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        Return to Cougarville for another exciting adventure…

      

      

      As a senior in high school, Jase Saunders was a bad boy—the kind of kid who’s headed straight to prison by way of suspension. There was only one teacher who understood him—only one who cared enough to help him turn his life around. That teacher was Nikki Robinson and not only was she caring and kind, she was beautiful. She was also the only woman Jase ever wanted to claim as his mate—too bad she was married and fifteen years his senior.

      Fast forward fifteen years and Nikki has lost her husband and moved into middle age. She sees nothing but sorrow ahead of her…and then her life is changed completely. When the mysterious Mr. X breaks into her house and injects her with a compound that activates her latent Shifter Gene, she finds herself suddenly thrust into Regeneration. Managing to escape her attacker, she rushes onto the street…and straight into Jase’s muscular arms.

      Now Nikki must deal with the fact that she looks and feels twenty years younger and she’s being protected by her old student. She tries to tell herself that Jase is just being nice but she doesn’t realize that the Wolf Shifter has never forgotten her kindness to him…or the fire he felt for her. Can she stay away from the nefarious Mr. X, who wants her blood for an evil ritual? And will she let herself fall for the troubled boy who is now a man?

      You’ll have to read Big, Bad Wolf to find out…
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      It's been a long time since I wrote the first three books of the Cougarville series, and I always wanted to continue it. I loved the idea of women in their forties and fifties suddenly "Rejuvenating" and growing 20-30 years younger when their Shifter Gene activated, then winding up with sexy Alpha males. (Maybe some wishful thinking on my part!) I had written the first half of this book, Big, Bad Wolf, years before and suddenly got the inspiration to finish it. (This happens to me with books from time to time.) I sincerely hope you enjoy this return to Cougarville and don't worry—there's another Kindred book on the way for next month!

      Hugs and Happy Reading!

      Evangeline

      May 2021
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      Nicole Robinson sighed as she fit her key into the lock of the big old Victorian house at the end of the block on East Juniper Street. It was a grand old mansion—a real fixer-upper project and she and Gil had been going to do just that. They’d had so many plans—from remodeling the kitchen and bathroom to stripping the paint from the gorgeous old wooden banister and varnishing it to a high gloss. It was going to be their dream home—a place they could grow old together.

      “Only Gil never got a chance to grow old,” Nikki whispered to herself. “Not nearly.”

      Her husband had been struck with lung cancer when he was only thirty eight—an especially fast moving kind that metastasized in the space of weeks. He had gone from having a bad cough that wouldn’t go away to lying in a hospital bed inside a month. A month after that, he was gone.

      “Stop thinking about it,” Nikki told herself as she turned the key. “It’s been seven years already. Stop tormenting yourself.”

      But she knew why Gil was on her mind. It had been seven years since his death all right—seven years to the day. Though she knew it was morbid, the awful anniversary wouldn’t leave her mind. Which was probably why she’d been distracted at school today.

      Nikki taught AP English at Wolverton High and normally her job was her solace and her joy. But today she’d barely been able to pay attention to the senior poetry essay presentations. She still had a stack of them to grade in her briefcase, which would probably take her several days to plow through.

      “Well, at least it’s Spring Break all next week,” she muttered to herself. Although what idiot down at the School Board had decided to make Spring Break the first week in March she didn’t know. Normally it might have started warming up—at least a little—by now. Wolverton, North Carolina sat at the base of the Blue Ridge Mountains but it was far enough South that Spring came fairly early.

      This year, however, Winter was hanging on with a death grip. Far from warming up, there was snow in the forecast next week. It was enough to make Nikki wish she’d taken her sister up on the proposed family trip to Disney World in Orlando. But she hated feeling like a third wheel—or in this case, a fifth wheel—when she went with Jenny and Ted and their two adorable kids. She loved her niece and nephew but being around them reminded her of everything she’d lost…everything she would never have.

      She and Gil had tried for kids of their own of course—tried for years. But Nikki had a severe kind of endometriosis which had gotten so bad she had to eventually have a partial hysterectomy. After that, they’d talked about adopting. But just as they were really getting into the process, Gil had started coughing and then…

      “Stop it,” Nikki told herself in a low, fierce voice, brushing angrily at the tears that had somehow leaked down her cheeks. “Does everything have to lead back to that? Just stop it, Nikki!”

      She pushed open the door and was greeted by a joyous bark.

      “Max!” she exclaimed, getting inside and pushing the door closed with a foot, while she caught the big bundle of fur in her arms. Max was a rescue—part sheepdog, part Alaskan Malamute, and part horse, as her sister Jenny liked to joke. He was one hundred and fifty pounds of pure protective love and he never failed to make Nikki feel better, even on her darkest days.

      As he licked away the tears, she felt her heart melt a little bit.

      “Oh, Maxie,” she whispered, kneeling down so she could put her arms around his thick neck with its shaggy ruff. “You don’t know how glad I am to see you!”

      He whined softly and licked her cheeks again, as though asking what was wrong.

      “Just a rough day,” Nikki told him. “You know how it is. This is the seventh year since Gil…since he had to leave me.” She sighed and straightened up, stroking her dog’s huge head. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t come into my life. I’d be lost without you, boy.”

      Max barked softly and leaned against her legs, nearly knocking her over. Nikki gave a surprised laugh and steadied herself against the wall but she knew her dog was just trying to cheer her up. His big dark eyes shone with intelligence and he always seemed to know how she was feeling.

      “Good boy,” Nikki told him, feeling marginally better. She gathered her briefcase and purse, which she’d put down to hug him, and hung them up on the hooks by the doorway. “Come on—into the kitchen. I know you’re hungry.” She picked a curled brown leaf out of his shaggy black and gray coat. “You’ve probably be out running in the woods all day, huh?”

      Getting a doggy door installed that was big enough for Max to get in and out had been interesting—it took up nearly all of her backdoor. But her property was right on the edge of the forest and her big dog loved to run and explore in the trees, especially when it was cold.

      Nikki thought briefly that she ought to go out with him—maybe running around in the cold would get her blood pumping and do her some good. But there were all those animal attacks that had been happening lately. A woman in her own neighborhood had even been killed. Nikki hadn’t known her personally but the thought still made her shiver and of course, she felt terrible for the woman’s family.

      No, better to stay indoors where it was safe. She didn’t worry about Max—the big dog could take care of himself. But for herself, well, she was going to stay inside where it was warm and she didn’t have to worry about a hungry bear, or mountain lion or whatever it was out there, getting her.

      After feeding Max and pouring a glass of white wine for herself, Nikki decided to take a hot bath. The bathroom had been the only room she and Gil had finished restoring before he had gotten ill and she loved to spend time in it. The deep, old-fashioned claw-foot tub was especially nice for soaking in.

      She picked up the wine glass, debated, and then brought the bottle as well. One glass was usually her limit but tonight felt like a two-glass occasion for sure.

      As she waited for the tub to fill, Nikki looked at herself critically in the mirror. She had to admit, she looked substantially different than she had when Gil was still alive.

      She’d chopped her long, lush hair short for one thing. Long hair was a bother and she didn’t want to deal with the hassle—or so she told herself. Her sister had accused her of going into mourning, the way women in the distant past had—shaving their heads and wearing sackcloth and ashes when a beloved husband died.

      “Wearing only dark colors, chopping off your hair…honestly Nikki, I know how badly you’re hurting but you need to try and move on,” Jenny had told her about a year ago. At her sister’s insistence that she needed a change, Nikki had gone blonde—a color she wasn’t entirely sure suited her. But it made it a hell of a lot easier to cover the gray hair that seemed determined to sprout all over her head like weeds in an untended garden.

      The short, blonde bob screamed “middle aged” but that was all right with Nikki—she wasn’t exactly trying to catch a man. That part of her—her sexual desire—had died with Gil. It wasn’t like she’d completely let herself go—she still did yoga twice a week and exercised daily. But she no longer watched what she ate quite as much, which had resulted in spreading hips and a much bigger behind than she used to have.

      There were wrinkles around the corners of her full lips and her gray-green eyes too—further proof that she was forty-five and staring down the barrel of fifty. As for her full-to-overflowing double D breasts which used to be so high and firm, well…they weren’t anymore.

      Sighing, she admitted that she certainly looked her age. Would she have tried to keep up with things better if Gil had lived to reach middle age with her? She honestly couldn’t say. Jenny was always urging her to try a dating site and get matched with some eligible man in her area but Nikki just didn’t have the desire to do that. Gil was the only man she’d ever cared for and she was too old to start over again. She might get a little lonely sometimes but Max was great company and completely loyal, which was more than could be said of most men.

      Nikki looked down the full-length mirror on the back of the bathroom door and frowned at the twisted white scar on her lower abdomen—a reminder of her hysterectomy which hadn’t exactly gone smoothly. The scar still itched if she didn’t rub coco butter into it every night, especially in cold weather. She was getting low on coco butter, she reminded herself. Better pick some up the next time she went to the store. But for tonight she should be okay.

      With a moan of pure relief, she sank down into the claw-foot tub and took a soothing sip of the white wine. The warm water swirling around her felt both calming and healing. It seemed to wash away some of her sorrow and anxiety, leaving her in a mood that was more mellow sadness than total bereavement, which was what she’d been feeling for most of the day.

      Or maybe it was the wine working on her, Nikki reflected as she took another sip and then another. She really shouldn’t drink on an empty stomach like this, but having a glass of wine was better than going into the kitchen and binging on carby comfort food—right?

      “Definitely,” Nikki muttered to herself, emptying the glass and pouring another. “This is most definitely better.”

      She sighed and relaxed deeper into the tub, anticipating just another quiet evening at home with her dog.

      She had no idea her house was being watched.
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      One hungry eye stared at the big Victorian mansion with its picket fence and gingerbread trim. It was painted white with green accents and it looked big and ghostly in the rapidly deepening twilight. The kind of house that could easily get the reputation of being haunted, especially if a grizzly murder was committed inside it.

      Of course, he wouldn’t kill her inside the house, the one-eyed watcher reminded himself. That would make it too hard to cover up as an animal attack. But the grounds around her house—those overgrown woods in the back especially—would be an ideal place to end things if he had to.

      Not that Mr. X wanted to kill the woman—oh, dear me, no. He hoped she would finally turn out to be the one—the answer to all his hopes and prayers. The one who could help him change, even without the help of the furry, spotted pelt he carried with him at all times.

      The little witch was supposed to have been that one, he reminded himself—she’d had the elusive Shifter Gene in spades and he’d been this close to breeding her. If he had, some of her power would have flowed to him, giving him greater control over his second form. Unfortunately, she had ended up with another—with the same Fox Shifter who had taken his eye.

      Mr. X rubbed his empty socket irritably. Never mind. Soon, if things went as planned, he would have the strength and power and skill to do what he wanted—maybe even to take revenge.

      But first things first. He had to find out if the woman he was watching was the one. If only that idiot Lounds had kept copies of his records and the list of the women he’d found that had the Gene. But when the lab in the Everglades had burned after his death, all his data had been lost. Well, almost all of it. Thank goodness the rejuvenation formula had already been sent to Mr. X in an encrypted email. That, at least, had been saved.

      He’d spent the last month tinkering with the formula, modifying it a bit. His first four kills had been uninformed—too haphazard and uncertain and none of them had turned out to have the Shifter gene as he’d hoped.

      Now he’d added a marker—a way to be certain if the one he injected would turn out to be not only a Shifter, but the perfect kind of Shifter, once she rejuvenated. That special kind of female who would fulfill the requirements of both science and magic, which he was mixing liberally in order to achieve his desired results.

      Mr. X wondered what his colleagues back at the company would think if they knew what he was up to and laughed. Black magic…moonlight sacrifices…spilling innocent blood… He’d always been considered something of an outlier, but his wealth meant he was tolerated and kept on as a silent partner, even when his practices were a little far-fetched.

      Well, this was a lot far-fetched, not that the aforementioned colleagues knew about it, but if it worked it would be perfect. He would be able to change without the help of the pelt and not worry about getting stuck in his animal form if there was no suitable prey around after he shifted.

      He reached into his jacket pocket and made certain the syringe along with the other testing equipment was safely stored. In the backpack he was wearing was a single item—a long, spotted, scruffy pelt with the head of the animal it had been taken from still attached. A sour smell came from the fur but Mr. X barely noticed it anymore. It was so much a part of him—his alter ego, so to speak. And soon maybe he wouldn’t even need it anymore.

      Not if things went according to plan and this woman turned out to be the one. He certainly hoped she was.

      Otherwise, he’d have to drag her out into the woods and kill her, as he’d done with all the others.
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      Nikki woke to a hand around her throat and a sour, musky stench in her nose. Hot breath panted against her cheek and a low, ugly voice snarled in her ear,

      “Don’t move, bitch. You move and you’re dead.”

      Her heart seemed to stop in her chest. It was her worst nightmare—the nightmare of any woman living alone, as she had been for the last seven years. That was one reason she’d gotten Max—for protection.

      Max? Where is Max? Dimly she remembered letting the big dog out for a last run before going to bed. No matter how cold it got, he always had to have one last frolic in the forest before he settled down in front of the fire in the living room, which was where he slept most nights. But wouldn’t he be back by now? What time was it anyway? Her brain still felt addled by the amount of wine she’d consumed but the terror of her situation was rapidly bringing things into focus.

      “Who…who are you?” she gasped. “How did you get in? Please don’t hurt me!”

      “I’ll only kill you if I have to,” the man snarled. Or was it a man? In the semi-gloom of the bedroom he seemed to have a shaggy, furry outline with pointed ears near the top of his head. It must be some kind of fur coat with a mask to conceal his identity.

      A freezing gust of wind from an open window answered her second question at least. Damn it, she’d gotten too complacent about safety lately! How could she not even latch her windows? How careless could she be? But it was freezing outside—barely 15 degrees Fahrenheit by the thermometer when she’d gone to bed. How could she know that someone would come out in the bitter cold to attack her?

      “Please,” she gasped again, as he shifted his grip on her throat and reached into his pocket with the other hand.

      “Shut up, bitch! Now open your mouth.”

      “But—”

      A blinding light was suddenly shining full in her face and the hand around her throat tightened warningly.

      “I said open your fucking mouth!”

      Feeling sick, Nikki parted her lips. She could imagine what the attacker wanted to shove in her mouth and the very thought made her want to retch. His sour, musky smell was bad enough without—

      To her surprise, what felt like a common cotton swab was thrust roughly between her teeth and scraped at the inside of one cheek. Then it was withdrawn and the attacker dropped the super bright flashlight to the bed and fumbled something else out of his pocket. In the glow from the dropped light, Nikki saw what looked like a small round glass vial with a screw-top lid.

      Working one-handed, because he still had his left hand clenched around her throat, her attacker awkwardly unscrewed the vial and shoved the swab he’d just put in her mouth into the narrow opening. At once, the clear gel began to turn green, tendrils of the new color spreading from the tip of the cotton swab and infiltrating the gel in emerald threads.

      “Finally!” the man above her breathed. “You have the Gene—I knew it!”

      “I…I have the what?” Nikki asked but the attacker didn’t answer.

      He pocketed the tube of green gel and drew out something else—a syringe.

      “What…what is that?” she gasped, shrinking away from the needle shining in the beam of the flashlight. “What are you doing?”

      “Giving you what you need. Hold still, bitch!” he growled roughly as she tried to get away.

      “No…no!” Nikki begged, twisting this way and that. She didn’t know what was in the syringe and she didn’t want to know—she only knew she didn’t want it stuck in her.

      The hand on her throat squeezed tighter.

      “It doesn’t matter where I inject this, you know,” her attacker snarled. “I could shove it in your juicy little cunt if you want. Or what about your eye?”

      He leaned forward, suddenly shoving his face into hers. Most of his face was in shadows but Nikki was horrified to see that one eye socket was empty.

      “Please!” she gasped, jerking her head back from the leering face. She had an idea she ought to be trying to commit his features to memory but all she could stare at was that empty socket—that one missing feature which horrified her so completely she felt like she might be sick. Especially since his other eye seemed to blaze yellowish-orange in the reflected light of the flashlight—an inhuman, demonic color.

      A needle plunged into her arm, just below her elbow, and a fiery burning pulsed through her veins. Nikki tried to scream but the cruel hand around her throat tightened even more, choking the air from her, making her feel like she was drowning. Her hands beat weakly at the strong arm holding her and she gasped for air, bright stars exploding in front of her eyes.

      “Now we wait,” the man snarled in her ear.

      “Wait…for what?” she choked out.

      “To see if you’re the one. But of course that can take a little while. Let’s help it along with a little selective breeding.” He straightened up, his hand loosening just enough for her to get a sip of air to her starving lungs. “Of course I can’t breed you like this. First I’ll have to change.”

      Nikki had no idea what he was talking about or what he had injected her with.

      He’s crazy, she thought, her heart slamming against her ribs in terror. Completely crazy!

      Then the one-eyed attacker reached for the top of his head and pulled the furry robe he was wearing low over his shadowed face. It had an animal muzzle attached to it, she saw—a long, snarling maw filled with sharp yellow teeth.

      He began to change, to grow…to shift somehow. And to Nikki’s horror, it seemed like the animal face he had pulled over his own, actually became his face.

      The eye—he still had only one—blazed to malevolent life and the jaws— formerly frozen in a permanent snarl—opened and closed. At the same time her attacker seemed to be getting bigger and hairier. The sour stench rose to a reek, filling the entire room with a miasma of foulness. The fingers wrapped around her neck were suddenly tipped with claws—they dug into her flesh, leaving long, bloody scratches.

      “No!” she screamed. “No!”

      “Spread your legs, bitch,” the thing on top of her growled. “I’m gonna breed you hard—make sure that shot takes effect.”

      Suddenly the door to her room burst open and Max hurled himself straight at the creature’s throat with a volley of furious barking.

      The thing her attacker had become was clearly caught off balance.

      “What—” it began and then it fell off the side of the bed with Max on top of it, tearing at its hairy pelt and growling furiously.

      Nikki didn’t waste any time. She jumped out of bed and ran from the room, not even stopping to throw on a robe or slippers.

      The police! I have to call somebody—have to get help!

      But her cell phone was back in her bedroom and there was no way she was going back in, not when she could hear snarling and shouts and hoarse, animalistic screams. She had to get out of here—out of the house—had to get to safety.

      Throwing the front door open wide, she rushed out into the freezing night wearing nothing but her nightgown.
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      Detective Jase Saunders couldn’t sleep. Probably because he was one of the few people who knew the truth about the recent killings that had been plaguing his small hometown of Wolverton, North Carolina. Recently four women in their mid forties to mid fifties had been found slaughtered—torn and mauled by some kind of animal.

      Only Jase knew they weren’t animal attacks—they were murders.

      Unfortunately, there was no way he could convince his captain of that. Unlike Cougarville, the small town across the mountain from them, Wolverton wasn’t a place where the Shifters were out in the open. Though most of the Dire Wolf pack lived here—Jase, in fact, was their Alpha—there were also plenty of norms—regular humans who had no idea that Shifters were real and lived among them.

      The captain was a norm too, and while he was calling out wildlife experts and setting bear traps, Jase was the only one who knew they ought to be looking for a human perp—or at least one who was human part of the time.

      He was walking the streets where the last murder had taken place—a pretty, old-fashioned neighborhood that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a movie about Southern grace and charm. Steel Magnolias or The Notebook maybe. But almost all the houses here had backyards that led into the forest—which was where Sophie Tucker, a divorced woman in her fifties, had been mauled to death by some kind of animal.

      Only he’s not an animal—he’s a rogue Shifter. Or a rogue Skin-Walker if Reese Cooper is right.

      And Jase had no reason to think he was wrong. He’d been down at The Cougar’s Den a few months back, talking to the mechanic who ran Fox’s Autobody as well as Liam Keller, who was the mayor of Cougarville, and Mathis Blackwell, a buck Shifter who lived in the area. Reese had actually fought with the Skin-Walker and taken his eye when the bastard tried to rape Jo, Reese’s mate.

      Jase had interviewed Jo as well, who was a Wiccan. He had gone to her looking for insights on the killer, hoping to find a way to trap the bastard before he killed again…

      

      “Bianca—the witch who turned him into a Skin-Walker—just called him Mr. X,” Jo said, looking uncomfortable as she helped Fiona ShadowTree, the pharmacist who ran and owned The Cougarville Chemist, sort ingredients. The two women were picking through what appeared to be a random pile of feathers, leaves, bones, and shells and separating them into smaller piles as far as Jase could see. He wondered what kind of medicine Fiona would turn them into.

      Fiona ShadowTree was a woman of indeterminate age with a cable of thick auburn hair shot through with skeins of the purest silver—not white and not salt and pepper—silver. On the day of Jase’s visit she was wearing a deep crimson caftan under her white smock coat and enough gold and amber jewelry to sink a ship.

      But despite her eccentric appearance, or maybe partly because of it, Fiona was revered as a Wise Woman by all the Shifters in the area. She often arbitrated disputes which couldn’t be brought to the norms, who ran the local law enforcement , and gave advice to anyone seeking help.

      “To send a Skin-Walker out into the world is dark magic indeed,” she said softly, turning her large, dark eyes up to Jase. “For they cannot return to their human form until they kill.”

      “Which means every time he turns, he has to kill afterwards,” Jase growled, raking a hand through his thick black hair. “So why is he turning so often? And why is he killing these women?”

      “You say they’re all around the right age for Rejuvenation, right?” Jo asked, frowning. “Forties and fifties—just about the time the Shifter Gene kicks in if it’s going to.”

      “But the Gene only begins working if the woman in question is unmated and hasn’t had sexual relations with a male who claims her as his own for at least six months,” Fiona reminded her. “It sounds to me like all of the victims fit that description and yet they hadn’t begun to regenerate. Which makes me think that if they had the Gene, it must have been recessive or latent in all of them.”

      “Right.” Jase nodded and looked at Jo. “But according to your mate, this Mr. X is a highly placed executive in one of the top pharmaceutical companies. Right?”

      Jo nodded, her bright, reddish-gold hair looking muted in the dim light of the pharmacy.

      “Samantha and Keller think the company has to be Pfizer,” she said. “The man who kidnapped Samantha and did all kinds of awful experiments on her was working for them and apparently he mentioned someone high up in the organization was bankrolling him.”

      “I’ve checked Pfizer,” Jase said, hearing the frustration in his own voice. “They don’t have any executives who have recently lost an eye. In fact, I can’t find any one-eyed executives in any of the major pharmaceutical companies. And I’ve looked into them all.”

      “I’m sorry, Detective.” Jo shook her head. “All I know is that whoever Mr. X is, he must have access to the Rejuvenation formula. Samantha was injected with it and it forced her Rejuvenation. In my case, one of our elder witches, Bianca, allowed it to be dumped into the drinking supply of the compound where I lived with my sister Wiccans.” She shrugged. “I was the only one it worked on—I guess because I was the only one with a recessive Gene.”

      “Can anything be done about this Skin-Walker bastard—magically I mean?” Jase demanded. He wouldn’t normally have asked such a thing. Though Shifting was itself a kind of magic, it was something a person with the Shifter Gene was imbued with—their animal self was a part of them. He didn’t particularly care for spells and incantations or anything that wasn’t completely straightforward.

      Jo shook her head.

      “Nothing to make him better, no.”

      “What?” Jase demanded. “Are you saying there are magical ways to make it worse?”

      The petite red-haired witch had looked unhappy but she lifted her chin and looked him in the eye.

      “Yes.”

      She was considerably too tiny and skinny for Jase’s taste—he preferred a woman with meat on her bones—but he could see why Reese loved her. There was courage in her eyes and her voice didn’t tremble when she spoke.

      “If he found another witch to help him—or even if he found the right ritual himself—he might be able to change himself from a Skin-Walker to more of a Shifter. That is, he’d be able to Shift back and forth at will like we can. Well, those of us who aren’t pregnant, anyway.” She put a hand to her softly rounded belly. “But he’d need a Rejuvenating female—a Juvie—in order for it to work.”

      “You mean if he gets his hands on a Juvie and works this spell he could turn back to his human form without killing?” Jase asked. “How is that worse?”

      “Because it might not go that way,” Jo said in a low voice. “If the spell goes wrong—and it’s dark magic so there are infinite ways it could go wrong—then, well…”

      “He could become a monster. Even more so than he is now,” Fiona put in. “Unable to change back to human form at all—unable to stop killing.”

      “He appears to be fucking unable to stop that now. Pardon my language,” Jase growled. “He’s killed four women so far—I just don’t want there to be a fifth.”

      “I hope you find him Detective Saunders. I…” Jo swallowed hard. “I still have nightmares about that night. If Reese hadn’t been there…and if you hadn’t come when he called for help…”

      “I just did what was necessary,” Jase said, uncomfortable, as always, with any kind of thanks or praise.

      He himself had killed Bianca, the elder witch who had been working with Mr. X, because Reese had begged him to do it. Jase had been in wolf form at the time, running with his pack during the full moon, when he heard Reese’s howl for help. The older witch had been working a spell to drain Jo’s life force at the time and she had almost died before Jase intervened. Mr. X was long gone by the time he got there, though—he had fled after Reese had taken his eye.

      “Well, we appreciate what you did,” Jo told him firmly. “A hell of a lot, Detective.”

      “And I for one believe that you will be rewarded for your bravery,” Fiona said. “Lady Moon has her eye on you, Jase Saunders. I’m certain she has. She might even have a mate for you. Reese told me you were wishing for one.”

      “Reese said that?” Jase felt his cheeks heat. He had mentioned wishing that Lady Moon—the Shifter Goddess—would send the right female into his life, as she had sent one to Mathis and Keller and Reese, but he’d thought that conversation was private. Just guy talk down at the Cougar’s Den. He cleared his throat and straightened up. “Well right now, I don’t have time for a mate, Fiona. I have to solve this case first and catch this son-of-a-bitch before he kills again.”

      “Oh Jase, when Lady Moon is involved, we don’t get to choose the time we fall in love.” There was a twinkle in Fiona’s dark eyes that had made him somehow uneasy.

      “Uh, thanks,” he muttered. “But I meant what I said. I honestly wouldn’t have time to get romantically involved with anyone even if she ran right into my arms at this point.”

      “We’ll see,” was Fiona’s enigmatic response.

      Jase had thanked her and left but he was honestly much more interested in catching the elusive Skin-Walker, Mr. X, at this point than he was in trying to find a female to settle down with.

      It had been over a month since the last attack and the rest of the police department had started to relax, thinking that the rogue bear or mountain lion or whatever it was that had done the killings had simply wandered off. But Jase knew better. Mr. X was a serial killer and he had a taste for killing now—as well as a reason to kill, apparently. He didn’t believe for a minute that the bastard would stop until he got what he wanted.

      Where was he now? And when would he strike again?

      

      Jase pondered these questions as he patrolled the empty, deserted streets in the early pre-dawn hours of the morning. It was freezing—barely ten degrees outside—but at least there was no wind to make things worse. As a Shifter, he ran hot, so the biting chill didn’t bother him nearly as much as it would have a regular human. It was so cold and quiet the world seemed to hang in a state of suspended animation as he walked up and down, looking for something—anything—he might have missed.

