you again.” 
 
    She stopped, because she was aware of the fact that he still felt hard inside her, and every movement she made had her pussy grinding against his lap. “You talk. I didn’t think you could. I was terrified you’d kill me! I thought you were one of those Wild Zone New Species. I’ve heard some of them don’t speak, or only know a few words. You’re not one of them, though, are you? That was a shitty thing to pretend to be.” 
 
    “I am a Wild Zone resident. Was.” He nuzzled her head with his chin. “Now I live here.” 
 
    “Where is here?” She couldn’t see much in the dim room so high up near the roof. 
 
    “My domain.” 
 
    She was stumped on what to say to that. 
 
    “Sleep.” 
 
    “No. You need to let me go.” 
 
    “You’re mine.” 
 
    “Stop saying that! I’m not yours.” 
 
    That earned her a vicious snarl, and he withdrew his cock a bit then drove back into her body. 
 
    Mary gasped at the jolt of pleasure it caused. He remained there, deep inside her. 
 
    “You feel like mine. I’m inside you. Mine.” The arm he let her use as a pillow crossed over her chest, and he held her tighter. “You came to me. I’m keeping you.” 
 
    “I fell from the air vent. I didn’t come down here on purpose.” 
 
    “I saw. What were you doing inside it? Those vents are to bring me air and heat.” 
 
    “I was hiding.” 
 
    His body tensed, and his hold tightened even further. “I knew it. You humans attacked us again. We aren’t in chains or cages anymore. My people will kill those who attack us…but not you. You’re mine. I won’t let them punish you.” 
 
    Mary was insulted. “I wasn’t attacking anyone. I was being attacked.” 
 
    “By who?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Two New Species were looking for me.” 
 
    “That’s what happens when you trespass.” He relaxed his body but not his hold on her. 
 
    “I wasn’t trespassing. I was here for a wedding. Then they came after me, so I hid.” 
 
    “Who did?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Two men. I ducked into the cleaning closet and saw the vent. It was big enough for me to fit into, but then I fell.”  
 
    “I’ll overlook you being a dense human. You’re cute, and you’re still mine.” 
 
    Now he was really pissing her off. “I’m not dense. I was scared and hiding because I didn’t want to die!” 
 
    “Species wouldn’t want to kill you without reason. You’re a female. What did you do to them?” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    He snorted. “Humans always do things. It’s your nature.” 
 
    She snorted. “What about what you did? I thought you were going to eat me.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Didn’t I? Twice. I wanted to make certain you were prepared to take me.” 
 
    She wanted to smack him, completely over her fear of him at this point. “You know what I mean. You’re terrifying.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    That killed some of her anger. At least he wasn’t denying it. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to talk until after we’d mated. You might have told me no or started screaming for help. I wasn’t letting you go. You fell into my domain, and I wanted you. Now you’re mine.” 
 
    “I’m not yours.” 
 
    “You are.” 
 
    She clenched her teeth, debating how to respond. “I don’t like you.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You like me a lot. Are you challenging me to prove it? I’ll flip you on your back, lick you until you can’t resist, then mount you again. And you’ll let me.” He nuzzled his chin against her head again. “You didn’t scream or slap me away. I would have backed off if you’d put up a fight. You wanted to be mine.” 
 
    “I was too scared to do either of those things. I thought you were going to kill me.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I used that to my advantage.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you’d admit it!” 
 
    “Humans lie. Species don’t. Settle down and sleep. I’m ready for a nap. I’ll feed you when we wake. Your tummy isn’t growling, or I’d do so now.” 
 
    “I want to leave.” 
 
    “No. You’re mine. I’ll make certain your needs are met and you’re well cared for.” 
 
    “I am not yours. Stop saying that! I’m not a pet you can just adopt or something if it wanders into your house.” 
 
    He growled low. “I can. I have.” 
 
    She tried to get out of his arms but he was too strong. She twisted her body, attempting to untangle them. He eased his hold, and she finally wiggled off his stiff dick. He let her go, and she scrambled away. 
 
    “Careful,” he warned.  
 
    She reached the open side of the bed and stared at the basement floor. It was a long drop, and there was no ladder or stairs to climb down. She did spot a platform about six feet over, maybe seven feet down. It wasn’t even a big one. There was a second one farther away, even lower, probably ten feet from the floor. It was hard to judge, though, looking down.  
 
    She’d have to stand and jump down to the first one, praying she didn’t break a leg or miss grabbing one of the four cables that kept the square suspended. Then try for the second one. The drop from the lowest one to the floor would probably break her ankles. 
 
    “Is my point made?” He was suddenly right behind her, and she hadn’t felt or heard him move. He grabbed her around her waist and hauled her away from the edge. She landed flat on her back and sank into his cushioned bed. He leaned close, bracing his hands on each side of her hips. “You can’t leave me.” 
 
    Now she knew why he’d been jumping. He’d been getting her up to his bed. It half horrified, half impressed her. No person should be able to jump those distances, but he was New Species. And he’d done it with her over his shoulder! 
 
    “You could have killed us both, you crazy bastard. What if we’d fallen? What if you’d missed when you were jumping around with me to get up here?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have. You will learn to trust me.” 
 
    “No, I won’t. You can’t keep me here. My best friend Mel is going to send Snow to look for me. He’ll rescue me.” 
 
    “Snow?” He grinned. “You’re Mary. I heard about you.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure if she should be insulted or not by the amused look on his features. “What does that mean? What did Snow say? It had to be him, because he’s the only New Species who’s spent any time with me.” 
 
    He leaned closer. “He said you feared Species for no good reason, and they had a tough time getting you to agree to come here. I forgot his wedding was today. I wasn’t going regardless. I don’t like to leave my domain during the day unless I feel like napping in the sun.” He suddenly sat back on his heels and growled. “Snow will look for you. This is a problem.” 
 
    “He’ll get me out of here.” 
 
    The big lion man snorted. “He might try. But he won’t want to fight me. No one does except Valiant. That’s why they asked me to move here.” 
 
    “Valiant?” 
 
    “He’s like me.” 
 
    Shit. There are two of them? That was a scary concept. 
 
     “I’ll have to marry you. That’s the problem.” He suddenly leaned forward and glared, bracing his hands at her sides again. “I won’t wear clothes. And no relatives. I hate humans. I’ll tolerate a few Species, and your Mel can be there, since she’s a mate, but that is it.” 
 
    Mary’s mouth hung open in shock. It took her seconds to recover from what he said—and when she did, she was enraged. “I’m not marrying you!” 
 
    “I don’t like your tone.” 
 
    “I don’t like you, you crazy bastard!” 
 
    He snarled loudly and leaned close to her face. His eyes caught the light from the waterfall, and they reminded her that they were an inhuman golden shade. He was a dangerous predator, and she felt like a tiny rabbit.  
 
    He grabbed her face, capturing it in his freakishly large hands. His fangs peeked out. It made her realize he could tear her apart if he wanted to, break her bones as if they were twigs, and use those sharp teeth to bite deep into her flesh.  
 
    Terror shot through her, and she whimpered.  
 
    He studied her, and his nostrils flared. “Don’t,” he snarled.  
 
    She got the message. It was bad to insult him and call him names. “I’m sorry,” she got out. 
 
    “No, you aren’t. You meant your words to be harsh. Don’t fear me.” His hand caressed her cheek. “You’re mine, Mary. You could make me killing mad, but I will never draw your blood or cause you pain. Do you understand?” 
 
    She didn’t believe him. He still looked prepared to attack.  
 
    He leaned in closer, until their noses nearly touched, his gaze locked with hers. “You’re my mate. It means you can hit me, bite me, and say cruel things…but I will suffer it because you’re mine. You can’t physically harm me, so I’d never strike you to protect myself. It doesn’t mean I’ll enjoy you using your words and bad attitude to hurt my feelings. I won’t. The only punishment I’ll ever give you is the kind we’ll both enjoy.” 
 
    She wasn’t shocked he’d used the mate word, since he’d already announced he was going to marry her. But his version of punishment was a mystery. “What does that mean?” 
 
    He glanced down her body before meeting her gaze again. “I’ll lick you until you are ready to come, then back off.” He paused. “I will keep doing it until you beg me to mount you. That’s going to be agony for us both, because your taste makes me want to be inside you. I’ll have to resist, but I will, until you stop being cruel to me.” His tone softened. “Don’t fear me, Mary. The only way you’ll ever see me kill or maim someone is if they try to take you away from me.” 
 
    He stroked her cheek, her jawline, and even played with her hair. He settled his body against her side. She couldn’t miss the hard-on he sported, since it was resting against her hip. That didn’t surprise her, but the way he started purring again did. He rubbed up against her, reminding her of a house cat.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Calming your fear. Am I less threatening now? I don’t want you afraid of me, Mary. There’s no reason to be.” 
 
    It was almost sweet. He stopped playing with her hair, and his hand lowered to her stomach. He gently petted her from ribs to hip, stroking her. She half expected him to inch that hand lower to seduce her again, but he didn’t. He just watched her with those golden eyes of his and kept purring, rubbing his body gently against her side and stroking her skin.  
 
    She had to admit, it worked. Her fear of him faded. 
 
    “Animals tend to attack me.” 
 
    He smiled. “I heard. But I am not completely lion.” 
 
    She was right. He was a lion man. “I have a long history of being attacked by normally friendly pets.” 
 
    “I heard that, too. Mel shared your history with Snow, and he told me. I wondered if you hated Species, and why he’d mate a human with a close association to our enemy. I understand why now.” 
 
    “It’s my voice, isn’t it? Does it make you want to hurt me?” 
 
    “No. I like your voice. But you behave like prey.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He stopped moving his body against her side but continued petting her stomach. “You can’t hide your fear. It’s in your expression, your body language, and even your scent. Any animal with an instinct to hunt sees you as something to go after. You act like prey with the timid way you move, how you jump at the merest motion or sound. Understand?” 
 
    She was beginning to…and it wasn’t comforting to know. “Did you have that instinct?” 
 
    “At first, but I wanted to catch you to do exactly what I did. Get that dress out of my way and claim you.” 
 
    “I don’t even know your name.” 
 
    “It’s Lash.” 
 
    It was an odd name, but most New Species had them. She wasn’t going to ask why. It seemed they liked to pick names that meant something to them or represented things they liked. It disturbed her why the lion man would choose such a name, unless he liked to hit things. 
 
    She sighed. “You can’t just keep me, Lash.” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “You don’t even know me.” 
 
    He smiled. “I will.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to insult you, but you can’t just meet someone and plan to spend the rest of your life with them right away. That’s crazy.” 
 
    “It’s Species. I’m Species. I saw you and wanted you. I like how you smell and taste. Mounting you made me certain.” 
 
    “I don’t believe in that magic-pussy thing.” 
 
    He reared his head back a little and scowled. “Is that an insult to me? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “No. I wasn’t calling you a pussy because you’re a lion. I meant that some people believe they’ll meet that one person and know it’s right because the sex is really good. Magic pussy, get it? Like mine feels better than any other woman’s you’ve ever known or something. I think that’s bullshit, and it’s no reason to mate me.” 
 
    His features smoothed out. “The sex we shared had some things lacking. No magic pussy, as you call it. I just want to keep you.” 
 
    His words hurt her feelings, even though she hated to admit it. She looked away from him. “Maybe you should ask her to be your mate.” 
 
      
 
    Lash hid his grin. The little female was jealous. It had to mean she cared. 
 
    She had a mean mouth, and he didn’t enjoy the things she could say, but he’d expected it. No female would allow a male to mate her without putting up a fight. He’d worry if she meekly accepted it and might have to rethink his decision.  
 
    She impressed him because there hadn’t been tears, death threats, or screams for help. He’d expected that, too.  
 
    Mary was the female for him. She’d keep him from growing bored. 
 
    “You could seduce me, and try to be my magic pussy,” he pressed, happy to use her words against her.  
 
    Anger narrowed her eyes when she glared at him. He liked how cute she looked.  
 
    “I don’t believe in that crap. Didn’t I just say that?” She reached up and splayed her hand on the center of his chest. “Get away from me.” She pushed. 
 
    It would probably be polite to back off, to give her the impression she was strong enough to force him away, but he didn’t care about that. He stayed put. “You’re mine. I like staying close to you.” 
 
    She opened her mouth. 
 
    He cut her off before she could respond. “Don’t forget what I said. You saying mean words to me will get you punished.” He licked his lips. “I’ll lick you until you beg.” 
 
    Her face became a bit red, and her breathing increased. 
 
    He upgraded her from cute to adorable when she was mad.  
 
    “I didn’t see you use a condom.” She pushed at him again. “That means you came inside me. You’d taste yourself.” 
 
    He shrugged. “So?” 
 
    “You better not have any diseases. Oh my God! We didn’t use protection…” She eased her hand off his chest but then gave him a rougher shove. “What is wrong with you?” 
 
    “Species don’t carry sexual diseases, and you can’t give me one.” 
 
    “I don’t have an STD. How dare you! I’m more worried about what you gave me.” 
 
    He glanced down at her belly. He hoped he gave her a baby. He envied Valiant for having a son, and now the male’s mate was expecting another. It’s why he and Valiant fought so much. He wanted to play with Noble, but the male was unreasonable. Valiant refused to allow Lash near his son. He didn’t trust most males. 
 
    “There’s always a first time and with my luck, you just gave me something untreatable.” 
 
    He snorted. She wasn’t being mean now. She was being silly.  
 
    “You’re never going to touch me again without a condom until you’re tested.” She stopped. “Wait. No! You’re never going to touch me again, period. You’re making me so angry that I can’t think straight.” 
 
    He lifted his hand and pressed his finger lightly to her breast. “I will touch you, Mary. I am touching you right now.” He lifted his finger, wanting to play with her. He touched her other breast. “See?” 
 
    “What are you? Twelve?” She swatted his hand away.  
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know my age. That doesn’t matter. You’re still mine.” 
 
    “I am not.” 
 
    “Mine.” 
 
    “No!” she yelled. 
 
    She could be loud. That didn’t bother him. He could be, too.  
 
    He threw back his head and roared. He looked down…and hated the fear he spotted in her eyes. He scowled. “Weren’t we having a contest on volume? I win.” 
 
    She watched him warily. He understood that she didn’t know what to think of him, and it would take time to gain her trust. He sniffed. The sweet smell of fear brought out the urge for him to hold her close and pet her until it went away. It had scented good on her at first. Appealing. 
 
    Now he knew she smelled much better when she became aroused.  
 
    “I make sounds. I’m Species.” He rolled to his side next to her. “Pet me.” He figured that would make her angry. Females didn’t like being given demands.  
 
    It worked. She sat up. “Pet yourself.” 
 
    She looked as if she wanted to crawl away from him and hide. He’d have to work on her acting like prey. He’d find it amusing to constantly hunt her around his domain but doubted she’d enjoy him pouncing on her as much. It would also take longer for her to learn he’d never hurt her. She was a jumpy little thing. 
 
    “Fine.” He ran his hand down his stomach to his groin, gripping his dick. He watched her reaction, figuring it might ease her fear. He’d heard human females were shy about sex. It was a good time to find out and break her of it, if need be. 
 
    She looked surprised. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “What you won’t.” He was semi hard but he stroked his shaft, ran his palm over the tip of his dick, and looking at her helped his arousal grow. “Petting myself.” 
 
    She still looked a bit stunned. “I thought you meant rub your chest or something.” Her gaze kept flicking from his dick to his face. 
 
    He became hard. He arched his hips a little, toward her. “Want to pet me now? I’ll let you.” 
 
    “You’re nuts.” 
 
    He spread his legs. “What about them?” 
 
    “You’re such a man!” She rolled onto her hands and knees and crawled away from him.  
 
    He grinned, staring at her ass. He wished it were more meaty and bigger, but it was all his. He wasn’t going to complain. He sat up and followed her. He was afraid she’d get too near the edge and fall. He’d have to tell someone to order him protective mats to place under his bed.  
 
    She stopped when she had nowhere else to go and peered down. It only took her a second to jerk back. His female didn’t seem to like heights. She’d have to adjust to them, because he wasn’t having his bed lowered. It was a safety feature he’d insisted on—along with a lot of others—to live inside the hotel basement. He kept back, but close enough to grab her if she were in danger. 
 
    She cursed under her breath and sat up. He didn’t startle her when she realized he had moved a few feet away from her. “Why are we so high up?” 
 
    “In case of attack.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “There are secure locks on the doors but those can be destroyed. I sleep here because it makes me a difficult target.” 
 
    She just stared at him. 
 
    “Humans have attacked us before. I wanted to be prepared, since I agreed to move to the hotel. It closes me in. I don’t like that. I put my bed where humans can’t reach it without a lot of effort, and they would be dead long before then.” 
 
    “They could just shoot your ass,” she snapped.  
 
    “Bullets won’t penetrate the platform. The cables themselves are three inches thick. They could shoot at me with their guns but they wouldn’t hit me up here. I’d leap down on them when they ran out of ammunition and needed to reload. Then I’d kill them.” 
 
    She blinked a few times. “You really thought that out.” 
 
    “I did.”  
 
    “I don’t have words that are kind right now.” 
 
    “Say one. Let me decide.” 
 
    “Paranoid.” 
 
    “You’re right. You shouldn’t say them.” 
 
    He reached over to the edge and slipped his hand between the bed and the three-foot-tall wall that enclosed that side, feeling around. He found what he searched for in a hidden section of storage and pulled out a bottle of lotion. It was right next to one of his guns. He decided to move those in case his mate found them. She didn’t look as if she knew how to use one, but if she did, she might be tempted to shoot him until she liked him better.  
 
    She looked at the bottle in his hand. “What is that for?” 
 
    He squeezed some lotion onto his palm. “This.” He wrapped that hand around his dick and sat back, stroking his shaft.  
 
    “You’re really going to jack off in front of me?” 
 
    “You told me to pet myself. I’m doing what you asked. Don’t be difficult.” He really was having fun with her. “You didn’t want to nap, either. Now I’m aroused.” He leaned back a little more and straightened his legs. “Do you want to help me?” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “You’re a mean mate.” 
 
    “You’re a…” She sealed her lips together in a tight line.  
 
    “A what?” 
 
    “I’m not your mate.” 
 
    “You are, but you’d be a better mate if you’d take over.” He lifted his hand off his dick. “You have softer hands. I want to feel them on me here.” 
 
    She stared at his dick. “Are you sure you’re from the lion family?” 
 
    He frowned. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I just assumed they’d be smaller than you are.” 
 
    He laughed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “That wasn’t a compliment.” 
 
    “You liked me inside you.” He dropped the lotion after making sure the cap was sealed. He didn’t want it spilling on his clean bedding. He patted the spot next to him. “Come here. I’ll pet you. You’ll like it.” 
 
    She pointed at him. “Stay back.” 
 
    Her growing assertiveness was a good sign. He might not like what she was saying but at least she wasn’t showing fear. That was progress. He shrugged. “I am used to petting myself. I do it all the time.” He gripped his dick again and rubbed harder. “It would be better if you were doing it for me.” 
 
    She turned away and stared at the floor down below. 
 
    He lunged and wrapped his fingers around her ankle with the hand not covered in lotion. He dragged her closer to him. She kicked at him, but he dodged her free foot by jerking his head to the side.  
 
    He used the slippery hand to catch her other leg and flipped her onto her back. He swiftly came down on top of her and pressed his dick against her pussy. He had to bend his knees and yank her legs to his hips to get in close. She shoved at his chest but wasn’t strong enough to budge him. He grinned. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    He adjusted his hips and rocked them, sliding his lubricated dick against the slit of her pussy. He wouldn’t enter her until she wanted him, but he enjoyed rubbing up against her. He made certain to make contact with her clit.  
 
    She bit her lip and clutched at his shoulders. 
 
    “Petting is nice,” he rasped. “See?” He kept his pace slow and steady. It was hell because her pussy was still wet and sticky from them sharing sex before. It would be easy to enter her, but he resisted. “It feels good.” 
 
    Her nipples beaded, and she arched her back, a soft moan escaping her parted lips. “I don’t even like you.” 
 
    “Your body does. It knows its mate, even if you refuse to accept it with your mind.” 
 
    He opened his mouth and kissed her throat. He used his tongue and teeth to play with her. Her legs wrapped around his hips, and he liked when her calves squeezed against his ass. He appreciated everything about her except her stubborn streak to resist admitting she was his. 
 
    One of her hands ended up on the back of his neck. He liked that, too. She clutched at him but didn’t try to use his hair to tug him off her neck. He bit her a little harder, the desire to mark her strong. 
 
    She moaned louder and her fingernails dug into his skin. It felt amazing. 
 
    “Oh God,” she breathed in a shaky voice. 
 
    He pulled his mouth away from her skin. “Lash. Use my name.” He resumed kissing her. He stopped moving his dick and she responded by grinding her pussy against his shaft. It assured him she was close to coming. He lifted his hips, making it more difficult for her to move against him. He also stopped kissing her neck to look at her. 
 
    Mary stared at him with confusion and passion. She was beautiful to him. Even with her human features. Her nose appeared delicate and the bones of her face were hidden by soft flesh. Her eyes were a pale blue. They reminded him of the sky on a summer day. 
 
    “Why did you stop?” 
 
    He should have told her to beg. She’d been mean to him. They needed some boundaries as mates, but he wanted her too much. He had a feeling he was going to be the one giving in a lot more to her than she would to him. 
 
    He braced most of his upper body weight on one arm and reached down, gripped his shaft, and lowered it enough that he could enter her. He released himself and slid home.  
 
    He growled. She was too tight, but her body would adjust to him in time. He wasn’t going to complain about that either, but it was nearly painful. It also reminded him that he’d have to be gentler with her than a Species female. That was okay. Mary was his to protect. 
 
    She moaned as he possessed her. 
 
    “Oh God!” 
 
    “Lash,” he growled.  
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Try it.” He withdrew his dick almost completely, and then drove back in deep.  
 
    “Oh…Lash.” 
 
    He grinned. “Say my name and I’ll fuck you faster.” He made certain to rub up against her clit with each thrust. He did it a few times. 
 
    “Lash!” she moaned. 
 
    She was his female. He would give her what she wanted and needed. It would be enjoyable to do it, too.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Four  
 
      
 
    Lash jerked awake the moment someone entered his domain. He carefully untangled himself from his sleeping female and climbed to the edge of his bed, searching the darkness. He spotted a male near the door, just a few feet inside.  
 
    He snagged this loincloth and put it on. He leapt, caught the other platform, and jumped again to the next one, before landing in a crouch near the male on the floor.  
 
    The Species didn’t move a muscle. Jinx knew better. “Sorry for the interruption, Lash. We’re searching for a missing human female. She went into the vents, and we’re going everywhere that crosses the path of where they lead. A few of the males attempted to climb in after her, but they couldn’t fit. It’s a probability that she got out somewhere else in the hotel.”  
 
    Lash moved closer. The male sniffed, and his body tensed. He knew what the male had picked up. Mary’s scent was all over him.  
 
    He crossed his arms, daring the other feline to give him shit about it.  
 
    Jinx just gawked at him. 
 
    “She’s safe and asleep, Jinx. Keep your voice down when you speak.” 
 
    “Shit.” Jinx didn’t look happy. 
 
    “She’s not harmed. She fell from the vent but landed on those mats put under them to muffle the noise when I accidently tore them down. I stopped doing that after they were fixed.” 
 
    “Accidentally? You were doing it on purpose.” 
 
    “The old vents made noises, and I didn’t like it. You can’t blame me for making the noise stop by tearing them down. The new ones don’t creak and groan when they bring in heat and cold air. I told everyone who cared to listen that the mats weren’t needed anymore, but now I’m glad they weren’t removed. Mary could have been seriously injured if she hadn’t landed on them. They stay. I need more for under my bed, in case she ever falls out.” 
 
    “I don’t even know how to handle this situation.” Jinx reached up and rubbed the side of his face. “I didn’t really think she’d be here but was ordered to check since one section of that vent goes through your room to the mechanical room of the basement.” He dropped his hand. “You can’t just keep her, if that’s what you’re planning.” 
 
    “She’s mine.” 
 
    “Damn it. This is a mess.” Jinx reached for his cell phone. “Snow is going to throw a fit. His mate is best friends with that female. Mary doesn’t like Species.” 
 
    “She likes me.” 
 
    “She seems to like you a lot, judging by what I’m smelling. Human females are trouble, Lash. You should do yourself a favor and just hand her over to me.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’re really going to force me to make this call?” 
 
    Lash nodded. “Mary is mine.” 
 
    “How does she feel about that?” 
 
    “She is learning to trust me. I’ve made some progress.” 
 
    “What if I were to ask her if she wanted to leave?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that. We’d fight, because I’m not letting you take her.” 
 
    Jinx backed up a step. “You like Snow better.” He dialed and put the phone to his ear. “I found her. Lash has her, and, um…he’s not letting her go. He said she’s safe. She fell out of the vent and landed on the mats under them. No injuries.” He paused. “Because he said he’s keeping her—and he reeks of them sharing sex. He is willing to fight for her.” He paused again to listen before hanging up. “Snow is on his way.” 
 
    They waited. It didn’t take long. Snow opened the door and stepped inside. The male was dressed in jeans and a tank top. He also looked furious as he closed the door, glowering at Lash. 
 
    “My mate has been going out of her mind with worry. Did you not think we might have been looking for Mary? You could have picked up the phone to call us.” He pointed at the wall. “It’s right there. There’s even pictures next to the codes you punch in to reach whoever you want.” 
 
    “Keep your voice low. Mary is sleeping. And I don’t like phones. I knew someone would eventually search.” 
 
    Snow dropped his arm to his side and looked around. “Where is she?” 
 
    “In my bed. Don’t wake her.” 
 
    Snow advanced and stood in front of him. “I am supposed to be on my honeymoon with my mate. That means locked inside my home upstairs, sharing sex. Instead, I have a mate who is worried about a female she loves like a sister. She’s been crying. Hand over Mary so I can take her to my mate to show her that she’s fine.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Snow snarled. 
 
    Lash growled back and tensed his muscles, prepared if the male attacked. He’d hate to fight the canine, but he would for Mary. They weren’t taking her away. She’d run from him, and then he’d have to go after her. That meant leaving Reservation, since she didn’t live there. That would make the NSO mad at him, and they’d irritate him in retaliation. 
 
    “I can see why you were kicked out of the Wild Zone. I believed Valiant was being a bit dramatic when he threatened to kill you. Now I understand.” 
 
    “Mary is mine. I won’t let you take her, Snow.” He fisted his hands. “She’s my mate. Tell yours to leave it alone.” 
 
    “You think that’s going to work? Just tell Mel that you claimed her best friend? She’ll come down here to get Mary herself. Then I’d have to fight you for certain to protect Mel.” 
 
    “From what? I don’t hurt females. They are small and not strong.” Lash glared at him. “Just stop your mate from coming down here. It’s simple.” 
 
    Snow backed off, shaking his head. “This isn’t simple. I know you, Lash. You’re a good male, despite your annoying attitude. You’re the male who pissed off Valiant by wanting to play with his cub. You also never went after Tammy. Lions can kill each other to take over a pride to gain females. You never challenged Valiant, even though it’s probably something your instincts urged you to do.” 
 