      Suddenly sounds shattered the silence of the night. Frightened panting and the slap-slap of bare feet on the pavement behind him made Jase turn. Running down the road towards him was a woman wearing only a short, thin white nightgown. There was blood on her neck and a look of pure terror in her eyes.

      “Whoa…whoa!” Jase held out his arms to stop her and she ran right into them.

      “Please!” She looked up at him, her eyes wild with terror. “Please help me! He…he…” She began to sob.

      Jase was struck dumb—he didn’t usually have to deal with sobbing females. Instinctively, he put his arms around her and held her. She was shivering in the cold and no wonder—the nightgown she had on was so thin he could practically see through it.

      “All right, now. Everything is going to be all right,” he soothed. “Whoever hurt you, he won’t get near you again, I promise.”

      “You do?” She looked up at him, tears filling her big gray-green eyes and streaking down her cheeks. She looked somehow familiar but he couldn’t quite place her. Had he seen her around town? Maybe down at the station?

      “Of course I promi…” Jase began, then trailed off, frowning. Could it be? Even in the dim light of the streetlamp the woman looked like someone he knew…or had known a long time ago. He looked at her uncertainly, peering down to get a better look at her pretty face.

      “Um…” He cleared his throat. “Mrs. Robinson? Is that you?”
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      Nikki looked uncertainly at the tall man—the very tall man—holding her comfortingly in his strong arms. He was so big—well over six foot six, she was certain—with a broad muscular chest and pale amber eyes that looked down into her own.

      Suddenly she knew him. It was the eyes that did it—she had only known one other man with eyes like that. Only back when she’d known him, he hadn’t been a man—not quite.

      “Jase?” she said hesitantly. “Jase Saunders? From my AP English class?”

      “That’s right.” He nodded. “You remember me?”

      “I do but you’re…different now. So tall…So big…”

      He shrugged self-deprecatingly.

      “I had a growth spurt in college.”

      “You certainly did,” Nikki whispered. He’d been seventeen and so hurt…so troubled but so promising, she remembered now. God, talk about a blast from the past! “It…it’s been a long time,” she managed to say.

      “Fifteen years.” He smiled charmingly, then his face grew serious. “What happened to you tonight? Are you all right?” He touched her neck gently and looked down at his fingers which came away red and bloody. “From the look of this, I’d say you’re not.”

      “I…I…” Nikki felt like she was stuck in some kind of surreal dream. The attack in the middle of the night…the strange, awful man who had turned into some kind of animal…and now running into a troubled student from her past in the middle of the road. Surely she was going to wake up any minute with a pounding headache and vow never to drink a whole bottle of wine again, right?

      But the biting cold of the night around her and the fact that Jase Saunders stayed right where he was and didn’t dissolve into morning sunlight pouring through her window, convinced her she was awake.

      “It’s okay, Mrs. Robinson,” Jase said, clearly mistaking her confusion for distrust. “I’m a detective now with the local PD. If you’re wondering what I’m doing here in the middle of the night, I was out here looking for something I missed on a case. Do you want to see my badge?”

      “Badge?” God, she sounded like an idiot! And who could have guessed that Jase—who had been barely an inch taller than her back when she taught him AP English—would turn into such a giant? “No,” she said. “No badge. I…I trust you, Jase. It’s just…tonight has been so awful I…I can hardly believe it.”

      “You can tell me,” he said gently…his voice deep and intense. He took her by the arms and leaned down, getting on her level. “What happened?”

      “I…” Suddenly the attack came rushing back to her and she had to fight to keep in a sob. “Someone…something got into my house and….and attacked me tonight. I…my dog, he…he helped me get away. I…” Oh God, Max! What if the huge, hairy beast-man thing had hurt him? “Please!” She grabbed at Jase’s jacket. “Please, you have to come back to my house! My dog Max might be hurt and he’s all I’ve got. That thing was huge.”

      His face grew grim. “Point me in the right direction.”

      “This way.” She tugged at his arm, leading him quickly down the freezing asphalt. There was sharp gravel on the road and she had an idea she was probably cutting the hell out of her feet but they were so cold and numb she barely noticed.

      They got to the front of her house, the door still swinging wide open. Nikki explained where her bedroom was and started to lead the way but Jase took her arm and pulled her back.

      “No way,” he said grimly. “You’re not going back in there—not until I clear it. He could still be there, Mrs. Robinson.”

      “But Max—”

      “I’ll take good care of your dog.” A grim little smile tugged the corner of his mouth, as though he was thinking of a private joke. “I’m, uh, good with animals. In the meantime, I want you to wait in my truck with the heat running. It’s freezing out here—you’re shivering.”

      “I…but I…” Nikki tried to argue but he wouldn’t hear it.

      “Come on.” He towed her down about half a block to where a nondescript black truck was parked. It looked normal on the outside but inside Nikki saw a gun rack with a police issue shotgun, a CB, and other police paraphernalia. So her old student really was a detective. How strange. She never would have guessed he’d end up on the right side of the law. For a while, back during his senior year, she’d been very much afraid he would end up on the wrong side of it.

      Jase started the engine of the big truck and put on the heater with one hand while he grabbed the CB with the other.

      “Dispatch, I need backup,” he said as he motioned for Nikki to get in and sit in the passenger side seat. She obeyed unwillingly, still worried about Max, as Jase spoke in police lingo, making sure that help was on the way. Then he opened his jacket and unholstered a large, black pistol that made Nikki—a confirmed pacifist—shudder. “Stay here,” he said, giving her a stern look. “I’ll be back after I check out your house.”

      “Jase…” She put a hand on his arm as he was about to shut the door.

      “Yes?” In the light of the streetlamp his amber eyes seemed almost to glow like two gold stones.

      “Be careful.” Nikki squeezed his muscular forearm for emphasis. “That thing is huge. And I don’t…don’t even know what it was.”

      “I’m going to find out. Stay put.”

      He shut the door and walked swiftly down the street, pistol drawn and ready. Nikki bit her lip as she watched him go. God, this got more and more surreal by the minute. What would he find in her house? Was the man-beast that had attacked her gone…or lying in wait for another victim?
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      Jase had no idea what to expect, but he knew he had to focus on the matter at hand instead of thinking about the weird coincidence fate had dumped in his lap. Mrs. Robinson had been his senior year English teacher…not to mention the star of all his late-night fantasies for years afterwards. He couldn’t forget the way she’d walked among the desks, her long, waving hair swishing against the small of her back, her full hips rolling, her large, lush breasts…

      Stop it! he told himself savagely. This could be the break in the case you’ve been waiting for. Get your mind fucking right and stop thinking of old fantasies! You need to be present in the here and now if you’re going to do this!

      Feeling more focused, Jase approached the dark, empty doorway of her house. He ought to wait for backup, he knew, but she’d been so worried about her dog…

      Being a Shifter and having a second part—an animal part—himself, made Jase feel a special affinity for dogs. The Dire Wolf inside him was a close cousin to domestic canines and they always seemed to sense that and respond to him.

      Quietly, he entered the doorway, scanning in all directions. As a Shifter he had excellent night vision, so he could tell there was no one around—at least not in the front hallway or living room. Nikki had told him her bedroom was in the back of the house, on the ground floor, so he moved in that direction, making sure to test every floorboard first, so a creak of the old wood wouldn’t give him away.

      Already he knew that the Skin-Walker had been here. The sour stench that assaulted his nostrils was the same he’d smelled at every other crime scene. And there was another odor mixed with it—the ominous, coppery smell of blood. How much of it was Mrs. Robinson’s? And how much belonged to someone or something else?

      The bedroom door was wide open but he waited for a moment, crouched low in the doorway, before going in. His supernaturally keen eyesight and hearing told him the beast was gone but he still moved cautiously.

      With an elbow, Jase flipped on the light switch, flooding the darkened room with a harsh yellow glow from the bedside lamp, which was knocked on its side and had lost its shade. He was greeted to a grim sight.

      Blood spattered the pale blue bedspread, which was pulled half off the bed. The blood stains made purple splotches on the silky fabric. The pillows and mattress had been ripped and shredded, as though by long, cruel claws. Tufts of spotted hair were everywhere and all the items on the bureau across from the bed were knocked over and rolling on their sides, as though something big had bumped into it. There was even a spray of blood on the mirror over the bureau—a gaudy pattern of droplets that had leaked down in long trails, like something from a horror movie set.

      The window was wide open, the curtains blowing in the freezing night air, and there was blood on the sill. Apparently whatever—or whoever—had come in, had also left this way.

      A weak, whining sound caught his attention and he looked down at once. Lying on the floor, half buried under the stained and ripped bedspread, Jase spotted a long, bushy tail.

      Carefully, gun at the ready, he reached down and pulled the stained bedspread aside. But the sound hadn’t been made by the Skin-Walker. The elusive Mr. X was long gone, Jase’s instincts told him.

      Lying in the middle of the floor was a dog—a big one by canine standards—though it was nothing compared to his Wolf. It had thick fur like a Husky or maybe a Malamute and was plainly injured badly. Pale blue eyes rolled up to Jase and the dog managed a threatening growl—the sound of an animal in pain but still trying to defend its territory.

      Sinking to his knees beside it, Jase held out a hand.

      “Hey,” he said softly. “You must be Max. Your mistress is really worried about you.”

      The dog growled louder and tried to snap at him but when he moved, Jase saw that the grayish-white fur at his ruff was bloody. Had the Skin-Walker gotten him by the throat? He was betting it had. One thing was clear, Max needed medical attention soon or he wouldn’t make it. But in order to get the dog to trust him, he had to make contact with him.

      Laying his hand gently—very gently—on the furry, heaving flank, he let his other side—his Wolf—come forward.

      You are hurt, Brother, the Wolf said, communicating in a way only it could with the injured dog. Your mistress fears for your life. We must get you help.

      Animals were mostly feelings, not thoughts, but Jase thought he could catch something coming from the big dog.

      Hurts… hurts so much…tried to save…Special female.

      Your mistress, the Wolf sent back. You served her well. Now let yourself be helped. It is her wish that you allow this.

      Hurts…the dog sent again, his pale blue eyes closing. Hurts…

      “Max! Oh, Max!”

      Jase jerked at the voice behind him. He had been deep in his other self—it wasn’t easy to let the Wolf come so far forward when he was still in human form.

      Turning his head, he saw Mrs. Robinson standing there, her eyes filled with tears.

      “Maxie!” she whispered and sank to her knees beside the big dog.

      Max whined sadly and tried to lick her hand. Crying, she gathered him into her lap as well as she could and held him, heedless of the blood and fur staining her thin white nightgown.

      “You saved me,” she whispered, tears flowing down her cheeks. “You saved me, boy. You were so brave…so brave…”

      “Mrs. Robinson…” Jase looked at her helplessly, not sure what to say. He ought to scold her for following him into a potentially dangerous situation…ought to make her leave—her bedroom was a crime scene, for God’s sake and she was contaminating it just by being here.

      But the heartbreak in her voice and the look on her lovely face undid him and he couldn’t find it in himself to order her out.

      “Let me get him,” he said to her at last. “Let me take him out of here. There’s an emergency vet not far from here. Maybe we can still save him if we hurry.”

      “You think?” She looked up at him, her eyelashes spiky with tears. “Oh yes please—let’s take him right away! But…” She bit her lip. “I don’t know if he’ll let you lift him. Max is kind of a one-person dog and I’m his person.”

      Within him, Jase felt his Dire Wolf stir. She could be our person, too, he whispered in Jase’s mind. We’ve always wanted her. Now she could be ours.

      Later for that, he told it sternly. Aloud, he said, “I have a way with animals—especially dogs. Let me just try.”

      Slowly, carefully, and with many silent reassurances from his Wolf, he managed to gather the huge, shaggy dog into his arms. Max whined weakly in pain but made no effort to snap or bite. Clearly the big canine was willing to trust him now that his mistress was here.

      Just as Jase had the dog firmly settled in his arms there was a blare of sirens outside and the backup he’d called for arrived. Jase called out to them, letting them know everything was clear and told Mrs. Robinson to get behind him.

      “Stay back—they’re going to be twitchy coming into a dark house that’s a crime scene in the middle of the night,” he warned.

      “Detective Saunders?”

      Jase was relieved to see that the voice belonged to Derek Shoals, one of the few officers on the PD who was also a Shifter. Though he wasn’t a wolf—Derek’s other half was a Short-faced bear—it was still easier to talk to another Shifter about what was going on than a norm.

      “Perp is already gone,” Jase told him. “Out the window, I’m pretty sure. You can sniff around, er…” he cleared his throat as Officer Hendricks, Shoals’ partner, came in the door. “I mean, look for a trail starting there and probably going back into the woods.”

      “Is it another animal attack? Like the other one we had in this neighborhood?” Hendricks asked. “Did it somehow get in here?” He nodded at the huge dog in Jase’s arms. “Maybe through a doggy door?”

      “It’s another attack but it might not be an animal when you find it.” Jase wished he could explain better. If it was Shoals alone, it would be so much easier!

      “Not an animal?” Hendricks looked confused.

      “It started as a man.” Mrs. Robinson sounded like she was still in shock. “A man in some kind of furry pelt. But then it…changed. It was almost like the pelt became part of it. The eye…the teeth…” She shivered, looking cold and scared.

      “I’m sorry ma’am, but that just doesn’t make a whole lot of sense.” Hendricks was frowning, clearly wondering if Mrs. Robinson was in her right mind or not.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Jase said roughly. “Just follow the trail.

      Hendricks was still frowning but Shoals nodded.

      “Understood, Detective. We’ll look into every possibility.”

      Jase nodded back at the Bear Shifter gratefully. He should have let Shoals in on his knowledge that the killer wasn’t just an animal before.

      “You do that. Preserve the crime scene as best you can. I’m taking the victim here…” he nodded at Mrs. Robinson, “down to the station to make a statement. “But first we’re dropping her dog off at the emergency vet.”

      “Understood.” Shoals nodded again and Jase saw a flash of sympathy in the other man’s brown eyes. “We’ve got it from here.”

      “Thanks,” Jase said. He looked at Mrs. Robinson—God, he ought to ask her first name. It felt awkward to keep calling her what he’d called her in high school. “You ready?”

      “Yes. Please, let’s hurry,” she pleaded, her voice filled with anxiety and urgency. “Poor Max! He’s so hurt.”

      “We’ll save him,” Jase assured her, hoping it was true. The big dog in his arms whined weakly, as though agreeing with him. “Come on, let’s go.”
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      The ride down to the emergency vet with Max spread out on her lap was like a nightmare. Jase drove as quickly and as smoothly as he could, but every little bump in the road made the big dog whine or yip in pain and every little sound of agony felt like a nail driven into Nikki’s heart.

      “You’re going to be okay, Maxie,” she told her dog, stroking his blood-soaked fur. “You’re going to be all right, baby. The vet is going to fix you up, my brave boy. I promise.”

      From the corner of her eye she saw Jase watching her and knew she must sound like a fool, talking baby-talk to her dog like this. But she couldn’t help herself. Max was the only source of comfort and love in her life—the only one she’d had to hold since Gil had died. She couldn’t lose him now—she just couldn’t.

      Jase called his Dispatch and asked someone there to phone ahead so the vet on call was waiting when they rolled up into the driveway. On the side of the plain brick building was a blinking blue neon sign with a paw-print on it and the words, VET ER printed in a circle around it.

      There was no way Nikki could lift the dog herself so Jase carried him in, holding the big animal with ease and surprising gentleness, as she trailed after him.

      The vet tech led them through reception and into the back part of the building at once, where all the equipment was. After Jase had laid Max down on a stainless-steel exam table, the vet—a kind older woman with short black hair wearing no-nonsense black glasses to match—began to examine him.

      “These are deep,” she said, frowning as she parted the fur to expose cruel lacerations. “What kind of animal did this?”

      “I…I don’t know,” Nikki had to confess. She was standing at the head of the table, stroking Max’s ears just the way he liked and murmuring to him in a comforting baby voice to keep him still for the vet. “He…it started out like a man but then he…he changed…”

      “I’m sorry? What?” The vet looked at her blankly and Nikki realized how crazy she must sound. But what else could she say? How else could she explain what she’d seen? What had happened to her that night?

      “I don’t…I can’t…” She shook her head. “He…I…”

      “Mrs. Robinson was a witness to a crime tonight,” Jase cut in smoothly, much to her relief. “A lot has happened and things can be pretty confusing after a traumatic event like this. For now, we just need to know if you can help Max, here.” He nodded at the big dog.

      “Oh.” The confusion cleared from the vet’s face. “Yes, I think so. But it’s going to take some serious time in our OR to be for sure. And even if he pulls through, he won’t be able to leave us for some time. It, uh…” She cleared her throat. “It might get expensive. I’m sorry to say that but most people don’t have pet insurance and—”

      “That’s all right—I don’t care what it costs,” Nikki cut in quickly. “I…I have some savings. Please, just help him.” She tried to blink back tears as she stroked Max’s ruff. “He saved me tonight. Please.”

      The vet’s eyes softened behind her no-nonsense black rimmed glasses.

      “I understand. We’ll do everything in our power—I promise.”

      “Thank you.” Nikki swiped tears away with her forearm. God, how many times had she cried tonight? She’d lost count and normally she hated to cry.

      “Go ahead and fill out the paperwork on your way out and we’ll call you when we have news,” the vet tech told her as they wheeled Max towards the OR.

      “Oh—my phone!” Nikki looked at them uncertainly. “I…I left it back at my house.”

      “You can take my number.” Jase gave it in that deep, commanding voice of his and she felt another surge of gratitude to him.

      “Thank you Jase,” she said. “But, well, wouldn’t it be easier just to go back to my house and pick up my phone?”

      “Your house is a crime scene now,” he reminded her. “We’re going to need you out of it for a while until all the evidence is collected. Besides…” He frowned and looked down at her with those pale amber eyes of his. “The guy who attacked you got away. Which means he’s still out there somewhere. Which further means I’m not letting you out of my sight, Mrs. Robinson.”

      She wanted to ask what he meant by that but he put an arm around her shoulders and ushered her out in a way that felt half-protective/ half-possessive. For some reason the feeling of his muscular arm brushing her skin made Nikki’s heart skitter in her chest. Which was ridiculous since Jase was a clear fifteen years younger than her. Not to mention he was an old student which made any attraction she might have for him seem doubly wrong.

      I’m just still upset from everything that’s happened tonight, she told herself. It’s all so unreal—it feels like a dream.

      But if this whole thing was a dream, how come she couldn’t seem to wake up?
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      The scene at the station when they pulled up was chaos. The news of another attack, after almost a month without one, had cops pouring into work, even in the middle of the night.

      Jase sighed when he thought of all the paperwork that was waiting for him—and wondered how in the Hell he was going to manage to put down what his old teacher had seen without raising some norm eyebrows.

      “Here we are,” he told Mrs. Robinson as they pulled in. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you some questions when we get in there. Do you think you’re up to answering?”

      “I…I’ll try. But I don’t think…I mean, I hate for strangers to see me like this.” She looked down at herself and made a face. There was blood and fur all over her thin nightgown and she was still shivering despite the fact that the truck’s heater was cranked to full blast. Jase wondered if she was still cold or just in shock and shaking from the aftermath of the attack.

      “Here,” he said, pulling off his jacket and wrapping it around her. “I’m sorry I didn’t offer earlier. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “That…that’s okay.” She pushed her arms into the sleeves and pulled it closed around her. “Thank you.”

      “Mrs. Robinson, there’s something I need to know—need to ask—before we go in there.” He hesitated for a moment, trying to think of how to put his question delicately.

      “Nikki,” she murmured.

      “Nikki?” He frowned.

      “It’s my first name.” She cleared her throat. “I’m not your teacher anymore, Jase and you saved me tonight. I think that earns you the right to call me by my first name.”

      “It was Max who saved you,” he objected but the gift of her first name thrilled him and deep inside he felt his Wolf growl approvingly.

      “You were there when I needed you,” she said quietly. “And you helped me with Max. Not everyone would have done that. Thank you, Jase. You’ve turned into a, uh, a very fine man. I always knew you would.”

      Jase could feel his cheeks heating to a dull red but he tried to keep things professional.

      “Well, thanks, Mrs.—I mean…Nikki.” He tried the name out, tasting it. “It’s funny I never knew your first name before.”

      “I guess you didn’t need to know it…back then.” She gave a self-conscious laugh that ended in half a sob and Jase reminded himself she was still traumatized. Unfortunately, the question he had to ask next wasn’t going to help any, but he had to ask it—preferably before they got inside with a bunch of people all around.

      “Mrs. Robinson…Nikki,” he said, trying again to phrase things delicately. “I know you were attacked tonight, so we’re going to get someone to examine you. What I need to know is, do I need to ask them to have a…” He cleared his throat. “A rape kit ready when they do?”

      “A rape kit?” One hand crept to her throat, which was still dark with dried blood. “Oh…oh no,” she exclaimed quickly. “No—no, please.”

      “Nikki…” Jase caught one of her hands in his. “I know this is hard to talk about. Maybe you’re worried your husband—”

      “My husband’s dead,” she blurted and looked down at her hand, enclosed in his much larger one. “He’s been dead exactly seven years today. Or yesterday, I guess if it’s after midnight.” She gave a broken little laugh. “I don’t even know what time it is.”

      “One fifteen,” Jase said quietly. He was studying her carefully, still unsure if she was telling him the truth about not needing a rape kit. She might still be in denial. “Nikki—”

      “I was really upset about the, uh, anniversary so I drank wine—a lot more than…than I usually do,” she went on, as though she’d barely heard him. “I went to bed without checking my doors and windows. I think that’s how he…it…I don’t even know what to call it.” She shook her head. “How the attacker got in.”

      “And did he…” Jase looked at her meaningfully.

      “He said some awful things and he…he tried to…to do that. But he didn’t.” She seemed to have a hard time getting the words out. “God, I guess it could have been so much worse! If Max hadn’t come in when he did—”

      Jase felt a sense of relief.

      “But he did,” he said, squeezing her hand reassuringly. “Max saved you.”

      “If only I had checked to make sure the window was locked.” She looked up at him, her eyes wounded. “Max wouldn’t be hurt…maybe dying.”

      “None of this is your fault,” Jase told her, frowning. “So don’t go beating yourself up about it, Nikki. The attacker would have found another way in if he couldn’t get in the window—if he was determined to get to you, and I think he was.”

      She fit the profile exactly—a woman in her forties, alone with no husband or boyfriend to claim her—a female ripe for rejuvenation. Just Mr. X’s type.

      Nikki looked even more upset.

      “You…you think he was targeting me? Stalking me? Maybe…maybe planning this?”

      Jase nodded. “You seem to fit his type. All the other women that have been killed—”

      “You mean the animal attacks?” she interrupted him.

      “I think we both know those weren’t only animal attacks,” Jase said softly. “Right?”

      “I…I don’t know what he was.” She shook her head. “He seemed like a man at first. But then he changed…” She looked up at him. “I sound crazy, don’t I?”

      “Not to me,” Jase said firmly. He sighed, remembering the blank look on the vet’s face when Nikki had said the same thing. “But…you might sound confused to someone else.” He frowned. “I think I’d better take your statement myself.”

      “You won’t…won’t hand me over to anyone else then?” She looked up at him pleadingly. “Not even for the medical exam?”

      “I’m not a doctor,” he protested. “I can’t examine you, Mrs.—I mean, Nikki.”

      But we can heal her, his Wolf spoke up from the back of his mind. It pushed an image forward—Jase leaning over to lap gently at the long, shallow scratches around her throat, tasting her…healing her…pleasuring her…

      No! Jase pushed back forcefully. She was a victim here—she needed careful handling and gentleness—not awkward come-ons from a former student she’d probably never even look twice at.

      “I don’t need to be examined,” she said quickly. “I’m fine, really. He only hurt my throat and my—” She stopped abruptly, biting her lip.
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      “And your…?” Jase waited expectantly but she shook her head. Inside a little voice was scolding her. Are you crazy? You need to tell him about the cheek swab—about the injection. Who knows what that crazy bastard shot you up with? You have to tell!

      But somehow she just couldn’t. She was afraid if she did then Jase would insist that she take a rape kit after all and God, she just could not handle that right now. She needed to be left alone to lick her wounds—not poked and prodded and violated, even in the name of justice.

      “Just my throat. He only hurt my throat. And I think it’s just scratched—really,” she said quickly. “I just need to disinfect it and I’ll be fine, honestly.”

      “Nikki…” He frowned down at her. “You really expect me to believe—”

      “You have to,” she pleaded. “Look, I know I sound crazy—talking about a guy who turned into some kind of animal. Maybe…maybe I should say I don’t remember.”

      To her surprise, Jase seemed to really consider this. He frowned thoughtfully.

      “I don’t know. We’ve already kind of put part of it out there when I was talking to Shoals and Hendricks.”

      “Can’t I just say I don’t remember for tonight?” Suddenly Nikki felt horribly, unbearably tired. “Please, Jase,” she begged. “I promise I’ll tell you everything later. But right now I’m just exhausted.” She put a trembling hand to her eyes. “So damn worn out by everything that’s happened tonight. Can’t you let me rent a hotel room somewhere and just sleep?”

      That was suddenly all she wanted to do—just lose herself in slumber and try to forget the waking nightmare that had happened tonight. And maybe when she woke up, she would find that was all it was—just a nightmare, and everything was okay.

      Jase sighed and squeezed her hand gently.

      “All right—I’ll tell my captain you’re in no shape to give a statement right now and you need some rest. But you’re not staying in any hotel.”

      “But…I thought you said I couldn’t go back to my house? Not right away, anyway,” Nikki protested.

      “You can’t. But you can come to mine.” He cleared his throat. “If…if you want to. I mean, it’s not much but you’ll be safe there if that asshole is still looking for you.”

      Nikki felt as though all the blood had drained from her face.

      “Still…looking for me?” The idea that the awful beast-man might come back hadn’t even occurred to her. The thought was absolutely terrifying.

      “Like I said, I think he has a type and you’re it.” Jase sighed and raked a hand through his thick, black hair. “I’m not trying to scare you into coming with me. I just…I want to keep you safe, all right?”

      Nikki felt her heart flutter but told herself sternly it was only nerves. Jase was just being kind.

      “I don’t want to impose on you…” she began.

      “No imposition,” Jase said quickly. “Listen, after everything you did for me in high school, I owe you one. More than one, actually.” He looked at her seriously. “You’re the reason I ended up on the police force instead of behind bars or worse. That time when you talked to me…When you told me…”

      He trailed off but she knew what he was talking about. Remembered the anger and hurt on his young face. The grief he’d been dealing with the only way he knew how…

      “It…it’s always nice to hear that you’ve touched a student’s life in a meaningful way,” she said haltingly. “But Jase—”

      “You’re coming home with me,” he said, as though it was settled. “No funny business, I promise,” he added and laughed awkwardly. “Not that you’d ever want to…I mean, I just…want to help you. The way you helped me. Please, Nikki.” Her name was barely a breath on his lips.

      Nikki felt her heart melting.

      “All right,” she murmured. “If…if you’re really sure.”

      “Absolutely.” He smiled, an expression that seemed to lighten his entire face which always seemed so dark and intense, despite his pale golden eyes. “Let me just leave a message explaining things and grab my work laptop so I can do the paperwork at home. You okay to stay out here in the truck?”

      “Yes, thank you,” Nikki felt inexpressible gratitude that she wouldn’t have to go into the busy beehive of a police station and spit out her ridiculous, fantastical-sounding story about a man who had turned into an animal and tried to rape her. “Thank you so much, Jase.”

      “Like I said—I owe you one.” He winked at her and opened his door. “Just give me a minute.”

      Okay.” Nikki watched him go, wondering why her heart was pounding so hard when she was only going to stay with a former student for a little while. It was no big deal, right?

      Right?

      Of course that’s right, she told herself uneasily. After all, even if Jase has grown up into a fine, considerate, handsome man, that doesn’t mean I would ever be attracted to him. That would be completely unethical since he was my student. And even if it wasn’t, I’m way too old for him. He would never see me that way. He’s just being nice.

      But no matter how much she lectured herself, she couldn’t help the way her heart pounded when she thought of being alone with Jase Saunders for an extended period of time.
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      You know damn good and well you didn’t ask her to stay at your house just because you owe her one for helping you through the tough times in high school, whispered an accusing little voice in Jase’s head as he drove the big truck, loaded with his work laptop and a silent Nikki Robinson, over the twisting mountain roads that led to his cabin, tucked neatly into the base of the mountains. She’s in shock and you’re taking advantage—hoping to live out all those old fantasies you have in your head.

      Fantasies which suddenly seemed new again, especially when she was sitting beside him wearing nothing but a thin nightgown and his jacket.

      I would never do that, Jase told the voice sternly. I just want to repay my debt to her and keep her safe from that Skin-Walker bastard—that fucking Mr. X. That’s all.

      But no matter what he told himself, it seemed impossible to stop thinking of how gorgeous she was and how much he’d always wanted her. Her hair was a little shorter and blonde now and she had a bit of a fuller figure, but she was still beautiful—still incredibly desirable, not to mention tantalizingly close. Close enough that he could have reached out and drawn her to him.

      What would happen if he did that? Would she stiffen and draw away…or move closer and let herself melt against him?

      For a moment he had a pleasant daydream of Nikki snuggling up against his side, the feel of her lush curves pressing against him, his arm securely around her shoulders, letting her know she was safe, that he would protect her and help her the way she had helped him so many years ago…

      It’s not just an old high school crush or leftover adolescent lust—I want to take care of her, he realized as he pulled onto the rutted gravel road that led to his cabin. Take care of her and protect her.

      And possess her, growled his Wolf.

      Jase chose not to dignify that with an answer.

      At least he didn’t have to worry about embarrassing himself in front of her like he had in high school. He well remembered the agony of AP English when just the scent of her perfume or the brush of her hand on his shoulder when she leaned down to talk to him about an assignment would make him get instantly, painfully hard.

      He didn’t have to worry about that now, Jase told himself confidently. He was over thirty years old now, for God’s sake—he had much better control of his body than he had when he was just a horny teenager.

      “This is it,” he remarked, pulling up to the authentic wood cabin and parking the truck.

      Well the first half of it was authentic, anyway—the second half had been added on when he bought the house five years ago. He’d done some of the work himself and contracted some of it out to Mathis Blackwell, over in Cougarville. The Buck Shifter might be an herbivore but he was also a master carpenter and did a damn fine job with his woodworking, even if he was a moody bastard.

      Not so moody now, Jase reminded himself. He’s a hell of a lot happier now that he has a mate.

      You’d be happier too, his Wolf pointed out. Jase ignored it.

      “Oh, this is yours? It’s lovely.” Nikki’s voice sounded faint and far away.

      Jase looked at her in concern. Was she going into shock? It wouldn’t be surprising after the night she’d had.

      “Let’s get you inside,” he said. Climbing out of the truck, he came around to the passenger’s side to open her door.

      “Oh, thank you,” Nikki took his offered hand and started to step out but Jase stopped her.

      “Wait a minute—the gravel is sharp and you’re barefoot.”

      “I don’t mind,” she objected, making as if to step out anyway. “I’ve been barefoot all this time already. It doesn’t really matter.”

      “Hell yes, it matters if you hurt yourself,” Jase growled. “Come on—I’ll carry you.”

      “Oh, no…” She shrank back, clearly embarrassed. “Please, Jase. I’m not as, uh, svelte as I used to be. I don’t want you to hurt your back.”

      “Hurt my back?” He nearly laughed as he scooped her up and lifted her with ease. “How is carrying you a few feet to the house going to hurt my back?”

      “Oh!” Nikki gasped and put a hand to her heart, as though to still its pounding. “Oh my—you’re certainly, uh, strong.”

      “Goes with the territory,” Jase said without thinking.

      “Oh?” Nikki frowned. “You mean the territory around here? You chop and stack firewood a lot? Something like that?”

      “Uh, yeah—something like that,” Jase muttered.

      He’d meant, of course, that supernatural strength was part of his birthright as a Shifter. But her words reminded him that Nikki was a norm—or maybe not a norm but if she was a Shifter in any way, her Shifter Gene was apparently latent—and she probably didn’t know anything about the Shifter community. At least, her late husband hadn’t been a Shifter of any kind, so it stood to reason that Nikki had no idea about Shifters or the Dire Wolf Pack which made up a large part of Wolverton’s population.

      “Well, all that physical activity certainly shows,” she said rather breathlessly as he carried her up the porch steps with ease and headed for the front door.

      Jase grunted in acknowledgement and was about to set her down to dig for his keys when he saw something in the warm glow of the porch light which made him frown.

      “Hey—your feet.” He nodded his head down at her bruised and bloody soles.

      “My feet?” She looked down at them uncertainly. “Oh my—they don’t look too good, do they?” She gave an apologetic little half-laugh but Jase thought he could hear a note of pain at the end of it.

      “Don’t look too good? They’re cut all to shit!” he exclaimed. “Must have happened when you were running down the road by your house—all that sharp gravel. Why didn’t you say something about it earlier?”

      She bit her lip.

      “I…don’t know. Honestly, this is the first time I’ve noticed. I know it sounds weird to hurt yourself and not notice but I was so preoccupied with the…the attacker and then getting Max to the vet and everything else…” She trailed off, shrugging, and Jase felt a surge of pity for her.

      “Of course it’s not weird—you’ve been through a lot tonight, bab…er, Nikki.” God, what was wrong with him? Had he nearly called her “baby?” “It’s understandable that you could hurt yourself and not notice, considering everything that happened,” he went on. “Come on—we’ll get you in the house and get you fixed up.”

      It took a bit of maneuvering to get his keys out of his pocket while he was holding her but since Jase refused to put her down on her injured feet, he just had to manage. Finally he got the door open and, turning sideways to be certain he didn’t bump her head or feet, he finally managed to get her inside.

      “Okay, now stay here,” he told her, depositing her gently on the couch which had an afghan his grandmother had knitted on the back of it. It was one of the few things he had left from his Grandma, who had raised him, and he cherished it.

      “But—” Nikki started to say but Jase gave her a stern look.

      “I mean it—no getting up until we get your feet seen to. Just stay here. I’m going to start a fire and then we’re going to get you taken care of.”

      He busied himself by throwing a few logs on the fireplace across from the couch and lighting them up. They were slow to get started but they took hold well and soon there was a good warm blaze going, guaranteed to drive the chill from her bones.

      “That’s nice,” Nikki said softly once he had finished and straightened up. “Thank you, Jase. I think it’s the first time I’ve felt warm all night.”

      “Good.” He nodded at her. “You need to warm up. You were shaking like a leaf outside.”

      “You weren’t,” she pointed out. “Even without your jacket you seemed as warm as…well, you felt very warm. When you were holding me, I mean.” She blushed and looked away.

      “Goes with the territory,” Jase said again. “I mean, uh, I’m hot-blooded. Always have been. I…” He shook his head, not knowing what else to say. God, she was going to think he was an idiot! “Look, I’d better get something for your feet.”

      Shaking his head at his own stupidity, he went to the kitchen to get some necessary things.
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      Nikki watched him go, feeling uncertain all over again. It was one thing to offer her a place to stay but quite another to insist on carrying her into the house like a bridegroom carrying a bride over the threshold.

      The thought made her blush hotly. Why had she had such a thought, especially about an ex-student who was years too young for her? Why was she feeling this attraction? The warm, spicy scent of his skin, which she could smell on the jacket she still wore, seemed to make things worse. And he’d been so warm and smelled so good when he held her close to his broad chest…

      Get hold of yourself, Nikki, she lectured herself sternly. You’re being ridiculous and perverted at the same time! Jase is just being kind, as a way to show his gratitude for the help you gave him all those years ago.

      Which brought her back to the memory of Jase, so long ago in her classroom…

      

      It had been a usual Friday and her Honors AP English class was the last class of the day. The minute the bell rang, there was a mad scramble for books, notebooks, and book bags, as everyone prepared to go. The students clearly couldn’t wait to get out and start their weekend.

      Well, all of them but one. Nikki remembered noticing that Jase Saunders was especially slow to collect his belongings and leave the classroom. He was known as a “troubled student” to the rest of the faculty—he had acted out in almost every single class and nearly been suspended for fighting twice.

      But in Nikki’s class, he was an entirely different person. He spoke up, participating in class discussions, and joining the lively class debate with intelligence and maturity. She had always encouraged her students to think for themselves and question assumptions and Jase was excellent at that—she considered him one of the brightest pupils she’d ever taught.

      Today, however, he had been unusually silent and now, as he reluctantly gathered his books, it occurred to her that something must be bothering him.

      “Jase?” She came to stand by his desk, looking down at him with concern. “Hey, is everything all right? You seem really quiet today.”

      “I’m fine.” His voice—which had been deep even then—was low and muted. He sounded, Nikki had thought, anything but fine.

      “Hey, you can talk to me, you know,” she’d told him. “About anything—really.”

      “Anything?” He looked up at her and she saw a depth of hopelessness in his amber eyes that shook her to her core. Jase might be a troubled student, but he was usually upbeat. What had happened to edge him so close to depression?

      “Anything,” she repeated firmly, wanting to be there for him, wanting to save this bright, young light from going out.

      “My…my grandmother died last night.” Jase’s voice had been hoarse and ragged. “She…it was quick, at least. Heart attack, right at the dinner table. She was there one minute and then…gone.” He snapped his fingers, to indicate the suddenness of her death.

      “Oh, Jase—no! I’m so sorry!” Nikki put a hand to her mouth, shocked and saddened at his revelation. “But…then why are you even here today?” she asked. “I’m sure your other teachers would have excused you from class, given the circumstances. I know I certainly would.”

      “Because I’d rather be here than home with him.” The bleakness in his young voice had turned hard and his eyes flashed as he spoke.

      “’Him’ meaning…your father?” Nikki asked carefully. She knew a little about Jase’s home-life situation. Mainly that his mother was dead and he was being raised by his grandmother and his father. But when he talked about home, it had always been his grandmother he mentioned—he barely ever spoke of his father.

      “Yes, that’s who I’m fucking talking about.” Jase’s rough language had been belied by the despair creeping into his eyes again. He looked up at her earnestly. “Don’t get me wrong, Ms. Robinson, I loved my grandma and I miss her so much. But that’s not the only reason I miss her. She was the only one who kept him…who stopped him…who stood between us,” he finished at last.

      “Do you have…trouble with your father, Jase?” Nikki probed gently. She put a hand on the young man’s shoulder and felt him trembling. “Does…does he hurt you?” she asked.

      Jase’s eyes filled with sudden tears.

      “Does he hurt me?” His voice was choked with a sob. “I’m going to kill him, Ms. Robinson,” he whispered hoarsely, his hands curling into fists on his desk. “Now that she’s not there to stop him, I’m going to fucking kill him—or he’s going to kill me. Whichever happens first, one of us is going to wind up in prison.”

      “Oh, Jase—no! No.”

      Unable to stop herself, Nikki had dropped to her knees beside his desk and taken the young man in her arms. At first Jase was stiff, but then he let out a dry sob and wrapped his arms around her, taking the comfort she was offering him.

      Nikki had always been extremely careful about not touching her students or giving them the wrong idea, but in this moment, her need to comfort Jase had overcome her sense of propriety. She had only wanted to let him know that he wasn’t alone in this awful time of grief and fear and pain—had only wanted to give him hope to hang on to.

      “If it’s that bad, we’ll get you out of there,” she’d murmured to him, holding him tightly. “You’re not alone, Jase—you’re not alone.”

      Jase had clung to her. The sobs that tore at him were rough—they hurt to hear. He hadn’t had an easy life, Nikki knew. He came from the wrong side of the tracks—his family was poor and he didn’t have the advantage of a mom to love him. Now he didn’t even have his grandmother, who had been his surrogate mom, anymore. But she had sworn to herself, in that moment, that she wouldn’t let this bright young life fall through the cracks. She would do something to help him—to keep him from winding up dead or in prison, as he feared.

      They had clung together for an unknowable length of time and she simply let him cry his grief out—something which would certainly be frowned on by his macho father, who was a local mechanic and had the reputation of being a “man’s man.”

      When Jase at last pulled back, his eyes were red but he looked calmer than he had before.

      “Thanks.” He swiped at his eyes, looking ashamed of himself. “I mean, I shouldn’t have cried like that. It’s weak. But, well…thanks, Ms. Robinson.”

      “It’s not weak to let yourself feel your feelings,” Nikki told him, cupping his cheek for a moment. “Don’t ever let anyone tell you differently, Jase. You’ve had a big loss and now you’re having a hard time at home. But I promise, we’re going to get through this together.”

      “Thanks,” Jase said again. “But…how?”

      “Just give me a minute, all right?”

      Nikki had left the classroom and called a longtime friend who had ties to a halfway house for older teens, and explained the situation. She had secured a spot for Jase—a place he could stay at least through graduation and possibly beyond. Then she had driven him home to pack up his things.

      She’d been apprehensive about a confrontation with his father, but the senior Saunders was asleep on the couch with a litter of empty beer and whisky bottles around him.

      “He’s been like this since I left this morning.” Jase had thrown his father a look of disgusted contempt. “When he wakes up, he’ll just drink some more until he passes out again.”

      The sight had let Nikki know she’d made the right decision. She and Jase had packed his things into a few suitcases and cardboard cartons and she had driven him to the halfway house, where he stayed for the rest of the school year.

      She’d been worried that his father might oppose the move—or even take her to court. But according to Jase, all he’d said was, “Good riddance,” when he learned his son has moved out. It hurt her heart to hear it, but at the same time, it freed Jase from a bad situation, so it was actually a bad thing his father was so neglectful.

      After the move, Jase had flourished. He was no longer the “troubled kid” in any of his classes. It made her wonder how much the toxic relationship with his father had been affecting him, up until he finally left. He had even gotten a scholarship to the local community college, with Nikki’s help.

      She had always hoped that her old student would continue down a good path, instead of reverting to the one he’d been on before he moved away from home. But she hadn’t known how things had turned out for him until she’d met him on her street, as she ran from the attacker who had broken into her house, in the middle of the night, fifteen years later.

      

      And here I am in his living room, Nikki thought, coming back from the memory. She still couldn’t believe she was staying the night at the house of her former troubled student who had grown up to be such a tall, muscular man.

      “Here we go.” Jase’s deep voice broke her train of thought and she looked up to see him coming back into the room with a basin of steaming water, a towel slung over one arm, and a first aid kit tucked under the other. Before she could blink, he was kneeling in front of her on the carpeted floor and reaching for her feet.

      “Oh Jase, you don’t have to!” she exclaimed, trying to draw her feet up and away without getting any blood or dirt on his brown leather couch.

      “Yes I do,” he insisted stubbornly. “You’re a victim of a crime and you’re under my protection in my house, Nikki. I have to take care of you.”

      “But…but I can do that myself,” she protested helplessly as he took her firmly by the ankles and guided her bare feet into the gently steaming water. “Ow—that stings!”

      “Just lower them in gently.” Jase never took his big hands off her ankles. “And you don’t have to do it yourself because I’m doing it for you.”

      “But…but feet are disgusting!” Nikki protested as she finally allowed her hurt soles to submerge beneath the warm water. Now that she was all the way in it, it didn’t feel so bad. In fact, except for some stinging where she’d been cut by the gravel, it felt amazing.

      “Not yours.” Jase got a dreamy look in his pale amber eyes. “I remember watching you walk by my desk in AP English and thinking how little your feet were. I mean, the rest of you is so full and curvy…” He described an hourglass in the air between them. “But your feet are just so tiny.”

      “You…you did?” Nikki’s breath seemed to have caught somewhere in her throat and her heart was pounding.

      Jase seemed to realize what he’d been saying sounded odd because he looked up quickly.

      “Uh, not that I was, you know, perving on your feet or anything. I don’t have any kind of weird fetish, I promise. I just remember thinking…thinking how pretty you were—how pretty you are. Damn…” He shook his head. “I’m making a mess of things. I’m really sorry—I hope I didn’t make you feel uncomfortable.”

      “It’s okay.” Nikki tried to speak as lightly as she could. “I, uh, had an idea that you had a little, um, crush on me. Back then, I mean,” she added hastily. “When you were my student.”

      Jase nodded and for a moment his eyes blazed into hers.

      “Yeah, I did,” he murmured. “I thought you were the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. I still do,” he added in a low voice.

      “Oh, well…” Nikki didn’t know what to say to that. “You…you were probably just feeling grateful because I helped you over that rough patch after your grandmother passed away and you weren’t getting along with your Dad.”

      “Not getting along. Huh.” It came out as a rough, un-amused laugh. “That’s an understatement. But no, that’s not the only reason—although I guess it is part of it.” He looked up at her, his hands gentle on her ankles. “You were always so kind to me, Nikki. You believed in me when no one else did. Everybody from the principal on down, thought I was headed straight to prison by way of suspension but you stepped in and got me turned around.” He sighed. “I don’t think I’ve ever said thank you for that properly. It’s because of you I’m where I am today.”

      “Oh, Jase…” She leaned down, drawn to him despite herself. His eyes were so intense—almost golden in the light of the fire. She wanted to make contact with him, to let him know she had heard his thanks and received it with thanks of her own.

      As she reached for him, he leaned toward her as though drawn by a magnet. Without knowing quite how it had happened, Nikki found herself cupping his cheek, feeling the scratch of rough whiskers beneath her palm as she stared into those warm, golden eyes…

      A sudden jolt went through her—a tingling electric shock which seemed to start in the center of her body and electrocute all her most sensitive areas with pure pleasure. Her nipples were suddenly hard little points under the thin nightgown she wore and her pussy felt like a rough, wet tongue had lapped hotly over her suddenly over-sensitive clit.

      “Oh!” Nikki gasped and jerked her hand away as though she’d been burned.

      “What the hell?” Jase’s eyes widened and it was clear he’d felt the shock too—or something like it anyway.

      “What…what was that?” Nikki managed to gasp. Her entire body was throbbing like a clenched fist and her pussy felt so wet and swollen she had to shift in her seat to try and get some relief.

      “I’m…not sure.” Jase shook his head. “Nothing, I guess. We, uh, shocked each other. Static electricity—happens a lot in winter.”

      “That was not static electricity.” Nikki put a trembling hand to her pounding heart. “That was…I don’t know what it was but I’ve never felt anything like it before.”

      “Just a shock,” Jase insisted, somewhat uneasily she thought. But in the firelight she could tell he was lying. He had sat back on his heels and taken his hands off her ankles when they pulled apart. Now Nikki could clearly see the crotch of the trousers he was wearing and there was lump there that looked positively huge. Obviously he had felt the strange sexual surge too—whatever it had been. But if he wanted to deny it, what could she say?

      Their eyes locked again and Nikki shifted her hips uncomfortably. Suddenly she really wished she could have some privacy. The way he was looking at her was making her feel so hot she could barely breathe. She hadn’t been this turned on in years. Not even back when Gil was alive. It was as though someone had given her body a shot of teenage hormones and she didn’t know what to do with herself.

      “I think…think my feet feel better now,” she said, aware that her voice was coming out high and breathless. “But you know what I’d really like?”

      “No.” Jase’s voice was a deep, soft growl and for a moment she could have sworn that his eyes were actually glowing—which must be a trick of the firelight, she was certain. “What would you like, Nikki?” he asked in a voice that threatened to make her melt.

      “I…I’d like a…a shower,” she finally got out and licked her lips nervously. “Would you mind? I mean, could I…”

      “Oh, of course. A shower—right. Sure.” The soft, sexy growl left his voice and Jase stood quickly, leaving the towel for her to dry her feet on, and holding the first aid kit awkwardly low against his crotch.

      His posture sent a memory spinning through Nikki’s head—a much younger and shorter Jase Saunders talking to her in the hallway outside her AP English classroom, holding a large three-ring binder in exactly the same way, trying to look causal and failing miserably…

      The memory caused a spasm of guilt almost as intense as the electrical jolt of desire she’d just experienced. What was wrong with her? He was a former student—and he was fifteen years too young for her! Why was she acting like this? Was she in shock? Or was she just feeling lonely after all these years without Gil? Why couldn’t she seem to get hold of herself?

      “Um…” Quickly she took her feet out of the now cooling water and dried them on the towel. “Your bathroom?”

      “That way. Second door on the right.” He nodded down a short hallway which led off the living room.

      “Thank you.” Nikki was relieved to see that her feet were no longer bleeding from the few minor cuts she’d gotten. So at least she didn’t have to worry about tracking blood on his dark green carpet. Moving stiffly, she made her way down the hallway and found the second doorway on the right.

      With a sigh of relief, she let herself into the small, neat guest bathroom she found. God, what was wrong with her? She had to get hold of herself—it felt like she was going crazy!
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      Feel like I’m going crazy. What the hell just happened between us? Was that what Fiona calls a “telling sign?”

      Jase rubbed at the aching lump of his cock through the tight denim of his jeans, willing the damn thing to go down. So much for not embarrassing himself around Mrs. Robinson by getting unwanted hard-ons anymore, he thought ruefully. He’d had her in his house all of twenty minutes before he popped a boner—and all just from feeling her hand on his cheek.

      Her soft, sweet little hand. God, she still smells like flowers close up, just like she did in high school. And her body—

      Jase made himself stop right there. He was beginning to sound like some kind of fucking sexual predator here—luring a woman he’d had a crush on since high school, out to his cabin in the woods so he could molest her—

      But we didn’t do that to her, his Wolf protested loudly inside his head. She touched us first! It was her touch that started the fire inside. Not our fault!

      Doesn’t matter whose fault it is, Jase told it sternly. And it doesn’t matter who started it—I’m finishing it right now. Nikki Robinson is my guest and she’s under my protection—that’s it and that’s all. I’m going to keep her safe and that’s as far as it goes.

      His Wolf whined unhappily at the scolding and Jase was taken aback. He’d never known his other half to take to any female so strongly. The Wolf really wanted Nikki—really liked her. And it hadn’t given a damn for any of the other women he’d dated—not even the females who had blood ties to his Dire Wolf pack.

      Well, the Wolf was going to have to get over it, he told himself sternly. Nikki Robinson was a victim of a crime and a guest in his house. That put her strictly off limits, no matter how much he might want her.
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      Nikki began to feel a little better once she was in the shower with the hot water pouring down over her head. She was still stiff and sore and the cuts on her neck from the attacker’s claws stung, but the steaming water made her feel more relaxed—more in control of herself.

      Yes, things had gotten a little awkward…possibly a little out of control out in the living room, but maybe that was to be expected. After all, it had been a long night and she still wasn’t quite herself.

      Her home had been invaded, Max had been nearly killed, and she was in the home of a man she barely knew. Sure Jase was nice and kind and it was flattering to know he still found her attractive but from now on she was just going to keep her distance and remain polite but aloof.

      Having made that determination, she lathered herself with a bar of soap—it had hints of the warm, spicy scent she’d smelled on Jase when he held her close to his chest—and began to wash herself.

      She was doing fine and even beginning to feel extremely relaxed and sleepy until her soapy hand slid over her left forearm and a sharp jolt of pain went through her.

      “Ouch!” She looked down at the spot, frowning. There was a blotchy purple and blue bruise, about as big as a quarter, just below her elbow. She touched it again, wondering where she’d gotten it and hissed at the pain. Damn, that hurt! How had she gotten such a nasty bruise? She didn’t remember hitting herself there but—

      The shot, whispered a little voice in her head. He gave you the shot in that arm—didn’t he?

      Oh God… Nikki stood stock still in the shower, eyes wide, the water pouring over her head. Somehow she’d managed to forget about the strange injection she’d been given. Earlier she had rationalized not telling Jase because she didn’t want a rape kit preformed on her. But now she had to admit, that was probably a stupid rationalization. She needed to tell him. Needed to…

      A jaw-cracking yawn suddenly forced its way out of her mouth and her eyelids fluttered. Nikki frowned incredulously. Earlier she’d been feeling extremely sleepy and relaxed but shouldn’t the worry of being injected with some strange substance overcome her weariness?

      Apparently not because she yawned again and suddenly the strange bruise didn’t seem so worrisome.

      Probably nothing, whispered a little voice in her head. Some kind of sedative that’s only kicking in right now. It’s just making you sleepy—that’s all.

      That didn’t seem quite right to Nikki but it didn’t seem wrong enough to wake her up from the semi-doze she seemed to have fallen into either. She yawned a third time, and thought that if she didn’t get out of the shower soon, she was going to fall asleep on her feet.

      She’d been intending to wash her short, blonde hair but she decided against it now. Turning off the water, she grabbed for a towel—missed—and grabbed for it again. She used it to blot herself dry and towel-dry her hair as well as she could. Then she looked around for something to put on.

      There was nothing but her stained and dirty nightgown, lying in a damp heap on the bathroom floor, where she’d left it and Jase’s warm jacket, which she’d hung carefully on the back of the door.

      Well, there was one other thing—a clothes hamper standing in the corner of the bathroom, across from the sink. Nikki supposed it was nosey and intrusive of her, but somehow she felt drawn to it.

      Flipping open the lid, she pulled out the first thing she saw—a soft, white cotton t-shirt. There was no dirt or stains on it—in fact, the only evidence it had been worn at all was Jase’s spicy, masculine scent which seemed to cling to the fabric.

      Without thinking, Nikki pressed the shirt to her nose and inhaled deeply.

      Mmm—smells good!

      She slipped it on, loving the feeling of being surrounded by his scent, for some reason. It felt good…felt right somehow.

      Dimly she realized she was acting and thinking strangely. What was going on with her? Did it have anything to do with the shot she’d been given? Or how suddenly she had become sleepy?