    “He’s the one with the territorial problems. I never wanted to steal his mate or son. I just wanted to watch and learn how to interact with them, to make me a better mate and father when I found a female of my own. Now I have. I’m keeping Mary.” 
 
    “I told you about how Mary is with us. She’s certain everything with sharp teeth is out to kill her. A group of mice attacked her.” 
 
    Lash scowled. “How is that even possible?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Snow shrugged. “Maybe she rolled in cheese dip. I didn’t get details. I laughed and it made Mel crack up, too. We got off the topic at that point.”  
 
    “Mary acts like prey,” Lash admitted. 
 
    “She does?” Snow’s eyebrows arched. 
 
    “You didn’t notice?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You don’t watch her closely.” That helped make Lash feel as if the male were less of a threat. 
 
    “She’s my mate’s best friend, and Mel trusts her. So I trust her.” 
 
    Lash understood. Snow accepted Mary without any suspicion. He wouldn’t be overly watchful over any of her actions. “Tell your mate that Mary is safe with me. I need time, Snow. We are friends. Give me this.” 
 
    The canine sighed. “It would help if you could honestly tell me that Mary agreed to stay with you.” 
 
    “What female would just accept a mating? I’d give her to you if she did. It would make her too weak and possibly unstable in her mind, considering she fears Species. Her body knows we belong together, but she’s human. They think too much.” 
 
    “I understand.” Snow sighed. “It wasn’t easy to convince Mel I was her mate right away.” 
 
    “You had to seduce your mate into accepting you?” 
 
    “Not into my bed, but she was reluctant about mating me fast. Humans date.” He rolled his eyes.  
 
    Lash curled his upper lip in disgust. 
 
    Jinx stepped closer. “Lash, I agree that you should keep her if you are attracted. I’d keep a female, too, if I could find one I liked.” 
 
    “This one found me. She just dropped in.” Lash grinned. “I like her a lot. She’s cute and prickly.” 
 
    “And apparently acts like prey.” Snow stared up at Lash. “Are you sure you want to keep her?”  
 
    “I’m a lion. I like to play.” Lash relaxed. “She runs and I’ll catch her. It will be fun.” 
 
    Jinx chuckled. “Sounds like a perfect match to me.” 
 
    “I doubt Mary will agree.” Snow withdrew his phone, pulled it out, and texted something. “I’m telling Mel that her best friend is alive and well.” He looked up at Lash when he finished. “I’ll like to give you a few days to convince Mary that she is your mate, but that’s not possible. A female isn’t yours simply because she ended up in the basement. The humans will notice she’s gone. You need to hand Mary over to us, Lash. Maybe she’ll agree to come visit you later, and you can slowly talk her into agreeing to stay.” 
 
    “No.” Lash growled. He wasn’t about to allow anyone to take his mate. 
 
    Snow growled back. “She’s human. You can’t just keep her. They have laws against keeping a female against her will. So do we.” 
 
    “I’ll fight anyone who comes to take her from me.” Lash expanded his chest and flashed his teeth. 
 
    “Damn it, Lash! Be reasonable. Let me at least talk to her right now to make sure she’s not hurt.” 
 
    “I don’t hurt females.” 
 
    “I believe that.” Snow glanced up toward his bed platform before glaring at him. “My mate will come down here to try to rescue her female. Mel would try to hurt you if she thought you were keeping Mary against her will. You’d have to fend her off, and she might get bruises. I wouldn’t like that at all…” 
 
    Lash pointed toward his bed. “I’ll stay up there until you come get your mate if she enters my domain. Your mate can’t reach us. That’s fair.” 
 
    “You’re missing the point. You can’t just keep Mary.”  
 
    “I’m not letting anyone take my mate. I will fight for her.” 
 
    “He looks serious,” Jinx warned. 
 
    Snow’s phone beeped. He read his screen. “Mel wants to know if I’m bringing Mary to her right now. I need to handle this in person. She’s going to be upset.” Snow glared at Lash again. “This isn’t over. I’m going to have to call this in. Are you really going to make us send in a team to get her from you?” 
 
    “I’ll inform our people,” Jinx offered. “You go handle your mate, Snow. That’s your priority. I’ll deal with this.” 
 
    Snow glanced up at the platform again. 
 
    Jinx leaned closer to the canine. “Inhale, Snow. He’s shared sex with her. Think of the possible consequences. He’s a Wild Zone.” 
 
    Snow’s jaw clenched. “Fuck.” 
 
    Snow’s phone went off again, and the male cursed as he looked at the screen. 
 
    “Go calm your mate,” Jinx urged him. “I’ll deal with this situation.” 
 
    With a final snarl, Snow left Lash’s domain.  
 
    Jinx sighed. “He’s going to want a team sent in to get that female back for his mate. I do understand wanting to keep her, Lash. I’m going to have to inform the NSO what is happening, but I’ll tell them she’s safe. I’ll also make it clear you’re not willingly going to hand her over, and that you shared sex with her. You could have gotten her with cub. Even Snow wasn’t thinking about that until I reminded him. Our people won’t want her to leave until they are certain she’s not carrying a Species baby. She’d be in danger if she returned to the humans. It’ll buy you some time, I think. They also won’t dare to put sedatives in your food, just in case she eats it. Convince that female to be yours—quickly.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can. I’m rooting for you, Lash. Every male wants a mate.” He smiled and then left, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Lash returned to his bed. Mary still slept. He removed his loincloth and curled up against her side. He felt grateful that he hadn’t had to fight anyone to keep her. So far. He’d expected a full team armed with tranquilizer darts to come in after him instead of just the two males.  
 
    They’d probably bring Valiant if they did send a team, since he could match him in speed and strength for leaping distances, when few others could. They wouldn’t bother to ask Leo. He was too mellow and wouldn’t see a problem with Lash keeping a female as his own. They’d talked many times about how to gain a mate. Leo would understand what Lash had done. 
 
    He stroked Mary’s back, and she murmured in her sleep. He smiled and buried his nose against her throat, licking and kissing her. She reached out and stroked his chest. She didn’t push him away but turned more to face him. Her eyes opened. 
 
    “Again?” She seemed a bit amazed. 
 
    “I always want you,” he rasped.  
 
    “You should have been a dog,” she chuckled. 
 
    He liked that she woke up in a good mood. He wasn’t even insulted by what she said. He had canine friends. “Why?” 
 
    “You’re as horny as one. I thought cats were supposed to be lazy.” 
 
    He pounced on her and jerked her arms above her head. It didn’t frighten her. She just arched her eyebrows.  
 
    “I’m not completely lion.” 
 
    “I need a shower first, Lash.” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “I’m gross, and I’d kill for a toothbrush. At some point I’d like to know if you can kiss, since you apparently won’t let me go.”  
 
    He leaned in to show her but she turned her head to the side to avoid his lips. “Toothbrush first.” 
 
    He needed to let her feel as if she had some control in their relationship if he wanted it to work. He’d spoken to mated males on the subject to get advice on how to keep a mate if he ever found one. “Okay.” He eased off her and released her wrists.  
 
    “Are you going to throw me over your shoulder again? I must admit that wasn’t fun for me. I’m really worried about how we’re going to get down.” 
 
    “No shoulder this time.” 
 
    “That scares me more. It’s a long way down.” 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    She bit her lip. 
 
    “You can. I’d never let anything happen to you, Mary.”  
 
    He crawled to the edge of his bed and waited for her to reach him, putting on his loincloth again. He rose up on his knees and opened his arms. “Wrap around me tight.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped.  
 
    “Arms around my neck, tuck your head, and wrap your legs around my waist.” 
 
    “You’ll land, and I’m going to go flying.” 
 
    “I’ll hold you with one arm.” 
 
    “That’s worse.” 
 
    “You don’t weigh enough to hurt me.” 
 
    “I’m more worried about me. You look damn near indestructible. I’m not.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Come here. Do you want that shower? I’ll even order food.” 
 
    “I am hungry. I didn’t eat much earlier. Everyone was watching me.” 
 
    That alarmed him. Were other males interested in luring his Mary into becoming a mate? He’d make them understand that she was his. “Who was? I want the names of the males who approached you.” 
 
    “No one approached me, exactly. There was a dinner served right after the wedding. I just felt watched by all of the New Species.” 
 
    He relaxed. No other males had made their intent known, but it was a certainty that other Species had noticed her attractiveness. It was too bad for them for showing restraint, since she belonged to him now. “Shower, toothbrush, and food. I can do that.” 
 
    “Clothes too. I’m not going to run around naked all the time.” 
 
    He openly admired her body. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it, Lash. Even you have a loincloth.” 
 
    “Only because the males who visited me were complaining about seeing my dick. I find these the only comfortable thing I don’t mind wearing, and I always take it off when I sleep. I’ll order you something similar.” 
 
    “I’m not Jane.” 
 
    He frowned. “Who is that? You’re Mary. I know your name.” 
 
    “Never mind. Bad joke. I want clothes. Real ones.” 
 
    “There’s no reason for it, but we’ll discuss it later.” 
 
    She crawled closer. “If you drop me, I’m going to be pissed—if I survive. You better feel serious guilt if you kill me.” 
 
    He already didn’t want his life to go back to the loneliness it had been before Mary. “I won’t allow anything to happen to you.” 
 
    She peered into his eyes. “You mean that, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. I do.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He lifted her up his body, and she clung to him with her limbs. He grinned because it put her pussy right against his stomach. His dick hardened but he ignored it. He’d share sex with her again soon.  
 
    It was easy to hook his arm under her ass and get a good grip to prevent her from slipping down. He rose to his feet. She really didn’t weigh enough that it was difficult. He reached out and gripped the cable, judging the distance to the lower platform. 
 
    “Don’t drop me,” she pleaded.  
 
    “Never. Hold on.” 
 
    She tensed and clung to him for dear life. He found it pleasing.  
 
    He leapt, landing easily on the lower platform, grabbing the cable to help steady his balance. He turned and aimed for the next one. He leapt again, hit that platform, then looked down for the spot on the ground that had been designed just for him. It was covered with artificial grass, but there was extra padding beneath. It wasn’t necessary but the designer of his domain had insisted. He bent his knees and leapt one more time, wrapping both arms around his mate. 
 
    He landed on his feet and straightened. “We’re on the ground. That wasn’t so bad, was it?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when my stomach catches up with me. I think it’s still about twenty feet above us.” 
 
    He laughed, enjoying his mate’s sense of humor. “You’ll get used to it.” He helped her stand but kept ahold of her for a few seconds when she stumbled. His humor faded. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She lifted her chin. “I’m not a lion woman.” 
 
    “You’re mine.” 
 
    She closed her mouth, looking ready to argue. 
 
    “The bathroom is this way.” He took her hand. “It’s nice. You’ll like it.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Nice?  
 
    Mary gawked at his massive bathroom. It was fantastic and gorgeous. It had a glass-enclosed shower in one corner that was all stone tile from floor to ceiling. Four people could use it at once and never touch. Five showerheads were positioned on the ceiling and walls.  
 
    The bathtub next to it was the size of a six-person Jacuzzi that most people kept in their backyards. There was an open door that revealed where the toilet was located. Two sinks sat on a long counter. 
 
    It took her a second to realize there were no mirrors in the room. 
 
    Lash removed his loincloth, just dropping it on the floor. He strutted to the shower in a way that once again reminded her he wasn’t totally human. Water flowed from those multiple showerheads as he twisted the handles. He put his hand under the water and adjusted the temperature. 
 
    She dashed into the smaller room and closed the door. Her bladder was full. 
 
    She was just finished relieving herself when the door jerked open, and she gasped, staring up at a wet Lash. He frowned. 
 
    “Close that! I’m going pee.” 
 
    “Why did you close the door?” 
 
    “Because I’m not two years old and my mommy isn’t making sure I don’t need help. OUT!” 
 
    He sighed and backed up, pulling the door closed. “Humans,” he growled. 
 
    “That’s what I am,” she called out, reaching for the toilet paper. 
 
    “You’re mine!” 
 
    She flushed the toilet and shook her head, jerking the door open and exiting the stall. “I heard that.” 
 
    “I roared it. I meant for you to hear.” He stepped into the shower and glared at her. “I’m not leaving. You’re sharing the shower with me. Be two, but get your ass in here.” 
 
    She washed her hands at the sink, then approached the shower. “Some things are private. Anything I do in that little room included.” She thought about it for a second. “And start closing the door when you go in there, too. I never want to see you sitting on the toilet.” 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    “I mean it. There’s just some things we never need to share, and that’s one of them.” 
 
    “Is that a human thing? Like washing your hands before getting in a shower?” 
 
    She didn’t like the way he was looking at her as if she were nuts. “Yes.” 
 
    “Is it important to you?” 
 
    “Very much so.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Fine. But we shower and bathe together. That’s fair. We both get what we want.” 
 
    She was impressed that he seemed willing to compromise. If he could do it, so could she. “Deal.” 
 
    “Sleeping without me isn’t an option. Don’t even bring it up.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    She turned to study the bottles on the shelf and grabbed body wash, pouring some in her hands and rubbing them together. Her attention focused on his impressive chest, which was face level with her. The damn man was distracting.  
 
    She got under one of the lowest showerheads, which hit her mid-chest, and spread the soap on her body. It smelled like fruit. It was nice. 
 
    Lash stepped under the water that came from the ceiling and tipped his head back, just standing there. 
 
    It gave Mary even more time to study his body. He had the kind that any woman would really appreciate. He was all strength and hard male. It was probably from all that jumping around he did. His muscles rippled along his arms when he raised both hands, running them through his thick hair to probably make sure all of it got wet. He stepped out of the direct spray and pushed that hair all the way back off his face. He opened his eyes. 
 
    He looked different without that fluffy mane. Good, less lion-ish. The bones of his face and that small mat of fur on his chest, though, made certain he’d never pass for full human. His size, too. He had to be at least six and a half feet tall.  
 
    He made her feel super short, and she stood at a respectable five-five. She glanced down at his large feet. He would have to buy his clothes and shoes from some specialty store that sold exclusively to extra-large men. 
 
    “How much do you weigh?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t care. Why do you?” 
 
    “I was curious.” 
 
    “You’re examining me.” 
 
    There was no denying it. “You’re really fit.” 
 
    “I’m Species.” He openly gazed at her body. “I like that you’re not.” He reached out and brushed his knuckles over her stomach. “I like your softness.” 
 
    She felt insulted. Was he saying she was flabby? “I work out.” 
 
    He grinned.  
 
    “I do yoga and Zumba. I just don’t lift weights or have the time to do them every day. I have this thing called a job.” She turned and pointed her toe downward to flex the muscles in her calf. “I have great legs. I spend a lot of time walking at the diner.” 
 
    “I like your legs wrapped around my waist.” 
 
    She turned her back on him and stepped under one of the showerheads, closing her eyes to wet her hair and face. She was done talking to him. He was being a man. She had tried to have a serious discussion with him but he seemed fixated on sex.  
 
    That soft remark irritated her. She did have some extra pounds, but he didn’t have to point that out. She was at least trying to lose it. Her problem was pie. It loved to tempt her, and her boss’ wife made killer ones that Joel sold at the diner. She got free slices working there. Who could resist that? Not her. 
 
    Lash wrapped his arms around her from behind and jerked her against his front. “You are perfect for me. Feel how I react to looking at you?” 
 
    She twisted her head and stared up at him. “There’s no missing that thing. It feels like a lead pipe against my spine. What did you name it?” 
 
    “Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Come on. All men name their dicks.” 
 
    “I didn’t. That seems strange.” 
 
    “It is, but it’s a man thing.” 
 
    “It’s a human male thing. I’m not one of them.” 
 
    “That’s true.”  
 
    “Do human females name their sex?” 
 
    “Not many, but some give their breasts names.” 
 
    He leaned forward to glance at hers. “Did you?” 
 
    “I just call them my girls.” 
 
    “Stop. It is silly.” 
 
    She laughed. “It is.” 
 
    He reached out and grabbed the shampoo. “I’m going to wash your hair.” 
 
    “I can do it.” 
 
    “I want to.” 
 
    That surprised her enough to agree. “Okay.”  
 
    She’d never had a man do that for her. Lash was either really out to impress her, or he just wasn’t like anyone else she’d ever dated. She did have a type of man she was attracted to, despite being more than aware of their flaws. They were usually conceited, a bit selfish, but she’d liked their confidence.  
 
    Lash gently fisted her hair and tugged. She tipped her head back and closed her eyes. It felt really good when he used both hands to massage in the shampoo. He gently scrubbed her scalp, too. There was something very personal and intimate about the act. He took his time, as if he wanted to make sure he cleaned every strand.  
 
    He turned her around until she faced him. Then he rinsed her hair, using his hands in the same way to make sure all the soap washed away. He tugged her closer and out of the spray of water.  
 
    She opened her eyes and met his gaze. He was extremely handsome, now that she could see past his wild mane of hair, his strange facial structure, and the fear that had come with her first glimpse of him. He smiled…and she realized she was starting to like being around him too much. He wanted to keep her, and it didn’t seem like such a bad thing anymore.  
 
    What am I thinking? I have a life.  
 
    He distracted her from her thoughts by breaking eye contact to get the conditioner. Her eyes lowered to stare at his chest as he massaged the creamy substance into her hair.  
 
    She ran her fingers over the patch of fur there. It was short but soft, even wet. It looked good on him. It was sprinkled between his nipples and little higher, spreading out a bit. There was skin under that fur.  
 
    He growled low. “Stop touching me, or I’ll mount you right now.” 
 
    She looked up and found him watching her. “I’m starving. Hold that thought.” 
 
    He grunted and tugged her head back under the water. She thoroughly enjoyed being pampered. He even scrubbed her back. She was out of luck when she asked him for a razor to shave her legs.  
 
    “You better get me some, unless you think hairy women are hot.” 
 
    “I like you as you are.” 
 
    “Two words for you, Lash. Armpit hair. It’s bad, and I don’t want you to see that. I don’t want to see that on me, either.” She pointed down at her groin area. “Plus, this isn’t the nineteen-seventies. I’m not a big fan of lots of hair in that area. You wouldn’t be, either, if I let it grow out.” 
 
    “I’ll get you razors.” 
 
    “Good man.” 
 
    “Humans require a lot of upkeep.” 
 
    “You could let me go.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You’re mine.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” He might change his mind if she were demanding. “I need a toothbrush and toothpaste. Don’t forget that…and clothes.” 
 
    “There’s extra toothbrushes in the drawers.” 
 
    That drew a frown from her. “Do you have women over often?” 
 
    “No. You are the first female to enter my domain. I have broken enough toothbrushes that they give me extras.” 
 
    “How do you break a toothbrush?” She remembered his sharp fangs. “Never mind. I don’t want to know. I plan to kiss that mouth. I’m leery enough already.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t hurt you, Mary.” He offered a sexy grin. “I want to keep you safe and happy.” 
 
    “That’s what you keep saying. But I’m still leery of your teeth and kissing you.” She left the shower and grabbed a towel. Those couldn’t be normal-size, either. His towels seemed like mini blankets. She glanced back at Lash. He washed his hair with his ass toward her. He had a super fine one, too.  
 
    She knew she should flee and find the door while he was distracted. It might take him a few minutes to notice that she’d gone. 
 
    She didn’t head for the door, though. Instead, she went looking for that toothbrush she wanted.  
 
    Mary was already beginning to like him too much. Not good. So not good. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “Why do you keep looking around at nothing?” 
 
    Lash’s gruff voice pulled Mary from her thoughts. “I can’t believe Mel never noticed I disappeared from her wedding reception. She seemed so determined to throw her flowers to me.” 
 
    “She did. Males searched for you.” 
 
    “What? When?” 
 
    “While you slept.” 
 
    “They just left me here with you?” 
 
    He shrugged. “They weren’t prepared to fight me.” 
 
    “Unbelievable! So they’re just going to let you keep me?” 
 
    “I won’t let them take you from me, Mary.” 
 
    “That crazy hillbilly!” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Mel. She promised to watch my back and swore that nothing bad would happen to me if I came to Reservation. Trust me, she said. Don’t worry, she said. We’re best friends and I love you like a sister, she said.” Mary was really upset. “Then, what? She leaves me with you as if she’d dropped me off at some pet shelter for you to adopt?” 
 
    “Nothing bad has happened to you. She wasn’t in agreement with me keeping you, if that helps. Her mate believes she’ll attempt to break into my domain to help you escape. I had to promise him I would take you up to our bed, and we’d stay there until he could remove her. He fears she’ll attack me.” 
 
    That cooled her temper. “She’d better. I’d face off against Dean Summers for her.” 
 
    “Who is that?” 
 
    “He comes into the diner every few weeks. We’re sure he’s Satan’s number one worshiper because he’s so vile and evil.” 
 
    He scowled.  
 
    “He probably doesn’t really worship the devil, but he’s a nightmare customer and super creepy. Mel and I joke about him often, since we can’t hide in the kitchen when he comes into the diner. Joel, the owner, yelled at us the one time we actually did that. Dean actually came in with blood on his clothes. He said he’d slaughtered a pig for food, but we decided we were right about him sacrificing people on some altar. Neither one of us wanted to wait on him since he’s bad enough when he isn’t splattered in blood.” 
 
    Lash just stared at her. He looked a bit confused and disturbed at the same time. 
 
    “You’d understand if you met him. We’re not going to be surprised if we ever see a story on the news that he’s a serial killer. Only no one who knows him is going to say what a nice guy he seemed to be or how shocked they are. Poor Mel had to see his wrinkly dink.” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “I didn’t see it, but that’s what Mel called his dick. She said it’s wrinkled and small, like a malformed dying root of some diseased tree. Her words, not mine. It painted a horrifyingly vivid mental picture for me, though.” 
 
    “Why would she want to see that?” 
 
    “She didn’t. He kind of exposed it to her at the table when she went to give him a refill. Mel got even by pouring a pitcher of iced tea on his lap. That’s my bestie. That girl doesn’t take any shit. She’ll definitely come after me. My faith in her is restored.” 
 
    “You want her to attack me?” 
 
    “No. I want her to try to attack you. That’s what friends do.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Humans.” 
 
    “That’s just a woman thing. And stop using that tone. I happen to be one of those humans you don’t seem to like.” 
 
    “I don’t like them, but you’re my mate.” He paused. “Even if I can’t figure out how you think the way you do. You’re strange.” 
 
    “Says the guy with a bed thirty-some feet off the ground, who jumps around to get up there because he’s paranoid that people are out to kill him to the point of having a bulletproof platform.” 
 
    “It’s a valid precaution. We get attacked.” 
 
    “I’m more than aware. I was at the diner when two men walked in with guns to shoot Snow and his friends. Those assholes wanted their names in the news. But that was in town, with no NSO security. I saw the walls that protect Reservation, and the armed men who guard them. It would have been suicide if those two assholes had come here.” 
 
    “The NSO is expanding our walls. We’ve had a few breaches during construction. Our officers caught them before they got in far enough to kill any of us, but it is possible a small group could reach the hotel. I didn’t survive being caged at Mercile to die now.” 
 
    Mary admitted that he had a point. “Maybe you’re not so paranoid.” She’d noticed the way he’d said one word, almost spitting it out. “Do you mean Mercile Industries?” 
 
    He grunted. 
 
    “Was it as bad as I’ve read?” 
 
    His golden gaze narrowed, locked on her.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I was curious. I’ll drop it.” 
 
    “You are my mate. You can always ask me questions. It was worse for me, and ones like me.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Some New Species were contained inside rooms with chains, for easier access when Mercile tested drugs. The technicians had to deal with them often, so their bodies were cleaned. It offended the human doctors if they stank. They used them in breeding experiments, too.” 
 
    He lowered his gaze. “My kind were kept in cages, and they hosed us down once a week like zoo animals. I can’t read or write the way most Species can. Mercile taught other Species so they could test their minds while on drugs. They just shot us with darts when they wanted to test a drug on my kind. We were the disposable ones. Our minds were irrelevant. The drugs they gave us were ones that either killed us…or didn’t. That’s how we were used. To test whether a drug could kill or not. Many of us died.” 
 
    That horrified her. “I’m so sorry, Lash.” She scooted closer to him, where they sat on the grass by the fountain. She reached out and put her hand on his thigh. 
 
    He looked at her. “I am learning to identify numbers to use the phone.” He jerked his thumb toward the doors. “They put up pictures for me of my friends, and the numbers to dial to reach them. I look at them and press the matching ones on the phone.” 
 
    “That’s pretty smart.” 
 
    “Mercile didn’t bring us Species females to breed with. Well, unless you count the one time they brought me a full-blooded lioness, thinking I’d mount her.”  
 
    Her mouth dropped open. She couldn’t imagine the horror, and it stunned her speechless. 
 
    “I refused. It would be like someone asking you to share sex with a full animal. It sickened me. The technicians would starve Species if we didn’t do what they wanted, and they applied that to us—with her inside my cage. She eventually grew hungry and lost her fear of me. I didn’t want to cause her harm. I tried to keep her calm…but she attacked. I had to break her neck to prevent her from killing me. 
 
    “They shot darts into me that had electricity in them as punishment, and spent days shocking me many times. I was already suffering. I felt deep guilt. The lioness was just trying to survive by following her instincts.” 
 
    He was breaking her heart. She moved on instinct and straddled his lap, wrapping her arms around his neck. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “You didn’t shoot me or bring that lioness into my cage. I know not all humans are like the ones from Mercile.” 
 
    “I’m just sorry you had such a rough past. That’s all. Life can be super unfair.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her. “You like me.” 
 
    Denial was on the tip of her tongue…until she saw the happy expression on his face. “I do.” 
 
    “You’re my mate. Say it.” 
 
    “Now you’re pushing your luck.” 
 
    He laughed. “I like you, Mary.” 
 
    “You’re growing on me.” 
 
    “So is my dick. I’m very aroused.” 
 
    She shook her head, trying not to laugh. “You have a one-track mind.” 
 
    “I enjoy sex with you. That’s why I’m keeping you.” 
 
    It dampened her mood when she remembered their earlier conversation. “Even if I’m not your magic pussy?” 
 
    He pulled her closer. “I said you could be that to me.” 
 
    She felt jealousy rear its head. “Who was she?” 
 
    He turned her sideways on his lap and bent her back a little, leaning over to gaze into her eyes. “Does it bother you thinking that some female has a hold on me that you don’t? Tell me the truth.” 
 
    “You keep telling me you want me to be your mate, but no one wants to be a man’s second choice. I refuse to be compared to another woman and always found lacking. I’ve already had a boyfriend like that once. It made me feel shitty and tore me up. I loved him, but he took off the moment he heard his ex-girlfriend had filed for divorce from the man she’d married instead of him. He flew back to New York to try to get her to date him again.” 
 
    He snarled. “You still love him?” 
 
    “No. All I feel now is anger and a bit of self-loathing, because I knew it couldn’t end well as soon as I realized he was hung up on his ex. I was hopelessly naive and believed I could make him love me more.” 
 
    “Is there a male you love now?” 
 
    “I have bad luck with men. It’s the types I’m attracted to. They aren’t the kind of men who are good for me. Mel is drawn to bad boys. I’m drawn to self-centered pricks.” 
 
    “Explain.” 
 