      She tried to think about it but her temples pounded and she felt dizzy and so tired, she could barely open the bathroom door. She thought of calling for Jase to ask where to sleep, but then her eyes went to the room across from the bathroom. The door was half open and just inside she could see a huge, four-poster oak bed with a dark blue bedspread.

      The sight was so inviting, lit as it was by the soft golden glow of a bedside lamp, that Nikki simply headed straight for it. She thought dimly that it felt like her brain was on autopilot and her body was moving without her telling it to, but she was so tired and her head was beginning to ache so fiercely, it didn’t seem to matter.

      Jase was nowhere to be seen but Nikki didn’t care. She simply crawled under the heavy bedspread and cool cotton sheets and pulled them up to her chin. They were chilly at first but her skin was warm from the hot shower and her body heat soon made a pocket of warmth for her to relax in. The pillow she put her head on smelled like Jase too which, for some reason, seemed to help the strange aching in her temples.

      With a moan of pure weariness, Nikki pressed her face to the pillow, snuggled down in the covers, and let sleep take her.
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      Jase found her like that, asleep and snuggled deep in the covers of his bed, a look of peace on her lovely face. A hand seemed to squeeze his heart and he reached down to stroke her cheek very lightly.

      “That’s right baby,” he murmured. “That’s right, sleep. Sleep and heal. You’ll feel better in the morning.”

      Nikki gave a soft little sigh and turned her cheek up towards his hand, as though asking for his touch even in her sleep.

      God, if only she would ask for his touch! If only he had the right to climb in bed beside her right now…to hold her and touch her…

      But he didn’t have that right, Jase reminded himself sternly. And he probably never would. Nikki Robertson was only to be admired from afar, just as he’d admired her in high school.

      He stroked a strand of hair out of her eyes, wanting to touch her one last time before he left…and frowned. There was a strange scent in his room. Not a bad scent—in fact, it was an extremely good scent, although it was very faint. But it was foreign—it didn’t belong here. His Shifter senses were incredibly sharp and attuned to anything strange or wrong, especially in his own house. What was going on?

      Probably just her perfume, whispered a voice in his head. Remember how good she always smelled in high school? How good she smells now, for that matter. You’d better leave, Jase. It was always her scent that made you crazy, as much as the way she looked, and you know it.

      With a sigh, he went to sleep on the couch. The cabin had only one bedroom but he could make do on the broad leather sofa. He’d been planning to sleep there anyway and offer her his bed, which was why he had hurriedly made it up while she showered. He just wished he’d had time to change the sheets.

      Oh well, she hadn’t seemed to mind. And anyway, right now it was time to sleep. He just hoped he could drift off, with thoughts of his first love crowding his brain, and all the old fantasies his mind kept insisting on replaying.

      Speaking of fantasies, Jase felt dirty but he kept remembering the way he’d pictured opening her shirt and sucking her full breasts, back when she used to be his teacher. His cock throbbed at the mental image but he refused to entertain it. Instead, he changed into a pair of sleep trousers and settled himself on the couch with a pillow and the afghan. Then he closed his eyes, determined to sleep, no matter what.

      But his sleep, when it came, was full of dreams…the kinds of dreams he’d had back in high school…the kinds of dreams that featured Nikki Robinson in the starring role…

      She’s walking around the classroom, that soft tap-tap-tap sound of her heels as she talks about whatever book we were assigned to read. But for some reason I’m the only one there—the only one in class that day.

      She’s wearing a silky white top and I can see the lace of her bra right through it. But it must be thin, because I can see the pink of her nipples too. She has on a straight black skirt and those heels—tall, black ones that make her legs look like they go on forever. God, she’s beautiful! So curvy and full…her breasts, her hips… and most of all her scent…that amazing scent I just can’t get over.

      In the dream, Jase watched as his teacher walked over to his desk and bent over to speak to him, her long dark hair falling like a silky waterfall around his face, her sweetly floral perfume surrounding him. Her scent, as always, put his body into overdrive and he could feel his cock hardening in his jeans. God, she was so gorgeous…so damn desirable…

      “Jase,” she murmured in his ear. “Jase I have a little problem I hope you can help me with.”

      “Sure, Mrs. Robinson. Anything.” He looked up at her and found that her face was right by his, her lush pink lips close enough to kiss. And God, how he wanted to kiss her! But he knew he couldn’t. Other than that one time when she’d hugged him and held him, Nikki Robinson has always been off limits…

      “My nipples ache,” she said to him, her lovely gray-green eyes wide and sincere. “They hurt so much and I know only you can make them feel better. Would you suck them for me, Jase? Please?”

      His mouth was suddenly dry and his cock felt so hard he thought he might burst.

      “Yes,” he whispered. “Yes, Mrs. Robinson, I can do that for you. I’d love to do that for you.”

      “Thank you, Jase.”

      He watched, half incredulous as she unbuttoned the thin, white silk blouse and then unsnapped the lacy front-hook bra that cradled her full breasts. She peeled it back, revealing the smooth, rounded curves and tight pink nipples he’d always longed to see. They were a very dark pink, he thought. Maybe darker than normal. They looked achy and stiff—just like his cock felt.

      “God, Mrs. Robinson,” he groaned as she leaned forward and he cupped her heavy breasts in his palms. “So fucking beautiful…”

      And then he was tasting her, lapping gently at first, tracing her tight pink buds with his tongue and then, at her urging, sucking them deep into his mouth while she moaned and ran her long fingernails through his hair, pulling him closer, begging for more while his cock throbbed in his jeans…throbbed until he was sure he was going to explode.

      “Jase,” she whispered in his ear. “Maybe after you finish with my nipples you can lick my pussy. It’s all hot and creamy for you—I need your tongue inside me to make me feel better.”

      His cock pulsed at the thought—at the image of himself, kneeling before her and pushing up that tight black skirt, stripping away her panties and spreading her thighs so he could push his eager tongue deep in her wet, hot pussy…

      “Yes, Jase,” she moaned and suddenly he was doing it—licking her just as he’d wanted to. Her soft, ripe pussy was pressed to his mouth and she was bucking against him, her slick petals opening to his tongue as he slid it deep inside her, tasting her salty-sweet honey for the first time.

      “Yes,” she moaned again. “Oh God, that feels so good…I love to feel your tongue in my pussy! Lick me, Jase—lick me deeper!”

      He pressed deeper, burying his face between her thighs, losing himself in her incredible scent—a warm, feminine aroma that made his cock so hard he was sure he could come just from tasting her sweet pussy…

      Jase woke suddenly with a pounding heart, a dry mouth…and a sticky, wet crotch.

      Oh my God, what the hell…?

      It took him a minute to understand what had happened and when he did, he groaned. He’d had a wet dream—a fucking wet dream just like he’d had back in high school.

      What the hell is wrong with me? I can’t even control myself in my sleep.

      He groaned and got up. A glance at the clock on his phone let him know it was time to wake up anyway. He wondered if he would be able to get to the shower and get dressed without Nikki figuring out what had happened. The idea that she might find out he’d shot off in his sleep, like a horny adolescent, was fucking embarrassing.

      But he needn’t have worried. When he peered into her room, he saw she was still fast asleep. So deeply asleep, in fact, that she didn’t even stir when he got some clothes out of his closet and bureau—as quietly as possible of course.

      The sweet, tantalizing scent was stronger, Jase thought, sniffing as he hurried with his bundle of clothes out of the bedroom and closed the door behind him. What kind of perfume did she wear, for it to get stronger instead of dying away? And come to think of it, why hadn’t he noticed it before she went to bed last night? It hadn’t occurred to him earlier, but the scent hadn’t become apparent to him until after she’d gone to sleep. He should have noticed it— he’d been close to her several times.

      Well, he didn’t have time to worry about it now. He would be late to work if he didn’t get a shower and get out of here.

      He’d had an idea of taking Nikki with him down to the PD this morning to get her statement, but now he decided to let her sleep. She didn’t have anything to wear for one thing, and for another she was obviously all worn out from the night before. He would just leave her a note and tell her to help herself to anything she wanted from the fridge and come check on her again at lunch. Maybe he could swing by her house and get her a change of clothes while he was at it.

      Nodding to himself, Jase started the shower. He had a lot to do today—not least of which was tracking Nikki’s would-be killer.
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      “So let me get this straight Saunders—you not only didn’t bring the victim down to the station, you actually took her home with you?”

      Captain Whiting glared at him and Jase had to fight to keep his face neutral. The Captain was all right as supervisors go, but he was a norm, which meant there were so many things he didn’t understand about Wolverton—or about life in general as far as Jase was concerned.

      “She was in no shape to give a statement, Captain,” he said, trying to keep his tone low and impersonal. “I know Nikki Robinson—have known her for a long time. She had nowhere else to go, so I took her home for her own protection—in case this bastard comes back.”

      “You mean in case the animal that hurt her decides he wants another bite and starts tracking her?” Whiting didn’t even try to hide the sarcasm in his tone.

      “With all due respect Captain, I think it’s time to consider that these killings—of which Nikki was almost one—aren’t being committed by a wild animal,” Jase said.

      Whiting raised his salt and pepper eyebrows skeptically.

      “Why is that? Because one hysterical woman thinks she saw a man that turned into an animal? That’s what Hendricks said she said, anyway.” He nodded at Hendricks and Shoals who were standing to one side of his desk, both in uniform.

      “That’s right, Captain—she said he started out as a man and then changed.” Hendricks smirked a little, as though he found the idea amusing. He looked at Jase. “You know, we found an empty bottle of wine on her kitchen counter, Saunders. I think maybe the crazy man, who turned into a wolf or a bear or whatever the hell this thing is, came out of there.”

      “To be fair, Mrs. Robinson did seem extremely traumatized,” Shoals put in, shooting an apologetic look at Jase. “She’d had a hard night and her dog almost died protecting her.”

      “It’s a damn good thing she had the dog with her,” the Captain remarked. “Although whatever attacked her probably got in by the doggy door in the first place.”

      “I think it’s clear the attacker got in and out by the bedroom window,” Jase said in a low, even voice. “There were blood smears on the windowsill. You show me an animal that can open windows, Captain.”

      “If the window was open, it was because she left it open.” The Captain frowned stubbornly.

      Jase began to lose his temper.

      “In ten-degree weather? Really, Captain? Why would she do that?”

      “Look, Saunders, the killings are obviously done by an animal,” Hendricks cut in. “All the analysis and autopsies say so. And if you need any proof beyond the claw and teeth marks, we had another attack last night. A man went out early to walk his dog and got mauled to death in the woods, probably by the same animal that got into Mrs. Robinson’s house and attacked her.”

      Jase felt sick. He knew what had happened—the Skin Walker had been chased out of Nikki’s house and had been forced to find a different person to kill in order to return to human shape. Mr. X had claimed another victim after all, even if it wasn’t the one he’d intended.

      “Analyze the blood at the scene,” he said, unwilling to give up his point. If he could just get the captain to accept the idea that there was a man out there who was at least impersonating an animal it would make the investigation easier. It wasn’t the whole truth, of course, but they could stop wasting time setting traps and looking exclusively for a wild beast.

      “We did analyze it, Saunders,” the Captain said dryly.

      “And?” Jase demanded.

      “And part of it’s dog blood…the rest is some unidentified animal. The lab doesn’t know what it is but it’s most definitely not human,” Hendricks emphasized.

      Inwardly, Jase swore to himself. So much for getting the Captain to start looking for a human perp, instead of concentrating on wild animals.

      “Anyway,” the Captain said. “Doctor Taggard thinks Mrs. Robinson might have hallucinated the part about the attacker being a man and then changing into an animal.”

      “Who?” Jase frowned. “Who the hell is Dr. Taggard?”

      “Doctor Jonathon Taggard—our new consultant,” Captain Whiting explained. “He’s a psychiatrist. He actually lives down the street from Mrs. Robinson. He saw some of the commotion around her house, got the details, and came down here to offer his services. Damn decent of him if you ask me—he’s not even charging the PD a dime. It’s all on a strictly voluntary basis.”

      He frowned at Hendricks and Shoals, who were still standing silently, as though waiting their turn to be dressed down.

      “Shoals, go get me the Doctor.”

      Jase thought that Shoals made a slight face but he only nodded silently and went for the door of the Captain’s office. Soon enough he returned with a tall, powerfully built man.

      He would have been impressively large—about as big as a Shifter male—if not for his stooped shoulders and the mild brown eyes which were barely visible behind the thick glasses he wore. He was shaved bald—obviously he’d been losing his hair and had just decided to get it over with. But the thing Jase noticed most about him was his smell—more of a reek really—of extremely strong aftershave. It was sharp and astringent and it burned his nostrils as though he’d inhaled straight ammonia.

      Fucking disgusting.

      His nose wrinkled and he understood the faint look of disgust he’d seen on Shoals’ face when the Captain had ordered him to go get the man. Any Shifter worth his salt would want to stay far away from this guy—that reeking aftershave was enough to ruin even a supernaturally strong sense of smell.

      “Hello, hello. Doctor Jonathan Taggard at your service.” The tall man nodded, dipping his head toward Jase but not offering to shake hands, which was fine with Jase.

      “Hello,” he said flatly. He turned back to the Captain. “I don’t see how this is supposed to help.”

      “I thought it might help the victim—Mrs. Robinson—to talk to the good doctor here,” the Captain said. “Maybe he can help her separate fact from fantasy and we can get a little more information about what we’re actually looking for. After all, she’s the only vic who escaped, so she could be a valuable source of information.”

      “If she can come up with some facts that don’t come out of a wine bottle.” Hendricks snickered unkindly.

      Jase rounded on him. “You keep a fucking civil tongue in your head, Hendricks,” he growled. “Nikki Robinson wasn’t drunk or hallucinating. She’s the victim here, not a target.”

      “Ooo, sounds like someone’s getting defensive.” Hendricks leered at him. “Could that have anything to do with you taking her home with you last night, Saunders? How do you know her, anyway?”

      “Yes, how do you know the victim, Saunders?” the Captain asked, frowning. “You said the two of you go way back?”

      “She was…” Jase cleared his throat. “She was my English teacher when I was at Wolverton High,” he said unwillingly.

      Hendricks gave a long, low whistle.

      “Hot for teacher, huh? Well, that explains a lot. And her name is actually Mrs. Robinson?” He laughed. “Man, you can’t make this stuff up!”

      “Shut up, Hendricks,” Jase growled. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep her name out of your fucking mouth from now on.”

      “You know, you do sound rather defensive, Detective, if I may say so,” Dr. Taggard remarked. “Do you have some kind of romantic attachment to the victim? If so, perhaps its best if you put her in a hotel somewhere in town or let her return to her home, if it’s been cleared as a crime scene.”

      “Of course he doesn’t have a romantic attachment to her,” the Captain growled before Jase could answer. “She’s probably at least twenty years older than him. Right, Saunders?”

      “Fifteen years older,” Jase said tightly. “And no, we’re not in any way involved.” Not that he wouldn’t love to be involved with Nikki—too bad she was off limits. “She just helped me out when I was a kid,” he continued. “She had no place else to go and I didn’t want to leave her in a vulnerable situation.”

      “Age isn’t always a deterrent to romance,” Doctor Taggard said thoughtfully. “Maybe it’s time to let her go home, Detective.”

      “What do you know about it?” Jase demanded, glaring at the doctor. “She’s been hurt and traumatized—she’s not going home until she feels Goddamned good and ready to go.”

      Doctor Taggard blinked.

      “There’s that defensiveness again,” he remarked mildly. “Is it because Mrs. Robinson is older than you, by any chance?”

      “Age doesn’t have anything to do with it,” Jase snapped.

      “Hmmm…” Doctor Taggard eyed him with interest from behind his thick glasses. “I think you do have feelings for her—you just don’t want to admit it, quite possibly because of the age difference.”

      “It’s none of your fucking business.” Jase felt a growl rising in his throat and swallowed it back down with difficulty. He didn’t like this smelly son-of-a-bitch—not one fucking bit.

      “Look, just because Detective Saunders is helping out an old friend doesn’t mean he wants to screw her.” Shoals, who had been standing quietly beside Hendricks, spoke up for the first time, defending Jase. He shrugged. “And anyway, can’t a guy like older women without getting shit for it? If this was a guy we were talking about, age wouldn’t even be an issue.”

      “Older women are fine,” Doctor Taggard remarked, blinking again behind his thick spectacles. “But Nikki Robinson is the victim of an animal attack—she’s vulnerable and frightened, as Detective Saunders has already pointed out.” He looked at the Captain, who was frowning. “Speaking as an objective outsider, it wouldn’t look very good for your department, if it seemed that one of your detectives was, ah, taking advantage of that vulnerability.”

      “I’m not taking advantage of anybody,” Jase snarled. “And since you don’t even fucking know me, or Nikki—”

      “Was she hurt in the attack?” Taggard interrupted. “Any bruises or marks anywhere?”

      “What?” Jase was caught off guard by the change in the line of questioning. “Well, I mean there were some scratches on her throat but other than that, I didn’t see anything.”

      “Yeah, but did you look everywhere?” Hendricks leered at him.

      “That’s enough Hendricks,” Captain Whiting barked. He looked at Jase. “Saunders, Doctor Taggard does have a point. As soon as possible you’ll want to return Mrs.…” He cleared his throat. “Mrs. Robinson to her home. It just looks better that way.”

      “Understood, Captain,” Jase said stonily. “But she might not want to go back—she doesn’t believe it’s an animal that attacked her. And I’m not sure I believe it either,” he added, frowning stubbornly.

      The Captain sighed. “You’re nothing if not persistent, Saunders, I’ll give you that. Anyway, just get the victim back to her house as soon as possible. But bring her down to the station first, so she can give a statement and Doctor Taggard here can talk to her.”

      Jase didn’t like the idea of the big, bald bastard who reeked of cologne anywhere near Nikki. He shot the psychiatrist a baleful look and then returned his gaze to his superior.

      “Can I go now, Captain? I have a lot of work to do.”

      “Fine.” Captain Whiting made a shooing motion with one hand. “Go on—go. Just remember what I said, Saunders.”

      Jase nodded shortly and stalked past the grinning Hendricks and the silent Shoals. But it was Dr. Taggard’s mild brown eyes he felt following him as he left the Captain’s office and returned to work.
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      Nikki had been having the strangest dreams, but she couldn’t remember any of them—they were all vague memories and colorful blobs that didn’t really register in her conscious mind—when she finally opened her eyes and groaned.

      How long had she been asleep? It felt like a long time, which meant she was probably going to be stiff as Hell when she finally crawled out of bed. Ah, the joys of getting older. Everything ached if you dared to sleep longer than six hours at a time. Well, everything on her ached, anyway.

      Only…it didn’t.

      Frowning, she arched her back, where her most persistent pain always appeared. She’d had a doctor tell her she had some arthritis in the facet joints of her spine—not enough to require any kind of surgery, but it was bound to guarantee her back pain for the rest of her life.

      Now the pain, which she’d felt almost every morning since she’d edged into her forties, was gone.

      Experimentally, Nikki got out of bed. She stood up easily and naturally without any of the muffled groans or gasps that usually accompanied getting out of bed after sleeping too long and getting stiff. What was more, the ankle she’d broken in college during her attempt to try out for the cheer squad, didn’t ache or twinge, even a little bit.

      She looked down at it speculatively—she couldn’t remember a morning the ankle hadn’t hurt her for the past several years. It always—

      Her thoughts stopped abruptly as something long and dark slid over one shoulder and into her line of vision. Was it hair? Her hair?

      Nikki grabbed a long hank of it and held it up to her eyes, inspecting it. It was the same color it had been when she was younger—a brown so dark it was almost black. And it was long—not the blonde bob she’d had it chopped into several years back.

      Experimentally, she tugged it.

      “Ouch!” Yup, it was hers all right. At least, it was most definitely attached to her head.

      Something was going on with her. Something really strange.

      She needed to see herself in order to figure things out, but there was no mirror in Jase’s room. Nikki knew there was one in the bathroom, though.

      Quickly, she went across the hall to the bathroom, not bothering to shut the door all the way in her haste. There was a mirror over the sink but when Nikki looked into it, she barely recognized herself.

      “This can’t be,” she whispered, putting her fingers to her face. “This has to be some kind of weird dream.”

      The girl in the mirror looked young. Not just a few years younger—really young. The crow’s feet and bags under her eyes were gone, wiped away as though by some miraculous eraser. The laugh lines around her mouth were barely there and the flesh under her chin, which had just begun to seem a little saggy, was firm and tight. Her hair was long and lush and dark, falling around her shoulders in thick profusion, like a silky wave and her gray-green eyes were clear and bright.

      “I look like I did in college,” Nikki whispered. Then she wondered if the change extended to other parts of her body too.

      Whipping off Jase’s t-shirt, she took a step back to get a better view in the mirror and gasped.

      Her breasts were high and firm and her nipples were pink—a much darker pink than they had been in the past actually, but that wasn’t the important thing—her tummy was tighter too! The loose flesh of her hips and behind had somehow firmed up. Like runny Jell-O put in the fridge overnight, her entire body had somehow tightened and molded itself into a much more attractive shape.

      The same shape she’d had in her early twenties, to be exact.

      And it wasn’t just wrinkles and lines and bumps that had disappeared—even her hysterectomy scar was gone! The shallow cuts on the bottom of her feet had healed too—healed so completely, it was like they’d never even been there. It was like her body had literally gone backwards in time.

      “Oh my God,” Nikki breathed. And then, louder as the weirdness began to overwhelm her, “Oh my God!”

      “What? What is it? What’s wrong?” Jase was suddenly in the doorway and when he saw her, his eyes widened.

      “What happened to me?” Nikki demanded, turning to him. She was so upset—so completely convinced that this must be another strange dream—that she didn’t even think about him seeing her naked. “I mean look at me! Look at this!” She pointed to her firm breasts and ass which were smooth and tight and didn’t sag at all. “Am I dreaming?”

      “No, but I might be,” he muttered, his eyes going wide. “God, Nikki, I just don’t…”

      Suddenly he stiffened, every muscle in his big body going tense as he raised his head and sniffed the air. He looked to Nikki like a dog catching a scent. His amber eyes widened and then he began to back away from the bathroom door.

      “Jase?” She looked at him uncertainly. “Are you okay? This is a dream, right? Why can’t I wake up?”

      “Because it’s not a dream.” His voice was low and hoarse. “Look, Nikki, I think you’d better, uh, put some clothes on. And not my shirt either,” he added, when she started to pick it up off the floor. “That’s no good. Look, I brought some stuff from your house. Hang on.”

      He turned and nearly ran down the narrow hall as though he was in a hurry to get away from her.

      Well, who could blame him considering the way you’re acting! whispered a shocked little voice in the back of her head. Flashing him like that! What’s wrong with you, Nikki—cover up!

      Nikki felt her temples begin to pound. What if this wasn’t a dream after all? If it wasn’t, she’d just exposed herself completely to a former student—a man fifteen years younger than her.

      Oh God, he’s going to think I’m coming on to him! How embarrassing! What is wrong with me?

      Quickly, she grabbed a towel from the rack and wrapped it securely around herself. When Jase finally appeared in the doorway again, holding a bundle of clothes out to her with a stiff, outstretched arm, as though he was trying to keep as far from her as possible, she felt like her entire body was hot with blushing.

      “Thank you.” She took the clothes from him quickly and shut the bathroom door. No more flashing—she was going to be sure of that.

      As she got dressed in the clothes he’d provided—a black skirt, red sweater, a matching set of lacy, black panties and bra, and her favorite black boots, Nikki berated herself all over again. Jase had been nothing but kind and considerate of her and now she’d gone and ruined everything—made him feel uncomfortable in his own house.

      It was embarrassing and awful but still, she couldn’t get the larger question out of her mind—what the hell had happened to her to make her look and feel twenty-five years younger?
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      It was her scent that drove Jase away. It drove him away because it drew him—made him want her so badly he could barely think straight.

      The scent of a Juvie—a Shifter female in the throes of Rejuvenation—was the most tantalizing, sexually enticing aroma in the world to a Shifter male.

      To make matters worse, her scent was mixed with his—probably because she’d been sleeping in his bed and wearing his old t-shirt, which she must have gotten out of the hamper last night. The layering of the two scents tried to trick his nose—made it seem he had already claimed her and she was his to take, any time he wanted.

      Which was, of course, a damn lie. But that was what the Wolf—who ran on smell much more than sight—kept insisting.

      Ours, his other half growled. She’s ours—our scent is all over her. We need to take her—she belongs to us!

      No, Jase told it. She’s not ours, she only smells like ours—but she’s not!

      But this distinction was a little too difficult for the Wolf to grasp. As far as Jase’s other half was concerned, having their scent all over Nikki meant that she was practically their mate.

      And it wasn’t just her lush, ripe scent he had to contend with. Her body, completely revealed to him—completely exposed the same way he’d fantasized about since he was in high school—blew him away. She was full-figured but firm—shaped like an hourglass with large, high breasts capped with dark pink nipples and a soft little pussy slit between her thighs, that looked like it was just made for licking.

      That’s what we need to do, his Wolf insisted. Lick her…taste her…mark her as ours!

      Jase ran both hands through his hair distractedly, trying to ignore the urging of his other half. The sights and scents of her Rejuvenation were maddening to him. They made his cock so hard it felt like it was going to break off in his pants!

      God, how could he trust himself around her like this?

      Take it easy, he told himself. Be calm. You’ll get through this—you have to.

      Going to the front door, he opened it and stuck his head out into the freezing cold to take a deep, bracing breath. There, that was better. Nikki’s Juvie scent was like a drug, clouding his mind, making him so horny he couldn’t think straight. The cold air helped—it cleared his head.

      He took another breath and another and another, though it felt like he was breathing icy needles into his lungs. All right, he would be all right. He would deal with this situation and—

      A soft hand touched his arm, setting his whole body on fire.

      He turned quickly and saw Nikki standing there, completely dressed and nibbling her lower lip in a distractingly sexy way. She had a look of anxious unhappiness on her lovely face.

      “Jase,” she said softly. “I’m so sorry. I just…I thought it must be a dream. Which is no excuse for, uh, flashing you, I know.” She ran a hand nervously through her long, dark hair—as long and dark and lush as it had been when she taught him so many years ago, he realized. “I just…couldn’t believe it. I still can’t. I mean, I’ve changed.”

      “So I see,” he said hoarsely and cleared his throat. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to, uh, run away from you back there.”

      “I don’t blame you.”

      She crossed her arms protectively over her breasts, which pushed them higher under the tight red sweater. God, why did he have to choose that particular sweater, Jase wondered distractedly, trying to keep himself from ogling her breasts.

      “I mean I don’t blame you for wanting to run away after the way I acted,” she went on. “I…I’m so sorry, Jase. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. You’ve been nothing but nice to me and I just…I was just scared and confused.” She shook her head, her long, dark hair swishing over her shoulders. “To be honest, I still am.”

      He took a deep breath and immediately wished he hadn’t. Her Juvie scent was still so strong it was nearly overpowering. His cock, which had begun to go down a little, was suddenly rock hard again.

      Get hold of yourself, Jase. It’s not a deliberate come-on—she has no idea what’s happening to her or how damn sexy she smells, he reminded himself grimly.

      “I can understand why you’d be confused,” he admitted, trying to keep his voice normal and level. “Especially if you don’t have any idea what’s going on.”

      “I don’t!” she exclaimed and narrowed her eyes. “Wait—do you? Do you have some idea about what’s happening to me?”

      “I…think I might.” Jase sighed and went to build up the fire in the fireplace which had burned down during the day while he’d been gone to work. “Look, do you know anything about Shifters?” he asked, with his back turned to her.

      “Shifters?” She sounded confused and when he turned to face her, he saw she still had her arms wrapped around herself and was looking anxious.

      “Sure—Shifters.” He frowned—how could he put this in a way she would understand and believe? He couldn’t think of any good way and decided to just go for it. “People who are able to change their form from human to animal and back again,” he said.

      “Human to animal?” Her face went pale. “You mean like…like that thing that attacked me last night?”

      “No, no!” Jase hastened to assure her. “He’s not a true Shifter, at least not according to the information I have on him. And please don’t think that Shifters are all evil fucking monsters like that, because we’re not.”

      “We?” Nikki looked at him, horror growing in her eyes. “You mean…you mean you’re one of them?” She took a step back from him, her whole body tight with anxiety.

      Jase sighed. God, this was going even worse than he’d thought it might. Inside, his Wolf whined. She doesn’t like us—doesn’t like me!

      Take it easy, buddy, Jase sent, trying to reassure his other half. She’ just scared right now.

      “You’re one too, Nikki,” he said quietly. “A Shifter. That’s why you’re changing. I think you’re going through a process called Rejuvenation.”

      “Rejuvenation?” She shook her head, clearly not quite grasping it. “But…what does that have to do with turning into an animal?”

      “The Rejuvenation process is what happens to females who have the Shifter Gene. When it finally activates in their forties or fifties, it rolls back the clock—makes them young again,” Jase explained.

      “What?” She sank down on the couch and put her head in her hands. “Oh my God, Jase, I can’t deal with this! This is just…crazy. It can’t be real.”

      “It is, though.”

      He knelt in front of her, even though being so close to her sweet scent was a pure torment. Still not daring to touch her, he waited until she took her hands from her face, so he could look into her eyes.

      “It’s happening, Nikki, and you’re going to have to accept it. I’m sorry if it upsets you and I’m not sure how it happened so suddenly. There’s only one other female I’ve ever heard of where it came on in such a short time. She… Wait a minute.”

      “What? So there are lots of women this happens to? How can that be?” she demanded. “What other female do you know this happened to?”

      “Her name is Samantha and she’s the wife of an acquaintance of mine—Liam Keller.” Jase’s mind was going a mile a minute now. “She went through Rejuvenation quickly because she was given a shot of some chemical compound that triggered the change in her—it activated her latent Gene, at least according to Keller.” He looked at her. “Last night when that bastard attacked you, did he give you a shot or anything like that?”

      Her face went pale and he knew he’d hit a nerve.

      “I…I knew I should have told you,” she whispered. “But I didn’t want…I couldn’t stand the idea of being hauled down to the hospital and someone doing a rape kit on me.”

      “I told you I wouldn’t have that done unless you told me it was necessary,” Jase said. “So he did inject you with something?”

      “Yes. Here, I think.” She pushed up the sleeve of her sweater, baring her arm. Just below her elbow was a quarter-sized bruise that was such a dark purplish-blue it was almost black.

      “Ouch.” Jase frowned, being careful not to touch the sore spot. “I’ve never seen a bruise that dark.”

      “It does look awful.” Nikki frowned. “It doesn’t really hurt right now though—just looks bad. Last night it was really tender.”

      “And this is where he injected you?” Jase raised his eyebrows at her.

      She nodded. “After he did other things.”

      “What things?” Jase demanded. He felt his Wolf growling with protective anger. If the bastard had hurt her, if he’d raped her after all and Nikki was just too shy to tell him…

      “Nothing sexual,” she said quickly, making him breathe a sigh of relief. “But it was weird all he same. He…he took a swab of the inside of my cheek.”

      “He what?” Jase frowned. “Why would he do that?”

      She shrugged.

      “I don’t know. He said something about making sure I was the ‘right one.” He put it in a tube filled with gel and the gel turned green. Then he said…Oh my God.” She put a hand over her mouth.

      “What?” Jase asked urgently. “What did he say, Nikki?”

      “He said ‘you have the Gene.’” She looked at him. “I completely forgot about that until just now! He meant the Shifter Gene, didn’t he?”

      Jase nodded. “I’m pretty sure he did.”

      “After he took the swab, he…he took out a syringe.”

      Nikki was shaking now, obviously remembering the events of the night before all too clearly. Jase wanted desperately to put his arms around her and comfort her, but he didn’t know if he could trust himself. She smelled so damn good. But at least he could listen while she got it all out.

      “Go on,” he said quietly.

      “I tried to get away but he…he held me down. He said…” She shook her head. “He said it didn’t matter where he injected me. He even threatened to stick the needle in my…my eye.” She wrapped her arms around herself, her voice trembling. “And then he shoved his face into mine and I saw that he only had one eye.”

      “I knew it!” Jase rose and started pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace. “I knew it was him—Mr. X, just like Jo and Reese said. That bastard!”

      “Mr. X?” Nikki shook her head. “You call him Mr. X?”

      “That’s what he calls himself,” Jase explained. “We don’t know his real name. Supposedly he’s some kind of big shot executive at one of the major pharmaceutical companies, but I haven’t been able to track down any one-eyed executives anywhere and believe me, I’ve been trying.”

      “So you know who he is—or sort of. But what does he want? What did he want with me?”

      “I’m not completely sure,” Jase said, frowning. “All his other victims have been women about the right age to begin Rejuvenation, but he didn’t give them a chance to Rejuvenate—he just killed them.”

      “Maybe because when he swabbed their cheeks, he found out they didn’t have the Gene,” Nikki whispered. “How awful! What if I hadn’t had it? I’d be dead now.”

      “He killed someone else instead,” Jase said grimly. “A man out walking his dog, in your neighborhood early in the morning.”

      “Oh no! Was it Mr. Smithers?”

      “I’m not sure of the name but I got a quick look at the report—apparently he was an older man who always got up before dawn. I guess he couldn’t sleep. Had a pet Chihuahua.”

      “That’s him.” She put a hand to her mouth, her lovely eyes filled with horror. “But…but he was such a sweet old man! He used to say hello to me every morning when I was heading to school. Why would this awful Mr. X person kill him?”

      “Because once he shifts into his animal form—whatever it is—he has to kill to become human again,” Jase explained. “I don’t understand it fully, but apparently it’s something to do with the spell that makes him a Skin-Walker.”

      Nikki eyed him uncertainly.

      “Do…do you have to kill too? In order to—”

      “No!” Jase snapped, more harshly than he’d intended.

      “Oh—sorry.” Nikki sat back in fright and he realized he’d frightened her.

      “God, I’m sorry…it’s just, I’m a Shifter, not a Skin-Walker. There’s a difference—a big difference.”

      He ran a hand over his face, feeling the scratch of his five o’ clock shadow. It had been a damn long day at work and he hadn’t expected to come home to this…or to have to deal with her sweet, maddening scent. He still hadn’t told her that Mr. X probably wanted her in order to complete the spell that would turn him from a Skin-Walker into more of a regular Shifter—he didn’t want to frighten her with the awful details of what such a sacrifice would entail.

      “I…I didn’t mean to offend you,” Nikki said tentatively. “I’m still…still trying to wrap my head around this whole…thing.” She made a vague motion with one hand, as though indicating the whole situation.

      “Look, I’m not explaining this very well,” Jase said awkwardly.

      “It’s all right. You…you’re doing your best.”

      “Which is no damn good,” he growled.

      He felt like a single father trying to give the birds and bees talk to a daughter. Honey, your body is changing… The thought almost made him laugh but the situation was in no way funny. Suddenly something occurred to him. Why should he try to explain to her what was going on, when there was an expert in such matters who could explain so much better?

      “Come on,” he said, motioning to Nikki. “Let’s go.” He grabbed his jacket and headed for the door decisively.

      “Where are we going?” Nikki shivered as he opened the door. “Ugh—it’s still freezing out there!”

      “Oh, I’m sorry—here.” He started to hand her his jacket automatically but then stopped short. She already had way too much of his scent on her—it only made things worse. Better to give her something neutral-smelling to wear.

      “Here,” he said, digging in the back of his coat closet and coming up with an old down jacket he’d been given as a gift back in high school. He wouldn’t have held onto it this long, but his beloved Grandma had given it to him—she’d been dead for fifteen years and he still missed her. He’d been smaller then, not much taller than Nikki, although considerably broader through the shoulders.

      The jacket was a little baggy there, but otherwise it fit her very well when she slipped it on.

      “This is perfect. Thanks, Jase.” She smiled up at him gratefully and he nodded.

      “Welcome. Come on—let’s go.”

      “You never said where we’re going though?” she asked, raising her voice to be heard over the sound of the wind whistling through the tree branches.

      “Cougarville. To see someone who might be able to help us. She can explain what’s happening to you a lot better than I can. And maybe she’ll have some idea of what Mr. X is up to.”
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      On the way to Cougarville, Nikki began to get the worst headache of her life. It started as a dull thudding in her temples and seemed to get worse and worse until it started making her nauseous. She had to close her eyes and breathe deeply to keep from throwing up.

      “Hey, you okay over there?” she heard Jase ask uncertainly from his side of the big truck.

      “I’m…I’m okay,” she said, not wanting to be a bother. “Just a little headache.”

      He’d told her they were going to a pharmacy to meet the person who could help them—a little place called “The Cougarville Chemist.” Nikki thought maybe she could get some Tylenol there. In the meantime, she needed to concentrate on something else.

      “Did you…did you hear from the emergency vet? About Max?” She felt guilty—she should have asked about her dog earlier, but so many strange things had happened since she woke up, that he had been driven completely out of her mind.

      “I did,” Jase said. “He’s going to be okay but they’re keeping him sedated for now—to help him heal up. You can go see him tomorrow if you want.”

      “I do,” she said fervently. “Poor Max—he’s like my baby.”

      “Dog lover, huh?” He raised an eyebrow at her and gave her a little half smile.

      Nikki nodded.

      “I am now. I wasn’t before I got him. But after Gil—my husband—died, I needed someone for companionship and protection. If he hadn’t come in just at the right time last night…” She shook her head and then wished she hadn’t. “Ouch.” She put a hand to her temple.

      “Headache getting worse?” Jase looked at her worriedly. “Do you think maybe you’re hungry? When was the last time you ate? Did you get up for lunch?”

      Nikki shook her head, more carefully this time.

      “No. I slept right through until this evening.” She looked out the window at the bleak gray winter twilight, as they wound through the mountain pass, headed for Cougarville. “Though right now the idea of food doesn’t seem very appealing.”

      “Probably because we’re driving and it’s giving you motion sickness,” Jase speculated. “We’ll be there soon, I promise.”

      “Distract me,” Nikki begged. “Tell me more about being a Shifter. Do you all turn into uh, half-animal things like the one I saw last night or what?”

      Jase frowned. “First of all, you need to stop saying ‘you’. You’re one of us now or you will be soon.”

      Nikki rubbed her temples.

      “I just…I can’t quite believe that. It’s too much to swallow.”

      “All right. I can understand how it would be frightening. I mean, I grew up in a Shifter family—I’ve known what I am and what animal form I would take since I was a kid. It’s different for females since they don’t Rejuvenate until their forties or fifties.”

      “What animal do you turn into?” Nikki asked curiously.

      “A wolf,” he said shortly and didn’t seem inclined to say more about it.

      “A wolf?”

      She couldn’t help thinking of the strange creature her attacker had turned into the night before. His snarling teeth and shaggy pelt, his one glaring, baleful eye… Without meaning to, she shivered with fear and revulsion. Then she noticed Jase watching from the corner of his eye. She didn’t want to offend him so she said,

      “I’m sure you’re…you…I’m, uh, sure you make a really good wolf.”

      That sounded idiotic but her head was pounding so hard now it made thinking difficult. She tried again.

      “I mean, now I understand why your senior paper comparing and contrasting Call of the Wild and White Fang was so moving.”

      He barked a short laugh. “You still remember that?”

      “It was one of the best papers I’ve ever read by a student,” Nikki said honestly. “I always wondered how you could get into the animal characters’ heads so well.” She shrugged. “Now I know.”

      “The wolf is a part of me,” Jase said. “My other half. You’ll have an animal half too, when you Shift for the first time.”

      “What…what kind of animal?” It seemed impossible but then, suddenly getting twenty-five years younger had seemed impossible too, and that had somehow happened. Nikki guessed she couldn’t afford to doubt him. “Will…will I have to turn into a wolf, too?” she whispered, unable to keep the fear out of her voice.

      “That depends…” He hesitated, seemed to be weighing his words. “I think I’d better let Fiona explain it to you.”

      “Why?” His hesitance frightened her. “Jase what is it? What aren’t you telling me?”

      “It…has to do with the Rejuvenation process.” He cleared his throat and moved uncomfortably in his seat. “Before you can shift you have to…have to be bred. And the kind of Shifter who breeds you will determine what form your own animal half will take.”

      “What? Bred? Like some kind of animal in heat?” Nikki could hardly believe him.

      “I’m afraid so.” He looked grimly ahead into the growing darkness as he drove. “That’s how it goes.”

      “Okay,” she said, rubbing her temples. “So who’s going to…going to breed me?” She shook her head. “I can’t believe I just said that. My God, this conversation is so inappropriate.”

      “Why?” he demanded. “You said it yourself last night—I’m not your student anymore.”

      “Yes, but you were once, not to mention you’re fifteen years younger than me. I just can’t…I mean, that’s hard to get over.”

      “We’re both adults, Nikki,” he pointed out. “In fact, I look older than you now. We can discuss whatever we want to—whatever we need to.”

      “It just…feels wrong. I’m sorry. This whole thing feels wrong. The idea that I have to get bred…and that after, I’ll turn into a wolf or some other animal…it’s awful.” Nikki could feel her stomach rolling with a mixture of guilt and confusion. The sharp, thudding headache wasn’t helping either. Suddenly she knew she was going to throw up. “Can you please pull over? I think…think I’m going to be sick.”

      Jase pulled over immediately and she opened the door. A blast of icy cold wind hit her in the face and Nikki leaned over, expecting to be sick everywhere. She retched but almost nothing came up—she hadn’t eaten in over twenty-four hours at this point, she realized. Maybe Jase was right about the lack of food making her feel carsick. But she sure as hell didn’t want anything to eat now.

      “You okay?” he asked, hovering over her shoulder. Nikki had the idea he wanted to help her somehow—to hold back her hair or comfort her by rubbing her back—but for some reason he didn’t touch her. Maybe because she’d freaked him out by flashing him earlier.

      Or maybe it’s the fact that you reminded him of your age difference and how he’d used to be your student, whispered a little voice in her head. Great going, Nikki—no wonder he doesn’t want to touch you!

      Not that she wanted to be touched right now but still, she’d made everything that much more awkward…

      “I’m fine.” She wiped her mouth and sat up with as much dignity as she could muster. “I’m just scared—that’s all. And this headache just won’t quit.” She rubbed her temples. “Feels like my head is going to explode.”

      “We’ll be to Cougarville soon,” Jase promised, handing her a bottle of water. “And Fiona will have something to help you—I’m sure she will.”

      “I hope so.” Nikki took a drink of the water, then leaned back against the seat rest and closed her eyes. “I really hope so, Jase.”
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      Jase watched her from the corner of his eye as he drove, taking in her ashen face and the dark circles that seemed to have formed under her eyes in a matter of minutes. She still looked twenty years younger and absolutely gorgeous, but now Nikki looked sick too—really sick. Was this some kind of symptom of Rejuvenation he didn’t know about? Should he be worried?

      Inside, his Wolf whined miserably. He was worried about Nikki too, but there was a deeper reason for his animal side’s misery—a misery Jase shared.

      He couldn’t stop seeing her shudder of revulsion when she’d learned she had to be bred and the terrible fear in her face when she’s asked if she would also have to turn into a wolf. The way she felt about him was clear—she didn’t like Shifters, didn’t want to be one herself, and didn’t want to have anything to do romantically with an ex-student.

      She probably still sees me as I was at seventeen, he thought miserably. God, what a little idiot I was back then! Just thinking of being with me—of becoming what I am—made her puke. I just…

      Will you listen to yourself? snapped a little voice in his head. I…I…I—is that all you can think about—yourself and your feelings? What about her? What about Nikki?

      Suddenly, Jase realized what he was doing. Indulging in self-pity when Nikki’s whole world had just been turned upside down.

      This wasn’t all about him. Nikki had been attacked last night and had barely gotten away with her life. Today she’d had some extreme changes to her body and had just found out about the existence of Shifters and the fact that she was going to become one herself. Plus, she was feeling miserably ill. Was it any wonder she was upset and confused?

      Mentally, Jase made an effort to get himself back on track. He needed to cut her some serious slack—all of that in one twenty-four-hour period was enough to make anyone unhappy about the idea of becoming a Shifter!

      But no matter how he lectured himself, his Wolf still whined sadly inside.

      She doesn’t like us—doesn’t want us. She never will.
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      “Now, my dear, the first thing we have to do for you is get that blood sugar back up. Rejuvenation takes a lot of energy and burns a lot of calories.”

      The rather eccentric looking pharmacist Jase had introduced as Fiona, bustled around the cluttered back office of her pharmacy, fussing with a tea pot and some strange but refreshing smelling tea leaves. She was wearing the white coat of a doctor or a pharmacist but under it was a flowing, brilliant blue muumuu. Copious amounts of chunky silver and turquoise jewelry went even more oddly with the professional white lab coat, but Fiona didn’t seem to care. She was extremely self-possessed, as far as Nikki could see—a quality she admired in anyone.

      There was only one seat in the small office—behind the wooden desk which held an outdated desktop computer and some packets of dried leaves, which Fiona had pushed out of the way. Nikki was sitting in the chair with her head in her hands while Jase leaned one shoulder against the doorframe, taking up most of the doorway with his muscular bulk.

      “Thank you,” Nikki said as Fiona poured her a steaming mug of tea and put a plate of cookies in front of her. “But I really don’t feel like I can eat or drink anything right now. I’m just so sick and this headache…”

      “We’ll take care of the headache right now,” Fiona said decisively.

      Nikki expected her to go get some kind of medicine, but instead the pharmacist motioned for Jase.

      “Come here please. This new child of Lady Moon needs an Alpha’s touch.”

      “Um…what?” Jase looked as mystified as Nikki felt, but he came over at once when Fiona called him. “What can I do?” he asked, frowning.

      “How much do you know about Rejuvenating females?” Fiona asked him.

      He shook his head.

      “Not much. Just that it happens to females with the Shifter Gene when they get into their forties or fifties and they’re the only females who can, uh, pass on the Gene to their children.”

      “Ah yes, that is true. The next generation of Shifters depends on having enough females Regenerate to bear them. It’s one reason Juvies are so prized by Shifter males—having children and passing on their Shifter strength and abilities is very important to them,” Fiona said.

      “It is?” Nikki would have said it was impossible to feel worse a minute ago, but now she did. Clearly Fiona thought she was a part if the Shifter “circle of life,” able to replenish the race, when nothing could be further from the truth.

      She opened her mouth to tell the pharmacist about her hysterectomy…and closed it again. Losing her ability to have children, which she had always wanted so desperately, was a deeply personal pain. She didn’t feel able to share it with a stranger.

      “Yes, indeed. Which makes Shifter males excellent fathers.” Fiona nodded and smiled at Jase, who was clearly uncomfortable.

      “Uh, yeah,” he muttered. “So, Fiona, can you please give Nikki something for her headache?”

      “I can’t,” Fiona said calmly. “But as an Alpha, you can.”

      “What?” He looked at her, apparently startled. “What are you talking about?”

      “Rejuvenating females crave an Alpha’s touch,” Fiona explained. “Nikki needs skin-to-skin contact with you in order to feel better.”

      “I…um…” Jase started backing away and Nikki wished the floor would swallow her up.

      “Look,” she said harshly to the meddling pharmacist. “I can see you’re trying to play matchmaker, but you can forget it. Jase is way too young for me and he used to be my student. He doesn’t want anything to do with me and I don’t blame him after the way I’ve been acting.”

      “What?” Jase looked upset and angry. “What are you talking about? I’m not your student anymore and you’re fucking gorgeous. Why wouldn’t I want to touch you?”

      Nikki felt her cheeks getting hot.

      “I thought…the way I flashed you this morning…er, evening…er, when I first woke up.” She cleared her throat and forced herself to go on. “I thought it made you uncomfortable and you would think I was coming on to you and you were probably thinking how inappropriate it was and how I’m too old for you,” she went on in a rush. “But I didn’t mean to—”

      “Nikki,” he interrupted roughly. “Even when you looked like you were older than me, you were never too old for me. If you only knew the fantasies I used to have back in high school—” He broke off abruptly, his cheeks going a dull red. “Sorry. Now I probably made you feel uncomfortable.”

      “My children, you have to get over this awkwardness!” Fiona exclaimed. “Lady Moon has put the two of you together for a reason. You must not disobey her will.”

      “Lady Moon?” Nikki frowned at the pharmacist. “Who’s that?”

      “She is the Shifter Goddess, who brought the Shifters into being at the dawn of the age of man. I will explain as Jase helps you with your pain,” Fiona said. “Now Jase, do as I say. Come here and touch Nikki—just rub her temples to start with.”

      “Nikki?” Jase looked at her for permission.

      “Sure.” She shrugged wearily, trying not to notice how her heart speeded up when he got close and she could smell his spicy, masculine scent. “Go ahead—it can’t hurt to try.”

      Going around behind her, he put his big warm hands on her shoulders at first as though to steady her and get her used to his touch. Then she felt his fingers against her temples, pressing with surprising delicacy.

      At once the most amazing thing happened—the pain dissipated like a storm cloud blown away by the wind. Nikki had never had a headache vanish so quickly.

      “Oh my God,” she whispered in a low, amazed voice.

      “What? Did I hurt you? Did I rub too hard?” Jase pulled his hands away immediately.

      “No, you made it better! You made the pain disappear completely.”

      But the moment his hands were gone, she felt the storm cloud creeping back again, the thudding beginning her in temples, like the call of distant drums, signaling bad news.

      “Here.” She reached up, grabbed his hands, and put them back on the sides of her head. “Don’t stop. Please,” she added, looking up at him.

      Jase was staring down at her with a bemused look in his pale amber eyes.

      “Okay, sure.” He rubbed her temples some more and then, without being asked, he began massaging the nape of her neck.

      “Ohhhh,” Nikki moaned softly as he found a knot of tension at the back of her neck and began to rub it away. “That feels amazing. I had no idea how tense I was!”

      “I did,” Jase murmured. “But I can’t blame you. The whole Shifter thing is a lot to swallow, especially if you grew up thinking it was all just mythology.”

      “Right, I’ve spent most of my life teaching literature and fiction—separating fact from fantasy. And now I find out werewolves are real,” Nikki murmured and half-laughed at the ridiculous way her thought sounded spoken aloud.

      “They are indeed, my dear,” Fiona said primly. “Now let Jase work on your neck—mind you keep skin-to-skin contact dear,” she said to the big Shifter, “And I’ll tell you what to expect as you progress in your Rejuvenation.”

      “Actually, Fiona, I’m afraid that Nikki might not be having a, uh normal Rejuvenation,” Jase said, still rubbing her neck and moving down to her shoulders. Nikki could have purred as his big, warm hands slipped under the neckline of her sweater to knead and press. God, he was good at this!

      “Oh no? And why not?” Fiona frowned.

      “Because the Rejuvenation was kind of forced on me,” Nikki made herself say, though the words made her feel tense all over again, despite Jase’s hands on her. “By a man who…who broke into my house and…and injected me with some compound that made it happen.”

      “Oh dear!” Fiona looked concerned. “Jase, was it the same person you were hunting before? The one who tried to hurt Jo?”

      “Yes, I believe it’s Mr. X—he certainly matches the description.” Jase’s voice had dropped to a low growl but his hands were still gentle. “Skin-Walker with only one eye and it seems he was looking for a female with the Gene he could activate.”

      “But I don’t understand why he would want to activate my Gene,” Nikki exclaimed. “I mean, what does he get out of it?”

      “Fiona and Jo, her assistant who is also a Wiccan, have speculated that he’s looking for a female who’s Rejuvenating to help him in a spell he intends to use,” Jase said reluctantly. “It would help him become less of a Skin-Walker and more of a regular Shifter. That is—he’d be able to change back and forth to his animal form at will without having to use that stinking pelt or kill someone in order to regain his human form.”

      “Oh my God. So there’s magic involved too?” Nikki gave a jagged little laugh. “Wait, what am I saying? This whole thing is magic.”

      “Shifting from human to animal and back again is natural to a Shifter—the only magic involved is Lady Moon’s will,” Fiona said firmly. She looked up at Jase. “What I don’t understand is why this Skin-Walker—this Mr. X—didn’t wait for one of the other women he killed to Rejuvenate. I looked into their family backgrounds and every one of them had some kind of familial tie to one or more Shifters. At least one of them should have had the Shifter Gene.”

      “Maybe it’s not just the Gene he’s looking for.” Nikki wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. “You know, I didn’t tell you this Jase, but after he injected me he said ‘Now we wait.’ I asked him what he was waiting for and he said…” She swallowed hard, trying to make the words come out—they wanted to stick in her throat. “He said, ‘To see if you’re the one.’” She looked up at him. “What one do you think he was talking about?”

      It was Fiona who answered, looking extremely grave.

      “It’s possible he’s looking for a special female,” she said in a low, quiet voice. “Not just a one with the Shifter Gene but one with a very specific variant in the Gene. One who can absolutely guarantee his success when he works the spell, which will help him Shift on his own without the help of his pelt or the need for killing afterwards.”

      “But how could a Shifter—even a special Juvie female—do that?” Jase asked, feeling more frustrated than ever.

      “There are a few females—very rare and precious—whose blood has a special quality,” Fiona said mysteriously. “When spilled in the light of the full moon, it enhances magic—especially dark magic.” She frowned. “Of course, it is the deepest sacrilege to work such a spell in Lady Moon’s own light and to use one of her chosen ones for such a purpose, but I think this person has proven he has no respect for life or for the powers that be.”

      “Blood…spilled in the moonlight?” Nikki’s voice came out in a breathless gasp. For a moment she thought she might be sick again.

      “That son of a bitch,” Jase growled. “He’s not looking for a soul mate like a regular Shifter—he’s looking for another victim—a sacrifice.”

      “I’m afraid so,” Fiona said in that same quiet, grave voice. “But in order for it to work, this Mr. X would have to find just the right Juvie female and he would have to…” She hesitated. “He would have to breed her and then…then kill her.”