    “They’re men who are incapable of loving anyone more than they love themselves. It’s all about them and what they can get out of a woman. They move on to the next one as soon as they feel they’ve taken all they want.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer me. Is there a human male you love?” 
 
    “No.” She could say that honestly.  
 
    “Good.” He softened his tone. “There is no magic pussy for me, Mary. I’ve shared sex with a few Species females, but I didn’t want to keep them. I want to keep you.” 
 
    “You don’t even know me.” 
 
    “I’m Species. I don’t question my instincts. I listen to them, and I am getting to know you. My instincts weren’t wrong. You are mine, and I’m glad.” 
 
    “Life isn’t that simple, Lash.” 
 
    “It is in my world.” He lifted his head, gazing around the room. “This is it, Mary. Our home.” 
 
    She followed his gaze. It was a beautiful space with the lights on. It almost felt as though they were outside, only there wasn’t summer heat or sunburns to contend with. The artificial trees gave the huge space a magical garden feel, and she did love that waterfall. The sound of running water had become soothing. 
 
    She spotted the bed hanging up near the far corner. That was the only problem.  
 
    “We could return to the Wild Zone if you don’t like our space, but I prefer it here. I’d worry about the other males sniffing after you, and Valiant stalks me anytime I get within a mile of his home. He fights me even though I’m not aggressive toward him. You couldn’t roam around without me at your side anytime we left my home there. We also tend to the rescued animals the humans didn’t want or have abused. Some have adjusted, but a few might attack you. I’d hate to have to fight with them just for following their instincts, but I wouldn’t allow anything to hurt you.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” 
 
    He tugged at the towel wrapped around her body. “Take this off.” 
 
    “No. Food, remember? What’s taking so long?” 
 
    “You wanted yours fully cooked. That takes time.” 
 
    “They’re delivering it?” 
 
    “Yes. I used the phone and told them I’m hungry. They bring it to me. You saw me place a call when we left the bathroom.” 
 
    “That’s kind of nice that they deliver. You never have to cook?” 
 
    He shook his head. “They didn’t like it when I went hunting for my own food.” 
 
    She was almost afraid to ask. “Like rabbits or something?” 
 
    “I don’t enjoy killing live things and eating them.” His nose wrinkled. “I went upstairs into their kitchen. The ones who cook got angry because I’d taste things and spit it out if I didn’t like it. They said I made a mess. Now I use the phone and they bring my food. They make sure to remember what I like to keep me from hunting for food on my own again.” 
 
    She pictured him in some kitchen putting his hands in food, tasting it, and how that would drive a kitchen staff crazy. “You’re totally spoiled, aren’t you?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I like what I like. They want to keep me down here and out of their kitchen.” 
 
    A loud knock sounded at the door. 
 
    Lash quickly lifted her off his lap and rose to his feet. “Stay!” 
 
    She clenched her teeth, not appreciating his harsh tone or being treated as if she really were his pet. He strolled over to the door and punched in a code. She wished she could see the numbers, but he’d placed his body in the way of the pad.  
 
    He yanked open the door, and she twisted to the side trying to get a glimpse of whoever waited there. Lash took a big tray from the person, and then slammed the door closed. He came back to her. 
 
    “You didn’t even thank the person? Seriously?” 
 
    He growled and lowered back down to the floor, placing the covered tray between them. “They feed me or I go hunting. Wasn’t I clear about that? They don’t like it when I leave. Why say thank you for doing something everyone wants?” 
 
    “You’re so rude.” 
 
    He lifted the large cover on the tray, placed it aside. 
 
    She had to admit to being a bit impressed. Their plates were platter-size. The soda cans had her arching her eyebrows, but the sight of chicken-fried steak smothered in country gravy with mashed potatoes quickly made her forget the strangeness of being served drinks in cans with restaurant quality food. It smelled delicious, too. She reached for the plate. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    She froze and looked up at him. “Eating…or trying to.” 
 
    “I wanted that. You can have the fish.” 
 
    She looked at the other plate. There were at least three kinds of fish with rice and mixed vegetables. “I don’t eat fish.” 
 
    “I want that.” 
 
    She slapped his hand when he tried to reach for the food she’d chosen. “Next time, I’ll use the knife to stab you if you try to steal my plate. You’re keeping me here against my will. I get to pick what I eat.” 
 
    He scowled but withdrew his huge hand. “You’re rude.” 
 
    “I’m learning from you.” She lifted the plate off the tray and set it down in front of her. She also grabbed the soda she wanted before he could pick. He growled, but she grinned. 
 
    “Can I have bites?” 
 
    She unwrapped the cloth napkin to get her silverware. “Maybe.” 
 
    “You’re my female. We share everything.” 
 
    She began to cut up the steak and took a bite. Her eyes closed as she chewed. “This is the best chicken-fried steak I’ve ever tasted. The gravy is delicious, and so creamy!” 
 
    Lash growled.  
 
    She opened her eyes and grinned, enjoying giving him a sample of his own treatment. “One bite.” She stabbed a larger piece of meat with her fork and offered it to him.  
 
    He leaned in and opened his mouth. She was amused that he expected her to feed it to him, but decided it wasn’t worth an argument. She gently offered it to him, and he bit it off her fork. He chewed and swallowed.  
 
    “You should give me half of that. You’re small.” 
 
    She gripped the knife and pointed the tip at him. “Eat your fish. You can have whatever I don’t finish. That’s fair.” 
 
    “You’re a mean female.” 
 
    “I think I’m being quite nice. I’m not trying to stab you with this.” She cut another bite and put the knife down. “They really do have the best food at the NSO.” 
 
    “We hire human chefs. They cook for us.” 
 
    “I could get used to this.” 
 
    “Good, since they feed us every day.” 
 
      
 
    Lash ate his fish, watching his mate. Mary had already grown less fearful and acted more aggressive. He knew he’d pushed her too far and found it amusing that she gave him attitude back as they ate their meal. He hadn’t been wrong. She was his. 
 
    He slowly reached for the brownie on the tray, making sure she was aware of his movement. Human females were supposed to love chocolate.  
 
    She lunged and grabbed it before his fingertips made contact. She lifted the small plate it rested on and put it next to her meal, shooting him what should have been a dirty look. He chuckled.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “I like playing with you.” 
 
    She glanced at the brownie, then him. “You don’t want it?” 
 
    “No. I ordered dessert for you to have. I just wanted to see what you’d do.” 
 
    She raised her middle finger. “How is that for a response?” 
 
    He grinned. “I know what that means. Offer accepted, but you said you wanted to eat first. I’ll mount you soon.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and picked up the knife. He tensed slightly, but she cut into the food instead of pointing the potential weapon at him again. “You’re such a man.” 
 
    He was glad she saw him that way, instead of too animal, and relaxed further. “I am.” 
 
    “Is sex all you think about?” 
 
    “No. I like to play, too. Sleep. Swim in the water. Sometimes I go outside to frolic in the sun. I eat.” 
 
    She chewed, swallowed, and took another bite. Her gaze kept drifting around their domain, an odd expression on her face. 
 
    He couldn’t guess her thoughts. It bothered him enough to ask. “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    She didn’t respond at first, but long seconds later, she said, “I kind of envy you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Do you have any responsibilities or stress in your life?” 
 
    “I worry about humans attacking.” 
 
    “Besides that.” 
 
    “I was lonely until you came.” 
 
    She dropped her gaze. “I think everyone is sometimes.” 
 
    “Were you lonely?” 
 
    “I work a lot, but I had Mel.” 
 
    He planned to point out that wasn’t really an answer, but she continued before he could. 
 
    “Most of my friends got married right after high school and now they’re knee deep in kids. My parents retired and are doing the whole RV trips across America all the time. It’s like a house on wheels, if you don’t know what one is. Mel was my social life, but now she’s with Snow. That means it’ll be an ordeal of some kind every time I want to see her. You can guess how I feel about that.” 
 
    “I’ll let her come visit you once she promises not to try to help you get away from me.” 
 
    That earned him a glare. “How big of you. I’m trying to have a real conversation here.” 
 
    He masked his features. “I’m listening. Talk.” 
 
    She studied him and put her fork down. “Mel quit the diner. It means I’m going to have to train someone else. It’s going to suck. I did everything with her. We had keys to each other’s apartments and spent a lot of time together. Her marriage happened so fast that I’m still kind of reeling. It’s totally stressed me out. I’ve tried hard to be supportive, she needs that since her parents are jerks. I’ve mostly been hiding how sad it makes me, though. As her friend, I’m glad she fell in love…but it means I’m losing daily access to my closest friend. It will change things between us.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be sad. You’ll see your friend often now that you both live at Reservation. Snow’s home is upstairs in the hotel. You will quit your job, too. I won’t have you leaving the safety of our gates every day. It’s dangerous in your world. I want you right here where I can protect you at all times.” 
 
    “Get serious. You know you have to let me go at some point, and my boss is going to be pissed if it’s not today, since I’m supposed to work tomorrow. I can’t miss my shift. Joel doesn’t have anyone to cover for two people. We’re already shorthanded with Mel gone. I’m supposed to help him interview new waitresses. One of his nieces was going to go full time, but she changed her mind.” 
 
    He leaned in, holding her gaze. “I am serious. You’re mine, Mary.” 
 
    “Damn it, Lash! Get real. You already got what you wanted. After we finish eating, you need to open that door to let me out.” 
 
    “What I want is for you to understand and accept that you’re my mate. Why did you say you envied me?” 
 
    “You don’t work, don’t worry about whether you can make the rent if tips are bad, or where your next meal is coming from when you get sick enough to miss work for days. There are chefs who cook for you!” 
 
    “You are my mate. You now live here with me. We don’t pay rent.” 
 
    “Come on.” She gave him a frustrated look. “Be serious. You can’t really expect me to just stay here forever.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “People don’t just meet and get married. That’s fantasy.” 
 
    “I’m Species. It’s our way.” 
 
    “I’m not, and that’s crazy.” 
 
    He regarded her as he inhaled, picking up a slight scent of her fear. He spotted signs of it in her eyes, too, and in the way she nervously flexed her fingers. He didn’t know much about humans, but he guessed she might feel panicked. 
 
    “Mary, relax.” 
 
    “I can’t. You’re screwing with me.”  
 
    He crawled closer to her. She didn’t flinch away but her body tensed. He sat inches from her and lightly pressed his body against her side, putting one arm loosely around her waist. Everything he’d learned about her flashed through his mind. He got the impression males had deeply hurt her in the past, and she’d admitted one had abandoned her for another female. 
 
    “I’m nothing like the males you knew.” 
 
    She lowered her chin, refusing to look at his face.  
 
    He guessed he had been right. “I’m never going to let you go. You belong with me. I’m going to take care of you.” He reached over with his other hand and gently cupped her stomach. “And any of our children we may have.” 
 
    She sucked in a sharp breath and her head jerked up, her eyes wide as she gawked at him. 
 
    “You could be carrying my offspring right now. Species can breed with humans. The one like me that I spoke of, Valiant, has one cub already and another one on the way with his human mate. That should tell you how serious I am about you. I took that risk because I never plan on letting you go.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You’re lying. Species can’t have kids.” 
 
    “We can. We just don’t tell humans. They are stupid and will attack us.” He rubbed her belly. “My cub could already be growing inside you.” 
 
    She moved faster than he thought possible, rolling out of his reach and getting to her feet. “You bastard!” She looked ready to flee, her gaze darting for an escape. 
 
    He slowly stood. “I don’t have parents. A surrogate birthed me. That doesn’t hurt my feelings.” 
 
    “You’re serious, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. Humans lie. Species don’t.” 
 
    “Does Mel know that Snow could get her pregnant?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Snow is mated to her now. I assume he told her.” 
 
    She backed up, glancing down at her body before bolting toward the door. 
 
    He growled, taking off after her. He caught her before she reached it and yanked her off her feet. She kicked and fought, clawing at his arms around her waist and chest.  
 
    He spun, carrying her toward the dinner they’d abandoned.  
 
    “Calm,” he snarled. 
 
    “Fuck you! You could have gotten me pregnant! That’s so screwed up. I can barely support myself.” 
 
    “I’ll care for you and any of our cubs.” 
 
    “Let me down!” 
 
    He slowly lowered her to her feet but didn’t let her go. He kept his body wrapped around her. “Take deep breaths.” 
 
    She nodded, and he eased his hold more once she seemed to be listening to him. She released her grip on his arms… 
 
    And suddenly surprised him by throwing her elbow back right into his stomach.  
 
    He grunted in pain, and she twisted. Her towel fell off as she sprinted away from him. He lifted his head to watch her run. She avoided the door that time, instead heading toward the bathroom.  
 
    He rubbed his belly, finding a red mark there. He bent, scooped up her towel, and slowly followed. She was acting like prey again.  
 
    He grinned. She might be angry, but he was determined to make her accept him as her male. It just wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
    Nothing in life worth having should be. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Mary sat on the toilet lid with her back pressed to the tank, both her feet braced against the closed door. It didn’t have a lock. 
 
    She would have been a lot better off if she’d just done that the first time she’d been in a bathroom at the hotel upstairs, instead of deciding to return to the reception and ending up inside an air vent. She wouldn’t have met Lash.  
 
    “Mary?” 
 
    His deep voice annoyed her. “Go away!” 
 
    He turned the handle and tried to open the door. She locked her legs. He pushed a little but didn’t apply too much pressure. He stopped, releasing the handle. His growl pissed her off more. She was the one who had a reason to be mad.  
 
    “Mary,” he repeated. 
 
    “Are you deaf? I came in here to get away from you. Leave me alone. Go hide on your bed. I’m sure bad humans are attacking Reservation right now, you paranoid asshole. Go be safe on your bulletproof platform.” 
 
    “Babies are a good thing. They are cute. Our son will look just like me.”  
 
    He tried the door again but she kicked it closed when he got it open an inch.  
 
    “Mary, you are being unreasonable.” 
 
    “Unreasonable? How about not using a condom knowing you could knock me up and only telling me after the fact? Do you know how careful I’ve been since I started having sex to avoid that very thing? I’ve always gotten on birth control if I started seeing someone and made them use condoms. I used double protection, damn it! Always!” 
 
    “Do you not like children?” 
 
    “I’ve never really thought about it because I haven’t been married or engaged before. That’s how it works. You date to see if they’re someone you want to spend your life with. Then you think about the future. Marriage. Kids. In that order. You don’t just seduce someone and keep them.” 
 
    “I’m Species.” 
 
    “I’m not!” 
 
    “Are we going to have this conversation with a door between us?” 
 
    She tucked the towel she’d grabbed when entering the bathroom tighter around her chest. “Yes. I feel safer in here.” 
 
    “I’d never hurt you.” 
 
    “You already have if you knocked me up. How am I going to explain that to my parents? You said a cub! Can you imagine? Hey, Mom and Dad, guess what? I met some guy, five minutes later I let him nail me, and here’s your cub-slash-grandchild. I’m sure they’ll be thrilled. I’ll be an unwed mother of a lion baby. It will probably try to maul me when I nurse it. Animals hate me.” 
 
    He made a strange noise that sounded like a chuckle. 
 
    “Are you laughing?” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “No.”  
 
    “I thought New Species didn’t lie.” She put her feet down and stood, yanking open the door. He stood there with a grin on his face. She wanted to smack him. “You’re amused? Seriously?” 
 
    “You’re funny. I’ll teach you how not to act like prey. Our child won’t try to maul you. He’ll love you. You also won’t be unwed. You’re my mate. I said I’d marry you.” 
 
    “How big of you.” 
 
    He crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Are you done yelling at me yet?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You’re a prickly female.” 
 
    “You’re a dick.” 
 
    “I’m Species, and I know what I want.” 
 
    “I can’t talk to you right now.” She tried to close the door again. 
 
    He moved fast, grabbing her with one hand and pulling her out of the small room. “You are surprised by my news. I understand. I should have waited to tell you.” 
 
    “When?” She clutched the top of her towel to keep it from falling off. She’d already lost one. “Before or after I started puking from morning sickness?” 
 
    “You’re looking for a reason to fight with me because you are set on denying you’re my mate.” 
 
    She was furious at his calm logic. “Okay. What is a good reason to start a fight with you? I’m dying to hear the answer, if having sex with me and not mentioning I could get pregnant wasn’t one.” 
 
    “I’m not certain I want your parents around my cub. I don’t know if I can trust them.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped open. 
 
    “You asked. I expect you to argue with me about that.” 
 
    “Oh my God. What do you think? That they would hurt their own grandchild? They’re my parents. They raised me.” 
 
    “I expect them to be unreasonable and prickly, like you. You probably learned that behavior from them. Maybe they act like prey, too, and will be so terrified they try to harm our cub.” 
 
    “They would never!” 
 
    “I don’t know them.”  
 
    “And you won’t ever get to meet them. Do you know why? That would imply I’m going to stay with you—and that’s not happening.” 
 
    He growled low, his eyes narrowing. “You wanted a topic to fight over. That was just an example.” 
 
    “But you meant it.” 
 
    “I’ll have to meet your parents to learn how they react to me before I expose them to our cub.” 
 
    She was so mad it rendered her speechless, but she recovered fast. “You are the most arrogant man I’ve ever met!” 
 
    “Arrogant isn’t a bad word. I learned that one. It means proud.” 
 
    “Not exactly. It means you’re full of yourself and pushy.” 
 
    “I’m Species.” 
 
    “Is that your answer for everything?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m willing to overlook your flaws because you’re human.” 
 
    “What flaws?” She glared up at him. 
 
    “You act like prey and you refuse to be reasonable. Those are human traits.” 
 
    “I just can’t deal with you.” She reached out and pushed against his chest. “Move. I need to go beat on the door until someone lets me out of here. I’m going home.” 
 
    He stepped aside, to her surprise, and she marched past him, through the bathroom, and headed across the large interior of the basement. She made the mistake of looking back, only to realize he followed right behind her.  
 
    She stopped, spun, and lifted her chin. “Back off!” 
 
    “You’re my mate.” He smiled. “Probably my pregnant mate.” 
 
    “I better not be.” She turned and hurried toward the door again. She only got about nine more steps before his arm slid around her, and he pulled her against his body. She had to let go of her towel to grab at his arm under her breasts. 
 
    “I’ll allow your parents to meet our cub. They will probably just run away when they see him anyway. Maybe they’ll fear being bitten.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, trying to get a handle on her temper. One. Two. Three. Four. Fi― 
 
    He suddenly lifted her off her feet, burying his nose against her throat. A low growl came from him. “I want to bite you, but you would enjoy it.” 
 
    Her eyes flew open and she wiggled in his hold. “Put me down!” 
 
    “Never. You’re mine, Mary. I want to pet you.” 
 
    “And I want to smack you.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I like how spirited you are. I’m glad that you aren’t afraid of me anymore.” He lowered his face and placed hot, wet kisses on her shoulder. “Such a sexy mate. Let me take care of you.” 
 
    She didn’t fight him. It felt good to be held at that moment. What if she had gotten pregnant with his baby? No, a cub, she mentally corrected. 
 
    Part of her wanted to believe him when he said sweet things like he’d just stated. He might want to keep her and think he could care for a family, but he was kind of childlike if he thought life could be that simple. It wasn’t.  
 
    The NSO might have given him some kind of safe haven inside the massive room designed to be his home, but she doubted whoever was in charge had learned she was with Lash yet. Otherwise, they’d have come to get her and kicked her off Reservation. 
 
    “Mary? What are you thinking right now?” He lowered her to her feet. 
 
    She fought tears, and won. “It can’t work out between us.” 
 
    “It will.” 
 
    She twisted in his arms, and he loosened his hold enough for her to face him. His height had her tilting her head back a lot meet his gaze. His eyes were beautiful and so intense. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    He surprised her by lifting her off her feet again and holding her against his chest to put their faces almost at the same level. “I take mating you very seriously. Species don’t lie, Mary. This isn’t a game. I’m nothing like the human males who have hurt you. This is a lifetime commitment I’m making. Do you understand? I don’t want another female, and I’ll never leave you. I also won’t let you go. Don’t fear having my cubs, either. The NSO has some of the best doctors, if that’s a worry. Other Species babies have been born, and all of them, along with their human mothers, are healthy. There’s nothing for you to be afraid of. Just stay calm and relax. I will allow your parents into our lives if they want to be. Your happiness matters to me.” 
 
    She put her hands on his shoulders and wished she could believe him. He might mean it at that moment, but he’d regret everything later. It was just crazy to meet someone and make those kinds of outlandish promises. They were too different for it to work out between them in the long run. 
 
    “You don’t seem convinced,” he rasped. “Tell me what you doubt or fear. You look a bit afraid to me.” He sniffed. “You smell that way, too. I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and gripped him tighter, liking the firmness of his shoulders under her hands. “You keep talking about the way Species are, but you’re forgetting that I’m not one, Lash. What if you discover we’re too different? We are, you know. What happens if we break up after we have a child together? Is the NSO going to shove me out the gates with our kid, or worse, not let me near my own baby?” That nightmare situation frightened her even as she spoke. “Oh my God. Could they do that? Keep me from my own child? The laws don’t apply here, do they? Those walls that surround this place will keep me from seeing my own baby!” 
 
      
 
    Lash growled low and turned, glancing around. He carried Mary to the food they’d abandoned and sat, putting her on his lap. He firmly kept hold of her with one arm while reaching for the brownie on the plate. He offered it to her. “Eat this and breathe, mate. Females like chocolate, I’ve been told, and it makes them happy.” 
 
    She didn’t accept it. “Are you serious right now? Put it down before I shove it in your face.” 
 
    He placed the brownie back on the plate and held her with both arms. “No one would kick you out of Reservation or keep you away from our cubs. That’s silly human talk. So is thinking that we will break up. I know the term. Species don’t do that once they mate. We’ll fight sometimes but we won’t ever be separated from each other. I’m aware that you’re human, but you’re with me. I’m stubborn enough for both of us. Did you hear me when I said I’m never letting you go? That’s the truth. You are getting upset about things that won’t happen.” 
 
    She closed her eyes. 
 
    “Mary?” He hoped she wouldn’t cry. He’d seen tears in her eyes, and her tone hadn’t been one he liked. “I would never allow anyone or anything to hurt you in any way.” 
 
    She leaned against him and rested her cheek on his chest. “You make it sound so easy, but nothing ever is.” 
 
    He felt frustrated that she wasn’t listening to him. Humans could be so irrational. He knew that. “It is here with me.” 
 
    “The NSO isn’t going to like you keeping me. They’ll kick me out.” 
 
    He snorted. “Now you’re being silly again. Every Species wants a mate. They’ll be happy for us. Do you want me to call Justice and have him come tell you that you can stay?” 
 
    She appeared surprised when she twisted on his lap, staring at him. Her eyes were wider than normal and her mouth opened slightly. 
 
    “What?” He didn’t know what he’d said that would cause that reaction from her. 
 
    “Justice North? The leader of the New Species Organization?” 
 
    “I don’t know any other Justice.” 
 
    “You know him?” 
 
    “Yes. He comes to Reservation. He and his mate even stay in the Wild Zone sometimes.” 
 
    “You’ve met Jessie, too?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She seemed to think that over. “Oh.” 
 
    “What are you thinking about now?” 
 
    “I guess he’d let me stay if you’re friends with him. I just assumed…” 
 
    “What? That I wouldn’t be allowed a mate because I’m a Wild Zone Species? Valiant has a mate. We’re all Species. Justice doesn’t treat us the way Mercile did. We’re family to him. It doesn’t matter if we were raised in a cage or a cell.” 
 
    She frowned.  
 
    “What are you thinking now?” He was curious about her thought processes. She was difficult to figure out. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Don’t lie, Mary.” 
 
    She sighed and held his gaze. “You don’t live like other Species, though. Mel showed me Snow’s place. I was curious about where she’d moved to, and we went there while she got dressed for the wedding. He lives in this hotel. It’s a nice suite on the second floor. You live in the basement.” 
 
    “Ah.” He understood. “It’s my choice. I like it down here.” He let her go with one arm and waved his hand. “I loved the outdoors in the Wild Zone, and I don’t like being around a lot of other people. Even Species. I didn’t talk much growing up. I’m not comfortable with needless conversations.” He shrugged, holding her with both arms again. He liked the feel of her on his lap. “I like talking to you.” 
 
    She smiled slightly. “Even when I’m arguing with you?” 
 
    “Even then. I’m fascinated by you.” 
 
    Her expression sobered. “What happens when you get tired of me? All relationships are good in the beginning.” 
 
    “That won’t happen, Mary. When you find a mate, you want no other female, and that will never change. Now you’re just looking for reasons to fight. Stop. Eat your chocolate.” 
 
    “You’re so bossy.” She narrowed her eyes. “And don’t say you’re Species.” 
 
    He grinned.  
 
    She wiggled on his lap and reached for the small plate. She straightened, taking a bite of the brownie. He watched her expression as her eyes closed and she chewed. She seemed to enjoy it. He was glad. The little sound of pleasure she made turned him on. He’d get her lots more of the brownies if the treats made her this happy. 
 
    “God. Reservation has the best food.” She opened her eyes and offered him a bite. 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t eat chocolate.” 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up. “You don’t?” 
 
    “It makes my stomach feel bad. I like fruit instead.” 
 
    “Oh. Maybe it’s because you’re part lion or something.” 
 
    “Maybe. I love ice cream but not chocolate.” 
 
    “What’s your favorite flavor?” 
 
    “Vanilla.” 
 
    “We’re so different.” 
 
    “Stop looking for excuses not to be my mate. We’re compatible. Do you want me to take you to our bed and show you again?” 
 
    Her gaze left his, and she scowled up at the platform. “That is a deal-breaker, Lash. We’ve got to compromise about that.” 
 
    “It’s safer for us up there. I sleep better knowing we’re where humans can’t get to us if they breach security.” 
 
    “I refuse to let you leap around with me all day. You don’t eat chocolate because it upsets your stomach. That’s what happens to mine when you take me up there or get me down.” 
 
    “Humans do attack the NSO, Mary.” 
 
    She sighed and stared at him, finishing her brownie. Her mind was working. He could see emotions flashing in her eyes. He waited, knowing she’d talk to him soon. He liked that about his mate. She had lots of opinions and words to say. 
 
    “What happens if we do have a baby? It’ll crawl. It could fall off the platform. Did you think about that?” 
 
    He hadn’t. “I’ll have them put lots of mats under it. You weren’t hurt when you landed on the mats after you fell out of the vent. It’s almost as high as my bed. Our son won’t get hurt.” 
 
    “Deal-breaker, Lash. That means I can’t live with that. The bed has to come down.” 
 
    He growled, not liking her demand. 
 
    She wiggled in his arms but he refused to let her go. She set the plate down and twisted to face him, placing her hands on his chest. He liked it when she petted him, which she did at that moment.  
 
    “Are you trying to manipulate me by touch?” He wasn’t about to admit it was working. He felt himself softening, wanting to give her anything she asked for. 
 
    “No. You want me to give up my whole life to live here. Is the bed coming down so I can get in and out of it without some circus act really too much to ask? Meet me halfway.” 
 
    He sighed, not liking her words, but he understood. “We can lower it five feet.” 
 
    “Five feet from the floor?” 
 
    He shook his head. “From where it is now.” 
 