      “Oh my God.” Nikki put a hand to her mouth. “So he was going to what—just keep me in my house and wait to see if I was the right female that he wanted? And then he was going to…going to sacrifice me?”

      “Don’t think about it, baby.” Jase’s deep voice was low and protective and he didn’t seem to realize he’d used the endearment instead of her name. “It’s not going to happen—he’s never getting near you as long as I’m around.”

      “Thank you, Jase.” She looked up at him gratefully. “But what I don’t understand is, how could he tell? If I was the right one or not, I mean?”

      “I don’t know how the Skin-Walker could tell, but I do believe we can make a test here ourselves.”

      Fiona bustled out of the room and in a moment she came back with several strange implements—a small bowl that appeared to be made of solid stone, a vial of pale blue liquid sealed with wax, a packet of dried leaves, and an animal bone of some kind which came to a sharp point on one end.

      “What’s all this?” Nikki asked uncertainly.

      “A test to see if you have the Moon Blood, my dear.” Fiona busied herself with laying out all the implements on the desk in front of Nikki. “You’ll have to forgive me,” she said apologetically. “My witchcraft might be a bit rusty from disuse. But this is a diving spell, which is fairly easy to do.”

      “What…what are you going to do?” Nikki asked uncertainly, when the other woman went to the corner and pulled out a rusty folding chair she hadn’t noticed there before. She positioned it so that she was facing Nikki with the strange instruments between them on the desk.

      “Why, ask the water of truth your true nature, of course my dear,” she said. “Don’t worry—I only need a single drop of blood.”

      She busied herself by crumbling some of the dried leaves around the stone bowl, then pouring the pale blue liquid into it. Then she picked up the sharpened bone—it looked like it might have been a thigh bone of some small animal—and reached for Nikki’s hand.

      “Oh wait—I almost forgot,” she said, interrupting herself.

      Reaching into the flowing folds of her muumuu, she produced two sterile alcohol swabs. She ripped them open and sterilized first the bone implement, and then the tip of Nikki’s index finger.

      “Now, I’m not going to call the circle—not for a simple divination spell. But we do need to be quiet and respectful.” Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes for a moment and then began to murmur.

      “Water of truth,

      Show what may be.

      Is this female’s nature two,

      Or might it be three?

      Does the blood of the Moon

      Run through her veins?

      Let us know by thy shapes,

      Let us know by thy stains.”

      

      On the last word, she pricked Nikki’s finger with one quick stab of the needle-sharp bone and then held her finger over the bowl filled with pale blue liquid.

      Nikki bit her lip to hold back the little gasp of pain and watched as a drop of blood fell into the water. She expected it to dissipate and mix with the rest of the water quickly, but it didn’t do that. Instead, it stayed together, a single round, red droplet in the pale blue. Then, the single droplet split into two of exactly equal size.

      “Ah, only two-natured then. That’s good—less complicated,” Fiona murmured.

      “So I don’t have the, uh, Moon Blood?” Nikki asked, feeling relieved.

      “It’s too early to be certain of that, my dear. No, I’m just saying you only need to seek one mate. Sometimes a Juvie comes along who needs two mates—most often a carnivore and a herbivore—to bond with. That is never easy, as I’m certain you can understand since meat eaters and grass eaters don’t often get along and no Shifter male likes to share. But thank Lady Moon, it appears one Alpha will be enough for you.”

      “Thank, uh, Lady Moon,” Nikki echoed. She couldn’t imagine having two men fighting over her—or being with two at once as Fiona seemed to imply. That would be awful.

      “But look—the water of truth has more to tell us.” Fiona pointed at the two perfectly round, red spheres which still floated in the stone bowl. As they all watched, the two spheres of blood began to change color. They went from crimson red, to white, to a bright, shiny silver.

      “There!” Fiona exclaimed. “I knew it. My dear, you do have the Moon Blood!”

      “What…what does that mean? Nikki asked fearfully. “That I’m the one that creep wants?”

      “I’m afraid so.” Fiona looked at her sympathetically.

      “But how does that affect Nikki and what can we do about it?” Jase demanded.

      “Well, from a practical point of view, it means that Nikki will need more than an Alpha’s touch to get through her Rejuvenation process.” Fiona picked up the mug of tea, which was still steaming, and pressed it into Nikki’s hands. “Here my dear, you really need to eat and drink something.”

      “More than an Alpha’s touch?” Nikki took a sip of the tea which had minty overtones and a faintly sweet aftertaste. “I don’t understand.”

      “I’ll explain, dear. With every Rejuvenating female, there comes a point when she has to be bred. It’s usually the first full moon after she has completely ripened.” She looked at Nikki meaningfully. “At that point, the Breeding Fever comes on her and she must be bred by an Alpha or die.”

      “Really?” Nikki had been about to take another sip of tea but now she put down the mug. “I’ll die if I don’t…don’t find someone to…” She couldn’t go on.

      “You don’t have to worry about that yet, my dear,” Fiona said soothingly. “After all, the next full moon is still several days away. But in the meantime, you will need…other things.”

      “What things?” Jase asked, his voice a soft growl. His hands had stilled on Nikki’s shoulders but he still kept skin-to-skin contact with her, which kept the headache at bay.

      “Well, as I said, a regular Juvie will need an Alpha’s touch to keep away the pain—it’s Lady Moon’s way of putting a female and male together—causing the Juvie to seek out an available male who can help her.”

      “Yes, but you said I would need more than an Alpha’s touch,” Nikki reminded her. “Is there some kind of supplement I should be taking? Some kind of medicine?”

      “I’m afraid not, my dear.” Fiona cleared her throat delicately. “You’re going to need an Alpha’s pleasure as well. And possibly an Alpha’s seed.”

      “What?” Nikki and Jase spoke together and Nikki felt her cheeks begin to heat with embarrassment. If Fiona was saying what she thought she was saying…

      “It’s very simple,” the pharmacist said. “Jase, in order to ease Nikki’s pain you may need to touch her more deeply, more intimately, than you are doing now.”

      “Oh my God,” Nikki muttered, feeling as though her whole body was cringing with embarrassment. “You can’t ask Jase to do that!”

      “I’m afraid you will be the one asking, my dear,” Fiona said gently. “Especially when the Craving comes on you.”

      “But…but it’s so inappropriate,” Nikki protested.

      “And I sure as hell don’t want to feel like I’m doing something Nikki doesn’t want,” Jase put in. “I’m no fucking rapist.”

      “But she will want you to,” Fiona emphasized. “Her body will demand it.”

      “I…I don’t accept that,” Nikki said in a shaking voice. “I can’t accept that.”

      “Oh, my dear…” Fiona shook her head. “Your body will force you to accept it. I understand that the two of you have a past which is…difficult to get over. But—”

      “Difficult to get over? I was his teacher,” Nikki protested. “You don’t know how strongly I feel about not…not doing anything inappropriate with a student.”

      “But he’s not your student anymore, dear,” Fiona pointed out gently.

      Nikki knew she was right. Knew that the invisible line that had existed between herself and Jase all those years ago when she taught him, could now be crossed without shame or reproach. But their past status as teacher and student wasn’t the only thing holding her back from the big Shifter.

      He’s so young—he probably still wants kids and I can’t give them to him, she thought. If I let myself get involved with him, I’ll just disappoint him.

      But she still didn’t want to say it out loud—didn’t want to admit she was unable to have children when they were clearly so important to the Shifter race. It was easier to fall back on the excuse that Jase had been her student and it still felt wrong to have a relationship with him, than to tell her secret shame.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, looking first at Fiona and then at Jase, whose hands had stilled on her shoulders. “I just…feel wrong about this.” She looked away from the big Shifter briefly. “I just…have a hard time getting over our, um, past relationship. And the whole turning into a wolf thing is pretty scary too. It’s just…a lot to deal with.”

      “I understand.” His voice was harsh as he withdrew his hands abruptly. “I won’t touch you if you don’t want me to. Like I said, I’m not a fucking rapist.”

      “I never said you were,” Nikki snapped back. Suddenly she felt angry—backed into a corner by her body’s new biology and the things Fiona was claiming she would want. Things which were completely inappropriate and wrong.

      And oh, so desirable, whispered a little voice in her head.

      An image flitted through her mind—a picture of herself and Jase in bed together, naked. He was touching her…caressing her…his big hands were going everywhere. Sliding over her breasts, pinching her nipples, cupping her hips…slipping between her thighs…

      No! Nikki forced the illicit picture out of her mind. Where had that come from? It had been such a vivid mental image it almost felt like a memory…or maybe a fantasy.

      Well, whatever it had been, she wasn’t going to think about it anymore, she told herself. Especially now that Jase was pissed off at her.

      “Children, children…” Fiona sounded upset. “You must not fight—you will need each other soon!”

      Nikki took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Jase,” she said stiffly, not looking at him. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      “No offense taken.” But his voice was as cold as ice.

      “Oh dear…” Fiona looked really upset. “If only the two of you could see that you’re meant to be together! Lady Moon—”

      “Look, I’m sorry, Fiona but I’ve never heard of Lady Moon until today,” Nikki said stiffly. “I don’t want to disrespect your religion but I’m just not sure that I believe in her.”

      “That’s all right, my dear—she believes in you,” Fiona said gently. She sighed. “Well, if the two of you are determined to be stubborn, then I guess you’ll need a supplement to help control the Craving.”

      “What?” Jase exploded. “You had something to help her all the time and you’re just now mentioning it? Why didn’t you say something before instead of trying to get me to do…to do something she doesn’t want?”

      “I’m trying to push you together so that when you breed her under the full moon it will be less awkward, my dear,” Fiona told him, a hint of exasperation creeping into her normally calm voice. “Honestly, I have never seen two people who want each other so badly and yet cannot admit it.”

      Nikki didn’t know what to say. She wanted to protest that Jase would never “breed” her but the words stuck in her throat. After all, what if the pharmacist was right about the whole “breed or die” thing? Would she actually have to have sex with her ex-student? And what would happen if she did?

      Of course, sex didn’t necessarily equal a long-lasting relationship or any relationship at all…or did it? Somehow Nikki had the feeling that things might be different in the Shifter world. To hear Fiona tell it, Rejuvenating females or “Juvies” were rare and every Shifter male was just waiting to find one, wanting to pass on the Shifter Gene to his kids.

      And I can’t give him kids, she thought miserably, feeling like she was back to where she’d started. I can’t give him anything but a woman who’s too old for him—even though I don’t look like it anymore. A woman who can’t have children.

      Behind her, Jase was silent as well. Apparently he also had nothing to say to Fiona…or maybe he just had trouble finding the right words, as Nikki did herself.

      Finally, she cleared her throat.

      “This…supplement,” she said at last. “What’s in it?”

      “Let me see…” Fiona frowned. “I don’t have any made up right now but as I recall, I’ll need sweet grass, tincture of lavender, rose petals, and…oh dear.” She frowned.

      “What?” Jase asked roughly. “What is it?”

      “Oh…” Fiona sighed. “I just remembered the main ingredient—Adder’s Fork.” She brightened. “You know, that’s also a very important ingredient in a spell to ward off harmful attention. It would be so useful in this situation.” She sighed and shook her head. “It’s been so long since I practiced magic that my craft is quite rusty.”

      “What’s wrong with Adder’s Fork?” Nikki asked, mystified. “What is it, anyway?”

      “Oh, there’s nothing wrong with it, dear. It’s a rare plant which only blooms in the moonlight on Midsummer’s Eve. The problem is, I don’t have any—not here at least. And there’s no possibility of getting any this time of year.”

      “You said you didn’t have any here,” Jase said. “Does that mean you do have some somewhere else?”

      “Well, as a matter of fact…” Fiona frowned thoughtfully. “You know, I believe I do. Up in my condo at Winter Wonderland.”

      “Winter Wonderland? The ultra expensive ski resort on the side of Sugar Mountain?” Nikki stared at her in awe. “You have a condo there?”

      “Well, it’s not so much a condo as a cabin, to be honest, my dear. And it’s not really part of the resort. My husband and I lived there for the short time we were married.” Fiona sighed sadly. “I used to practice my craft more back then. When I moved to Cougarville I couldn’t bear to let the place go, so it became a store house of sorts for me. I keep my overflow of ingredients there.”

      Having seen how crowded with eccentric “ingredients” Fiona’s back storeroom was, Nikki wasn’t surprised that she needed someplace else to put items she used less frequently.

      “So if you have some…can you get it?” Nikki asked. “I could pay you, of course for your time and trouble,” she added.

      “Oh no, dear. I can’t go get it now.” Fiona shook her head firmly. “I have a tincture brewing for Jed Torne’s mange—poor thing has an awful time when he shifts! I can’t possibly leave it—it takes a full seventy-two hours to concoct and I only just started it.”

      “What can we do then?” Jase sounded like he was holding on to his temper with both hands.

      “Well, you can go and get it yourself—the two of you,” Fiona suggested brightly. “I don’t recommend going alone,” she added, looking at Nikki. “Whether you want to admit it or not, you’re going to need an Alpha’s touch, my dear. And don’t forget,” she added, looking at Jase, “Mr. X is still out there. Lady Moon has put this female under your protection. You need to be certain she’s safe.”

      “You’re right.” Jase sighed. “I guess we need to go up there together and get the uh, what is it again?”

      “The Adder’s Fork, dear. Let me just get you the key…” Fiona opened a drawer in the desk and brought out a large, round key ring which looked like something a jailer in a movie might have. “Now, let me see,” she said, sorting through keys of all shapes and sizes—there must have been over a hundred, Nikki thought—before finally settling on an ordinary looking brown house key. “Yes, this is it.” She took it off and handed it to Jase, who pocketed it. “All right, there you go. Now let me give you directions, it’s a little bit off the beaten path, even for Sugar Mountain…”

      She went on, rattling off a string of directions that made no sense to Nikki—she hoped Jase was getting them. Maybe she could have paid better attention if her mind hadn’t been otherwise occupied.

      The forbidden thoughts of Jase touching her had returned. The images of his big hands running all over her body…pinching her nipples…stroking between her legs…

      She tried to push them away, but this time she couldn’t. Was this the beginning of what Fiona had called “The Craving?” Was it really starting this soon?

      Her head hurt too, but even the throbbing in her temples wasn’t as insistent as the need growing between her thighs. And now she had alienated the only man who could help her.

      What was she going to do?

      “…so you’d better get going if you’re going to get there tonight,” Fiona was saying, as she stood and started to clear the tea things away. “It’s a very steep road and if it snows you’ll be stuck up there because the snow plows only run once a day, in the morning.”

      “We can’t go tonight,” Jase interrupted, frowning. He had gone back to his post by the door, his arms crossed over his broad chest. “I have to bring Nikki down to the station to make a statement. I should have done it today, but I told my captain she was sick.”

      “And I need to check on my dog, Max, and make certain he’s all right,” Nikki heard herself saying.

      “Really?” Fiona looked at the two of them doubtfully. “Well then, may I recommend that you get those things done early tomorrow and then go for the Adder’s Fork as soon as you can? This supplement takes a while to concoct and you’re going to be in pain before too long.” She looked at Nikki meaningfully. “Not to mention the fact that the full moon is just around the corner.”

      “All right.” Nikki looked away, not certain what to say. “We…we’ll get it as soon as we can.”

      “Thanks for everything, Fiona. I guess we’d better go,” Jase said shortly.

      “Wait.” Nikki stood up on legs that didn’t feel quite as steady as she would have liked. She looked at Fiona. “Before we go, do you have a restroom I could use? It’s a long drive back to Wolverton.”

      “Oh, of course my dear! It’s right through there.” Fiona nodded at a small door at the rear of the office.

      “Okay, I’m just going to go get the truck warmed up.” Jase jerked his head in the direction of the front door and looked at Nikki. “Come out when you’re ready.”

      “All right.” She nodded and, not meeting his eyes, went quickly through the small door.

      When she came out, Fiona was waiting for her, a grim look on her face.

      Nikki tried to ignore it.

      “Thank you for everything,” she said, trying to smile at the other woman. “You’ve been very, uh, helpful and informative. I really appreciate your time.”

      Fiona clearly wasn’t buying it.

      “My dear, please listen to me,” she murmured as she helped Nikki into her jacket. “I can tell that something is holding you back from Jase. Something you think is of great consequence—perhaps something which pains you deeply. But there is no hurt, no wound so deep, that it cannot be healed.”

      “Um, okay.” Nikki didn’t know what to say. For a moment she considered again telling the other woman about her hysterectomy, but she just couldn’t.

      “Don’t let yourself become cut off from Jase—from the one male who can help you,” Fiona murmured. She turned Nikki to face her and put her hands on Nikki’s shoulders, staring intently into her eyes.

      “Uh, I…” Nikki didn’t know what to say—there was an uncomfortable intimacy in Fiona’s direct stare. But the pharmacist clearly wasn’t done talking yet.

      “Jase cares for you deeply,” she said, her large dark eyes holding Nikki’s and refusing to let go. “You are the female he’s wished for and wanted ever since he reached maturity. He wants to help you—in fact, as an Alpha, he needs to help you. Don’t push him away because you feel unworthy.”

      Fiona’s words caught her by surprise—their truth took her breath away. For a moment, Nikki felt like she’d been punched in the gut.

      “But what…what if I am unworthy?” she whispered, her voice catching on the words. “What if I can’t…can’t give him what he wants…what he needs?”

      “Then Lady Moon would not have put you together. My dear, don’t look too far into the future,” Fiona said gently. “Concentrate on each need as it comes to you—for now, just live in the present. If you don’t wish to be bred by Jase, there are many other Alphas who would be pleased to have you. But he is the one you have now—the one who is longing to ease your pain and help slake your Craving.” She squeezed Nikki’s shoulders for emphasis. “Don’t suffer needlessly—let him help you, at least until you can bring me the Adder’s Fork so I can brew you the supplement. There’s no point in being in pain when you don’t need to be.”

      Her words made a twisted kind of sense to Nikki. Why should she be in pain, after all? What harm could one night do—as long as she didn’t go too far, of course. Sex—penetration anyway—was clearly out. But just letting Jase touch her, that wouldn’t be so bad…would it?

      If he even wants to touch me now—which I doubt, she thought.

      “I don’t…don’t know if Jase would even want to help me now,” she said, putting her doubts into words. “I think I really hurt him. I didn’t mean to but, well…”

      “Apologize, then,” Fiona said calmly. “Make things right between the two of you. And then see where it leads.”

      “Well…” Nikki bit her lip. “Maybe…maybe I will.”

      “Good, my dear.” Fiona gave her a quick hug. “That’s good. Go and may Lady Moon’s light shine on the true path before you.”

      “Thank you.” Nikki was oddly touched. Though she still didn’t believe in the Shifter Goddess, it was clear Fiona did and she was giving Nikki her blessing. “Thank you so much for everything.”

      “You’re welcome, my dear. Now you’d better go. Jase is waiting for you.”

      With a wink, Fiona ushered her out of the back room and through the crowded pharmacy, with its overflowing shelves which seemed to contain Eastern Medicine, Western Medicine, and everything in between mixed together.

      “Have a good night,” Nikki told her.

      Then, bracing herself for the chill, she pushed through the door and went out to the big black truck idling on the curb. Through the windshield, she could see Jase waiting for her, an impassive look on his dark face.

      The pain in her temples was back but even more urgent was the Craving. It twisted inside her like a snake, making her nipples hard and her pussy feel wet and swollen. She ached for the touch of his big hands, even though part of her still felt it was wrong.

      What could she say to him? How could she make this situation right? “Apologize,” Fiona had said. Nikki supposed that was the best she could do.

      She just hoped the big Shifter would try to understand.
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      The ride back home to Wolverton was quiet. Jase couldn’t tell if it was because Nikki was mad at him or because her headache had come back but either way, he didn’t know what to say. If she was hurting again, how could he help her, if she didn’t want him touching her?

      And God, how he wanted to touch her! Her Juvie scent was tormenting him and touching her even a little back at the pharmacy—massaging her neck and temples—had only made his desire for her grow.

      But she doesn’t want us, his Wolf pointed out. Unfortunately, Jase had to agree.

      Though he knew she was upset and probably still traumatized, he couldn’t help feeling rejected. Nikki was the woman of his dreams—she had been from the first moment he sat down in her AP English class all those years ago. He’d dreamed and fantasized about her for years and now it was clear she wanted nothing to do with him. Nothing at all.

      “Jase…” Her voice was soft and uncertain from the other side of the truck. He looked over to see an unhappy look on her lovely face. She was mostly hidden in shadows but his Shifter vision allowed him to see her clearly, despite the darkness.

      “Yeah?” he said, his voice coming out in a growl.

      “I feel terrible about how things…how things went at the pharmacy.” She shifted on the seat, moving a little closer to him. “You’ve been nothing but kind to me and…I’m just so sorry.”

      “Nothing to be sorry about,” he said roughly. “I understand you’re going through a lot. But I didn’t help you, thinking I was going to get anything in return. I’m not one of those guys who thinks favors or kindness means a free pass for sex. That’s bullshit.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want you…don’t want your hands on me,” she whispered and now he could see a faint blush on her cheeks, even in the darkness. “Because…because I do,” she finished in a rush. “I want that so much.”

      “What?” He looked at her incredulously. “What about everything you said about how it feels wrong to be with a student—a former student?” he corrected himself.

      “It does feel wrong, in a way.” She sighed. “You may find this hard to believe, but you’re not the only student who ever had a crush on me. I was…for a while back when I first started teaching, I had to be very careful. I didn’t want anyone to get the wrong idea.”

      “I’m not surprised at all,” Jase growled. “You’re fucking gorgeous, Nikki. Of course they all wanted you.”

      “Thank you.” She blushed again. “So maybe you can understand how being…careful around my students got to be kind of a habit with me.”

      “I understand that. I remember that you were always kind but you always kept me at arms length. Except for that day…” He trailed off, not wanting to talk about it.

      “Yes, except for that day.” Nikki’s voice was gentle. “But you were hurting, Jase. I only wanted to comfort you.”

      “And now you’re the one who’s hurting.” They had finally reached his cabin. Jase put the truck into park and turned to face her. “Aren’t you, Nikki?”

      Biting her lip, she nodded. “Yes.” Her voice was little more than a whisper. “Yes, I…I am.”

      “Then why don’t you let me comfort you—help you—the way you helped me all those years ago?”

      “Do you still want to?” she asked. “After all, I didn’t help you that way…the way I need to be helped tonight.”

      “Of course I want to help you,” he murmured. “I don’t want to see you in pain, baby. And…I can’t help it—I’ve always wanted to touch you.”

      “Have you?” She was leaning towards him now, and he could see the yearning and need on her lovely face.

      “Always,” he assured her. “Back then, when you were my teacher, it wasn’t right. But now…”

      “Maybe it would be okay,” she finished the thought for him. “Just this once, until we can get the Adder’s Fork from Fiona’s condo so she can brew the supplement.”

      “Yes,” Jase agreed, his voice a low growl. He wanted more than one night with her, but if one was all he could have, he would damn well make the most of it.

      “There’s just one thing…” Nikki hesitated, biting her lip. “Please don’t be upset but I think…think we should only do what’s necessary to, uh, keep the pain and the Craving at bay. I don’t think we should actually…”

      “Breed?” Jase’s voice was rough, even in his own ears. “You don’t want me to breed you, right?”

      Nikki’s breath seemed to come quicker but she shook her head.

      “I don’t…don’t think that would be a good idea,” she whispered. “Let’s just…just take this one day at a time, all right?”

      “All right,” Jase agreed. “You tell me what you need and I’ll give it to you, baby. No more…no less.”

      “Thank you, Jase,” she murmured gratefully. “For being so kind and understanding.”

      “Of course,” he said simply. “You were always kind and understanding with me. How could I do any less for you?”

      Reaching out, he cupped her cheek, stroking her high cheekbone gently with his thumb. At once Nikki gave a little moan and nuzzled her face against his palm, like a cat begging to be stroked.

      “Just your touch,” she whispered, her voice breathy and low. “Just the feel of your skin against mine, makes everything so much better…”

      “God, you need it bad, don’t you baby?” Jase growled hoarsely.

      “I…I don’t know. I need something.” She turned her face and kissed his palm lightly, sending a bolt of desire straight down to his cock. “Please, Jase—can you help me?”

      “Of course I will. Come on—let’s go into the house where it’s warm and you can tell me what you need,” he murmured.

      “All right.” She nodded. “Let’s go.”
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      God, can’t believe I’m doing this! He’s too young for me…he used to be my student…I shouldn’t!

      Nikki did her best to push the guilty thoughts away as Jase scooped her out of the passenger side of the truck and carried her into his cabin. Her headache had melted away the moment his big hand cupped her cheek, but now the Craving Fiona had predicted was growing in her—an urgency that made her nipples feel puffy and tight and her pussy feel wet and hot and needy. But needy for what?

      Needy for his cock inside you, whispered the dark voice of desire. Needy to feel him pumping inside your pussy, making you come…and then filling you up with his seed.

      I won’t let him go that far, she promised, trying to keep control of herself. That would be wrong. I’ll only do what I have to do in order to stop these headaches…and the Craving.

      But how much would be enough? Nikki supposed she was about to find out.

      The first thing Jase did when he put her down and closed the door—even before they took off their coats—was to take her face in his hands, bend down and kiss her.

      It wasn’t a forceful kiss but it was firm and so luscious, Nikki found herself melting against him as he slanted his mouth over hers and tasted her lips as though he had every right to do so.

      Back in the truck, when she’d finally decided she ought to give in and follow Fiona’s advice to let Jase help her, Nikki had thought that she ought to say kissing was off limits. It was too intimate—too close—especially if they were only going to have one night together.

      But now that Jase was kissing her—tenderly but hungrily, making her heart pound as she gripped the front of his jacket and turned her face up to his—Nikki had no wish to ever end it. The big Shifter’s mouth on hers felt so good, so right, she never wanted him to stop. Jase stroked the seam of her lips with his tongue gently—asking for entry—and she parted for him immediately, deepening the kiss with an eagerness that surprised her.

      Don’t know why you should be surprised, whispered a little voice in her head. It’s been seven years since you had any kind of sex, right? Even without the Craving, that kind of drought makes a girl pretty thirsty, don’t you think?

      Nikki certainly did think so. In fact, she was tempted to wonder how much of her sexual need was actually the Craving…and how much was simply her desire to be touched and held and pleasured after such a long, long dry spell.

      She pushed the guilty thoughts away again and let herself melt into Jase’s arms, let him explore her mouth, sucking her tongue gently as he stroked his big, warm hands over her back until she was tingling and warm all over.

      His hot scent surrounded her—the scent of fur and spice and wild things in the forest. His mouth tasted wild too, though Nikki couldn’t exactly say why. He was spicy somehow—almost like hot sauce but sweeter. Kissing him seemed to give her a sweet burning that started at the place their mouths were joined and spread through her body like wildfire, making her nearly pant with desire.

      It seemed to go on forever—and she never wanted it to stop. But finally Jase broke the kiss. Looking into her eyes he growled, “I’ve been wanting to do that for fifteen years. God, you taste good, baby.”

      “You…taste pretty good yourself,” she whispered breathlessly. “Jase, please—I need more.”

      “I’ll give you as much as you want,” he swore hoarsely. “Come on—let me build up the fire.” He raised an eyebrow. “Unless you want to skip the couch and go straight to bed?”

      “Um…” Nikki was pretty hot and bothered, but she knew if she ended up in bed with the big Shifter, things were going to go too far—way too far. And the way she was feeling now, she wouldn’t be able to stop herself. “No,” she said at last. “I want you, Jase—I need you. But I just…I don’t want to go too far. Is that okay?”

      “Whatever you want is okay with me,” he promised, stroking her hair. “You’re so beautiful, Nikki. Just tell me what you want and I’ll do my best to give it to you.”

      “I want to be on the couch with you,” she whispered. “In front of the fire.” That seemed safer than the bed.

      “You got it.” Jase pulled away from their embrace with obvious reluctance and stripped off his jacket before going to the living room to build up the fire. Soon the flames were crackling and sending a warm, golden glow throughout the room.

      Nikki came to sit on the broad leather sofa and found that the cushions were warm.

      “Mmm, this is nice.” She stretched out on the couch and looked up at Jase. “Join me?”

      “Of course.” He came to sit beside her and put an arm around her.

      Nikki snuggled close to his side, loving the way the heat of his big body warmed her almost as much as the fire. But there was something missing—she needed more.

      “Jase…” She tugged at his shirt. “Can you take this off? I need…” She blushed. “I think I need more direct uh, skin-to-skin contact, like Fiona said.”

      He raised an eyebrow at her.

      “I’ll take off mine if you take off yours. After all, it won’t do you much good for me to be half naked if you’re still completely dressed.”

      Nikki had to admit he was right.

      “All right,” she whispered and tugged the tight red sweater over her head. She felt a little shy but at least she had on her nicest lacy black bra under it. She wondered if Jase had picked it out on purpose when he went to her house earlier or if he’d just grabbed the top thing in the drawer. Either way, it had been a good choice. She felt sexy without being too exposed, although the lace of the bra was pretty thin.

      Thin enough to see the tight points of her nipples pressing through it, she realized, feeling a blush heat her face. She couldn’t help wondering if Jase had noticed.

      When she looked up at him, with his broad, bare chest exposed, she saw that his pale amber eyes were moving over her body in a leisurely way.

      “God, you’re beautiful,” he growled hoarsely. “Tell me how you want me to touch you, Nikki.”

      “Like this, to start with.” She crawled into his arms and pressed herself against him. His warm skin was like satin under her fingertips and the scratch of his whiskers against her own smooth cheek was delicious.

      But though being close to him like this felt wonderful, it still wasn’t quite enough. Nikki moaned softly in frustrated desire as she pressed against him, trying to get more somehow.

      “What’s wrong, baby?” he growled softly. “Not getting what you want?”

      “No,” Nikki admitted. “I thought it might be enough just to have, you know, skin-to-skin contact with you but it’s not, Jase. I need more.”

      “More what?” He looked at her directly. “You know Fiona said I might have to touch you more, uh, intimately, in order for you to feel satisfied.”

      Nikki bit her lip. “I know,” she whispered. “Do…do you think it would help if I took my bra off?”

      “I don’t think it could hurt,” he murmured, his eyes golden in the firelight. “But it’s up to you, baby.”

      “All right.” Glad all over again of her Rejuvenated body and newly perky breasts, Nikki unsnapped the black lace bra and slipped it off, baring herself. In the glow from the fire, her nipples looked tight and dark pink. They ached to be touched, to be pleasured. But Nikki wasn’t sure how to ask for what she needed.

      God, shouldn’t be doing this…And yet she wanted to, so badly she couldn’t stop.

      “Jase,” she said hesitantly. “Would you…could you touch me?”

      His eyes flashed pure gold with lust and his voice dropped to a growl.

      “God, baby—you don’t know how much I want to. Your breasts are so beautiful…so full.” He cupped the undercurves of her full mounds, framing them with his big hands. “You know, this is almost exactly like a dream I had about you.”

      “You had a dream about me?” Nikki felt flattered and a little embarrassed. “What happened in it? What did I do?”

      “Well…” He shifted uncomfortably on the couch, seeming to suddenly regret he’d spoken of it. He cleared his throat. “It wasn’t the kind of dream where we just played checkers, if you know what I mean.”

      Suddenly Nikki understood.

      “You had a…a sex dream about me?” she asked, not sure whether to laugh or be embarrassed.

      He shrugged. “Hard not to considering how gorgeous you are.”

      She smiled, feeling suddenly bolder.

      “It must have been back…back when I taught you? Right?”

      He cleared his throat. “Actually, I had plenty of those kinds of dreams when I was your student. But this dream was last night.”

      “Really?” Nikki bit her lip. “But I wasn’t even, uh, Rejuvenated last night before we went to sleep. I was still older.”

      He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter to me, baby. You’re gorgeous at any age—you always have been.”

      He was always so sweet—Nikki loved him for wanting her even before her body had reverted back to its twenty-year-old state. And the idea that he’d had a dream about her—a sexy dream—just the night before, made her feel flattered and adventurous.

      “Tell me,” she said, clearing her throat. “What exactly did I do in this dream you had?”

      “Uh, what did you do?” He laughed a little. “You really want to know?”

      “Of course I do. Tell me,” she demanded softly.

      “Well, you asked me to touch your breasts,” he murmured and now his thumbs were slipping slowly over her tight peaks, teasing her sensitive nipples as he stroked her tender flesh.

      “I…I did?” Nikki asked breathlessly. God, his hands on her felt so good.

      “Mmm-hmm.” Gently, he took her tight nubs between his fingers and pinched lightly, just enough to send a bolt of pure pleasure straight down to her pussy.

      “Oh…” Nikki moaned, swaying forward a little as he tugged gently on her nipples. “Oh, Jase…”

      “Does it feel good, baby?” he murmured, keeping up the tender torture. “Are you getting what you need?”

      “Maybe…maybe a little more,” she whispered. “What else did we do in your dream?”

      “Well…” His eyes were burning gold in the firelight. “Next you asked me to suck them—your nipples I mean.” He pinched a little harder, as though to illustrate his point, and Nikki moaned again. “You said they ached and I was the only one who could make them feel better.”

      “Mmm…Jase…” She bit her lip and looked up at him. “You are the only one who can make them feel better. Would you…could you do that for me?”

      “Sure I can, baby,” he growled softly. “Just come a little closer. Here…”

      He lifted her easily and set her in his lap, so that she was straddling him on the couch, her skirt pushed up around her hips and the crotch of her black lace panties exposed.

      “Wait a minute.” Nikki climbed off and removed the skirt completely. It was bunching up and getting in the way—not comfortable at all.

      “Hmmm…” Jase watched her, his golden eyes almost sleepy with lust. “Going to get all the way naked for me, Nikki?”

      She bit her lip. “I…I’d better not,” she said at last. “I need to keep my panties on at least—to keep from going too far.”

      “That’s all right.” He nodded. “You look gorgeous with just your panties on. Come on, then…” He patted his thighs. “Have a seat.”

      Nikki did as he directed, straddling him again, this time wearing only her black lace panties, which were beginning to feel extremely damp. She hoped Jase couldn’t tell how hot and wet he was making her—it was embarrassing in the extreme.

      But the big Shifter’s eyes appeared to be on her bare breasts.

      “Mmm….now I can suck you right,” he growled appreciatively. “You don’t know how often I fantasized about this—opening your blouse, pulling off your bra, and tasting your ripe, juicy nipples.”

      “You…you did?” Nikki wished her voice wouldn’t come out so breathy. She felt guilty, hearing how he’d used to dream and think about her back when he was still her student and their relationship was strictly off limits, but in a naughty, perverse way, it gave her a thrill too.

      “Of course I did,” Jase murmured, holding her eyes with his own as he cupped her breasts again and brought one aching pink nipple to his lips. “Probably every guy in your class did. I’m just the one lucky bastard who finally gets to make the fantasy a reality.”

      With that, he sucked her tight bud deep into his mouth as he began to gently pinch and twist the other.

      Nikki gasped and bit back a moan and the erotic sight of Jase sucking her nipples. The pleasure began to build at once, moving through her like a wave. It seemed so wrong to be sitting here on the lap of her former student, letting him suck and stroke her bare breasts, but it felt so good she never wanted him to stop.

      “Oh…oh!” she gasped as he sucked even harder. She pressed her breasts forward, giving him better access and twined her fingers into his thick, black hair. It had been so long since a man had touched her this way and Jase was doing it just right—not too soft and not too rough. He seemed to know exactly how to touch and suck her to bring her to the peak.

      The big Shifter never seemed to get tired of it, either. He went back and forth, from one tight bud to the other, sucking and swirling his tongue around and around, before nipping very gently and then sucking harder, to get as much of her breast into his mouth as he could.

      Nikki wondered if she could come just from having her nipples sucked and began to think maybe she could. She could feel the orgasm building in her—the sparks of pleasure jumping from the tips of her tender nipples straight down to her pussy, which was so wet and swollen now, she had to spread her legs even wider to ease the ache.

      Jase let her right peak slide slowly from between his lips and then turned his attention to her left one again. This time, however, he took his time. Instead of sucking her ripe bud immediately, he traced it with his tongue, teasing her with the lightest stimulation possible, making her aching peak wet and shiny in the firelight as he lapped it gently.

      “Jase!” she moaned, pressing her breast against his mouth shamelessly. “Come on—you’re making me crazy.”

      “Sorry, baby.” There was a smile in his deep voice and Nikki thought he didn’t look sorry at all. “You want me to suck you again—suck your ripe little nipple until you moan and writhe all around on my lap?”

      “I can’t help moving. It…it feels so good when you…when you suck me,” Nikki panted.

      She couldn’t believe they were doing this—couldn’t believe she was letting an ex-student suck her nipples, or that he was talking dirty to her while he did it. But though part of her still felt like it was wrong, she was also incredibly turned on—so hot she felt like she was catching on fire.

      He sucked her left nipple into his mouth and she pressed forward again, running her fingers through his thick, black hair, moaning as he gave her exactly what she’d asked for. The sparks between her nipples and her pussy were speeding up, making her ache down below. Her clit was throbbing like a second heartbeat but despite her boldness in asking Jase to suck her nipples, Nikki still felt too shy to ask him to touch her where she really needed him.

      Somehow, though, he seemed to know. At last he drew back, panting, and let her other nipple slip from between his lips.

      “You smell hot, baby,” he growled, his eyes sleepy with lust.

      “I…I do?” Nikki wasn’t sure what he meant. “I like the way you smell too,” she confessed.

      “No, I’m not talking about the smell of your skin—though I love that.” He pressed his face between her breasts for a moment, rubbing his scratchy cheeks against her cleavage before looking up again. “I’m talking about your Juvie scent—your pussy—I can smell how hot it is. How much you need to be touched there.”

      “You can?” Nikki didn’t know whether to be embarrassed or intrigued. He could actually smell her desire? Was that a Shifter thing?

      Jase nodded. “I can. Listen…” He shifted beneath her and she could feel something hot and hard pressing against her inner thighs. “I know you don’t want to take your panties off because you don’t want to go too far…”

      “That’s true.” Nikki bit her lip again. “But maybe…maybe you could touch me over my panties? Just…just a little?” She was sure a little was all it would take. Her pussy was so hot and wet and swollen she felt like the lightest touch would send her into the stratosphere. “Please, Jase?” she asked.

      “Of course, baby…” His eyes glowed gold with lust. “I told you, I’ll do anything you want—touch you any way you need me to. But let’s get more comfortable.”

      He changed positions on the couch, stretching out along its length, and turned her so that her back was to his front. Before she knew it, Nikki found herself cradled between his long legs with his broad, bare chest against her back and his wide shoulders bracketing her own.

      Jase was so big, she felt completely surrounded by him in this position—protected and cherished in a way she never had before, not even with Gil. With a sigh of pure contentment, she snuggled back against him, letting herself be enveloped in his warmth.

      “That’s good, baby,” Jase murmured in her ear. “Now just relax and let me touch you. I’m going to go slowly—you tell me what feels good and if I go too far.”

      Nikki felt like her heart might overflow. She loved the way he was being so gentle with her—so careful not to cross her boundaries. It made her trust him and open to him much more than she would have if he’d been rough or demanding.

      “All right,” she whispered, leaning back against him. “Go ahead, Jase—touch me.”

      And he did—but not as she’d thought he would. Instead of going right for her pussy as almost every man she knew would have, Jase started stroking her shoulders and arms, his big, warm hands running over her trembling flesh as he cradled her with his muscular warmth.

      “Mmm…Jase…”

      Nikki would have thought it was impossible to be more turned on but the feeling of him stroking her all over was enough to make her moan. She loved it when he caressed her thighs and belly without actually touching her aching core. Then he went higher and spent more time on her breasts, cupping their full curves and tugging lightly on her nipples until she thought she would explode.

      “Jase!” she protested breathlessly. “I need you more…need you lower.”

      “Here?” His hands slid over her thighs and inward, hovering close to the crotch of her black panties but still not quite touching her.

      “Yes, there—but more!” Nikki begged. “Please, Jase, pet my pussy!” She couldn’t believe the blatantly sexual words coming out of her own mouth but somehow she couldn’t seem to stop them. She wanted him to touch her—to caress her—and she wanted it now.

      “Like this, you mean?” One teasing fingertip finally found her aching mound and traced over the slit of her pussy, right through the silky material of her panties.

      “Ahh!” Nikki moaned and bucked upward, her body instinctively seeking after the intense sensation.

      “I guess this is where you need me.” Jase stroked her again, deeper this time and she could feel the firm pressure of his finger against her swollen clit, right through the thin material of the panties.

      “You know it is,” she gasped softly. “But that’s not…not enough.”

      “Well…” He sounded both teasing and thoughtful, as well as completely turned on. “I know you want to keep your panties on, but I guess I could touch you under them.” His fingers found the waistband of her lacy black underwear and traced teasingly over it. “Would you like that, Nikki? Would you like me to slip my hand into these lacy black panties and stroke your wet pussy? Just up and down your hot little clit, maybe, until you come for me? Come all over my fingers?”

      She was past holding back—past guilt and denial and any shame about her need. Nikki couldn’t help herself—she could only react to him—could only take what she needed—take what he was so freely offering.

      “Oh…oh, yes…yes, please!” she moaned, bucking up against him again.

      Jase didn’t have to be told twice. In a heartbeat, his long fingers were slipping under the black lace and then he was cupping her pussy.

      “So hot,” he breathed in her ear. “So wet. You need this, don’t you baby? How long as it been since anyone made you come?”

      “Not…not for a long time,” Nikki admitted, moaning. “God, Jase, what are you waiting for?”

      “Well…” His voice was a soft, deep growl. “I was just thinking that since it’s been so long for you, and it’s been a while for me too, maybe you could tell me what feels good. In fact, maybe you could show me.”

      “All right.” Nikki was ready to agree to anything at this point. “How…how do you want to do it?” She asked.

      “Well…” His long fingers moved restlessly, stroking over her outer pussy lips and mound but never quite penetrating her. “Maybe you can watch me touch you and tell me what feels good. Now, I know you want to keep your panties on,” he continued before she could protest. “But surely you can pull them down, just a little. Just so I can see your hot little pussy and tell if I’m touching you the way you like. Would that be okay, baby?”

      Nikki squirmed with a mixture of embarrassment and lust. She and Gil had had what she considered a fulfilling sex life, but they had mostly made love in the dark. He’d never asked her to watch while he touched her, as Jase was doing. But then again, she knew the big Shifter just wanted to be sure he was pleasing her.

      Also, he’s probably fantasized about seeing your pussy the same way he fantasized about seeing and sucking your breasts, whispered a little voice in her head. Are you going to help him fulfill that fantasy?

      Although she still felt a little guilty about it, Nikki knew that she was. Taking a deep breath, she reached down and pushed her panties—which were soaked with her juices, down her thighs and all the way to her ankles. Then she leaned back against Jase again, opening herself completely. The firelight showed how hot and full her pussy lips were—how wet and open she already was, glistening with her juices and swollen with need.

      Nikki bit her lip with a pleasurable kind of shame. God, that Jase should see her like this…that he should know how much he was turning her on…how badly she needed him…

      “All right,” she whispered, her voice sounding breathless in her own ears. “Now…now you can see what you’re doing. Go ahead and touch me and I’ll tell you…tell you what feels good.”

      “God, baby…” His voice in her ear was a low, reverent groan. “God, so beautiful,” he murmured in her ear as he cupped her again, molding her pussy mound to his palm.

      “I…I’m glad you like it—like me.” Nikki murmured.

      “Like it? I’ve always wished I could touch you here,” he confessed. “Always wanted to look at you and pleasure you.”

      So she’d been right about fulfilling his fantasies. But somehow, Nikki didn’t mind.

      “Well, hadn’t you better get started?” she whispered, tilting her hips up to press herself more fully into his hand. “Please, Jase, I’m dying here.”

      “Is the Craving getting to you, baby?” he asked softly. “It’s all right—I’m going to make it better. Just going to spread your sweet pussy open and stroke you until we make it go away.”

      As he spoke, two long fingers settled on her outer pussy lips and spread her wide, baring her slippery inner petals to the firelight. In the dim golden glow, she was glistening and wet with desire.

      “Oh…” Nikki was embarrassed all over again by how wet she was, but Jase seemed to love it.

      “Look at this wet little pussy,” he murmured in her ear as he used his middle finger to stroke lightly over her swollen folds. “Look how she needs to be stroked and petted.”

      Unerringly, the pad of his finger found the button of her clit and Nikki gave a gasp and jumped at the intense contact. God, she couldn’t believe she was sitting here on the couch, mostly naked, all spread out and watching Jase finger her like this! She’d never been in such an intimate position with a man and it made her feel both incredibly vulnerable and incredibly hot at the same time.

      “Does that feel good, baby?” Jase murmured in her ear, his breath hot at the side of her neck. “Does that feel right to let me pet your sweet pussy and stroke your hot little clit while you watch?”

      “God, Jase!” she moaned, bucking back against him. “I never knew…never knew you had such a filthy mouth!”

      “You want me to stop?” he murmured, nuzzling the side of her neck as he continued to circle her clit. “You don’t like it when I talk dirty?”

      “I love it,” Nikki confessed. “I guess I’m just surprised. Oh!” She gasped and bucked her hips again as he hit a sweet spot, sending sparks of pleasure arching through her entire body.

      “God, you’re so beautiful,” Jase whispered in her ear, doing it again to make her moan some more. “You’re perfect in every way, do you know that? You don’t know how badly I want to make you come, baby.”

      “Getting…close,” Nikki panted. “Really close. Just don’t…don’t stop. Please.”

      “I promised I won’t stop petting your hot little pussy until you come for me, Nikki,” he growled softly in her ear. “Not going to stop until you come all over my fingers. All right?”

      “All…all right,” she panted. God, he was driving her crazy. She could feel her orgasm building, towering over her like a tidal wave that was about to crash down and drown her with pleasure in just a moment. She just needed a little more to get her there…

      And then Jase’s other hand, which had been busy stroking her breasts and nipples, suddenly slid down, under her left thigh. Nikki gasped as she felt him find her entrance and then two long, strong fingers were pushing deep in her pussy as he continued to pet her throbbing clit with the other hand.

      “Come for me, Nikki,” he growled in her ear as the long, thick digits began pumping into her. “Come while I fuck your hot little pussy with my fingers. Come for me, baby—come.”

      With his low, hot words in her ear and his fingers buried deep in her pussy, Nikki suddenly reached the peak. She felt the tidal wave of pleasure that had been threatening, finally come crashing down, drenching her in the most intense sexual sensation of her life.

      With a low wail that might have been his name, she bucked upward, losing all control as she rode his thick, invading fingers, giving herself completely to the big Shifter and the pleasure he offered.

      “That’s right,” he murmured in her ear. “That’s right, baby. God, I can feel your tight little pussy clenching all around my fingers. I wish it was my tongue instead. Wish I could taste how sweet your juices are right from the source.”

      The forbidden image of the big Shifter kneeling between her thighs and lapping her pussy suddenly filled her head and Nikki found herself coming again—coming so hard she saw stars before her eyes.

      “Jase,” she wailed. “Oh God, Jase—yes!”

      “That’s right, baby—just let go,” he murmured. “Just let it all go and come for me.”

      Nikki thought she couldn’t have stopped coming if she wanted to—and she most certainly did not want to stop. Finally she could feel the Craving that had filled her with need and desperation backing off. And the headache was completely gone—blown to pieces by the intense orgasm Jase was giving her.

      It seemed to last much longer than any orgasm she’d ever had before but Jase stayed with her until the end. He didn’t stop teasing her clit and thrusting deep into her pussy until at last, she collapsed, panting in his lap.

      “Oh, Jase,” she whispered, letting her body relax against his large, muscular frame. “That was…that was so good. So amazing.”

      “For me too, baby,” he murmured, kissing the side of her neck and reluctantly withdrawing his hands from between her legs. “Fucking amazing.”

      “What?” She tilted her chin to look up at him. “But you didn’t even, um, come.” She knew she was right because she could feel the hard bulge of his cock still pressing hard against her ass.

      “Doesn’t matter.” He shook his head. “I finally got to touch you. God, you don’t know how long I’ve fantasized about that…about feeling you come in my arms and knowing I was the cause of your pleasure.”

      “Jase, that’s so sweet.” She snuggled back against him. “Most teenage guys would have been fantasizing about their own gratification, not mine.”

      “But I’m a Shifter,” he said, as though that explained it. “We put our female’s pleasure first.”

      “Thank you, Jase.” She twisted around in his arms, so she could come up on her knees and give him a soft kiss on the mouth. His eyes widened with surprise at her motion but a moment later he kissed her back eagerly.

      “Jase,” she whispered, reaching down to stroke the hard bulge in his jeans. “Do you, uh, want some help?”

      He shook his head. “No, Nikki—tonight is about you. I didn’t touch you because I wanted you to return the favor—I touched you because I wanted to bring you pleasure and make you come.”

      “But…” Her hand moved restlessly but Jase caught her wrist.

      “Don’t want you to do anything you’ll regret later,” he growled. “And anyway, right now I just want to take you to bed.”

      “Jase…” Nikki drew back uncertainly. “You know how I said before this started that I didn’t want to go too far?”

      “I didn’t mean for sex,” Jase told her. “I just want to hold you. Just want to feel your sweet, curvy body pressed against mine.”

      Nikki felt herself relax.

      “That sounds wonderful,” she admitted. “I’d love to sleep with you tonight…as long as that’s all we do.”

      “That’s enough for me,” Jase swore. “I just want to be close to you tonight.”

      Nikki wanted that too—wanted it badly.

      “All right,” she whispered, putting her arms around his neck and giving him another soft kiss on the corner of his mouth. “Let’s go to bed.”
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      Jase couldn’t believe how good he felt when he woke up the next morning. He couldn’t remember why, until he suddenly felt something warm and soft moving against his groin. The sweet, intense Juvie scent in the air and the soft sound of Nikki’s deep, even breathing reminded him of why he was feeling so content.

      The woman of his dreams and fantasies was sleeping in his arms, her round, curvy ass pressed against his throbbing cock, and her t-shirt pushed up to show the undercurves of her breasts. Well, his t-shirt anyway. She’d borrowed another one of his to sleep in, not that Jase minded.

      God, she was beautiful—he couldn’t get over it, couldn’t get enough of looking at her. How lucky was he to finally get the woman he’d wanted since he was seventeen into bed?

      Not like we claimed her though, his Wolf pointed out. We need to claim her. Touch her…taste her…breed her.

      Jase firmly ignored the urgings of his other half. Nikki was beautiful and perfect and the woman of his dreams, but she’d been pretty clear that last night was a one time only deal—just something to take the edge off until they could go up to Fiona’s condo on Sugar Mountain and get the Adder’s Fork.

      Of course he wanted more than one night—he wanted a lifetime with Nikki. Finally holding her in his arms made him understand why no other relationship had ever worked out for him—why no other woman had ever felt right.

      We were waiting for her, the Wolf said. Waiting for her to come to us. No other is right.

      Still, Jase knew the fastest way to chase her away was to seem too eager. If he woke her up with a kiss and started talking about forming a lifetime bond under the full moon, she was going to run from him. Better just to play it cool and let Nikki decide for herself what she wanted.

      Regretfully, he slid out of bed and went to take a shower. He couldn’t put his captain off any longer—it was time to take Nikki into the PD to make a statement about the attack.

      He just hoped that fucking psychologist, Dr. what’s-his-name, wasn’t around. That bastard gave him the creeps for some reason.
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      “So tell me again, what exactly happened the night before last. You were woken up in the middle of the night by an attacker who seemed…less than human?” Doctor Taggard raised an eyebrow, clearly skeptical of her story.

      He was a big man whose mild brown eyes were barely visible behind his thick lenses and he reeked of cologne—so much so that Nikki was sitting as far away from him as she could. The closer he leaned towards her, across the table they were seated at, the further she leaned back. Though she tried not to be obvious about it, there was something about the psychiatrist that disturbed her.

      “He didn’t seem inhuman at first,” she said, trying to retain her composure. “At first he looked like a man just wearing an animal skin on his head. But then…he changed.”

      “Changed… Hmm…” Doctor Taggard looked thoughtful as he scribbled something down in his notebook—probably notes on how she was crazy, Nikki thought sourly.

      But it wasn’t exactly like she could explain the whole Skin-Walker thing. Jase had warned her that most of the people working in the PD were “norms” who knew nothing about Shifters. So she was stuck with her story, which sounded completely crazy when you didn’t know the background.

      Nikki sighed. She wasn’t enjoying her first trip to the Wolverton police department at all. From the minute she’d walked into the station, she’d felt like she was on trial somehow. Everyone seemed to be staring at her and some of them even seemed to be sniffing. Jase had mentioned something about how good she smelled the night before, but was it really that apparent to everyone else?

      There had also been lots of questions about her age. Though she’d worn her hair in a tight bun at the nape of her neck and borrowed a pair of sunglasses from Jase, there was no disguising that she now looked twenty or twenty-five rather than forty-five.

      Detective Hendricks, who had been at her house the night of the attack, had actually done a double-take when he saw her. He’d nudged his partner, Detective Shoals, whose eyes had widened while his nostrils flared, as though taking in her scent. When that happened, Jase had put an arm around her protectively as he led her into the small, closed room, where she was going to give her statement.

      Nikki supposed she ought to be glad of that touch—it was pretty much the first time he’d touched her since the night before. After falling asleep in his arms, she’d felt so close to him. But when she’d woken up, his side of the bed was already cold and he was taking a shower.

      He hadn’t tried to touch her or kiss her even once—he’d just gotten dressed and offered her some coffee and scrambled eggs when she got out of her own shower, acting as casually as if he hadn’t held her in his arms and made her come while she cried out his name the night before.