    Her fingers played with the fur on his chest. “Be reasonable, Lash. I’m thinking about moving here to live with you. The bed has to be low enough for me to climb in and out of it without your help.” 
 
    “It’s a security risk. You’re not leaving me, Mary. I won’t let you go.” 
 
    She stopped petting him and dug her nails into his chest. It wasn’t enough to hurt but he could tell he’d frustrated her. Didn’t she understand that he was trying to protect her? He opened his mouth to warn her about the dangers of attack again but she spoke before he could. 
 
    “What about a safe room? The NSO built you all of this. Maybe they’d consider it.” 
 
    He frowned. “What is that?” 
 
    “Think of a bunker. It’s a room that’s designed to be break-in proof. Thick walls, floor, and ceiling. I’m not claustrophobic. Are you?” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “A fear of small, enclosed spaces. Maybe they could design it to resemble a cave. Don’t lions like those? We could keep it open, but if someone were to break into the basement, it could be sealed to keep us safe inside.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure. “I’ll talk to Torrent about it, or Jaded.” 
 
    She smiled at him again. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I need to take you to bed now.” He wanted his mate.  
 
    “I just ate. I can’t jump around right now. Trust me, it’s rough on my stomach. I don’t think puking would do it for either of us.” 
 
    He growled and lifted her off his lap. He stood and reached down, pulling Mary to her feet. “Come with me. Those mats will be good for something.” 
 
    “The ones I fell on?” 
 
    “They are soft and not too high.” 
 
    “Can you grab us some pillows? Maybe a blanket? I don’t want to lie naked on plastic or whatever that material is.” 
 
    He grinned. “I’ll be right back.” He let her go and ran, took a leap, and landed on the lowest platform. He turned, eyed the second one, and crouched. He leapt up and landed on it. Below him, he heard Mary curse.  
 
    He grinned. She was afraid he’d miss. She didn’t know how easy this was for him. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Mary floated on her back, staring up at the lit waterfall. Small lights were all around her in the sides of the pool. The water was still pleasantly warm. Lash had done something to turn on star-like lights across the ceiling of the dim room.  
 
    The basement had definitely been turned into one of the coolest indoor areas she’d ever seen. 
 
    A small wave in the water drew her from her thoughts and she rolled over, watching as Lash climbed into the pool with her. He was naked, and the sight of all his muscles and his gorgeous body wasn’t getting old.  
 
    She swam toward him where he stood in the pool. It wasn’t deep, probably five and a half feet. He held out his arms and she wrapped around him. 
 
    “I thought you’d wait for me.” 
 
    She smiled. “Sorry. I was dying to try out this pool. It’s amazing.” 
 
    “I wanted a bigger one but this was the best they could do.” 
 
    “It’s perfect.” 
 
    “You’re perfect, mate.” 
 
    He frequently said things like that, which made her feel sexy and wonderful. “I love the lights.” 
 
    “I used to climb trees and sleep under the stars.” He glanced up. “I mentioned that, so they put those in. It’s not the same. I don’t have a moon in here.” 
 
    His confession surprised her. “You slept in trees sometimes?” Her gaze went to the bed hanging near the roof. “Oh, is that why you like your bed so high?” 
 
    “Leo built a platform in one of his trees but I just slept in the branches. Now I see why he wanted a flat surface. My bed is more comfortable than the thick limbs were to sleep on.” 
 
    “Leo?” 
 
    “He’s like me.” 
 
    “A lion man?” 
 
    He nodded. “He has a tail, though.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure what to say about that. “Is he your friend?” 
 
    “Yes. He visits sometimes. You’ll meet him. I thought about your cave suggestion. Leo has one of those. I’ll ask for one to be built but on a smaller scale.” 
 
    “I didn’t know there were any caves in this area.” 
 
    “It’s a house they built mostly underground for him. It resembles a cave from the outside. It helps us feel safer from humans. There are security doors he can activate to seal it off in case of attack.” 
 
    It made her extremely sad that some New Species feared humans so much. She hadn’t noticed that about the ones who visited the diner. They’d all seemed at ease mingling with the townspeople. Maybe it was only a problem for the ones like Lash. It made her want to hold him a little tighter to make him forget all the horrible things he’d survived in the past. She hated Mercile. 
 
    It wasn’t lost on her that he feared humans almost as much as she feared New Species. 
 
    Mary slid her fingers into his hair and drew closer to his mouth. He immediately parted his lips as she kissed him. He growled, his chest rumbling against hers.  
 
    They’d learned each other’s mouths on the mats across the room. She was shocked to discover he’d never kissed anyone before. But Lash had picked up kissing fast and was already a master at it. That didn’t surprise her. He was a very passionate man. The things he could do to her body had her urgently rubbing up against his even now. He always made her come, never leaving her high and dry like other men had in bed. He always got her off first to make certain she was wet enough to take him without pain. That was a good thing, since he was larger than a human in that department. 
 
    A ringing sounded and Lash snarled, ending the kiss. “Someone is coming.” He turned in the water, lifted her, and set her on the edge of the pool. “Go into the bathroom now. Stay there until I come get you.” 
 
    The phone near the door went silent, and she hesitated. 
 
    “You’re naked. I refuse to let males see you this way.” Lash pulled himself out of the water next to her, hooked her around her waist, and slid down the fake moss-covered embankment with her.  
 
    She gasped as he stood then tossed her over his shoulder. “I can walk. This is undignified. Put me down.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means and I don’t care. No other males get to see my mate bare.” He stormed into the bathroom, stopped near one of the sinks, and gently lowered her until her butt landed on the counter. “Stay in here.” He spun away, grabbed a towel, and came back to her. He threw it around her as if it were a blanket. “Be good. Listen to me.” 
 
    He took the time to yank another towel off the wall before he stomped out of the bathroom. Curiosity had her sliding off the counter, wrapping the towel more firmly around her body, and tucking the corner of the material at the top to keep it in place.  
 
    Part of her worried that the NSO had come to demand she leave. They couldn’t be happy about a random human being there. Lash would fight them. He could get hurt, and that scared her. She was already falling for him. 
 
    That realization had her softly cursing and pausing by the bathroom door. 
 
    She was falling in love with Lash. 
 
    How could she not? He could be pushy, stubborn, and a bully. But she’d hardly been nice to him in return. And the way he looked at her, touched her, and some of the incredibly sweet things he said had broken through her resolve to not get emotionally involved. 
 
    “I’m so fucking attached,” she admitted aloud. “Damn.” 
 
    She took some deep breaths, checked how secure her towel was, and then silently slipped out of the bathroom. She hoped Lash wouldn’t notice since the door was located all the way across the large basement.  
 
    It was a relief when the lights remained dim and no one had brightened them. But the sound of male voices arguing had her freezing in place. 
 
    “No,” Lash snarled. 
 
    “You need to listen to reason,” another voice yelled. “You can’t just keep a female because she accidently fell into your lair. The humans consider that kidnapping.” 
 
    “Humans can’t come get her.” Lash sounded furious. “I’ll kill them if they try.” 
 
    “Goddamn it, Lash.” The male’s voice softened and she couldn’t make out the rest of what he said, just that he kept talking. 
 
    She tiptoed closer, wishing the waterfall wasn’t on to be able to hear their entire conversation. 
 
    It was her chance to escape. All she’d have to do is yell for help. Someone from the NSO had obviously come to check on her wellbeing. She didn’t make a sound, though, trying to quietly creep close enough to overhear the conversation about her. 
 
    “You need to leave, Jaded.” Lash almost roared the words. 
 
    She flinched and peered around one of the artificial trees, trying to keep in the shadows. The sight of Lash facing off against four New Species had her worrying about his safety. He was the biggest of the bunch but they outnumbered him. What if they attacked him? He could get seriously hurt.  
 
    Three of them wore uniforms but the sight of a New Species sporting a black tux surprised her—until she put the name Lash had said with the face. Jaded Wild was a celebrity. She’d seen him on television plenty of times when they covered the animal charity events he attended. 
 
    “At least let me talk to her.” Jaded’s tone rose, a bit gruff. “Is she up in your nest?” 
 
    “I don’t want other males near her.” 
 
    “Lash, I came here to speak to you because I knew you’d remain calm with me. We’re friends. Torrent just wanted to bring in a team to take you down so we could access the female to see if she even wants to be here with you. Don’t make me look like an ass by having to turn this over to Torrent after I argued on your behalf. I just want to speak to the female, make certain she wants to stay with you, and avoid violence of any kind.” 
 
    Lash said something low but she couldn’t hear it. 
 
    “I know that,” Jaded replied. “Why in the hell do you think I wanted to keep this all calm and reasonable? I just need to speak to her and hear her say she’s willing to stay with you. That’s not too much to ask.” 
 
    Lash snarled.  
 
    Jaded sighed and put his hands on his hips. “Miss Muller?” He yelled. “Please talk to me.” 
 
    Lash snarled louder and lunged. He tried to shove Jaded Wild but the New Species only stumbled slightly before shoving back.  
 
    “Don’t make me take off my jacket, damn it. I’m not the enemy. I just want to talk to your female.” 
 
    “You think I’d hurt my mate?” Lash snarled. 
 
    “No,” Jaded snarled back. “I don’t. I trust you, Lash. She’s human, though, damn it! We try like hell to keep the peace with them. Her people don’t seem to know she’s missing yet but at some point, her family or friends will contact Sheriff Cooper about her disappearance. We’d like to fucking avoid having bad press. I want to have her call whoever she thinks might worry when they don’t hear from her to avoid a publicity nightmare. I can see the headlines now. New Species holding wedding guest hostage, or some such shit.”  
 
    Lash growled. 
 
    Jaded reached inside his pocket and withdrew something. “This is her phone. We were able to retrieve it from the vent. I’d like to give it to her and ask that she make whatever calls she needs to prevent humans from showing up at our gates. We’d also like to fix the air conditioning. Maybe you haven’t noticed because you’re still getting cool air down here, but that broken section she fell through means it’s no longer blowing it up into some parts of the hotel. There’s a shitload of pissed-off, sweating Species right now in the affected sections.” 
 
    Lash said nothing. 
 
    “I’m glad you found a mate, but let’s not make it some huge mess, okay?” Jaded’s voice lowered. “Nobody plans to take her away from you unless she demands it. I know you wanted time with her. I spoke to Snow and Jinx. I understand…but you need to understand we don’t need a shit storm of bad press or Species suffering heat stroke because it’s too warm in their homes. You like food, don’t you? The kitchen area was also affected. No air conditioning.” 
 
    “I won’t let you take her from me.” Lash crossed his arms over his chest. 
 
    Mary had heard enough. “I’ll put a message on my voicemail that I’m staying with a friend for a few days and cell reception is bad, so no one calls the cops,” she called out. 
 
    Lash spun and snarled, his gaze finding her fast. “I told you to stay put.” 
 
    “You’re so bossy.” She stayed against the artificial tree, glad it hid most of her from the other New Species. Her gaze went to Jaded Wild. “We’ll also let people in to fix the air conditioning.” 
 
    “I don’t want anyone near you.” Lash walked toward her. 
 
    “Do you know how miserable it is without air conditioning when it’s hot?” She glared at him. “You’re being selfish if you don’t let them fix it.” 
 
    “This is amusing,” one of the New Species in uniform snorted. 
 
    Lash reached her and stepped around the trunk, stopping inches away. “You should be in the bathroom. I told you to stay there until I came for you.” 
 
    “I’m not a pet you can order around,” she snapped. “Let them fix the air conditioning, Lash.” 
 
    “I don’t want males near you!” 
 
    Her anger softened when she saw worry in his eyes. “I’ll stay with you, but I do need to put a message on my phone. Mr. Wild is right. My parents and boss will worry if they call but don’t hear back from me. They know I was going to Mel’s wedding. I’d also like some clothes, and a bed on the floor. That mat isn’t the most comfortable thing, and you already know how I feel about you carrying me up there.” She pointed toward the ceiling, then lowered her hand, placing her palm on his chest. “You keep saying humans are unreasonable. Too bad you don’t seem to own any mirrors, or you’d see that you’re behaving like one right now.” 
 
    “We can’t stay here while a work crew comes in. They are aloud and will annoy me. I also don’t want them near you, either.” 
 
    She opened her mouth, not sure what to say to that, but a solution came to her fast. “We can stay in your bathroom. It’s huge.” 
 
    “They might have to bring in humans to fix it. No. I don’t trust them not to attempt to harm you. You’ll get mad if I kill them.” 
 
    Frustration rose, and Mary grit her teeth. He could be so paranoid. 
 
    “I can make a suggestion,” Jaded called out. 
 
    Lash snarled and turned his head. “I’m talking to my mate. Not you.” 
 
    “Stop being an ass,” Jaded growled. “You can stay in a suite on the top floor of the hotel with roof access. Justice keeps it available for when he and Jessie visit us. He likes to have an escape route. It would just be for a day, or maybe two. Work with me, damn it.” 
 
    Lash inched closer, wrapping his arm around her. “I don’t like feeling contained in one of the rooms up there. I’d rather take my mate to the Wild Zone.” 
 
    “I’ve been to your home, Lash. She’d be more comfortable here. Plus, you know the others will come visit you if they hear you’re back. I also doubt she’d like to eat just the fish or small game you hunted before moving to the hotel. The kitchen staff can still deliver meals if you remain inside the hotel. I’ll assign an officer to your door in case of attack if that makes you feel safer out of your lair.” 
 
    “We have air conditioning here. You said it’s out upstairs.” 
 
    Mary lifted her hand and smacked his chest. “But others don’t until it can get fixed. Stop being a jerk.”  
 
    He glanced down at her and amusement flashed in his eyes. 
 
    “You’re fucking with him right now, aren’t you?” she whispered. 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe. I’m satisfied with going upstairs with you for a day or two if we have an armed Species outside our door.” His gaze lowered down her body. “You probably miss sunshine. I will agree to this.” 
 
    “I need clothes. You tore mine, and I don’t feel like walking through the hotel in a towel,” she softly admitted. 
 
    “My female wants clothing,” Lash stated loudly, holding her gaze. “Then we’ll leave.” 
 
    “You could put some on, too,” Jaded responded. “The towel does cover more than your usual attire, though.” 
 
    “My loincloths are comfortable.” 
 
    “Fine. You won’t leave your suite anyway once we escort you up there. Can I give your mate her phone? Oh, and please have her call Mel. She’s still upset with Snow over him leaving her friend down here. She’s worried.” 
 
    Lash released her. “Stay put this time. I don’t want you near other males.” He strode toward the group of Species. “Bring my mate clothes, and I’ll give her the phone.” 
 
    “We’ll be back in about ten minutes. I’ll find her something to wear.” Jaded handed him the cell. “Thank you for being reasonable.” 
 
    “Just don’t try to take her away,” Lash warned, the snarl returning to his voice. “She’s mine.” 
 
    “We wouldn’t dream of it. It’s clear she’s willing to stay with you. That was our main concern. It’s been alleviated. My word is true, Lash.” Jaded backed away, motioned with his head, and he left with the three other New Species. 
 
    Mary stepped out from behind the tree and sighed. “You like to be difficult with everyone in your life, don’t you? At least I know I’m not alone.” 
 
    “You’re never alone, Mary. You have a mate now. I’m going to get some of my loincloths. I’ll be right back.” He switched direction, ran, and leapt up into the air. 
 
    She watched him as he made his way safely to the bed. She leaned against the artificial trunk and closed her eyes once he was up there. Life with Lash would never be boring. “You forgot to give me my phone,” she yelled up at him. 
 
    “I didn’t forget.” 
 
    “Stubborn jerk,” she muttered fondly, then yelled again. “I really do need to put that outgoing message on it and call Mel.” It would also be nice to see if anyone had called her. She wasn’t about to mention that part, though. 
 
      
 
    Lash stripped one of his pillows of its case and used it to shove lotion, three loincloths, and one of his guns inside. The Species had sent Jaded to talk to him knowing he’d listen to his friend. Jaded was the one who’d taught him how to fire the guns he owned. He liked the male.  
 
    He studied his bed, wondering if he’d ever get to sleep in it again. Mary hated how high it was. Having a mate was more complicated than he’d imagined. That was okay, though. She was worth it.  
 
    He put on a loincloth, fisted the bag, and walked to the edge of the bed. He quickly jumped and used the smaller platforms until he hit the ground.  
 
    “Thank you for staying put, Mary.” 
 
    She nodded. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    He showed her the cell phone Jaded had given him. “You can make your calls.” 
 
    She lifted her hand and opened her palm. 
 
    He hesitated. “You said you’d stay with me. This isn’t a trick, is it? To bring humans here after you?” It would hurt badly if she betrayed him.  
 
    “I’m not going to dial 9-1-1 to tell them that I’m being seduced and kept as a sex slave by an extremely hot lion man who gives me amazing orgasms. Though it’s tempting just to hear what their reaction would be.” She grinned. 
 
    “That’s not funny.” He was flattered that she described him that way, though. 
 
    “It is a little. I’ll put it on speakerphone if you don’t trust me.” Her humor faded.  
 
    Had he hurt his mate’s feelings? “I trust you, Mary. I just don’t know if you’ve accepted that we’re mates yet. You still act like prey. It’s in your nature to run.” 
 
    She jerked her open palm. “Give me the phone. I’m going to stay with you, Lash. I could be pregnant by now. I’m not a total moron.” 
 
    “I never thought you were.” He still hesitated to give her the phone. “What do you mean by that? Humans are generally stupid, but not you, Mary. You’re different.” 
 
    “You don’t think much of humans. I don’t, either, come to think of it. I was there when those assholes came into the diner. They wanted to kill New Species. Now I could be carrying one. Plus, you’re growing on me. That is, when you’re not making me mad. But trust goes both ways. Give me my phone, please.” 
 
    He handed it over. “In the bathroom.” He glanced at the door. Jaded might be able to borrow clothes from one of the females living inside the hotel. It wouldn’t take much time if one were readily available for him to ask. “Let’s go.” 
 
    She turned and walked ahead of him. “They charged it. That was nice.” 
 
    “Charged what?” 
 
    “My phone.” She entered the bathroom and paused inside.  
 
    He watched her tap the screen, curious. He didn’t know much about devices. He’d been offered one but refused. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Texting my parents. They want to know how Mel’s wedding was. You can read what I’m saying.” She suddenly stiffened and turned her head to peer up at him. “Sorry. I forgot. I’ll read it aloud. My mom says, ‘How was the wedding? You never said who Mel was marrying. Please tell me it wasn’t her Deputy Dud.’ I typed back, ‘It was great. No Deputy Dud. I’ll tell you about it when you’re in town or when we talk. I’m really busy so I can’t call right now, but I hope you and Dad are having a blast. Love you.’” 
 
    He couldn’t verify if she was telling him the truth but he hoped she was. “Thank you. Who is Deputy Dud and why didn’t you tell them about Snow? Do they hate Species?” 
 
    “They don’t hate New Species. Deputy Dud was a guy Mel dated for a short time when she first moved here. He works for Sheriff Cooper, obviously. He’s our police official in town. I didn’t tell them about Snow because it happened too fast. They might have been worried. Not because he’s New Species. It’s just that typically, people date and get married after a longer time. My parents love Mel. They’d be worried if they found out she married Snow within days of them getting together. I figure I’ll lie when they get back by saying she’d been seeing him for months but it had to be kept top secret.” 
 
    “Why lie?” 
 
    She chewed on her bottom lip, and then sighed. “It will make them feel better if they think Mel and Snow were a couple for a longer time than the truth, before making a lifelong commitment.” 
 
    “What will you tell them about us?” 
 
    She swallowed hard, seeming to think. “That I’ve been seeing you for a while, too. Maybe that we met while Mel was dating Snow. Lash, I could teach you how to read. I mean, if you ever want to learn.” 
 
    He might consider it if it were important to Mary. He liked that she offered. “You’re a good mate…but you changed the subject.” 
 
    She smiled and tapped her screen a few times. “I know. Okay. Be very quiet. I’m going to record a new outgoing message.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    She paused. “Listen.” She tapped her screen and seconds later, her voice came out of it. “Hi. You’ve reached Mary. You know the drill. I’ll get back to you when I can.” A beep followed. She tapped the screen again. “That was my old message. Now I’m going to record a new one.” She lifted a finger to her lips. “Hi. You’ve reached Mary. I’m spending time with a friend for a few days and cell reception is a crapshoot. I’ll get back to you when I can. You know the drill.” She stopped talking and tapped a button on the screen. “There.” She faced him. “All done.” 
 
    He was surprised when she offered him the phone. He took it. “I still don’t understand why you plan to lie to your parents.” 
 
    “I know, but it will make them worry less. Shit! I need to call my boss and Mel.” She held out her hand again. 
 
    He returned her phone. “What do you plan to say?” 
 
    “My boss knows Mel married Snow.” She touched her screen. “Don’t say anything.”  
 
    A ringing started, and he realized she’d made it possible for him to hear the conversation.  
 
    A gruff male voice answered. “I’m glad you called. We have two girls who are showing up at seven in the morning for interviews. Don’t be late.” 
 
    Her nose crinkled. “Shit, Joel. I’m about to not make your day. I’m hung up with Mel for a bit.” 
 
    “What in the hell does that mean? You have shifts to cover. I’d also like you to pick who you want to work with, since you can be a pain in my ass over Tina. For all I know, I could hire someone else who’s fucked a boyfriend of yours. I don’t need that bullshit again.” 
 
     Lash frowned.  
 
    Mary winced and held his gaze, mouthing I’ll explain later. She sucked in a sharp breath. “Just hire them both and change Megan’s shifts to mine. Leave Tina where she is so each of them can train a new waitress. I’m not sure when I can come back. I’ll be fine working with anyone but Tina. I’m sorry to dump this on you right now, but I have no idea when I’ll be done here.” 
 
    “Goddamn it, Mary. Don’t do this shit to me. It was bad enough having Mel walk without notice.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Joel. Really. It can’t be helped. Mel needs me here. It’s a big adjustment and all that. I’m her best friend.” 
 
    “And you’re my goddamn waitress, and you’d better be here at seven in the morning. Tell Mel to suck it up. She’s the one who decided to get married. Have her husband hold her damn hand. I’m running a business. Your ass better be here at seven, Mary.” 
 
    “Don’t curse at my mate or give her orders,” Lash snarled. He wanted to hunt the human down and punch the son of a bitch. 
 
    “Shit, gotta go. Sorry, Joel. Split up Tina and Megan like I said. I have my own mess to deal with.” She tapped the screen and slapped the phone against his chest. “What part of ‘don’t say anything’ did you not understand?” 
 
    “I don’t like him.” 
 
    “He’s pissed. I don’t blame him.” 
 
    “No one speaks to you that way.” 
 
    “No. You just snarl at me and bark out commands.” 
 
    “I don’t bark.” 
 
    She sighed. “Joel’s my boss.” 
 
    “You don’t work for that male anymore.” 
 
    She shook her head, staring at him. “It’s a good thing you’re so damn sexy.” A wry smile lifted the corners of her lips. “Well, I guess I don’t work for Joel anymore. I just screwed him over by not returning to work when he needs me the most. He’ll fire my ass anyway after this.” Her smile slowly disappeared, and she paled. “Shit. I just lost my job!” 
 
    He saw panic on her face and tossed her phone on the counter near them. It made a clunk sound but he grabbed her. “It’s fine, Mary. You don’t need to work. You are my mate. I’ll take care of you.” 
 
    He liked it when she threw herself against his chest and clung to him. “You better mean it, damn it. I’m not going to be forced to take a job shoveling cow shit.” 
 
    He hugged her tighter to his chest. “No one would dare make you do that. I’d beat on them.” 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    He stoked her back. “I’m glad your mood is good.” 
 
    “It’s called hysteria. I just gave up my job, Lash.” 
 
    “You are my mate.” He lowered his chin to the top of her head and placed a kiss on it. “I hear the door. The males have returned. Stay here. Are you well, Mary?” 
 
    “Just don’t be a loser, Lash.” 
 
    He tensed. “What does that mean?” 
 
    She pushed away from him, and he let her go. Her chin lifted and she stared into his eyes. “It means you’d better be certain of all the things you told me, and that I’m really your mate forever. You’re stuck with me now. No job means I can’t pay my rent or utilities when they’re due at the first of the month. I have zero savings after having to buy two new tires for my car, then I had a broken tooth filling replaced. I refuse to move back in with my parents. So yeah. You’re stuck with me now.” 
 
    It was his turn to smile. “Perfect. I’ll be right back with the clothes Jaded brought.” 
 
    He spun away, stalking toward the door. 
 
    “You’re a crazy bastard…but you’re mine.” 
 
    His grin spread. Mary had just verbally claimed him. 
 
      
 
    Mary waited for Lash to leave the bathroom before turning and grabbing the phone off the counter. She dialed Mel, glad to have a few moments alone. It rang three times before her breathless friend answered. 
 
    “Mary?!” 
 
    “It’s me.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I am. I don’t have much time.” 
 
    “Oh shit. Is he holding you against your will? We’ll get you out!” 
 
    “It’s not that.” Her gaze locked on the door. “You know way more about Species than I do. Can I trust him?” 
 
    “Species aren’t big on telling lies. They’re pretty honest.” 
 
    “He says he wants to keep me, that we’re mates, and he’s never going to let me go. What is their divorce rate?” 
 
    “I don’t think they divorce ever.” 
 
    A deep voice rumbled in the background but Mary couldn’t make out the words. Mel cleared her throat. “Snow just confirmed. Species mate for life. It’s a forever kind of deal. Why did you crawl into that vent?” 
 
    “Two guys came looking for me.” 
 
    “What guys?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s irrelevant. So I can trust Lash not to dump me? I had to call Joel, and I basically blew that bridge to hell. I no longer have a job. At the end of the month, I won’t have my rent for the first. I do not want to live with my parents. I mean, they might be gone a lot but you understand. Then there’s the pregnancy thing. Did you know he could knock me up?” 
 
    Mel sighed. “Yes. I didn’t tell you because it’s a big secret. I gave my word. I figured if I get pregnant by Snow, then we’d have asked for permission to tell you since that would be impossible to hide and you’ll so be my children’s aunt. I didn’t think you’d be getting naked with a New Species, either. Especially a Wild Zone resident. I haven’t met one of those yet but Snow says they’re…well…um…” 
 
    “Lash is a lion man. He has some fur on his chest and a mane for hair.” 
 
    Mel made a strange sound. 
 
    “Are you laughing?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “Okay, it’s a little funny. I guess not all animals want to kill you after all.” 
 
    “Were you planning on coming to rescue me?” 
 
    “Don’t think I haven’t tried! Snow kept telling me you were safe and that they were working on a way to safely talk to you to make sure you were there willingly. He also said it smelled like you guys were getting it on a lot.” Mel lowered her voice. “Species are amazeballs at sex, aren’t they?”  
 
    Mary felt herself blush. “Yes. But I’m not discussing that with you. We’re moving to a suite upstairs to let workers in to fix the air conditioning. I want to see you soon.” 
 
    “Are you really okay with Lash?” 
 
    She hesitated. “I am. He’s a bully, spoiled, a bit rude…but he’s also sweet and sexy.” 
 
    “I guess you didn’t need me to throw my bouquet at you after all.” Mel laughed. “Or maybe it was because you were going to be the only woman to catch it, so fate knew you’d be the next one taking a trip down the aisle.” 
 
    “Shut up. I love you, bestie. I’ll see you soon.” She ended the call and replaced the phone on the counter.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Mary loved the hotel suite they’d just toured. It was probably the nicest one she’d ever had the pleasure of getting to stay in. It shouldn’t have come as a shock, though, since she had been told Justice North and his mate usually stayed in the unit while they visited Reservation.  
 
    It had a huge living area, two nicely decorated bedrooms with private baths, and a balcony that showed off beautiful views of rolling hills, trees, and a river in the distance.  
 
    She turned away from the sliding-glass doors to the balcony to watch Lash opening cupboards in the kitchenette area. He looked out of place in the fancy setting, especially wearing just his loincloth. It had her smiling. He peeked into the fridge next, before moving on to the microwave. 
 
    “No humans hiding anywhere, right?” 
 
    A low growl came from him as he turned to face her. “My mate thinks she’s funny.” 
 
    “I am. Jaded said there’s a ladder attached to the side of the balcony that reaches the roof. Do you want to go up there to make sure nobody is lying in wait to attack?” She stepped out of his path. 
 
    He hurried to the slider, unlocked it, and went outside. She could imagine him climbing up to the roof to check for hidden bad guys. It probably wasn’t nice to tease him…but he deserved a little shit after the crazy way he’d brought her upstairs. He’d tossed her over his shoulder as if she were a sack of potatoes and only allowed Jaded Wild to accompany them. It would have been nice to talk to a celebrity, but Lash snarled every time she’d tried to speak to the other New Species. 
 
    Someone knocked at the door. She walked toward it, not afraid, since there would be a guard stationed outside. She was slowly adjusting to being around New Species. At least some of them. Most seemed downright docile compared to Lash. 
 
    “Don’t,” Lash growled. He was at her side and in front of her a moment later. “Go to the bedroom.” 
 
    “This is getting old fast, sweetheart.” She came to a halt. “What if it’s Mel and Snow? I’m not going to go hide in one of the bedrooms and miss their visit.” 
 
    He scowled. 
 
    “I quit my job, damn it. I’m here for good.” She pointed at her stomach. “Possible cub in there. Now stop being an ass and open the door or allow me to.” 
 
    He flashed her fangs but spun, storming to the door and jerking it open.  
 
    “Hello, Lash.” A tall New Species woman stood there with a suitcase. “Spare clothing for your female. They won’t fit well but it was the best we could do for now. You should send a team of our males to collect her things.”  
 
    Lash took the case and tried to close the door in the woman’s face without a word.  
 
    Mary lunged forward and under his arm. She grabbed the edge of the door, yanking it open. She pressed back hard on his chest. “Stop it!”  
 
    He tried to push her gently out of the way to close the door again, but she stomped her bare foot over the top of his and threw back an elbow, hitting him in the stomach. He grunted.  
 
    The woman in the hallway laughed, and so did the guard.  
 
    Mary glared over her shoulder at Lash. “You’re being rude again. Introduce me. I’m going to teach you some manners.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “So you’re not such a dick to others. That’s why.” She tore her gaze off him and looked at the woman with cat-shaped dark eyes. She was a little scary, since she was tall and muscled but terror didn’t strike Mary speechless. Maybe it was because Lash was with her. “I’m Mary. You are?” 
 
    “Kit. I like you, human.” 
 
    “Thank you for bringing me something else to wear. I appreciate it.” 
 
     “No problem. I was following orders. Jaded told me to grab you the smallest things we had in our reserve stores of spare clothing. You won’t like the selections.” Her gaze lifted to Lash. “He won’t let you wear clothes, anyway. Medical supplies would be a more appropriate request.” 
 
    Lash rumbled low; it not a nice sound. 
 
    Mary frowned. “Medical supplies?” 
 
    “You chose a Wild Zone Species as your mate.” 
 
    Maybe Lash wasn’t the rudest New Species at Reservation, after all, she decided. “He wouldn’t hurt me.” 
 
    The woman shrugged. “If you say so. I’m out.” She turned and strode down the hall. 
 
    The guard snorted. “Ignore Kit. She’s just irritated that Lash never wanted to bed her.” 
 
    Kit stopped near the elevator and snarled, spinning on her heels. “What did you say, Creed?” 
 
    Lash lifted Mary and slammed the door, locking it. He carried her away right as something thumped loudly outside in the hallway. She twisted a bit, trying to see over his shoulder. “Are they fighting?” 
 
    “The male won’t hit her back. I wouldn’t call that a fight.” 
 
    “Wow. Okay.” 
 
    He didn’t put her down until they reached the first bedroom. It had the same view as the balcony. He placed the suitcase down, too. “Is this room the one you like best or should we sleep in the other?” 
 
    “That’s all you have to say?” 
 
    He shrugged. “About what?” 
 
    “You and Kit seem to have a history.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and cocked her head, watching him. A frown curved her mouth downward. “She tried to sleep with you?” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    “So that guard wasn’t telling the truth?” 
 
    “She didn’t want to sleep in my bed with me. She wanted to share sex. I said no.” 
 
    Mary let that information sink in. “Oh. She was pretty, though.” 
 
    “My friends warned me about that female.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?” 
 
    “She’s mean to everyone. She got sent here because she angered many Species at Homeland. Jaded brought her here to work with him.” 
 
    That surprised her. Jaded Wild was known in her world as a huge advocate for animal rescue shelters and national parks preservation. The news always showed him at one charity event or another, raising money and awareness for both. It was odd that someone so nice and caring hired a known troublemaker.  
 
    “What is that confused look for?” He stalked over to her, studying her expression with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “It’s just weird. Bad business, I guess, if she tends to anger people. Everyone knows who Jaded is. You’d think he’d hire someone else.” 
 
    “He’s Species. We like challenges. He’d also never allow Kit to leave Reservation with him to be with humans.” 
 
    “You mean mingle?” 
 
    He shrugged. “He wouldn’t let her around cameras or humans who aren’t mates.” He turned away, investigating the closet and attached bath. 
 
    It made her smile. “You won’t find any ninjas hiding in here.” 
 
    He came back out, scowling. “What are ninjas? Are they bugs?” 
 
    “Never mind. It was a bad joke that you didn’t understand. Relax.” She took a seat on the bed and smiled. It felt like she’d plopped down on a fluffy cloud as she sank into it. “I think it’s one of those fancy memory foam mattresses. I always wanted to buy one but they’re too expensive.” 
 
    Lash cocked his head, watching her. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You like the bed?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He reached for his loincloth and yanked it off. Her gaze lowered to his cock. It hardened as she watched, thickening quickly. A low rumble came from him. She lifted her gaze up his muscled stomach and wide chest to his face. His tongue darted out to lick his lips, reminding her how amazing it felt when he ran the tip of it across her instead. A jolt of arousal hit. 
 
    “We should test this bed to make certain you like it. Strip, Mary. Take it all off, or I’ll do it for you.” 
 
    In other words, she figured he’d rip them off. “Horn dog.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means. Strip.” 
 
    “So damn pushy, but I’m not complaining.” She stood, removing her borrowed clothes. “It’s a great thing you’re so damn hot with that killer bod. It makes up for how you like to order me around.” 
 
    He grinned wide, showing his fangs in the process. “My mate finds me attractive.” 
 
    “I do.” She stepped closer to him when she was naked. 
 
    He lunged, grabbed her, and she squealed as her body went airborne when he tossed her. She landed with a small bounce on the bed. 
 
    Mary sputtered and shoved her hair out of her face. “What the hell?” 
 
    Lash chuckled as he climbed on the bed toward her.  
 
    She struggled to sit up, shooting him a glare. “That wasn’t funny. You threw me.” 
 
    “You wanted to test the bed. It’s soft.” He lunged again, knocking her onto her back and pinning her under him. He grinned. “My mate isn’t hurt. I’d never allow that to happen. I knew it was soft. Species bought it.” 
 
    “You wanted to test the bed. I said I already liked it.” She jabbed her finger at his chest. “Jerk.” 
 
    He lifted a little, grabbed her arm, and yanked it upward, out of his way. “That is a jerk.” 
 
    She shook her head, staring into his gorgeous but very inhuman-looking eyes. He definitely wasn’t like anyone she’d ever known. It wasn’t a bad thing. He did like to play, and he hadn’t hurt her. Just surprised her. “Very funny.” 
 
    He lowered his body, and she spread her thighs to make room for his hips to snuggly fit. His hot skin pressed tight to hers but he didn’t smash her under his weight, making it possible for to easily breathe.  
 
    “Kiss me.” That sexy growled tone made her belly quiver. She reached up and threaded her fingers through his thick mane of hair, pulling his face closer. She closed her eyes right as his lips brushed hers.  
 
    The texture of his tongue as he tasted hers made her moan. Everything about Lash was different, but so much better. It was even forgivable that he could be a big bully. It made him hotter since he could be equally as sweet. 
 
    He shifted his weight on her, one of his hands cupping her breast and kneading it. She moaned louder, frantically kissing him. Lash was a master at getting her hot. He knew just how to touch her. Especially when he ground his stiff, hard erection between her spread legs.  
 
    “In me,” she panted. 
 
    He frustrated her by lifting away, instead, and sliding down the bed. As soon as he spread her legs wider and buried his face, licking at her clit, she forgave him. He was a master at doing that, too. It didn’t take long for her to cry out his name, coming hard. 
 
    Lash flipped her over and came down over her back, using his knee to encourage her to spread her legs. As soon as she did, he entered her from behind and pinned her beneath him. She clawed at the bedding as he moved slow and deep inside her.  
 
    “Fuck,” she groaned.  
 
    “I am,” he growled. 
 
    He slipped one hand under her and against her clit. With every thrust of his hips, it pressed her already oversensitive bundle of nerves against his palm. He moved faster, taking her harder. He got her off a second time, and he made a sexy, animalistic sound as he followed. She could feel the heat of his semen filling her. 
 
    He rolled onto his side, taking her with him. Then he wrapped his big body around hers, cuddling as they both tried to catch their breaths. 
 
    “I like my bed better. It’s softer.” 
 
    She smiled. “It is, but this one is on the floor, and I can get on and off it without the circus act.” 
 
    “I will ask about a safety room.” 
 
    “Safe room,” she corrected. 
 
    He grunted, carefully withdrawing from her body. “Safe room. We’ll do that today since they are already working on my domain.” 
 
    She turned her head to look at him over her shoulder. “You do realize it’s probably going to take some time to build something like that, don’t you? Like weeks or more.” 
 
    He scowled. 
 
    “This is a nice suite. It won’t be bad. That is, if the NSO agrees to making us a safe room and letting us stay here that long.” 
 
    “They will want me happy.” 
 
    “Arrogant,” she muttered.  
 
    “It’s not a bad word.” 
 
    “Right. I heard you the last time. It’s going to be a big pain for the NSO to add anything to that basement. Just keep that in mind and maybe say ‘please’ when you ask.” 
 
    He grunted and released her, rolling away. “I’m hungry. Are you?” He walked to his loincloth and put it on. 
 
    Mary sat up on the bed and scoot to the nearest edge. “No cuddling after sex, huh?” 
 
    He froze, his gaze meeting hers. Then he slowly approached. 
 
    “I was kidding.” 
 
    “I’m your mate. You need this cuddling? You will have it.” He lunged the last few steps and jumped on the bed next to her, hooked her waist with his arm and yanking her flat. Then he curled up against her side, nuzzling her face with his while a deep purr sound came from him. 
 
    Mary laughed as he started stroking her stomach. It tickled a little. She rolled to face him more and touched him back. “I do like cuddling and the sound you’re making.” 
 
    “Good. I want you to like everything about me.” 
 
    “I mostly do.” 
 
    His golden eyes narrowed, and he paused the purring. 
 
    “You need to learn manners.” 
 
    “So you say. I’m nice to you.” 
 
    “You can’t say the same about other New Species.” 
 
    “I do what they want to avoid causing problems. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll have to agree to disagree on that. I’ll keep working on you, though.” 
 
    “That means you’ll stay. Say it, Mary. You’re my mate.” 
 
    Mary licked her lips and took a deep breath. He wanted confirmation, which was scary. She’d thought Mel was nuts to agree to marry Snow as quickly as she did, but now she understood how it had happened. The two New Species were drastically different in personalities, as far as she could tell from the little interaction she’d had with Mel’s man, but they were both vastly different from human guys.  
 
    “Say it, or I’ll lick you until you do.” 
 
    Her gaze went to his mouth. “I’m almost tempted to hold out. I love what you do to me.” 
 
    He started to scoot down the bed, but she grabbed hold of his face to stop him. He paused, watching her. 
 
    “I’m your mate,” she whispered. 
 
    He grinned. “You are. I’m happy that you realize it now.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to be committed to me for life? No take-backs.” 
 
    “Take-backs?” 
 
    “Changing your mind.” 
 
    “You’re mine, Mary. I will never let you go.” 
 
    She really hoped he was telling the truth. Past breakups hadn’t been easy but she’d tended to get involved with selfish jerks. Lash would absolutely break her heart if she lost him. He’d made her feel more in just a couple days, both physically and emotionally, than anyone else ever had.  
 
    “You are mine,” he repeated, his voice deepening. “I will never let you go.” He cupped her stomach with his big hand and gave it a gentle pat. “I will fill you with my cub, and then do it again. We will have many sons.” 
 
    It reminded her of what he’d told her before. “That lion guy like you has a son, right?” 
 
    “The male’s name is Valiant,” he confirmed. “Noble is cute. They are expecting another cub soon. We will be, too.” 
 
    That freaked her out just a little. A baby cub? She had so many questions but decided to wait until later to ask, when she was feeling more prepared to deal with the answers. Instead, she cuddled into his warm, big body when he started to purr for her again. It really was a soothing sound. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Lash gently eased away from Mary after she’d fallen asleep. He walked out of the bedroom and opened the door. Flirt stood there with his phone in hand, playing some game. The male turned, flashing him a smile. “I changed duty with Creed. I thought you’d appreciate having a male protecting you who you know better, since he spends most of his time at Homeland.” 
 
    “I’m hungry.” 
 
    “Right.” Flirt closed the game and tapped at his screen. “What do you feel like?” 
 
    “Mary likes the meat with white gravy all over it, and I want steaks.” 
 
    “What kind of meat?” Flirt scowled. 
 
    “They sent it to me before. Mary liked it, but she didn’t want any of my fish.” 
 
    “I’ll have them check and resend whatever it was.” 
 
    “I need to speak to Jaded, too.” 
 
    Flirt grinned. “You are going to ask for mate papers?” The male stepped closer, glancing into the room behind him. “Your female agreed to make it legal?” 
 
    Lash blocked him by filling the doorway. “Mate papers?” 
 
    “Oh. You probably don’t know about them. When a Species mates to a human, we have paperwork to sign to officially make them one of us. It’s some legal thing. It means she’s agreeing to be New Species instead of human.” 
 
    It was Lash’s turn to scowl. 
 
    “It’s some weird agreement or something Justice created to keep the humans from demanding we return our mates. I think.” Flirt shrugged. “All our males sign those papers with their human mates.” 
 
    “I don’t have to marry her, then?” 
 
    “You should do that too. I think it’s strange, but it seems to make the females very happy.” He lowered his voice. “Humans are different from us.” 
 
    Lash nodded. “I need to talk to Jaded. I want these mate papers and a marriage to make Mary happy. I also need a safe room.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Mary won’t sleep on my bed in my domain. She says it’s too high.” 
 
    “We’re felines. We like heights. Humans probably fear them.” 
 
    “I need a cave built with secure doors, to put a bed on the floor inside for her. Jaded will know how to get that made.” 
 
    “I’ll call the kitchen downstairs, and then let him know you want to talk to him.” 
 
    Lash started to close the door but hesitated. “Thank you.” 
 
    Flirt’s mouth fell open. 
 
    Lash closed and locked the door, but he smiled. Those two words weren’t hard to say, and Mary would be pleased when he told her after she woke from her nap.  
 
    He paced around the room, going to the slider to peer out. The view was good but he missed his domain. He hoped he could return to it soon with Mary.  
 
    It was tempting to go up on the roof to be able to see in all directions, but the food would come quickly once it was cooked. His mate might hear the knock and try to open the door if he wasn’t there. He didn’t want to risk that. She might become afraid if he wasn’t with her, since Species frightened her. He planned to take very good care of his mate.  
 
    He crept to the bedroom down the hallway, watching her sleep. It was even more tempting to get back onto the bed with her, but he returned to the living room, pacing again, and waiting for the food or Jaded to come. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to weigh five hundred pounds if I keep eating like this.” 
 
    Lash peered at Mary from where they sat on the floor in the living room with a coffee table between them. She’d insisted on using it as a surface to eat on. “You like that meal. I had them bring you more.” 
 
    “I can’t eat chicken-fried steak every day.” 
 
    “You can. Just tell the humans to make it for you. Justice pays them well to do what we ask.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “That’s not the point.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “Maybe you should let me order our food next time.” 
 
    “Do you feel safe talking to Species now?”  
 
    She paused eating, seeming to think about it. 
 
    “You feel safer around them when I’m near you.” 
 
    She met his gaze and smiled. “Yes, I do.” Then she looked serious. “It doesn’t mean I want to be around them when you’re not with me. I mean, I’m fine with Snow. He swore to Mel he’d never do anything to me. He loves her.” 
 
    Someone knocked. He rose to his feet and strolled to the door, opening it. Jaded stood there with Flirt. Both males turned to him. He stepped out, not wanting them too near Mary.  
 
    “Flirt said you want mate papers and to arrange a marriage ceremony. The papers are being drawn up. The other request wasn’t so clear.” Jaded glanced at Flirt. 
 
    The male waved his hand toward Lash. “Ask him. It’s something about a cave safe room.” 
 
    “Mary doesn’t like my bed. It’s too high for her.” 
 
    “I can see the problem. What is it you want?” 
 
    Lash stepped back. “Come in, but stay by the door. My mate is frightened of Species.” 
 
    Jaded entered, stepping just inside. Flirt tried to follow but Lash bumped into him, pushing him back into the hallway and closing the door in his face.  
 
    “Geez,” Mary muttered. “What did we talk about? Manners, Lash.” 
 
    “Flirt is supposed to protect us from humans out there.” 
 
    Jaded chuckled. “Lash has a point. Hello, Miss Muller. It’s nice to actually get to see and speak to you this time.” 
 
    Lash hated the male a little when he did a little bow to his mate and flashed her a smile with his lips sealed to hide his teeth. He growled low, warning the feline to not even think about charming his mate. They were friends, but it didn’t mean he wouldn’t fight him. 
 
    “Hi.” His mate straightened a little behind the table and stopped eating.  
 
    He gestured for Jaded to stay put as he hurried to her side, crouching next to her but putting his body a bit in front to make her feel safer. He also reached out and stroked her bent leg where she sat on the floor.  
 
    She surprised him by taking his hand, clinging to it. 
 
    “Jaded will stay over there. Tell him what you want the NSO to do for us to make you happy.” 
 
    Color pinkened her cheeks, and she shot him a dirty look. 
 
    He sighed. “Speak, Mary. Tell Jaded what kind of bed you want in my domain.” Then he glared at Jaded. “A safe one to protect us in case humans attack.” 
 
    Jaded lowered to kneel by the door, and then sat. “You’re safe, Miss. Muller. I take it you don’t like Lash having to leap up to his bed platform?” 
 
    “No. I’m not a circus performer, and I never want to become one.” 
 
    Jaded chuckled. “I can understand. I happen to like my bed where I can just get into it without jumping great distances.” 
 
    Lash wasn’t amused but he didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Lash is seriously worried about attacks, if you aren’t aware of that.” Mary squeezed his hand. 
 
    “We know,” Jaded answered. 
 
    “I was thinking of a safe room just for the bed. Do you know what one is? Just a room big enough to fit his bed, with a lock inside, that he’ll feel safe sleeping in.” 
 
    “Bulletproof,” Lash demanded. “With an escape exit so we won’t be trapped.” 
 
    Jaded nodded. “One that looks like a cave?” 
 
    “I came up with that idea,” Mary admitted. “To fit in with his basement theme. The waterfall and artificial trees are super cool.” 
 
    Jaded seemed to mull it over. When he finally spoke, it was to Lash. “How about instead of a cave, we section off a corner of your domain with rock walls that are too high for humans to climb easily, and put in a steel door that is sealable? We can add a few more platforms and perhaps move your old bed to one near that area. That way, you can leap there and still attack invaders from above. I remember that was important to you. Your mate would be safely enclosed in that area, and she could just walk in and out of it when the doors are open. Oak has something like it.” 
 
    “Who is Oak?” 
 
    Lash began to answer his mate but Jaded spoke faster. 
 
    “He’s a primate Wild Zone resident. He would only sleep in the trees when he was first brought here, and it took us a while to make him agree to let us build him a home. We were worried about his health when the weather turned colder, and he needed some amenities. We’re not full animals and shouldn’t have to live like them. He liked Leo’s home that was being built at the time, since that feline had issues, too, with living in any existing homes designed for humans, but Oak didn’t like feeling trapped. He wanted a few escape hatches in the roof to reach the trees around his home.”  
 
    Jaded met his gaze. “You chose the basement because it had high ceilings where humans couldn’t reach you. This would work. Your mate would be secure, and you can still protect her.” 
 
    “I want to see Oak’s home,” Lash decided. 
 
    Jaded flinched. “You know what he’s like. I think there were pictures of it taken after it was constructed, before he moved in. He doesn’t allow anyone too close to his person, but he’s particularly protective of where he lives. Leo is the only one he’s let go there so far. They spend some time together.” 
 
    Lash knew Oak avoided other Species. “I want to see these pictures.” He wanted to make sure Mary would be safe. 
 
    “Torrent would probably have them.” Jaded glanced at Mary. “He’s the one who has the most interaction with the Wild Zone residents. I saw him earlier, and he was going to do a wellness check on everyone in the remoter areas. Tomorrow morning, he’s scheduled to fly to Homeland for a few days. Justice wanted an in-person update on how the Wild Zone residents are doing, and Trisha also wanted a meeting with him about getting everyone in for physicals and the best way to go about that.” 
 
    Lash snorted.  
 
    “I know. You Wild Zone residents hate doctors, but Slade’s mate is insistent that they get annual checkups like other Species do.” 
 
    “We come in when we’re really hurt.” 
 
    “Define really hurt,” Jaded snorted back. “Some of you can’t. You’re too stubborn unless you think you’re dying.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Blue almost bled to death, and would have if Leo hadn’t spotted him, grabbed a few other Species, and forced him to go with them to Medical. By the time they got there, he was unconscious and they were carrying him. I heard he had to have over fifty stitches and needed a blood transfusion.” 
 
    “He was strong enough to fight. They wore him out and probably made his injuries worse.” 
 
    Jaded hissed. “I’m not arguing with you. That’s Torrent’s job. It’s probably best if we just deal with the modifications you want done to the basement in a few days, after Torrent returns from Homeland.” 
 
    “I want it done right away. I don’t want to live up here for any longer than I must. Call him.” 
 
     “Of course you don’t. You’re always impatient, Lash. I’ll call him to see if he even has the pictures on his phone.” Jaded stood.  
 
    Lash watched the male step outside into the hallway but he didn’t totally close the door. He heard Jaded speaking low. A minute later, the male pushed the door open and then closed it. He retook his seat on the floor. 
 
    “Torrent has the photos of Oak’s home on his phone. I asked him to text them to me, but he reminded me that signals can be hacked. He’s right. We never want humans to get views inside our homes. We’re going to have to go out there and meet him to see them.” Jaded peered at Lash. “The choice is yours.” 
 
    “I want to see them now. Tell him to come here.” 
 
    “Did you hear what I said about why he’s out there? Some Wild Zone residents enjoy hiding from Torrent and making it a game. I’m not certain how early he has to leave for Homeland, but Justice wants updates on all of them. Every single one. That means Torrent is probably going to be out there for the rest of the day and maybe all night, tracking them down. I doubt he has time to make a trip here before his flight. You can either come with me to find him or wait until he gets back from Homeland.” 
 
    Lash snarled, frustrated. 
 
    “I’ll see who is available to come with us to meet up with Torrent, since I assume you want to take your mate with you. She’s going to draw a lot of attention.” 
 
    Lash growled, knowing Jaded had a point. Some of the residents would panic if they smelled an unfamiliar human in the Wild Zone, while others would be lured by her female scent and might be tempted to claim her. “I won’t take her into the Wild Zone.”  
 
    “That’s probably a good idea.” Jaded nodded. “I’m glad you know your mate is safe here.” 
 
    “I don’t want to leave her, but I can’t take her with there. Make Torrent come here.” Lash released Mary’s hand and got to his feet.  
 
    A small hand touched the back of his thigh. He turned his head, peering down at his mate.  
 
    “Why don’t you go, and I’ll see if Mel can come visit me while you’re gone?” 
 
    He turned and crouched, studying her face. “I don’t want to leave you alone.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine with Mel. You won’t be gone long, right?” 
 
    “Maybe an hour or two at most,” Jaded answered again before he could. “It’s a lot of land to cover, and sometimes the Wild Zone residents feel talkative. They might want to hear about Lash’s new mate, since he is carrying your scent.” 
 
    The male annoyed Lash but he didn’t let it show, since Mary was staring at him. “Will you be afraid if I’m not with you? Be honest with me.” 
 
    “Not if Mel can visit.” 
 
    He turned to Jaded. “Find out.” 
 
    The male pulled out his phone. “Sure. No problem. I live to serve. I’m calling Snow now.” 
 
    Lash reached up and stroked her cheek, ignoring the male. “No one will dare hurt you, Mary. You’re my mate. They know it. Don’t be afraid. I won’t leave if you need me to stay.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I wanted to hang out with Mel. It’s probably a good thing. I’ll get some alone time with her. Girl talk and all that.” 
 
    He didn’t see any fear or indication she was trying to hide it from him. “I’ll hurry.” 
 
    “Take your time. I enjoy being with Mel.” 
 
    He nodded and caressed her cheek again. “You’re safe. I’ll make Flirt promise to stay on duty until I return. He’s a good male. Snow will stay with you, too.” 
 
    “Stop worrying. I’m kind of adjusting to New Species.” 
 
    He grinned. “Because of me.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Snow and Mel are on their way,” Jaded informed him. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Lash still hesitated. “I’ll wait until they get here.” 
 
    “I’m okay. Tell Flirt to have them walk in when they arrive. I’ll just finish eating, since I’m slower at it than you are.” 
 
    He studied her again.  
 
    “I’m fine. Really. Go and find your friend.” 
 
    He wouldn’t really call Torrent a friend, but he respected the male, even if they did argue often. He released her and straightened, going to the door. He made Jaded exit before he did. Mary smiled at him from where she sat and gave him a little wave. She didn’t look fearful. 
 
    He closed the door and glared at Flirt. “Keep my mate safe, and you don’t leave this spot until I return. I trust you.” 
 
    “You got it. Tell any of the Wild Zone residents you run into that I said hello.” 
 
    Lash followed Jaded to the elevator, feeling a little uneasy. The male seemed to notice. 
 
    “Miss Muller will be fine. Everyone knows she’s with you.” 
 
    “Everyone?” 
 
    “Word travels fast when a Wild Zone resident takes a mate.” 
 
    That made Lash feel better. Species feared him when he was angry. Most of them, anyway. 
 
    “We need to stop at my place first.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Jaded punched the button for the first floor as they got into the elevator. “I’m not going into the Wild Zone wearing these clothes. I’m changing first. That’s not up for debate. It will take me ten minutes. You heard your mate. She’ll be fine and get to spend time with the other human. They are close friends. She probably wants a break from you by now.” 
 
    Lash snarled at him, flashing teeth. 
 
    “You are annoying and demanding. Deny it. I dare you.” 
 
    Lash growled but kept quiet. Species didn’t lie. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    “They’re picking up my things next week.” Mel grimaced and glanced at Snow, who she sat next to on the couch. “He doesn’t want me to go pack up my place because I’m in too much danger.” 
 
    “You are.” Snow gave a firm nod. “It’s not just the reporters. Species have enemies. You’ve been associated with us. It makes you a target.” 
 
    Mel scrunched her nose. “I don’t like the idea of other people packing up my stuff. What if they forget something?” 
 
    “They will pack everything.” 
 
    “I don’t want the furniture.”  
 
    Mary watched them talk from the other couch. It made her wonder if her and Lash were going to have the same conversation soon. She needed to pack up her apartment and be out of it before rent was due. She’d paid first and last. At least she wouldn’t leave owing money once she gave her landlord notice. That was something she’d have to do soon. 
 
    “Thank goodness I packed a bag, am I right?” 
 
    Mel’s question tugged Mary from her thoughts. “What?” 
 
    Mel pointed at her. “I’d be stuck wearing NSO workout clothes, too, if I hadn’t packed a bag. I’d offer to lend you some of my clothes but I didn’t know I’d be staying here this long when I shoved stuff in my bag. I’m already doing laundry every three days.” 
 
    “You could wear my clothes.” Snow snuggled closer to her. “I like it when you do.” 
 
    “That’s true.” Mel rested her head against his arm. “I guess you could wear Lash’s clothes, since I doubt the NSO can get your things from your place until next week, either.” 
 
    “He only owns loincloths,” Mary admitted. “At least, that’s all I’ve seen him in.” She looked down at the T-shirt she wore. It had NSO printed on the front. The sweats were baggy and they had the same letters printed on the side of the right thigh. 
 
    She glanced at the bag the New Species woman had dropped off earlier with spare clothing for her and rose to her feet. Mary bent, grabbed it, and returned to the couch. “They brought me some things to wear.” She unzipped the bag, seeing only folded T-shirts and more sweatpants. They were the same color as the ones she wore, probably exact replicas. “Shit.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mel moved next to her to peer in the bag. “Oh. I already see the problem. Where’s the dress you wore?” 
 
    Mary turned her head as she straightened, releasing the clothing in the bag. “Lash kind of destroyed it.” 
 
    “Well, you look cute.” Mel smiled. “You’ll live. It will just be until next week. Maybe they have different kinds of clothes. Snow can ask.” 
 
    “What’s the problem?” he asked, remaining seated on the other couch. 
 
    Mary glanced at him but didn’t want to complain. He might be Mel’s husband, but he still scared her a little. 
 
    “My bestie here isn’t a fan of workout clothes. Especially sweats.” Mel glanced at her. “Do you even own any?” 
 
    “I do now.” Mary pointed to the bag. 
 
    “It’s only for a little while.” Mel patted her arm. “It’ll be fine. Maybe you’ll grow to like them by then.” She smirked. 
 
    Mary dug in the bag again, searching it. “There’s no underwear or bras.” 
 
    “Snow says their women don’t wear them unless they’re working out.” 
 
    “We have male underwear available in our store here. I heard the females prefer to order theirs by computer.” 
 
    Mary gaped at Snow. “I’m not wearing men’s underwear or buying them sight-unseen online. I did that once and they were a scratchy material. They also fell apart the first time I washed them. It was a waste of money. I refuse to ever do that again.” 
 
    Snow shifted on the couch. “I guess you’ll have to arrange for a security team to take you shopping in town when you need to buy more.” 
 
    “How long would that take?” Mary had a bad feeling she wouldn’t like the answer. 
 
    “Right now, we’re trying to avoid town in case reporters show up. Next week will be the earliest. That’s what I was told when I asked about getting all of Mel’s belongings from her apartment.” 
 
    A week without bras, underwear, and having to wear baggy T-shirts and sweats. No way was she going to borrow one of Lash’s loincloths. They probably wouldn’t fit her anyway. He was a big guy. 
 
    “It’s going to be fine,” Mel assured her. “The time will fly by, and then they’ll bring you all your stuff.” 
 
    Mary glanced at the clock under the television in the living room. Lash had been gone for twenty minutes. She made a mentally calculation, then turned to Snow. “I need a favor.” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    “I want you to get my purse and keys, take me to the gate where I left my car, and then meet me back there an hour from the time I leave to let me inside again.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “Mary, that’s not a good idea.” 
 
    She ignored Mel. “I can drive home, pack up my clothes, and get back before Lash returns.” 
 
    “It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “What Snow just said,” Mel added. 
 
    Mary frowned at her. “No one knows where I’ve been, and the guy who broke into our apartments was arrested. Snow and you can meet me at the gate like before, to bring me back here. I’ll deal with Lash if he’s mad.” 
 
    “He’ll be furious,” Snow warned. 
 
    “I can handle him.” She felt certain Lash wouldn’t hurt her. He might roar, but she wasn’t afraid of him anymore. She was his mate. He’d said it countless times himself.  
 
    “I won’t help you leave Reservation.” Snow shook his head. 
 
    Mary felt her anger rising. “You also said you’d keep me safe. Then I ended up being chased into that vent. Why were those guys looking for me, huh?” 
 
    Snow paled. 
 
    “Mary—” 
 
    She turned on her friend. “Look, I want my clothes, Mel. No one is after either of us anymore. At least not me. Everyone knows I’m terrified of animals. It’s a huge joke around town. I’ll be gone for one hour. I can drive there in fifteen minutes, shove my stuff in a few suitcases so I have enough to wear for a while, and that will maybe take twenty minutes at most. Then I’ll drive back.”  
 
    “Lash would kill me for letting you leave.” Snow stood.  
 
    Mel got in Mary’s face. “Those New Species men weren’t looking for you. You flipped out thinking they were, but they weren’t.” 
 
    “I heard them. They were looking for me,” Mary argued. 
 
    “No! They were looking for Chimes. She was the female New Species at our wedding who waved a few times at you, trying to be nice, but you were afraid of her. She’s a nurse. One of the guys asked Snow if he was going to take off my garter and throw it like women do with the bouquet. They’d watched some videos of weddings to prepare for ours. We forgot about that part. Chimes said they kept some medical supplies stored in one of the rooms at the hotel, and she went to find it so she could make me a garter from those stretchy bandage wrap things. She was gone for a while, so a few of the guys she’d promised to dance with went to find her. That’s who they were looking for.” 
 
    “They said they smelled me.” 
 
    “Chimes. Not you. The storage rooms are right by the bathroom.” 
 
    Mary looked at Snow. 
 
    He nodded. “Once we learned how you ended up in the vents, everyone at our wedding was asked questions to see who might have frightened you. The two males admitted to going down that corridor, and why. They didn’t know you were in the bathroom. They found Chimes, helped her locate the box she needed, and then returned to the cafeteria with her. Soon after, Mel tried to call you but you didn’t answer. Then we realized you were missing, and I tracked your scent to the vent. The search was on.” 
 
    Mary took a seat on the couch, stunned. “It sounded like they were fighting or about to. I thought they were hunting me like a sport.” 
 
    “They were playing. Species are competitive.” 
 
    She’d never been in danger. Those two New Species hadn’t been coming after her.  
 
    She lifted her head, staring at Mel. 
 
    “I didn’t want to tell you, but I also didn’t expect you to blame Snow. You flipped out for no reason, Mary. Sorry.” 
 
    “Shit.” Mary lowered her head into her hands. 
 
    “Don’t feel bad, best friend. You got to meet Lash. That was good, right?” 
 
    She couldn’t help but smile, and she dropped her hands, lifting her head. “Leave it to you to see an upside to this. You crazy hillbilly.” 
 
    Mel pushed the bag off the couch and sat next to her. “That’s right. With a paranoid bestie. No New Species wanted to hurt you. See? You just thought so.” 
 
    “I feel like an idiot now.” 
 
    “That’s why I didn’t want to tell you. Those two guys felt real bad once it was figured out how they must have scared you, and still do.” 
 
    That made Mary feel worse.  
 
    Mel put her arm around her and gave her a side hug. “They wanted to apologize to you but I told them not to. I hope that’s okay. And Lash is in your life because of you flipping out. That turned out great. Right?” 
 
    “Yes. It did.” Mary glanced at the bag. “I still want my clothes, though. I’ve given up everything to stay here. Joel is pissed at me. I’d also like to give my landlord notice while I’m there.” She stared at Mel. “I feel like I’m screwing people over who count on me. First, I quit my job and left Joel in a lurch. Now I’m moving out of my apartment, and Paul depends on the units being rented in his building. He deserves as much time as possible to find someone to replace me when I leave. I need one hour. I can pack up my clothes and inform Paul as I leave that I’m moving out as soon as the NSO can arrange for my stuff to be picked up.” 
 
    “Don’t mention the NSO,” Snow ordered. 
 
    Mary smiled at him. “You’re going to let me go?” 
 
    His features tensed. “No. Lash would kill me.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I’ll be back before he even knows I’m gone. I can handle Lash.” 
 
    Snow shook his head. “Ask Lash to escort you there with a security team. I can’t see him letting you go anywhere outside of Reservation without him.” 
 
    Mary turned to Mel. “No way do I want Lash escorting me home to get clothes. Your husband is friendly and reasonable. Lash…isn’t. One hour, Mel. You know I’ll come back. Best friend pinkie swear. This isn’t a ruse for me to run away from him. He’s convinced me to stay with him. I’m committed. Even if it is crazy.” 
 
    Mel frowned but then glanced at Snow. “She really hates workout clothes. You should see her closet. She loves wearing skirts and super girly tops.” 
 
    “Lash would kill me.” Snow crossed his arms. 
 
    “We did promise to keep her safe…but I messed up by letting her hide in the bathroom by herself. The least we could do is let her get her clothes so she’s happy. Nobody is going to think she was here. Folks really do make jokes about Mary and her animal fears.” 
 
    She inwardly winced, knowing it was true. It worked in her favor, though. “One hour. I’ll pack super-fast. I won’t tell Paul where I’m moving. I’ll just tell him I no longer work for Joel and I can’t afford the rent, so I’ll have my things out sometime next week. I promise. I’ll also tell Lash I forced you to do it.” 
 
    Snow arched his eyebrow. 
 
    “Tell Lash I forced my husband to do it.” Mel grinned. “I’m way meaner than you are, Mary. No offense. That’s more believable.” 
 
    “He’ll kill me.” Snow shook his head again. “No.” 
 
    “No, he won’t. Am I prisoner here but no one told me? Is the NSO going to hold me at Reservation against my will?” Mary stared at him with narrowed eyes. “That’s what you’re basically saying if you refuse to let me leave. I’ll be back in an hour.” She crossed her heart with her finger. “I swear on my life. One hour.” 
 
    Snow shook his head again. 
 
    Mary was frustrated. She might be falling for Lash, and be willing to give up her life as she knew it to live with him, but she had to have some necessities. Including her own clothing and things from her bathroom like razors, her brand of shampoo and conditioner, and deodorant. Her bestie might not mind going without, but Mel was more of a tomboy. Mary wasn’t. 
 
    More importantly, she had to know she wasn’t a prison in Reservation.  
 
    She lifted her arm a little and turned her head toward her armpit, sniffing at the deodorant that she’d borrowed from Lash. It smelled like wet grass. She wrinkled her nose. Lash also used hair products that might be great for a lion mane but her human hair felt greasy after being washed.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Mary met Mel’s gaze. “Is it so terrible to want my own things?” 
 
    “No.” Mel looked at Snow. 
 
    “I’m not allowing her to leave. Even if I wanted to, which I don’t, the NSO wouldn’t allow it.” 
 
    “So I am a prisoner.” Mary felt a bit of panic rising at the thought. 
 
    “No.” Snow leaned forward, holding her gaze. “You might be pregnant, Mary. Do you understand that? Someone could see you leaving the direction of Reservation. The humans who are familiar with your fear of animals would assume you were somewhere else, but who is to say anyone spotting you would be local? They could hurt you, kidnap you, or even kill you. We do deal with random human haters trying to breach our walls to hurt us here at Reservation.  
 
    “I realize you want your own things, but there’s no way I’m helping you leave here without a full security detail and with your mate at your side. Please be reasonable. Do this the safe way, if you wish to get your belongings. Mel understands that, and it’s why she’s agreed to wait for us to send someone to collect her belongings.” 
 
    “But Mel’s in danger. I’m not.” 
 
    Snow sat up straight and sighed. “That’s what you don’t seem to understand, Mary. You are now a Species mate.” His gaze dropped to her stomach before he looked her in the eyes again. “Think of the child you may be carrying.” 
 
    She reached down and touched her stomach. She didn’t think she was pregnant but she wasn’t one hundred percent sure. “Fine.” 
 
    “We’ll arrange to get your possessions as quickly as possible,” Snow promised. 
 
    She nodded, resigning herself to smell like wet grass, having greasy hair, and wearing workout clothes for a while longer. Then she thought about Lash.  
 
    He was worth it. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Lash was frustrated. Every male he’d come into contact with had picked up Mary’s scent on him. He remembered how most of them had treated Valiant when he’d taken Tammy for a mate, and their curiosity. It suddenly explained why Valiant had become so grumpy. Lash wasn’t feeling friendly, either. 
 
    “Stop trying to creep up on me, Lapis,” he growled, turning his head to the male and meeting his gaze. 
 
    The male was crouched on all fours, just feet away. The pendant he always wore hung against his chest. He and Lash had one thing in common. They hated clothing. The male also wore a loincloth. They’d both compromised with the other males. No one wanted to see their dicks.  
 
    “Human,” Lapis whispered. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why?” Lapis stood upright and stepped closer. 
 
    “I wanted a mate.” 
 
    “You can’t trust them.” 
 
    “Mary is a good female.” 
 
    “None of them are.” Lapis reached up to push some of his long, wavy black hair out of his face. “Humans can’t be trusted.” 
 
    Jaded sighed. “I keep telling you, not all of them are like the ones who worked at Mercile. You liked the doctor who helped you heal after we were freed, enough to wear that necklace she gave you.” 
 
    Lapis reached up and touched his blue stone pendant. “She was old. Frail. Doc Sue feared me. She brought this to show me the stone was like my eyes, and to make me agree to clean my wound. I didn’t believe her until she’d brought a mirror to let me look at my eyes. I liked it enough to trade.” 
 
    Footsteps drew Lash’s attention, and he turned, expecting to face off against another curious male. Torrent stomped out from behind some tall bushes instead. He wore only sweatpants and strange shoes that looked like feet. Lash scowled, staring at them. 
 
    “Don’t,” Torrent snapped. “They are human shoes with toes. They are very comfortable, and I don’t have to scrub my feet before I get into bed after running around barefoot. I like them.” He pulled out his cell phone from his back pocket and advanced. “I don’t have much time. What part of Oak’s home did you want to see or is it all of it? I have like forty pictures.” 
 
    “His new mate doesn’t like Lash’s platform bed. She wants something on the floor. You can see how that would be a problem for our friend here.” Jaded jerked his head toward Lash.  
 
    Torrent nodded. “Right. You feel safer high off the ground.” Torrent messed with his phone and then turned the screen. “This is his bedroom.” 
 
    Lash frowned. The picture featured a tall rock wall with an opening for a door, but the walls didn’t extend upward all the way to the ceiling, showing off a large space of what looked like a cave behind it. There, a few ropes attached to the ceiling. He could see a large bed on the floor inside the room, under those ropes, through the open doorway. 
 
    Torrent moved closer and changed the picture. “The walls are fifteen feet high and start angling outward at about nine feet up, so they are difficult to climb from the outside.”  
 
    The male flipped to another picture. There was a door sealing the opening into the room in this one. It looked metal and appeared to be solid. “It’s a slide door. It locks into place from the inside.” 
 
    “Bulletproof?” Lash glanced at Torrent. 
 
    “Of course. The walls are three feet thick, including a foot of stone, and reinforced concrete with rebar. That’s thick metal bars.” Torrent looked at him. “Oak loves ropes. You like platforms. We could do it. The door is four inches thick, I think, but because it’s on wheels, it should be easy enough for a human to slide open and to close it. I’m not a builder, but I’ve learned a lot from supervising the human crews we had out here building homes for the residents.” 
 
    “I want that,” Lash decided.  
 
    Torrent put away his phone and turned to Jaded. “The teams we used for Oak’s home are in my files. There were four companies. We didn’t want any one group of humans to see all of it. Look up who designed his bedroom and call them. I have all the specifications and details in those folders. We didn’t allow the humans to keep copies. I can handle it after I return from Homeland if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “I want it done now.” 
 
    Both males looked at Lash.  
 
    Jaded was the one who spoke. “Of course you do.” 
 
    “Brass has access to my office, and so does Bestial.” Then Torrent noticed Lapis. “I’ve been looking for you.” 
 
    “I heard,” the male grumbled. “I’m not hurt and I won’t go to Medical.” He shoved out his chin, glaring defiantly at Torrent. 
 
    “I want to get back to Mary.” Lash was ready to leave. 
 
    “Wait,” Torrent ordered. “The males are seeking you out. Why don’t you help me find some of the more difficult ones? I’d appreciate it, Lash.” Then he looked at Lapis. “Lash got a human mate. He goes to Medical.” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    Torrent snarled at Lash. “Work with me.” 
 
    “I don’t want a human mate,” Lapis hissed. 
 
    Jaded shook his head and sighed. “You make this more difficult than it needs to be. Watch and learn, Torrent.” Then he studied Lapis. “I’ll make a deal with you, and all the other Wild Zone males. Go to Medical when you’re told, and I’ll ask every Species female at Reservation to be there to help Chimes give you all exams with the human doctors. You remember her, don’t you?” 
 
    Lapis nodded. “She’s sexy.” 
 
    “Yes, she is. Spread the word. When Torrent asks you to go in, there will be Species females there to help you deal with the human doctors. Do you think that would motivate you and the others to go?” 
 
    Lapis nodded. 
 
    Jaded grinned. “Go tell them, and please ask them to stop hiding from Torrent. He’ll write down the name of the females your males want to get close to the most and give that list to me, so I can arrange for them to be there. That means they’ll have to talk to him.” 
 
    Lapis nodded again, before he spun and leapt into a nearby tree. The feline male took off through the branches. 
 
    “Bribery? Really?” 
 
    Jaded chuckled, addressing Torrent. “It works. Now the males will seek you out, and you won’t have to track and tranquilize them to haul their asses to Medical. They’ll come willingly.” 
 
    “The females are going to pissed at you. The males will only come hoping to impress them enough to agree to share sex.” 
 
    “They won’t be mad. Those males are difficult to handle. I have faith in our females to deal with Wild Zone residents better than our male officers do. Not only that, but we love competition. The females will agree just to show the officers how it’s done without bloodshed.” 
 
    Torrent barked out a laugh. “Devious.” 
 
    “Genius.” Jaded tapped the side of his head. “I’m not just a pretty face for human to throw money at for charities.” 
 
    “I’ll be impressed if you can get that one to go to Medical.” Torrent pointed at Lash. 
 
    “Easy.” Jaded turned to him. 
 
    Lash shook his head. “No. You will get a safe room built for my mate without making me trade.” 
 
    “I would never blackmail you, Lash.” 
 
    He relaxed slightly. 
 
    “Your mate could be pregnant. Your nose will tell you in time, but they have tests that could let you know in minutes. If she is, they have this machine called an ultrasound. It won’t hurt her one bit…but you could see your son inside her on a screen.” 
 
    Lash stilled. “Truth?” 
 
    “Truth,” Jaded swore. “How would you like to find out today if you’ve gotten her pregnant already? I could take you both there right after we get back to the hotel.” 
 
    “Yes.” Lash nodded. 
 
    Jaded shot Torrent a smirk. 
 
    The male snarled. “You should just take my job.” 
 
    “Then you’d have to take mine. I can’t see you wearing suits and smiling for cameras. I’m willing to switch with you. How about it?” 
 
    “Never.” Torrent stormed away. 
 
    “I didn’t think so,” Jaded called after him. “Let’s go, Lash.” 
 
    “I hope my mate is carrying my cub.” Lash started to hurry toward the hotel. 
 
    Jaded kept up. “Me too, my friend. I love cubs. Just let me hold it sometimes, okay? Since I don’t have a mate.” 
 
    Lash grumbled.  
 
    “I’m not going to steal it. Don’t be like Valiant. Admit it, you wanted to hold Noble.” 
 
    “Maybe one day you can.” Lash could understand the desire to hold a cub. 
 
    “I’ll take it. That’s not a flat-out no. I had to wait until Valiant wasn’t around and appeal to his mate to get to hold his son after Noble was born.” 
 
    “You stay away from Mary when I’m not there.” 
 
    Jaded’s phone rang, and he answered it, still chuckling. “You got me.” Then he stopped walking. 
 
    Lash kept going for about ten feet—until the other male made a distressed sound.  
 
    “Understood. We’re on our way back now.” He disconnected. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Are humans attacking?” Lash felt his heart rate spike and rage course through his veins. 
 
    “No.” Jaded hurried forward. “We need to get back to the hotel now. Your mate is safe, but Sherriff Cooper called.” 
 
    Lash ran at his side.  
 
    “That reporter the humans wanted to speak to is holding your mate’s parents hostage at their home.” 
 
    “What?” He snarled. “Why?” 
 
    “Details are limited right now. We’ll learn more once we get there.” 
 
    Lash took off, moving faster than Jaded. He needed to get to Mary. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Mary laughed as Mel complained about owning a cell phone. Her friend really didn’t enjoying having one. 
 
    Mel admitted her worst fear aloud. “I’m terrified my mama is going to learn the number. Then I’ll have to smash another phone.” 
 
    Snow snorted. “She has my number. Not yours. I can handle her, Mel.” 
 
    As if on cue, his phone rang. 
 
    Mel pointed at him. “I’m not around if it’s my mama. I’m in the shower.” 
 
    He pulled it out and answered, placing it to his ear. “Snow here.” 
 
    Mary guessed New Species didn’t say hello. 
 
    Snow tensed, his expression hardening, and he stood fast from the couch and walked toward the door, listening to whoever was speaking.  
 
    Mary glanced at Mel. Her friend shrugged, frowning as they both watched him exit the suite. 
 
    “That’s not good,” Mel whispered. 
 
    “What do you think it means?” Mary asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. He still has a few days off work. Maybe someone got sick and they’re going to call him in to cover a shift.” 
 
    “That would suck.” 
 
    Mel nodded. “I can’t complain, though. I don’t even have a job anymore.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “You mean, what are we going to do? You’re jobless too, best friend.” 
 
    Mary inwardly flinched. “Don’t remind me. At least your guy has a job. Lash just seems to like to harass people when they bother him.” 
 
    Mel grinned. “That’s a skill.” Then she lowered her voice. “We’re hoping for a baby. We stopped using condoms.” 
 
    Mary reached down and touched her stomach, wondering if she was pregnant. “I don’t think Lash even knows what those are.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t it be cool if we have babies together? They’d be so close in age if both of us got knocked up!” 
 
    Mary was still trying to wrap her head around having a cub. 
 
    “The pregnancy thing is super cool, too. Am I right?” 
 
    “You mean to have a New Species baby?” 
 
    “No. Twenty weeks instead of forty.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Well, cats and dogs have babies at around nine weeks, give or take. With humans, it’s forty. Snow said the babies born here take around twenty weeks. That means we’ll pop out a baby in half the normal time. Cool, right? Snow also swears they have really good doctors and I’ll get great maternity care.” 
 
    “I need a drink.” 
 
    Mel shook her head. “Not if you’re pregnant. That would be bad.” 
 
    The door to the suite opened, and Snow walked back in. His cell hung in his hand. He looked at Mel first—before staring intently at Mary.  
 
    She didn’t like his expression. He looked pained. 
 
    “Do you have to cover a shift for someone? It’s okay. I’m here with Mary, and if Lash comes back, maybe I’ll go hang out downstairs to play twenty questions with your friends.” Mel smiled at Snow. “I don’t mind the things they ask me about women.” 
 
    Snow opened his mouth, closed it, but then opened it again. “That was Brass. I don’t even know how to say this.” 
 
    Fear hit Mary hard. “Is it Lash?” She stood from the couch. “Did he get into a fight or something? He likes to piss people off. Is he hurt? Is he okay?” Panic filled her. She’d given up her job, might be carrying his cub, and she was falling in love with him. Life couldn’t be that cruel to take him from her. 
 
    Snow met her gaze. “Lash is fine. He’s on his way back here now. He and Jaded were informed of the…problem.” 
 
    Mel walked to him. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
    He opened his mouth but still said nothing. 
 
    Another New Species came to the open doorway. This one wore dark slacks and a black button-down short-sleeve shirt, revealing muscled arms. His hair was in a ponytail that fell over his shoulder and hung long, almost to his waist. Snow turned to face him. 
 
    “Brass, I haven’t told them yet. I didn’t know how.” 
 
    “Tell us what?” Mel waved at the new guy. “Hi, Brass.” 
 
    “Mel.” But his gaze was on Mary. 
 
    She backed up, hit the couch, and ended up sitting. He was New Species, big and unknown. Lash wasn’t with her. What if this guy wanted her gone? Maybe Lash was wrong and the NSO had decided she shouldn’t be there. 
 
    The big New Species cleared his throat. “All the details are still unclear, but this is what we’ve managed to piece together with Sherriff Cooper.” He turned his head to the side to show off a wireless earphone-looking device. “The male who visited the diner, the reporter, isn’t one.” He faced them, still looking at Mary for some reason. “He’s actually claiming to be the father of two males that he believes the NSO and Sheriff Cooper have in custody. He’s demanding we free them.” 
 
    Mary was confused. She’d spotted the old guy with the cane in the diner the day he’d come in. Mel had told her he was a nosey reporter. He’d somehow gotten a tip that there’d been a shooting and had come to snoop around. Mel outright lied to him and kept him from speaking to her. Mary had appreciated that. She hated when reporters approached them. She had no patience for that bullshit. It usually got her into trouble from Joel, since she tended to use words they wouldn’t dare quote in their papers. 
 
     “So, he lied to me in the diner?” Mel frowned. “Who are his sons?” 
 
    “According to him, Darren Barrow and Bradly Hadly,” Brass stated. 
 
    “Oh crap,” Mel muttered, paling. 
 
    Mary wanted to go to her but remained on the couch. Her friend was too close to the unfamiliar New Species. “What’s the problem? I don’t know those names. I’d remember Bradly Hadly, too. Rhyming names tend to stick in my brain.” 
 
    Mel turned to her. “Darren is the jerk who broke into our places, the one I made myself bait to catch. Bradly is the name of one of the men I shot.” She peered up at Brass. “Is that him?” 
 
    Brass gave a nod. 
 
    Mary still didn’t see the problem. “His sons are assholes. One tried to kill our customers and the other one is a criminal who broke into our apartments and attacked Mel. Tell him too bad, so sad, and to fuck off. Let him demand until his face turns blue.” 
 
    Brass took a step closer to Mary. “He has two hostages, Mary. He’s threatening to kill them if we don’t release both males and prove they have been freed.” 
 
    “The guy with the cane, right? Are you sure it’s the same man?” Mel sounded as stunned at Mary felt. 
 
    “Sheriff Cooper is attempting to talk to him by phone into releasing his hostages. We sent a team to help at the scene. He admitted to the sheriff he’d used the reporter ruse in an attempt to learn information about what happened to Bradly.” Brass turned his attention to Mel. “He also admitted to driving the vehicle when Darren went after you a second time. He saw our team capture his son and drive him toward Reservation. That’s why he’s certain we have Darren. He believes Sherriff Cooper has Bradly.” 
 
    “It’s the opposite. We have Bradly, but Sheriff Cooper took Darren.” Snow pulled Mel into his arms. “What is the plan?” 
 
    “Sheriff Cooper is hoping he can talk the male into releasing his captives. Our team is on standby to go in if that doesn’t work.” Brass hesitated, his gaze returning to Mary. “Our priority is to safely get the couple out unharmed, but the male has a gun on the couple, threatening to kill them if anyone gets too close to the house. He could shoot them if we breach to capture him. We’re skilled, but so far our team can’t see a way to get inside without making noise or being spotting. The yard around the house has no trees or outbuildings that we could use as cover to get close.” 
 
    Mary fidgeted where she sat on the couch. “Why do you keep looking at me like that? I’m with Lash.” She tucked her head a little. “Is my voice annoying to you or something? I’ll stop talking.” 
 
    Brass’ eyes widened but he recovered quickly. “The male calling himself Arron said he couldn’t find Mel after we captured his son. He was hoping she’d return to her apartment, and he’d have the opportunity to use her as a hostage. Statements he’s made to the sheriff implied he saw enough the night Darren was taken by our team for him to assume Mel had become tightly associated with one of our males. When she didn’t return…his next target became you, Mary.” 
 
    Surprise canceled out her fear of him. “Me?” 
 
    “It makes sense. Mel has no family living in this state. You two have a strong friendship bond. He thought we’d trade his sons for your life.” 
 
    “Shit,” she muttered. “But I’m here. So who did he capture?” 
 
    Brass looked at Snow.  
 
    Snow shook his head. “Wait for Lash to return before you tell her. She’s going to need him.” 
 
    Mary wasn’t an idiot. It had to be someone she was close to. Brass had said it was a couple being held at gunpoint. “Joel and Darlene?” Her boss and his wife were important people in both her and Mel’s lives. Anyone could figure that out. “Shit.” She bit her lip, staring at Mel.  
 
    Her friend paled and tears filled her eyes.  
 
    “They’re tough,” Mary reminded her. “I mean, we both saw that old guy. He picked the wrong people to go after. At the first opportunity, you know one of them will take his ass down hard.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Mel sounded relieved. “He’ll probably underestimate Darlene. She looks all sweet but then—wham! She’ll clobber him.” 
 
    Mary heard loud thumps and someone breathing hard. Then Lash came barreling into the room, shoved Brass out of his way, and his golden gaze landed on her. She was thrilled to see him. He came at her fast, dropped to his knees in front of her, and took her hands. 
 
    “They promise to get your parents out safe! I’m here, Mary.” 
 
    He was panting. Out of breath. His words were all snarled…  
 
    She must have heard him wrong. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Lash shot a glare at Snow. 
 
    “We didn’t tell her yet. I thought it was best that you were here first,” Mel’s husband said. 
 
    Lash snarled and rose on his knees, holding her hands tighter. He was still breathing hard.  
 
    She peered deeply into his eyes. Her heart pounded. He couldn’t have said what she thought she’d heard. Her parents had left, were on their way to Las Vegas. She’d watched their RV drive off the day before Mel’s wedding. She’d even waved to them. 
 
    “The male has your parents,” Lash rasped softly. 
 
    Denial had her trying to jerk her hands from his but he refused to let go. “No. They’re in Las Vegas. Dad wanted to do some gambling and Mom was going to get tickets to some musical she’s always wanted to see that’s playing there right now. They were looking forward to all the buffets.” 
 
    Lash lifted her hands and placed them on his chest. He was damp. That normally would have grossed her out a little. Sweaty guys weren’t her thing. He let them go and cupped her face.  
 
    “Our males will save them, Mary.” 
 
    Lash had to be wrong. She looked at Snow over his shoulder.  
 
    He had a sympathetic expression as he met her gaze. “Sheriff Cooper confirmed it. They are being held at gunpoint by the male inside their house. The sheriff made the male let him talk to both of your parents ten minutes ago, to make certain they were alive and unhurt.” 
 
    The sheriff knew her parents well. If he said it was them, it meant it was true. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Lash felt helpless. He hated it. His strong mate had burst into tears. She hadn’t even done that when he’d leapt down at her that first time, after she’d ended in his domain. Nor had she shed tears when he’d made it clear he was keeping her.  
 
    He adjusted her on his lap, where he held her. 
 
    Snow’s mate tried to come closer but he flashed his teeth at her. The human female backed up. Snow glared at him from behind her and wrapped his arm around his mate’s waist to keep her away. Mel might be Mary’s friend, but Lash’s protective instincts wouldn’t allow anyone near her while she was vulnerable. 
 
    It hurt him inside to see Mary this way. His feisty mate was worried about her parents. They probably acted like prey, too. Now some bad human had them locked inside their home and was threatening to shoot them with a gun. Another sniffle from his mate had him petting her, holding her tighter against his body. 
 
    “Are there any updates?” His mate lifted her cheek away from his chest to stare at Brass.  
 
    The male shook his head. “Sherriff Cooper is still attempting to talk the male into giving up and coming outside.” 
 
    “Give him the two assholes he wants!” Mary pleaded. “Then re-arrest them after my parents are safe.” 
 
    Brass shook his head. “Bradly Hadly is still recovering from his injuries. Our doctors have him in an induced coma on healing drugs. Even if they woke him, our doctors believe he’d be too weak and unstable to travel. The other male that the sheriff took has already been transferred to a larger city. His station isn’t equipped to keep prisoners long term. Sheriff Cooper believes the standoff will end eventually. We just need to wait it out.” 
 
    “Or that bastard could murder my mother and father.” Mary’s voice broke. “I want to go there.” 
 
    “No!” Lash snarled. 
 
    Brass denied her request at the same time. “It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    Mary peered up at Lash with teary eyes. “I have to go. I want to be close. I need to be. I can’t take this waiting around. That way, I’m at least there and can see for myself what’s happening. What if they do get shot? I need to be there, Lash! Please.” 
 
    Lash looked at Brass. The male shook his head. He did the same to her, letting her know that wasn’t an option. 
 
    Mary’s delicate features twisted into something not so cute. “Goddamn it!” She hit Lash on the chest with her fist as she yelled.  
 
    She wiggled, struggling to get off his lap. He worried about her hurting herself and let her go. She got off his lap and stood, facing Brass. When she pointed at him, her entire arm shook. 
 
    “Those are my parents, and I’m not a fucking prisoner here! You seem to be in charge. I demand to be taken there so I can see what the hell is going on, and to make sure everything is being done to save them. Bite me if you’re going to, but move your large, scary ass out of my way! I’ll walk there if I have to.” 
 
    Lash was on his feet in a heartbeat and tried to wrap his arms around his mate. She was losing her temper now. He grunted when she threw an elbow back and got him in the lower ribs. She was a bit boney, and it hurt. He growled at her. 
 
    She twisted around, glaring up at him. “Don’t. Just…don’t. I’m so mad.” 
 
    He felt his own anger rise. “I didn’t go after your parents.” 
 
    “I know that. I just want to go to my parents’ house, or as close as I can get. I want to talk to Sherriff Cooper. You’re stopping me from doing that.” 
 
    “We can let you talk to him by phone,” Brass offered. 
 
    She twisted again, glaring at the other male. “No. I want to talk to Sheriff Cooper in person.” Then she looked at Mel. “How good of a shot are you? I doubt this town has a sniper, but can you hit that old bastard? There’re plenty of windows in my parents’ house.” 
 
    Mel gaped at her, mouth falling open. 
 
    Snow growled. “Mel is not shooting more humans.” 
 
    “Because it’s okay if she does it to save New Species, but not my parents?” 
 
    “Sherriff Cooper has jurisdiction,” Brass explained. “He’s not allowing our teams very close, either. He believes he can talk the male into giving up without violence.” 
 
    “Fuck Sheriff Cooper!” Mary raged. “Those are my parents!” 
 
    “Mary.” Lash kept his tone low and tried to soothe her. “Let me get you something to eat.” 
 
    She spun. “If you suggest a brownie, I will shove it up your ass right now, Lash. Food? Really? As if I could eat right now!” 
 
    “Mary,” Mel whispered. “You need to settle down a bit. None of this is helping. Your face is turning all red and you’re acting like the crazy hillbilly you accuse me of being all the time.” 
 
    Mary started to cry again. Lash grabbed her and pulled her against his body. 
 
    “I just want to be there so they know I’m close. Why are they even home? They were supposed to be in Vegas!” 
 
    Lash felt helpless again, and he hated it. He looked over her head at Brass. “Take us to where it’s safe but close to her parents.” 
 
    Brass’ mouth compressed into a grim line. He shook his head. 
 
    Jaded stood up from where he’d been sitting on the floor near the door. “The area is secured by the deputies and our teams. The only danger is inside the house.” He held up his phone, showing something to Brass that Lash couldn’t see. “This is a satellite image of the area and the house her parents live in. They have no close human neighbors. We could at least take them to the team we have there. She’d be safe but could see the house.” 
 
    “It’s not a good idea.” Brass met Lash’s gaze.  
 
    Jaded walked to Brass and lowered his voice. Lash could hear the words, though. “It might make her feel better. Our team is set up near an old barn that her family uses for storage. Our males have a good view of the house and where the sheriff is staying behind his vehicle, talking to the male inside the house. She’ll be able to see that everything is being done. We can get her out of there quickly if violence breaks out.” 
 
    Brass lowered his voice, too. “You want us to take an upset female, one who is possibly pregnant, near all that? What if she were to run at the house to get to her parents? She’s unstable.” 
 
    Lash understood Brass’ concerns but they weren’t necessary. “I won’t let her run into danger.” 
 
    Both Jaded and Brass faced him. 
 
    “She’s my mate. I want to take her there.” 
 
    “Shit.” Brass reached for the radio attached to his belt. “I’ll put an escort together.” His gaze locked with Lash’s. “You watch her close and keep her with our people when we get there.” 
 
    Lash nodded and rubbed Mary’s back. He ducked his head. “We’re going, Mary.” 
 
    Her sniffles ceased and she lifted her chin. “Thank you.” 
 
     “I’d do anything for you.” 
 
     “I’ll go too,” Mel announced. 
 
    “Fuck,” Snow growled. “Fine. We’ll all go.” 
 
    Brass walked out of the open doorway into the hall. Lash cocked his head, listening to the male arrange for a few more teams to assemble outside the hotel to drive them to wherever Mary’s parents lived. He also contacted the teams on scene to let them know more Species were coming with his mate.  
 
    Lash steered Mary toward the bathroom down the hallway. She tried to struggle a little but he just picked her up and carried her. Once they were inside, he used his foot to kick the door closed as he put her back down on her feet. 
 
    “Move. What are you doing? They said I could go.” She pushed at him. 
 
    He blocked the door. “Mary, you need to make promises to me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You must promise to stay with me. No running at the house. I won’t allow you to get hurt. You must promise me you’ll let the humans stay in charge, and not try to rescue your parents.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it,” he snarled. “Promise me.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “Splash water on your face and use the toilet. I don’t believe you would like to pee outside.” 
 
    “I need some privacy. Remember what I said about that? You’re not watching me go.” 
 
    He sighed, annoyed. “Humans.” He opened the door and stepped outside before rushing to the other bathroom in the suite. She would probably get upset if he peed outside with her watching. Once they left Reservation, he wasn’t letting her get more than a few feet away from him. She was being unstable.  
 
    Not that he blamed her. She loved her parents. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Lash had thought it would be less stressful for his Mary if she were able to see her parents’ home. He’d been wrong. She stood within his arms, peering around the old building called a barn, muttering under her breath every few minutes. She did it again. 
 
    “Why is the sheriff and his deputy just sitting there doing nothing? It’s going to be dark soon, damn it!” 
 
    His gaze left her to stare at the house in the clearing a good distance away. The barn sat in a field to the side of the structure, giving them a view of the front and one side. It was a two-story human home. All the windows had material blocking the view inside. The sun was about to go down. It was growing dark fast.  
 
    The older white-haired male in uniform was crouched behind a vehicle with another younger human male in almost matching clothing. Sometimes Lash could pick up a ringing cell phone from their direction but not the words spoken. Timber had informed them that the bad human was the one calling the sheriff from time to time.  
 
    Almost two dozen Species males were grouped behind the barn with them. They were frustrated over not being able to do anything. Lash agreed with the males. Waiting around was boring. Though, they were making plans on how to breach the house if the human sheriff gave them permission. 
 
    Lights suddenly came on around the exterior of the house. They were attached to the building, near the lower floor. 
 
    “Damn,” Mary muttered. “I was hoping that asshole wouldn’t notice them.” 
 
    Lash lowered his head to hers. “Notice what?” 
 
    “My dad cut down all the trees around the house because squirrels were living in them, and tons of birds. Then we had some possums coming up to the house, trying to get into the trashcans. He added bright lights, since they don’t like them.” She clutched his arm. “He did it for me. I heard them at night from my bedroom and it would freak me out.” 
 
    Warmth spread in Lash’s chest upon hearing that. His mate was afraid of animals, and her father had cared enough to try to keep them away from her home when she’d been a child. It showed how much the male loved his Mary. “Lights are good. You’ll be able to see the house still. Humans don’t have good night vision.” 
 
    “I was hoping some of your people could sneak up once it was dark,” she admitted. 
 
    “The human hiding behind the vehicle said we can’t do that.” 
 
    “Hiding is right,” Mary mumbled. “All he’s doing is taking that dick’s calls. Why the hell doesn’t this town have a sniper?” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “Someone who can shoot really well from a distance and hit a difficult target with precision. They could shoot that asshole inside my parents’ house.” 
 
    Lash stared at the home. “I have good eyesight and can’t see inside. All the windows are covered.” 
 
    “Fucking curtains,” Mary sighed. “How long is this going to go on?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” They’d been there for a good hour. “You should rest. Take a seat on the ground for a bit behind the barn. I’ll watch for you.” 
 
    Mary turned her head, glaring at him. “I will after I get to see and talk to my parents.” 
 
    More time passed. His mate sagged a little in his arms after the sun went down. Lash was frustrated that she wouldn’t sit down, but at least she wasn’t crying anymore. Being near the house seemed to make her feel better. He was glad he’d brought her. 
 
    Snow and Mel approached. His mate didn’t even seem to notice. The other female was frowning. 
 
    “Mary? Why don’t you come eat something with me? Snow spread out a blanket for me. We’ll have a little picnic. The NSO sent some sandwiches and drinks.” 
 
    Mary didn’t even bother to glance at her friend, keeping her focus on the house. “Not now, Mel.” 
 
    “It’s been hours. At least come sit down and drink some water or something.” 
 
    “Not until my parents are safe.” 
 
    Lash felt frustrated. What if they stayed there all night? It was growing a little chilly for a human, but he thought he could keep her warm, since she stayed in front of him, allowing him to keep her against his body.  
 
     “Mary, your folks would want you to take care of yourself. They’ve got food and stuff inside their house.” Mel stepped closer. “Come on, best friend. Have something to eat with me and get off your feet for a bit. You need a break.” 
 
    Mary tensed and turned her head. “For all we know, that asshole has them locked in a closet. He’s old. I can’t see him being able to keep a gun trained on them for all this time. Do they get a break from this shit? No.” Mary stared at the house again. “I’m glad you’re here, but don’t bug me right now, Mel.” 
 
    Mel sighed and backed away, taking Snow with her. They took a seat behind the barn with other Species, eating the food that had been sent. Lash was hungry, but he wasn’t letting go of his mate or leaving her side. 
 
    A gunshot suddenly pierced the night. 
 
    It came from inside the house.  
 
    Mary tried to jerk out of his arms. Lash tightened his hold on her. She struggled but he was stronger. “Calm,” he snarled. 
 
    “Oh God,” Mary sobbed. “He shot one of them!” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    The Species with them all tensed, preparing to rush at the house. Timber hurried to Brass, seeking permission to act. The response was a firm no. The male reminded them that they were ordered to stay in place until Sheriff Cooper allowed them to take over. 
 
    The white-haired human behind the car suddenly stood up, holding some horn-shaped device. 
 
    “Arron, answer the damn phone,” Sheriff Cooper’s voice boomed. “What’s going on in there? I told you that it’s going to take time to arrange for your sons to be transferred from county lockup. There’s a lot of red tape to cut. Pick up the phone!” 
 
    “You’re lying to me,” a fainter male voice shouted from the house. “I want my sons!” 
 
    “I’m not lying,” the sheriff said through the loud device. “I told you the truth. We don’t have the means at my station to hold people I arrest long term. There’s just a few cells in my station. I usually only hold drunks there or domestic violators for a few hours until they sober up or cool off.” 
 
    “Those Species have my Darren! I saw them take him away. Why haven’t they brought him to me?” 
 
    “I told you. They only took him in for questioning but then released him into my custody. I drove him to county lockup. Are Jennifer and Zack alright? Let me talk to them again.” 
 
    “You aren’t getting anything until I have my sons!” 
 
    Mary sniffed. “He shot one of them. I know it!” She twisted in his arms. “Oh God, Lash!” 
 
    His vision was excellent at night. He could see the pure terror and panic in her pale blue eyes.  
 
    “I have to do something.” She struggled, trying to break free again. “Let me go! He’s in the front of the house. Even I can tell that. I’ll enter through the back. There’s a spare key under the rock next to the stairs to the mud room. I’ll sneak in and hit him from behind or something!” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Sheriff Cooper isn’t doing shit! What if one of my parents are bleeding to death?” A sob choked her. 
 
    Timber growled low from about twenty feet away, grouped with their males. “Fucking humans,” the male whispered. “We’d have dealt with this already if they’d let us. As officers, we swore to follow orders. I know this is tough for us all. Just remain calm.” 
 
    Brass and Jaded had come with them. They approached the group. “None of us like this,” Brass admitted. “But the humans are in charge.” 
 
    “The hostages are the parents of a Species mate,” Jaded paused. “We could argue that.” 
 
    Lash watched his mate suffer, her agony clear on her face—and he’d enough.  
 
    He suddenly lifted her, walking fast, taking her to Mel and Snow where they sat on a blanket. 
 
    Mary fought, kicking and smacking at him. “Put me down!” 
 
    “Silence,” he snarled, and then practically dumped her on top of the other female. “Hold her.”  
 
    Mel hesitated but then did as he demanded, wrapping her arms around Mary and trying to keep hold of her. His mate didn’t use her elbows on her but she did struggle. 
 
    Lash crouched, grabbing Mary’s face to make her look at him. “I’m going to get your parents.” 
 
    Mary froze, her eyes widening. 
 
    “Promise to stay here. I’ll get them.” 
 
    “Lash…” She paled. 
 
    “Promise me,” he growled. “You stay safe.” 
 
    “I’ll keep her down,” Mel swore, throwing one of her legs over Mary’s. 
 
    He rose up and turned, slamming right into Timber.  
 
    The male shook his head. “No.” 
 
    “I’m not an officer. I made no promises.” 
 
    Timber appeared conflicted. 
 
    Jaded cleared his throat. “He is a Wild Zone. They do whatever they want. Let him go.” 
 
    “You’re encouraging this?” Brass sounded pissed. 
 
    Jaded opened his mouth but Lash cut him off. 
 
    “Look at my mate,” Lash hissed. “She’s suffering.” 
 
    The males glanced around him to where Mary sat with the other human mate. She was clinging to the other female now, appearing both scared and teary eyed at the same time.  
 
    Brass softly growled. “Don’t take out the wrong male, Lash. Try not to kill just in case you attack the female’s father. Be careful and go in the back. Your mate is right. His voice came from the front, somewhere near the door on the big porch area. Do you even know how to use a key?” 
 
    Lash stepped around the male, moving toward the side of the barn. Species stepped out of his way, not trying to stop him. He paused there, studying the open ground to the house, debating how to get there without being seen. 
 
    Jaded bumped into him. “Take to the trees to circle around. I scoped it out. Fuck using the back door. Get in by going onto the roof. Land softly to muffle your sounds. Few humans lock windows too high for them to reach. There’s an attic window back there. I saw it. It’s three floors up. I doubt an old human would hear you force it open.” 
 
    Lash studied him. “Why are you helping me?” 
 
    “We’re all Species but I never get to do the fun shit. Go get your mate’s family. She’ll appreciate it. I’ll ask Brass to make his way to where the sheriff is, to ask permission to take over. He won’t agree, but it should distract the shitty human inside the house.” 
 
    Jaded walked toward Brass. 
 
    Lash lunged toward the tree line slightly behind them. His mate’s father hadn’t cleared those. He ran fast, heading opposite the very back of the house. Then he turned, running full speed at the house. He leapt when he was about ten feet away, landing quietly on all fours about fifteen feet up.  
 
    The roof was a little slippery, but he dug his claws in, trying to be quiet. Then he climbed higher, toward the window that had to be the attic. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The window wouldn’t open at first. Lash figured out it was one that slid to the side, and he used his muscle to do as Jaded had suggested. There was a small pop from inside but it moved. The next problem was trying to fit his big body through the small opening.  
 
    He got inside and had to put his finger to his nose to avoid sneezing. There was a lot of dust. Boxes and sheets covered things littering the floor. He scanned the area and saw narrow stairs leading downward. He crept forward, hoping the floor under him wouldn’t creak. 
 
    The small stairwell had him stifling a snarl. He had to turn sideways and the steps barely fit his big feet. The door at the bottom wasn’t normal-size either. At least it wasn’t locked as he turned the handle and pushed it open. He had to hunch down to get his head through, then he stood in a long hallway. A few lights were on up.  
 
    The low ceiling brushed against his mane as he silently moved down the hall, ignoring the open dark doorways. He could hear a voice from below, identifying it as the male who’d yelled from the house. 
 
    “That moron cop is fucking with me,” the male raged. “He’s going to get the both of you killed. I know he’s got my boys. He’s probably waiting for SWAT to drive here from somewhere else.” 
 
    Lash paused, hoping to hear a response. That would mean at least one of Mary’s parents were still alive. There wasn’t one.  
 
    Rage burned through him. What if the male had already killed them? Humans could be unstable and murderous.  
 
    He reached the top of the stairwell and peeked downward over the railing. It showed the front door and an open area. Nothing moved down there. 
 
    There was a thump, something hitting wood. “That fucking cop is lying to me about those New Species having Darren, too! I saw them haul him out of that cunt’s apartment and put him in one of their black vehicles. I didn’t dare follow since it was night, but they headed out of town, right toward that fucking place they live at.” 
 
    The voice came from the right, on the lower floor. There was a large archway Lash could see when he moved a little. A light was on in there. Lash thought about leaping down but it would be loud. He frowned at the stairs. Some of them could make noises. 
 
    Lash studied the thick wood running along the stairwell, with metal bars holding it up. Humans used them to hold on to while walking up and down stairs, to avoid falling. After a moment’s hesitation, he lifted his leg, putting his ass on top of it. His loincloth was between the wood and his skin.  
 
    He paused, keeping his gaze trained on that archway for movement. He waited.  
 
    “I’m not going to wait around for SWAT to get here. I just want my fucking sons. Brad was always an idiot, but that’s his mother’s fault. She let him be friends with that dipshit Johnny. I warned my ex that kid was fucked in the head. He had a hard-on for lifers in prison, thinking they were cool.” The male thumped something hard on wood. “Telling my boy they get fan mail and lots of chicks wanting to marry them.” 
 
    Using the leg still on the ground, Lash slid along the thick wood, inching down. He balanced with his toes, keeping most of his weight off the steps. It was slow going but he didn’t make a sound. 
 
    “Brad needs treatment for being stupid. Not prison time. Darren understood that. We just wanted to find Brad and take him home. Is that too much to ask? Fuck no! But it turned tits up.” 
 
    The male made another cracking sound. Lash was halfway down the stairwell when he finally caught a glimpse of movement. He froze.  
 
    It was an older male, his back to the archway. He held a long, thin baton in his hand. He hit the floor with the end of it, accounting for that cracking sound, before talking again. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you both if they make me! I don’t care what happens to me, but my boys are all I’ve got. I’m a good damn father. See how far I’ve gone trying to find Brad, and now Darren? This is really that dipshit Johnny’s fault. I know he talked Brad into trying to kill those New Species. The little fucker killed a cat when they were teens. I should have guessed he’d grow up to be a killer. He couldn’t just go get himself sent off to prison for life alone. He had to talk my idiot son into going with him!” 
 
    Lash spotted a gun sitting on the shelf above the fireplace. It was within reach of the old human. He wasn’t holding another gun. Lash could see both of the male’s hands when he grew more agitated while he spoke. One gripped the baton but the other was fisted. 
 
    “They’re going to make me kill you,” the old human raged. “That fucking stupid cop! All he had to do was bring me my boys and that was it. Simple. Why in the fuck can’t anything be that way anymore? I’m going to shoot you in the chest, Zack. Maybe pushing you out the door and seeing you bleeding will light a fire under his ass to get me my boys. For all I know, he’s got them close by already. That asshole cop is the type to get off on being a controlling prick!” 
 
    There was a soft whimper that came from the room. 
 
    “Would you like me to shoot you first instead? Don’t shake your damn head at me, woman!” 
 
    Lash twisted and dropped the rest of the way to the floor below. It made a small thump sound. 
 
    He roared, rushing forward toward the old human. 
 
    The male jumped, tried to spin around, but then began to fall. Lash hit the top of his head on the low archway but ignored the slight pain, grabbing the male before he could fall and shaking him. 
 
    The baton dropped to the floor.  
 
    Lash glanced around the part of the room he hadn’t been able to see. Two humans were lying on the floor, ropes around their bodies to keep their arms tight to their sides and their legs smashed together. He couldn’t see part of their faces, since thick material was covering their mouths. Terror showed in their eyes. 
 
    The female looked a lot like his mate with her coloring, including her eyes.  
 
    He tore his attention from them to the weak male struggling in his hold. He saw terror in that male’s eyes, too. Feeble hands swatted at him.  
 
    Lash opened his mouth, flashing his fangs, and roared right in his face. 
 
    The male’s eyes rolled upward, and he went utterly limp.  
 
    Lash kept hold of him. He stormed to the front door and tried to open it. Locks prevented that from happening. He figured out how to twist them and yanked again. The door opened and he stepped outside, dragging the male. He dumped him none too gently on the porch. 
 
    “Come get your bad human,” he yelled. 
 
    Then he reentered the house, not waiting for a response. He locked the door to stop that male from trying to escape back inside the house if he woke up and Lash marched into the room where the two humans were tied and gagged.  
 
    He paused, watching them wiggle around on the floor. Both were wide-eyed, reeked of terror, and the female whimpered behind the cloth over her mouth. The male inched closer to the female. It seemed as if he was trying to put his body between her and Lash. 
 
    “You’re acting like prey,” he muttered. “I am not surprised. You are Mary’s parents. I’ll take you to her. Don’t die from fright. I’m her mate. I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    He marched toward them and crouched by the male. He had brown eyes and light blond hair with some gray. “My name is Lash. Stop wiggling.” He studied the ropes. They were knotted in various places and would need cutting. He didn’t have a knife, and it would probably bruise the humans if he used his claws, since cutting the ropes would cause serious tugging. 
 
    He sighed and reached for the male. “Don’t struggle.” He sniffed, not picking up any blood from either of them. He didn’t see any injuries either. 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Five minutes earlier 
 
      
 
    Mary felt sick to her stomach as she clutched Mel’s arm. They huddled against each other next to the barn her father used to store old furniture and his riding lawn mower. Snow was at their backs. He’d threatened to grab her if she tried to go near the house. It kept her from attempting it. It was one thing for Lash to touch her. Mel’s husband still scared her a bit. 
 
    Lash had left her to go after her parents.  
 
    She didn’t know if she should feel thankful or terrified out of her mind. He could get killed. There was a crazy asshole inside holding her mother and father hostage. That gunshot going off had her mind imagining the worst. One of them could be shot. Lash might be next. 
 
    “I’m going to puke.” 
 
    “Don’t do that. It will make you feel worse,” Mel warned. “Nothing is going on yet. Just Brass running over to Sheriff Cooper and staying there. Maybe they’re arguing about the New Species taking over. Or Brass is telling him about Lash going in the house. I bet he’s mad.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit.” Mary stared at the house. “Was Lash able to get in?” 
 
    Mel hugged her tighter against her side. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “We haven’t heard any yelling or more shots. That’s good.” 
 
    Mary shot Snow a scowl. 
 
    “It is,” he insisted. 
 
    Jaded Wild came running at them along the backside of the barn. New Species moved out of his way. He stopped about five feet back. Someone had turned on a battery-operated lantern so her and Mel could see, since it was pitch dark. His green eyes were bright and he smiled, showing off white teeth. 
 
    “Lash is inside. I saw him enter through what appeared to be a very small attic window.” 
 
    Mary stared at the house. She knew that window well. There was only one up there. It used to be one of her summer chores as a kid to clean it since the glass would get dirty after a while from rain and winter storms. She couldn’t picture Lash fitting through that small opening, but she believed Jaded Wild.  
 
    It helped her calm down to picture Lash in the attic. He was tall, and the ceiling up there wasn’t. He’d have to probably slouch a bit to reach the stairwell to the second floor— 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “What?” Mel asked. 
 
    “Remember the stairs to the attic? You went up there with me at the beginning of summer to help me look for that chest of picture albums my mom wanted to show you, from my childhood.” 
 
    Mel did seem to remember. “Crap. I hope he fits.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “It’s an old house with quirks,” Mel answered. “Think tiny, steep space to get to the third floor.” 
 
    Mary worried that Lash would get his big body wedged and stuck on that stairwell. She barely managed it at times. Her parents never went up there and always sent her. As a kid, it had been fun. As an adult, not so much.  
 
    Minutes ticked by in her head, dragging on forever. “What’s going on in there?” 
 
    “I still don’t know,” Mel whispered back. “I’m right here with you, though. Have faith in your man. He looked determined, and my money is on him.” 
 
    Regret hit Mary hard. What if she lost both of her parents and Lash? She should have told him no and kept him with her. She couldn’t lose all of them. Her stomach churned, and she swallowed down the bile that rose. The threat of puking was real. 
 
    There was suddenly a muted roar.  
 
    Mary jolted and her knees almost gave way. Mel kept her up, and she chose to pretend the two big hands that gripped her hips from behind belonged to her best friend instead of Mel’s husband. Snow was just trying to help.  
 
    She watched the house, looking for any indication of Lash, but all the windows remained dark and covered. The lights around the house were still on, showing the porch and the side of the house. None of the windows broke and nothing came crashing out of them. It also hadn’t been a gunshot. She counted that as a good thing. 
 
    The sheriff suddenly stood and lifted his blowhorn. Brass grabbed him and yanked him back down. They seemed to be arguing with each other but she couldn’t hear it. Just Sheriff Cooper waving his free hand around enough for her to spot him in the house lights. Her gaze locked back on the house. 
 
    Her heart pounded when the door was suddenly thrown open and she saw… 
 
    Lash. He dragged a much smaller man out and just dropped him on the porch with a loud thud.  
 
    “Come get your bad human,” he bellowed. Then he spun in his loincloth, slamming the door closed as he went back inside. 
 
    “Holy crap!” Mel blurted. 
 
    Mary tried to run forward but Snow’s hands on her hips tightened, and Mel refused to let her go. Sherriff Cooper got up and ran toward the house with his deputy. Brass went with them. They jogged up the few porch steps, and she couldn’t see the downed man once they blocked her view. Instead, she watched as the deputy reached for handcuffs on his belt. 
 
    A masculine chuckle startled Mary. 
 
    “I asked Lash not to kill the male. He listened. They wouldn’t be restraining the wrists of a dead body.” 
 
    She didn’t look at Jaded Wild but she tried to jerk away from Mel again. “They got him. Let me go.” 
 
    “Not yet,” Snow ordered. “There could be more of them.” 
 
    “There’s just the one asshole,” Mary argued. 
 
    “Let Lash make sure. You promised him to stay here.” 
 
    She wanted to fight with Snow but figured it was pointless.  
 
    The men on the porch were lifting up the asshole who had kept her parents hostage. Then the asshole was shoved forward by Sheriff Cooper and Deputy Tommy. Each of them had a good hold on his upper arms, his hands secured behind his back. They brought him down the stairs, and he was walking on his own. Limping, actually, all the way to the sheriff’s car. They put him in the backseat. 
 
    “Where are my parents? Lash?” Mary desperately wanted to go inside the house. 
 
    Brass seemed to try to enter the house, but he was stopped by the closed door. Then he knocked, pounding on it with his fist. 
 
    “Why isn’t he going in?” Mary needed to know what was going on. 
 
    “How would I know? I’m standing right here with you, Mary.” 
 
    “Sorry, Mel.” She turned her head, giving a pleading look to Jaded Wild. He seemed to outrank Snow. “They have that asshole secured in the patrol car. Can I go now?” 
 
    “No. Wait. There could be more males we don’t know about.” 
 
    “You heard that gunshot. What if one of my parents are hurt?” 
 
    “Mary!” 
 
    She snapped her head toward the sound of Lash’s voice.  
 
    Her eyes lit as he rounded the back of the house—and it took her a second to realize that he had something over both shoulders, his arms hooked along the back of… 
 
    Her parents’ legs. He was carrying them. 
 
    “He’s got them,” Mel gasped. 
 
    Snow released her and rushed around them. So did a lot of other New Species. At least a dozen of them darted out from around the barn, booking it toward Lash as he causally kept coming at her with her parents slung over his shoulders. There were ropes twined around their bodies that she could see even from a distance, from their ankles, over their pants at the calves, behind their knees, around the backs of their thighs, and even across their asses. 
 
    Mel’s hold on her loosened, and Mary took advantage, yanking free and running. She almost tripped but caught her balance. New Species met Lash and tried to take her parents from him, but he snarled at them. 
 
    “I’m taking them to Mary. Someone get a knife to cut the ropes. They have fragile skin. I didn’t want to use my claws to tear the rope because they’d probably bruise. Mary, they are unhurt. Just scared.” 
 
    She got to him and stared at her parents. At least, the back of them. Tears blinded her as she finally looked up at Lash.  
 
    He gave her a huge grin, showing off his fangs. “I told you I’d bring them to you.” 
 
    “Lash,” Brass ordered, “let us lift them off you.” 
 
    Lash finally gave a sharp nod. New Species converged, gently gripping each of her parents and lifting them away from Lash. As soon as they were off him, he grabbed her, picking her up, and Mary was being squeezed in a bear hug.  
 
    She wrapped her around him. “Thank you!” Then she wiggled. “Let me down. I have to check on them.” 
 
    Lash sighed but he lowered her. “They act like prey,” he grumbled. “It’s also why I didn’t untie them. They probably would have run to hide from me, and it would have taken longer to bring them to you.” 
 
    Mary wiped at her tears. The New Species had lain her parents on their backs on the ground, and they were cutting the ropes. Her dad was freed first, and he tore at the gag around his mouth. He struggled to sit up.  
 
    One of the New Species gently helped him but released him fast. Brass was the first to speak to them. 
 
    “You’re safe. Sherriff Cooper has the male who tried to harm you in custody. Do either of you need medical assistance? We can take you to Reservation and have our doctors treat you.” 
 
    Her father didn’t seem to notice her there, instead scooting closer to her mom. The New Species cut the last of the ropes, pulling them free. Her dad helped her mom sit up and to remove the gag.  
 
    “Jen, talk to me, baby.” 
 
    Her mom leaned into him. “I’m all good, Zack. That’s one adventure I could have done without. Getting tied up like a turkey on Thanksgiving and becoming a hostage was never on our bucket list.” 
 
    Mary went closer to them when the New Species backed away from her parents a little, to give them room. Lash stayed close to her. “Are you guys okay?” 
 
    Her parents stopped hugging but still clung to each other. Both looked up at her. Her father spoke first. “You’ve got some serious explaining to do, Bean.” 
 
    “Bean?” Lash pressed up against her back and slid his arm around her waist. “Her name is Mary.” He lowered his mouth closer to her ear. “Do they need a shrink? Have their minds broken?” 
 
    Mary leaned against him and turned her head to peer up at his face. “It’s a nickname they tagged me with before I was even born. Don’t ever call me that.” She focused on her parents again. “I have some explaining to do? Me? What are you doing home? You’re supposed to be in Vegas.” 
 
    “You were keeping something from us,” her mother accused. “We figured that out after you pushed so hard for us to leave a day earlier than planned.” 
 
    “We’re not naïve,” her father added. “Your apartment was broken into, and then you were pushing us take our trip early. You were hiding something. We figured you might have a stalker ex-boyfriend harassing you. Some of the men you’ve dated aren’t exactly nice or upstanding.” 
 
    “He said he was your mate,” her mother whispered. “Is that true?” 
 
    “Lash, right?” Her father frowned at the New Species holding her. Then her dad stared at Mary. “Now, as I was saying, you have some explaining to do. Like why that wacko came here looking for you, and then pulled a gun on us.” 
 
    “He made me tie up your father,” her mother informed them. “Before he tied me up. He was crazy. Did you date one of his sons?” 
 
    “No!” Mary denied. “I mean, no, I didn’t date either of the wacko’s sons. But Lash…” 
 
    She wasn’t sure how to explain to them how Lash had come into her life. It would be embarrassing to admit they’d met and she’d ended up doing him right off the bat. They’d lecture her about jumping into bed with a guy. Especially a lion man.  
 
    Mary was relieved when Mel stepped forward, holding Snow’s hand.  
 
    “I can totally explain,” Mel told them. “This is kind of my fault. You see, I was a total goner in my heart from the first time I saw Snow come into the diner, but Mary wasn’t allowed to tell anyone about us being together. So we started to date, all top secret like, and Mary was the bestest friend ever. I’m so sorry she couldn’t tell you, but a promise is a promise. You raised a good, trustworthy daughter.  
 
    “I’ve told you all about my mama. She didn’t take it so well when I told her I was marrying Snow instead of that old widower she wanted me with. Mary stepped in to be my family, and even helped me pick out my wedding dress and everything.” 
 
    Her parents listened raptly.  
 
    “Then I met Lash,” Mary added fast. “We started seeing each other, and I fell in love with him.” 
 
    Mel glanced at her and smiled. “Yeah. They sure did. It was like love at first sight. She couldn’t tell you anything because, you know…top secret stuff and being a good friend to me and all.”  
 
    Sherriff Cooper came over, clearing his throat. “I need statements from both of you, Jennifer and Zack. Do you need an ambulance?” 
 
    Her father untangled his arms from her mother and got to his feet before helping her mother up. “We’re sturdier than that. The floor and ropes were uncomfortable but it’s not as bad as that camping trip we took a few years ago in the desert, was it, Jen?” 
 
    Her mother chuckled. “That ground was harder than concrete. That’s why we bought the RV with a big bed.” 
 
    “There was a gunshot,” Sheriff Cooper reminded them. 
 
    “That wacko shot a bullet into the wood in the fireplace. He said it might scare you enough to comply.” Her father glanced at Mary, before studying Lash. “You two stick around. I’ve got a lot more questions.” 
 
    Mary watched her parents walk toward the sheriff’s cruiser. Then she turned in Lash’s arms, peering up at him. “Thank you for getting them out of there alive, Lash.” 
 
    He smiled. “I’d do anything for you, mate. You fell in love with me? Was that part truth?” 
 
    She nodded, blinking back tears. “I love you. You’re my lion man.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    She glanced over at her parents. They were standing close together, her dad with his arm around her mom, talking to the sheriff and a few of his deputies. More had arrived.  
 
    “They don’t act like prey anymore. I think they will be okay around our cubs. I’ll allow them to spend time with them.” 
 
    Mary turned, resting her cheek against his chest. “I’m going to let that go because you went in there for me and didn’t get hurt. I will point out that you’re being arrogant again.” 
 
    He nuzzled the top of her head and chuckled. “I like playing with you.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his waist and hugged him tight. “Just don’t ever change your mind about us.” 
 
    “That will never happen,” he promised, kissing the top of her head. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue  
 
    Three weeks later 
 
      
 
    Mary was getting used to being around New Species. It helped that none of them got too close to her or tried to touch her when they delivered food. Lash was always at her side when someone knocked on the door. Her big lion man sometimes drove her a little crazy, but he always made her laugh in the end. It was hard to stay mad at him when he could kiss the breath from her and said super-sweet things. 
 
    They were days away from moving back into his basement. Living in the suite had been nice but she missed his cool waterfall. They’d gone there a few times late at night after the work crews had finished for the day, to see how work progressed on the corner of the basement now sectioned off.  
 
    The bed was on the floor, and there was enough space to add a few dressers for her clothing. She’d been thrilled when they’d brought her clothing from her apartment. Most of her stuff was being stored in another section of the basement, and she’d had the NSO donate her furniture. She hadn’t grown to love wearing sweatpants, but now she didn’t have to anymore.  
 
    Lash scooped her off the bed where she sat after getting dressed. He wore a his usual loincloth. She doubted that would ever change about him. Not that she minded. He did look super-hot wearing one, with so much of his amazing body on display for her to admire. 
 
    “I really don’t want to go,” Mary protested. “Let’s have sex instead.” That always worked. And she was more than willing to get naked with him.  
 
    “You are not distracting me this time.” Lash carried her out of the bedroom, toward the living area of the suite. “I am taking you to Medical. No Species will harm you. I’ll be right with you.” 
 
    “I feel fine. There was no physical required before I signed our mate papers.”  
 
    She finally understood how Mel wasn’t sure if Snow had a last name when Jaded Wild had delivered a single sheet of paper. It was a simple, short legal document stating she was willing to become a part of the NSO and to be Lash’s mate. Only his first name and the fact he was feline was listed for his information. Her full name and birthdate had been there. She’d signed at the bottom, officially becoming a New Species mate. 
 
    “You’re going to Medical, Mary.” 
 
    “We should talk about the wedding. I told my parents we’d actually have one.” 
 
    “We know the details. It will be small, held in the lobby, and a human will be flown from Homeland to say whatever he needs to.” Lash reached the door of their suite and adjusted her in his arms, trying to grab the handle. “Your parents are fine with that and are excited to witness this wedding. Your mother even said I could wear my loincloth.” 
 
    “Of course she did. I’ve caught her checking you out when she visits us.” 
 
    He got the door open and stepped into the hallway, pausing to look down at her with a scowl. 
 
    “You’re total eye candy. My mom has noticed.” 
 
    “I only notice you.” 
 
    “Where are you going? The workers are in the basement still. The last team is finishing installing the door,” Flirt announced, reminding them that he was guarding their suite.  
 
    “I’m taking my mate to Medical.” 
 
    Flirt glanced at her, his eyes widening. “She’s little. I’m sure it was an accident.” He sniffed. “Are you okay? I could have one of the doctors come here.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. 
 
    Lash growled. “No. She’s going to where they keep the machines. And I didn’t hurt my mate. I would never.” 
 
    Flirt threw up his hands and backed off. “I didn’t mean to imply you would. It’s just that you’re carrying her.” 
 
    “My mate is stubborn.” Lash walked past Flirt. “She refuses to go. I’m taking her.” 
 
    “My mate is a pushy ass who’s making me go get a physical even though I don’t need one.” 
 
    Flirt chuckled at her response, following a distance behind them. When they reached the elevator, he scooted past them in the wide hallway and pushed the button to bring it to their floor. He went in first, standing by the controls. 
 
    Lash walked in with her, moving to the back and far from Flirt in the confined space.  
 
    Mary peered up at him. “Why are you making me do this? You always let it go, but not this time.” 
 
    “Your scent has changed.” 
 
    Flirt gasped. 
 
    Mary didn’t look at him, instead studying her lion man’s golden eyes. He looked pleased. “Of course it has. I have access to my stuff now. I don’t have to borrow your stuff when I shower. My shampoo and conditioner smell way better than yours do. I won’t even bring up how your deodorant reacts to my body chemistry. It’s not fair that it’s nice on you but my armpits stink like a yard that just got mowed.” 
 
    Lash grinned. “You didn’t smell like that.” 
 
    “Maybe not to you but it did to me,” she grumbled. 
 
    The elevator doors opened and Lash strode out. She put her arm around his neck, giving up talking him out of taking her wherever he wanted. He was the most stubborn man she’d ever met.  
 
    Other New Species were in the lobby area. A few gave nods to Lash. None of them spoke as they left through the front doors. 
 
    “I’ll grab a Jeep,” Flirt offered. “It’s a long walk if you carry your female.” 
 
    Lash stopped and waited. Flirt came back quickly and stopped in front of them, driving an open Jeep. Lash lifted her over the back and set her gently on the seat. He climbed in after her then just scooped her up again, dropping her onto his lap. It wasn’t a big seat. 
 
    “You could have sat in the front.”  
 
    Lash grinned at her. “I like you this close.” 
 
    “We should go back to the suite.” 
 
    “You’re not distracting me with sharing sex this time, Mary.” 
 
    Flirt chuckled again while he drove away from the hotel. “I’d let a female distract me.” 
 
    “No talking,” Lash snapped.  
 
    Mary rolled her eyes. “You’re being super bossy today. What’s gotten into you?”  
 
    Lash just grinned at her, not answering. 
 
    Mary stared at the scenery as they drove to a single-story building. It wasn’t far from the hotel. Flirt parked and cut the engine. Then he slid out and rushed inside. “I’ll let them know you’re here,” he called out, before disappearing through the automatic sliding door. 
 
    Lash stood with her in his arms. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    He ignored her protest, lifted his foot to stand on the edge of the Jeep’s side, and gently jumped down. She clung to him. 
 
    “Not a lion woman,” she reminded him. 
 
    “Maybe part lion woman.” 
 
    She frowned, wondering what that meant. The doors to Medical opened and a woman walked out. She was human. The white coat she wore over scrubs with cartoons on them gave Mary a clue that she had to work there. 
 
    “Hello. I’m Dr. Allison Baker, but just call me Doc Alli. Everyone else does. I’m also a Species mate. His name is Obsidian.” The perky woman stared up at Lash. “It’s nice to meet you, Lash. I got your message and everything is ready. Follow me.” 
 
    The doctor spun on her cute little pink tennis shoes, her long blonde ponytail bouncing behind her, and returned inside. Lash followed. 
 
     Mary had questions. “What message? What’s going on, Lash?” 
 
    “I told you that your scent has changed. I had Jinx tell Medical I was going to bring you to them, and what I wanted. I think you’re carrying my cub. Doc Alli will run a test to tell us for certain.” 
 
    Mary was glad he was carrying her.  
 
    It wasn’t totally a shock. Lash talked about getting her pregnant often. She’d caught him caressing her belly sometimes after they’d had sex, and he made plenty of comments about wanting a cub with her. 
 
    To think about it happening, though, and him saying it could have actually happened, were two different things.  
 
    She didn’t say anything as Doc Alli led them to an exam room. 
 
    “Put her on the table, Lash.” 
 
    Lash gently sat Mary upright on the padded table and stuck close.  
 
    Doc Alli walked to a cabinet and opened a drawer. “I’m going to do a little finger prick to get a few drops of blood.” She put on gloves before turning to look at Mary. “Is that okay?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    Lash tensed. “It won’t hurt her?” 
 
    Doc Alli flashed him hesitant grin. “I don’t suppose you want to wait in the hallway?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so.” Doc Alli walked to the other side of the exam table, grabbing things as she went. “It might make your mate flinch. It’s a tiny jab. It can’t be helped.” The doctor hesitated, watching Lash. 
 
    Mary reached out and gripped his hand. “What she’s too polite to say is you’re making her nervous. She’s not going to hurt me on purpose, but I’ve had pin pricks before. Some can sting. It’s fast, and I’ll be fine. Relax and stop looking so terrifying. Do you want to get results or not? You brought me here.” 
 
    Lash sighed. “Fine.” He took a step back and forced a smile. “Better?” 
 
    “No. It looks more like you’re constipated and trying to look happy about it.” 
 
    Doc Alli laughed, that time grinning for real. “I wasn’t going to say it. Are you ready, Mary?” She opened something. 
 
    Mary avoided watching but she held out her free hand. “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m going to swab your mate’s fingertip with an alcohol rub. Then just a quick prick and a little squeeze on her finger to get a few drops of blood on this strip the NSO created just for this test. It’s more effective than urine tests.” 
 
    Mary turned her face away and stared at Lash. His hold on her hand tightened. She smiled. Doc Ali gently took her hand in one of her gloved ones, ran a wet swab over her index fingertip, and did what she’d warned. It didn’t really hurt more than a second. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Mary assured Lash again. 
 
    He was watching every move the doctor made. “How long until you know?” 
 
    Doc Alli put a tiny round bandage over the top of Mary’s finger. “Not long. Especially if you noticed a change in her scent.” The doctor moved away, carrying something that kind of looked like one of the over-the-counter pregnancy tests Mary had seen commercials for. It was a plastic strip with a small window. It was placed on the counter, and then the doctor removed her gloves, tossing them away. 
 
    Doc Alli leaned against the counter and crossed her arms. “I know waiting is hard. Let’s give it a few minutes.”  
 
    “I know what it will tell us.” Lash smiled. 
 
    Doc Alli opened her mouth, but then closed it. Mary noticed that worried look on the other woman’s face again. 
 
    “What is it? Just spit it out. He’s not going to attack you.” Mary tightened her hold on Lash. 
 
    The blonde doctor met her gaze. “He’s a Wild Zone, and I asked about him after I knew he was bringing you in. He hasn’t been around many human women. A change in your scent might not mean pregnancy. It could be that you’re about to ovulate or start your period. I mean, he probably is right, but there’s a small chance…” 
 
    “Okay. That makes sense.” Mary slid off the exam table and hugged her arms around Lash’s waist. 
 
    “I want a cub.” 
 
    “I know you do, lion man. It’s fine any way this turns out. If not this time, there’s always next month. It just means we’ll have to have even more sex than we’ve been having.” 
 
    He hugged her back. 
 
    Doc Alli pushed off the counter. “Let’s cross our fingers.” She did that and spun around, staring at the end of the stick. Then she turned, her face serious. 
 
    Mary’s heart plummeted. Lash was going to be disappointed. 
 
    Doc Alli suddenly winked. “Congratulations! You’re having a cub!” 
 
    Lash picked Mary up, burying his face in her neck, and hugged her tight. “We’re having a cub.” 
 
    Mary blinked back tears. She was going to have a baby with Lash. She never been happier.  
 
    He finally put her down and grinned at the doctor. “Can we see our cub inside my mate?” 
 
    “You sure can. I had the ultrasound ready in the next room, all set up, just in case. We’ll sit down afterward to talk about your care, what to expect, and set up regular appointments.” 
 
    * * * * * 
 
    Lash scooped Mary into his arms and followed the blonde human doctor into another room. He lay Mary flat on another exam bed, as instructed, and kept close to her.  
 
    He was having a cub with his mate. It was a dream come true. He wanted to roar his joy and go tell everyone. 
 
    “I’m going to pull up your shirt and put on this gel, Mary. It’s a little cold but it will warm up fast,” the doctor warned, saying something else, but Lash ignored her. 
 
    He gazed down at his smiling mate.  
 
    He remembered when he’d heard the vent creaking from above, and he’d hidden, thinking humans were about to attack him in his domain. Then some of the joints holding part of the vent had popped free, dropping Mary onto the mats.  
 
    That moment had changed his life for the better.  
 
    He leaned down and kissed her forehead, distracting her from whatever her and the doctor were talking about. Mary met his gaze and smiled. 
 
    “I love you, mate.” 
 
    “I love you too, Lash.” 
 
    “Ready to see your baby?” The doctor reminded them that they weren’t alone. 
 
    Lash kept close to Mary’s face and lifted his gaze to where the doctor was pointing at the screen. She had put on a glove and ran some strange object over his mate’s bared stomach. None of it made sense to him. The screen didn’t show a baby, but shadows instead. 
 
    “Okay,” Doc Alli said quietly. “I’m going to press a bit here to get a better look.” She paused moving the hand that gripped the device. “There we go. I can see him. He looks perfect. I’m guessing you’re about four weeks along.” 
 
    Lash couldn’t see his cub. The screen was still confusing him. He glanced at Mary to find her smiling big, tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Do you see our cub?” 
 
    The doctor spoke instead of Mary. “Hang on. I’m going to take a still shot. Some people have a hard time making these out.” Doc Alli removed the device seconds later and pulled the machine forward to face them more.  
 
    Then she pointed to the screen. “This right here is his head.”  
 
    She outlined the shape of his cub’s body with her finger, and Lash felt overwhelming joy. “I see it now.” 
 
    “We really need to get one of the fancier models that Homeland has up there. Their imaging is amazing compared to these basic models. This one can pick up heartbeats, though. Would you like to hear that?” 
 
    “Yes!” He nodded at the doctor. 
 
    Doc Alli picked up the device and pressed it to Mary’s stomach, using her other hand to tap at the machine. “Get ready. Baby heartbeats, especially Species, are fast.” 
 
    Then the most wonderful sound he’d ever heard filled the room.  
 
    His gaze locked with Mary’s.  
 
    “That’s our baby.” 
 
    “It is.” Tears filled his eyes. “Thank you for being my mate.” 
 
    Mary reached up and caressed his cheek. “I guess it’s a day for amazing things to happen. We’re officially a family, and you said thank you.” 
 
    He laughed, kissing his mate. 
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