      Nikki couldn’t figure out his hands-off attitude. It was as though nothing had happened between them the night before. Jase made no mention of their passionate encounter and no effort to renew his affections—it was as though he was trying to pretend nothing had ever happened between them. Why would he do that? Why would he act like that when the passion between them had been so—

      “…possible that you imagined or hallucinated the man in the first place and it was simply an animal that attacked you?”

      Doctor Taggard’s voice drew her back from her speculation and Nikki blinked and frowned.

      “I’m sorry, what do you want me to say?” she asked. “You want me to pretend it was just an animal attack and that’s all there is to it? Because it wasn’t like that. He was human and then he wasn’t anymore. He changed.”

      “Yes, well…” Doctor Taggard still looked skeptical. “To be honest, Mrs. Robinson, I don’t see any evidence that you were attacked at all. Detective Saunders said in his report that you had scratches from the animal’s claws on your neck but I don’t even see those.”’

      Nikki put a hand to her neck, wishing the red sweater she was wearing was a turtleneck. She had on the same clothes she’d worn the day, before because there had been no time to go by her house and get any more that morning, before they came to the police station. Now she wished Jase would have woken her up a bit sooner so they could have made some time.

      The scratches were gone, of course—they had disappeared along with all her other injuries—except for the bruise on her arm—when she’d Rejuvenated. But that was almost as difficult to explain as the fact that she now looked twenty-five years younger.

      “The scratches were…not as bad as I thought,” she said hesitantly. “But I do have proof he attacked me. Look.”

      She rolled up the sleeve of her sweater and showed the bluish-purple bruise just under her elbow. It was the only injury she’d sustained that hadn’t healed for some reason—her only evidence that the attack had in fact and indeed occurred.

      “Hmm…” Doctor Taggard took her hand and turned her arm, to examine the bruise more carefully.

      The moment he touched her, Nikki got an awful shock—a feeling like ants and slugs were crawling all over her skin. It was a little like the shock she’d had when she’d touched Jase the first night he’d brought her to his house, but completely different. Instead of desire, Taggard’s touch sent a wave of pure revulsion through her entire body, making her jerk her hand away as fast as she could.

      Or she would have jerked her hand away if she could have. Doctor Taggard had her firmly by the hand and he refused to let her go.

      “Dear me, my dear Mrs. Robinson,” he murmured, holding her hand firmly so that he could more closely examine the bruise on her arm. “That is quite a nasty bruise you have there. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen anything like it before. Such a deep color—it’s really almost blue, wouldn’t you say?”

      “It’s where he…he hurt me,” Nikki said, and added desperately, “Please, can I have my hand back? I, uh, don’t feel so good. I think I need to find the ladies room.”

      “Certainly, certainly…” He let her go, to Nikki’s great relief, and made an expansive motion. “I do hope you’ll feel better.”

      “Thanks,” Nikki said and fled, clutching her stomach.

      Once she got to the women’s bathroom, she went to the sink and washed her hands as hard as she could. For a moment she really thought she was going to be sick. The feeling when he’d touched her was so strong, so awful. Her stomach rolled and she hoped she wouldn’t puke in the sink—not that she’d eaten many of the scrambled eggs Jase had made. She’d been too unhappy with the way he was acting like nothing had happene, to have much of an appetite.

      And speaking of Jase, now her headache was back—dull and throbbing like someone beating a drum in her temples.

      Nikki groaned. Not this again! She’d hoped that the intensity of the connection she’d had with the big Shifter the night before had put paid to the awful headache. But now it was back and could the Craving be far behind? What was she going to do when it hit her all over again? She couldn’t ask Jase to touch her again, not when she’d made it clear that last night was a one-time deal.

      Have to get out of here, she thought, splashing cool water in her face. Have to go get that Adder’s Fork for Fiona so she can brew the supplement to make this all go away.

      Of course, if the eccentric pharmacist was right, these symptoms would soon be the least of her worries. She was going to have to find an Alpha to breed her on the full moon night, which was coming up soon and then…

      No! Nikki pushed the frightening thought away. One bad thing at a time. I can’t deal with anything else right now—I can’t. I have to get through this interview. But if he touches me again…

      If Doctor Taggard touched her again, she was pretty sure she would puke—probably all over his nice conservative gray suit and tie.

      With trembling hands, she tore off a paper towel and blotted her damp cheeks and forehead. There was nothing else to do but get out there and get this over with, so she and Jase could go up to Sugar Mountain.

      When she stepped out of the ladies room, Jase was waiting for her, a worried look in his pale amber eyes.

      “Hey, you all right?” he asked in a low, concerned voice when he saw her. “Shoals said he saw you tear out of the interview room like it was on fire. Did that bastard Taggard hurt you?”

      “No, he…he just touched me.” She put a hand to her temple. “It made me feel sick somehow. Or maybe it was because of all the cologne he’s wearing—it smells awful.”

      “It’s pretty nasty, all right. Hey, you don’t look so good—you’re white as a sheet.” He cupped her cheek, tilting her chin up so he could study her face.

      At once the headache melted away and the rolling in her stomach quieted.

      “Oh, thank you.” Nikki cupped her own hands around his larger one and nuzzled her cheek into his palm gratefully. She hadn’t felt able to ask for his touch—not since he was acting so cool and distant today—but it was such a relief to have the pain go away. “Thank you,” she said again, looking up at him. “That’s so much better.”

      Jase frowned. “Were you in pain? Headache coming back?”

      “Yes.” She sighed. “I’m sorry. I thought after last night maybe…maybe we, er, did enough to back it off…”

      “Yeah, I thought so too.” He shifted uncomfortably. “Look, Nikki, if you need anything…”

      “Well, isn’t this cozy.”

      They jerked apart and Nikki saw that the voice behind her belonged to Officer Hendricks.

      “Oh, um…” She felt like she and Jase had been caught in the middle of some illicit act. Her cheeks were suddenly hot with a blush.

      “What the hell do you want, Hendricks?” Jase growled.

      “Just to tell you that Dr. Taggard is leaving. He said he’s got everything he wants from our one and only witness here.” He nodded at Nikki who still wasn’t sure what to say. “You know, Mrs. Robinson, you look different than you did the other night. A lot different.”

      “I…I had my hair done.” Nikki put a hand to her hair self-consciously. The tight bun she’d twisted her hair into was coming loose.

      “You must have had your face done too,” Hendricks remarked. “How—?”

      “That’s enough, Hendricks.” Officer Shoals came up behind his partner and poked him in the back. “Come on, leave the lady alone.” Nikki noticed that he kept a little distance from her and his nostrils flared again when he talked. What was going on with him? Was he a Shifter too?

      “If Taggard is done, we’re out of here.” Jase took Nikki by the arm and guided her away from the other officers. “You all right?” he asked in a low voice as they rounded the corner.

      “I’ll be better when we’re out of here and we can get the Adder’s Fork for Fiona,” Nikki said.

      “You got it.” He grabbed both their jackets and handed Nikki hers. “Do you want to go see Max first?”

      Nikki bit her lip. She loved her dog and wanted to check on him, but if she didn’t get this supplement the pharmacist had promised her soon, she was afraid she was going to go to pieces.

      “Can we come see him when we get back from Sugar Mountain?” she asked. “I’m sorry, Jase but I just feel so…I’m just starting to have a hard time again.”

      “Just with the headache or the Craving too?” he asked softly.

      “Just…just the headache for now.” Nikki felt herself blushing. “Hopefully that’s all it will be.”

      “If you need me to help you…” Jase let the sentence trail off and Nikki found herself blushing harder than ever when she remembered exactly how much he had “helped” her the night before.

      “Thank you,” she said, looking down at the frozen ground as they walked back to Jase’s truck. “I…I thought from the way you were acting this morning that you, uh, didn’t want to help me anymore. Like that, I mean.”

      “I thought you didn’t want to be helped like that,” Jase said, running a hand through his hair. “I’ve just been trying to give you some space.”

      “Well, don’t.” Impulsively, Nikki took his hand. “Not every touch has to be sexual, right?” she asked, looking up at him. “I don’t think I can make it all the way to Sugar Mountain if you don’t touch me at all. So please, Jase, I…I need you.”

      She could hear the shame and desire mingling in her own voice, but couldn’t seem to help either one. At any rate, Jase seemed to understand.

      “I’ll do anything you need, Nikki,” he told her, looking into her eyes. “But you have to tell me when you start feeling bad. I can’t read your mind and I don’t want to cross the line.”

      “All right.” She nodded hesitantly. It was going to be hard—damn hard—to ask for what she wanted—what she needed—but she could understand Jase’s reasoning. He was trying to be a nice guy—trying to do the right thing by giving her what she needed without going too far. So she was just going to have to be more vocal about her needs—as difficult as that might be.

      “Come on.” Jase put an arm around her and gave her a swift hug. “Let’s get up the mountain and hope there’s no snow.”

      Nikki hoped the same. They needed to get up the mountain, get the Adder’s Fork for Fiona, and get back down again ASAP—before she was forced to go a lot further with her ex-student than she’d gone the night before.
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      Mr. X watched thoughtfully as the Juvie female—his Juvie female—got into the big black truck with the meddling police officer and the two of them drove away.

      It was just as he had suspected—she was the one he’d been looking for. The one whose blood would change him from a Skin-Walker to a true Shifter and enable him to switch back from animal to human form without always having to kill someone to do it.

      Not that the killing bothered him. It had started as a necessity, but now Mr. X found he rather enjoyed it. It was going to be a genuine pleasure to sacrifice the Juvie female on the night of the full moon—though of course, he would have to breed her first, which should be almost as enjoyable as killing her.

      The truck drove off and he let it go. The tracking device he had slipped under its back bumper would help him keep tabs on the two of them. In the meantime, he had plans to make—many plans.

      Sighing wearily, he popped out the glass eye he had bought to match his remaining functioning eye and rubbed at the empty socket. It was tiring wearing the damn thing, but it wouldn’t be necessary much longer. Once he bred and killed Nikki Robinson, he would experience a Rejuvenation of his own and hopefully re-grow the eye he had lost to that damn Fox Shifter.

      “Soon,” he crooned softly under his breath, thinking of the Juvie and her lush, Rejuvenated curves. “Soon, you will be mine…”

      He couldn’t wait to bathe in her blood.
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      The snow started when they were a little more than halfway up the mountain.

      “Damn—hope this doesn’t get too heavy.” Jase looked at the big, puffy flakes hitting the windshield in concern. Being a Shifter he had supernaturally good vision, but even he couldn’t see through a snowstorm. His Wolf could, but his Wolf couldn’t drive. So he just hoped that the snow would remain light enough that it didn’t keep them from reaching Fiona’s condo.

      Unfortunately, his hopes were dashed in the next fifteen minutes.

      “Wow, it’s really coming down out there,” Nikki remarked. She was glancing nervously out of the windows and nibbling her lower lip in concern. “How far are we from Fiona’s condo?”

      “According to her directions, it’s not far from here,” Jase said. “Up one of these off-shoots.” He nodded as they passed one of the smaller dirt and gravel roads that led further up the mountain. They branched off from the main road, which wound its slow way around and around the peak, climbing ever upwards.

      “I hope we get there soon,” Nikki murmured. She was beginning to shift in her seat and her Juvie scent had gotten a lot stronger in the past half hour, Jase noted. Though he had been holding her hand to keep the headache at bay, there wasn’t much he could do about her Cravings while he was driving—not safely, anyway.

      “I hope so too, baby,” he murmured, but inside he was getting plenty worried himself. The snow was coming down thicker and thicker and the truck’s wipers could barely keep up. They were driving into near white-out conditions and he didn’t want to run them off the road and straight down the side of the mountain.

      Just as he was beginning to get really concerned, though, he saw the road Fiona had told him to look for.

      “You can’t miss it,” she’d said. “There’s a huge, red and white billboard for Snyder’s fresh honey and produce just at the entrance of the road that leads up to my old place.”

      And sure enough—there it was. The sign was half covered in snow, but Jase could still make out the word “produce” printed in red on the white sign.

      “This is it!” he exclaimed, pulling the truck off the main road and onto the off-shoot.

      But once he got onto the steep, narrow road, he encountered a problem. The right front side of his truck suddenly dipped drastically downward and the entire vehicle started tilting to one side.

      Nikki gave a little shriek of surprise and grabbed for the dashboard, her seatbelt locking tight with a sudden jerk.

      With a low curse, Jase spun the wheel to the left and the tires found traction, much to his relief. Once they were on firm ground again, he stomped on the brakes and put the truck in park. He and Nikki were both breathing hard.

      “What was that?” Nikki peered out the window, frowning. “Is there a hole in the road?”

      “Don’t know but I’m going to find out,” Jase growled. Pulling up the hood of his coat, he got out of the truck and went to investigate.

      What he saw, made him curse in a low, frustrated tone. A large portion of the rutted dirt track had somehow become eroded, leaving a ditch right in the middle of the road, which was visible only as an indentation in the accumulated snow.

      Picking up a fallen tree branch from the side of the road, Jase brushed the snow off it and used it to try and gauge the depth and width of the hole. What he found made him curse some more. The eroded spot in the road wasn’t just on the right side, it extended up in a jagged diagonal line and it was at least four feet wide and three feet deep. If he had been driving just a bit faster, the truck would have wound up nose-first in a considerable hole with no way to get it out again.

      Well, at least he had stopped in time—thank the Goddess for small favors. But what were they supposed to do now? They couldn’t stay in the truck all night, waiting for the snowplows that might or might not come in the morning. He was running low on gas and he was worried that Nikki might freeze. She hadn’t had her first Shift yet, so her body temperature was still human-normal, rather than running hot, like regular Shifters did.

      Also, they needed to get that Adder’s Fork for Fiona before the little Juvie’s Cravings got out of control. And while Jase was happy to help her with said Cravings for tonight at least, if she needed him to, he would rather not do it in the cramped, freezing cab of his truck while he tried desperately to keep her from going into hypothermia.

      They had to get to Fiona’s cabin so they could spend the night someplace safe and sheltered and hopefully warm. But how?

      “Well, we’re sure as hell not going anywhere in the truck,” Jase muttered to himself. He poked around with the tree branch a bit more and found a narrow path around the road, though it was mostly blocked by snow. In his human form, he would have a hell of a time getting through, but in his Wolf form, it just might be possible.

      He hoped.
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      “You’re going to what?” Nikki looked at him uncertainly. Jase had just gotten finished telling her about the big ditch in the road that was impassable—at least in the truck. But he seemed to have another idea on how to get to Fiona’s cabin.

      “I’m going to Shift,” he repeated patiently. “I can’t get through the snow as a man, but my Wolf should have no problem with it.”

      “But…so…you’re going to turn into a wolf right here? In the truck?” Nikki asked, looking at him anxiously.

      Jase barked a laugh.

      “No, baby—my Wolf wouldn’t fit in here. I’ll shift outside the truck—though I am going to take off my clothes in here. It’s too damn cold to do it outside. But once I shift, my Wolf’s pelt will keep me warm.”

      “But…what will I do? Should I stay here and wait for you, while you go get the Adder’s Fork and bring it back?” Nikki asked.

      He shook his head.

      “No—we’re not going to be able to get down the mountain tonight—snow’s coming down too thick and fast. Hopefully plows will come through tomorrow morning, but for now, we’ve got to get up to Fiona’s cabin.”

      “But how?” Nikki shook her head. “I can’t, uh, Shift yet,” she pointed out.

      “Which is why you’re going to ride on my back,” Jase said matter-of-factly.

      “Ride on your back? But Jase…I don’t see how that would be possible!” she protested.

      She thought of her own dog, Max, and how big he was. Even at 150 pounds, she still wouldn’t think of climbing on his back and expecting him to carry her.

      “I mean, I know some wolves get really big, but not big enough to ride like a horse or anything,” she went on. “And even though I’ve been Rejuvenated, I’m still not exactly, um, skinny.”

      Jase grinned at her.

      “Wouldn’t want you skinny—your curves are gorgeous. And I don’t think you understand, baby—my Wolf isn’t a regular gray wolf or any kind of wolf that’s been around in the last nine thousand years, actually. My kind of Wolf hasn’t been seen since the last Ice Age.”

      “You’re right—I don’t understand.” Nikki shook her head. “What kind of wolf are we talking about?”

      “A Dire Wolf,” Jase told her. “And believe me—he’s plenty big enough to carry you.”

      “A Dire Wolf? But aren’t those supposed to be extinct?” she asked, frowning.

      “They are—everywhere but in the Shifter Community,” Jase assured her. “All true Shifters have animals that were last seen around the Pleistocene epoch—that’s when Lady Moon made her deal with the bravest warriors to give them the strength and form of their spirit animals, if they were true to her ways.”

      “So…Shifters began back in the caveman days?” Nikki asked. “I didn’t realize that. When you said you turned into a wolf, I thought it was just a regular one.”

      “No, my Wolf is considerably larger than anything you’d find today,” Jase said dismissively. “Which is why I have to shift outside the truck—he’d never fit in here.”

      As he spoke, he was already taking off his jacket and stripping off his shirt, baring his muscular chest.

      Nikki bit her lip. She hadn’t really been a dog person until she’d gotten Max and the idea of a canine—or lupine, she supposed—even bigger than him, was somewhat daunting.

      “Jase,” she said hesitantly, as he was unbuckling his belt and preparing to get out of his jeans. “Will…will you be, er, dangerous once you turn into your Wolf?”

      “Dangerous? Hell yeah, baby—to anyone but you,” he added.

      “Are you sure, though?” Nikki asked. “I mean, what if he doesn’t want me riding on him? What if he doesn’t want me near him? He’s a wild animal—right?”

      “Oh, Nikki…” Jase stopped undressing and took her hands in his. Looking earnestly into her eyes, he murmured, “You don’t ever have to worry about my Wolf hurting you—he’d rather die first. He loves you.”

      “He…he does?” Nikki shook her head. “But I’ve never even met him.”

      “He sees the world through my eyes,” Jase told her. “He’s met you, even though you haven’t met him. And believe me, he wanted you right from the first. Even way back in high school, when I was a student in your AP English class.”

      “Oh…” Nikki felt a blush creeping into her cheeks. She could understand Jase having a crush on her, back when she’d been his teacher. But it was odd to think that he had a silent passenger riding along inside of him who had also been enamored of her. Especially since that passenger was a huge, prehistoric wolf that had been extinct since the last Ice Age.

      “Look, don’t be frightened of him—you shouldn’t fear my Wolf any more than you fear Max,” Jase told her. “He’ll keep you safe and protect you and get you all the way to Fiona’s cabin. All right?”

      “All right.” Nikki nodded, though she was still feeling somewhat uncertain. But there didn’t seem to be anything else for her to do but to trust Jase and hope he was right about how his Wolf felt about her.

      

      Jase finished undressing and bundled his clothes into his jacket, which he gave to Nikki to hold.

      “Don’t lose the keys,” he warned her, giving her his key ring.

      “Got it.” she shoved it into her pocket and tucked the bundle of clothes under one arm, trying not to look at his naked body—or at least, trying not to look below the belt. But she couldn’t help noticing that in certain areas he was certainly bigger than any guy she’d ever been with before.

      Then he was opening the door of his truck and stepping back out into the snow. Nikki was worried that he would be cold—the air gusting in from outside the truck was freezing—but he began to Shift immediately and all her worries flew out of her head as she watched.

      First, his face began to elongate, his mouth and nose forming a muzzle. Then his ears moved to the top of his head and became pointed and his eyes began to glow a deep gold. At the same time, thick black fur erupted from his skin and flowed over his body like a black wave. His bones shifted under his new pelt, his form becoming less human and more animal every second.

      Nikki watched in awe as the change happened right in front of her eyes. Up until now she had believed everything that Jase and Fiona had told her about Shifters, but in a purely academic way. She’d felt she had no choice but to believe, due to her own Rejuvenation. But it really hadn’t quite sunk in that Jase—and other Shifters like him—actually turned into animals. Now she was confronted with the truth in its most visceral form—the huge, black form of Jase’s Wolf.

      Jase had been right, she noted faintly, his Wolf was plenty big enough to ride on. He was much bigger than Max—big enough that even standing on his four feet in the snow, his huge head was on level with the driver’s side seat as he regarded her with his huge, golden eyes.

      “Um…hi,” Nikki said nervously. She’d never been this close to such an enormous predator before. She felt like she might if she was at the zoo, looking at a tiger, and then all of a sudden the bars melted away leaving nothing between her and the big cat.

      She’d taken horseback riding lessons when she was younger and she estimated that Jase’s wolf wasn’t much smaller than one of the horses she’d ridden on at the time. It truly was enormous.

      The Wolf wined softly. Resting his chin on the seat, he looked up at her with those golden eyes. They looked wistful, somehow, Nikki thought. As though the animal knew what she was thinking and didn’t want her to be frightened of him. Maybe even as though he was longing to be friends with her. Should she pet him? Would that be appropriate? Would it be safe?

      She remembered Jase saying that his Wolf loved her and had wanted her for years, just as Jase himself had. And wasn’t Jase in there, somewhere, inside the black, shaggy pelt?

      Hesitantly, she reached out a hand with her fingers curled inward for the Wolf to sniff. He snuffled gently at her fingers and then ducked his head, insinuating it under her hand.

      It was so much like something Max would do when he was begging to be petted, that Nikki had to smile.

      “Hey, boy,” she murmured, stroking the wild black fur which was coarse and yet somehow silky under her fingers at the same time. “How are you doing?”

      The Wolf made a soft whuff and nudged her hand again. Then he backed slowly away, but his golden eyes never left Nikki’s. At last, he was standing alongside the truck and looking expectantly at her.

      It occurred to Nikki that he looked a little like a horse standing beside a mounting block, waiting patiently for a rider. Was the Wolf waiting for her to get on his back? Well, she supposed she could always ask.

      “Do you want me to get on your back? To ride you?” she asked, shivering a little as a cold gust of air swirled into the truck’s cab.

      The Wolf nodded his head up and down twice and made that soft, non-threatening, whuff sound again.

      Well, that seemed to be an affirmative to Nikki. And she had the idea that they needed to get going. Every minute she sat here in the truck with the door open, she was losing body heat.

      She zipped up the down jacket Jase had given her to wear and then shoved the bundle of his clothes up inside it, making sure it was secure. Then she scooted over to the driver’s side and looked down at the immense wolf. It should be easy enough to just throw a leg over his furry side—the question was, did she dare?

      The Wolf looked at her again and said, “whuff!” Which this time seemed to mean, “hurry up, would you?”

      “Okay, I’m coming,” Nikki told him. Taking a deep breath, she leaned over, hiked up her skirt, and threw her left leg over the broad, hairy back.

      The Wolf stood as still as a stone for this operation, not moving an inch even when Nikki got settled and then, somewhat awkwardly, reached over to shut the truck’s door. Then she leaned forward and said,

      “All right, I’m ready.”

      The Wolf whuffed again and then they were off, gliding into the snowy woods as the snowflakes continued coming down around them.

      Riding a wolf was different from riding a horse, Nikki soon found. His body was leaner, for one thing, and there was no saddle to hold on to. Hoping he wouldn’t mind, she wound her freezing fingers into the thick ruff of black fur at the back of his neck, as much to keep warm as to have something to hold onto. Her legs were getting really cold too and she wished she had on jeans instead of the black skirt. Awkwardly, she pressed them against the Wolf’s side, trying to keep warm.

      The Wolf didn’t seem to mind at all. He padded forward swiftly but steadily, taking them into the woods and away from the road, which worried Nikki somewhat until she realized what he was doing.

      Oh—he’s looking for a way around that huge ditch in the road, she thought, as she saw him stop and sniff the ground and paw at the snow several times. At last, the Wolf seemed to find what he was looking for because he looked back at Nikki and whuffed again. Then he gathered himself, crouching low to the ground.

      Oh my God—he’s going to jump! Nikki took a tighter grip on his ruff and wound her legs around his furry torso as far as she could. The Wolf seemed to sense she was ready—or as ready as she could be—because as soon as she was settled, he bounded into the air like he had springs in his back legs.

      Nikki gasped as they sailed upward, over what looked like a shallow indentation in the snow, but which was probably the deep ditch they’d been trying to avoid. Her heart leaped into her throat and she thought for a moment she was going to slide right off the broad, furry back.

      But a moment later the Wolf landed on the other side and she could breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Okay, boy—good job,” she said in a voice that came out sounding rather shaky. The Wolf said nothing but only started trotting through the woods, gradually working his way back to the snow-covered road which gleamed faintly in the flickering moonlight.

      He began making his way up to the cabin, and Nikki wondered how far away it was. She was getting chilled to the bone and the snow was coming down thicker than ever, making it hard to see where they were going. She really hoped they would reach their destination soon.

      But it wasn’t just the cold that was bothering her, she had to admit. Touching the Wolf was holding off the head-splitting headache that accompanied the Rejuvenation process, but it didn’t do a thing to stop the Cravings that were growing ever stronger. Not only that, but her breasts had begun to feel strange, too. They were heavy and she ached between her legs. What was happening to her? Was it just another chapter in her strange new paranormal biology?

      Nikki didn’t know—she just hoped she could get in out of the cold to figure out what was going on before she froze to death.
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      It seemed to take forever, but at last the Wolf brought them out of the forest and into a small clearing where Nikki could see a solitary cabin. It was dark and quiet and there were drifts of snow accumulated against the front door, but the Wolf gave a short bark and jumped up to the front porch with her still on his back. Shoving the packed snow away by wiggling his long body, he made a space for Nikki in front of the door and then looked up at her expectantly.

      “Okay, g-give me a m-minute.” Nikki’s teeth were chattering as she slid off his back and fumbled in her pocket for the keys. Her hands were so numb she nearly dropped them twice, but at last she found the unassuming little house key Fiona had given them and slipped it into the lock.

      The lock was sticky—probably from being unused for so long—and there was a moment when she was afraid the key wasn’t going to turn. But she twisted with all her might and after a moment there was a muted click and the door at last popped open.

      “Okay, g-good,” Nikki said, stepping inside. She turned back to the Wolf. “C-come on in, boy. We both n-need to g-get out of the c-c-cold.”

      The Wolf took a step back and shook all over, flinging off the ice and snow that had stuck to his shaggy pelt. Then he stepped over the threshold…and immediately Shifted back to Jase.

      The swift change was disconcerting for Nikki. She had gotten used to the Wolf—after she had lost her fear of him, she found him quite comfortable to be around. There was no sexual tension with him, no need to explain or justify herself or to talk much at all. His presence had been relaxing…restful.

      Now Jase was back and not only that, he was naked, which seemed to do all kinds of things to her body. The Cravings, which had been somewhat muted by the cold, kicked into full gear again—maybe because her Rejuvenating body realized that there was now an Alpha around to service her, Nikki thought.

      She told her body to shut up—especially her breasts, which were throbbing, and tried to concentrate on talking to Jase, without staring at his big, muscular, naked body.

      “Um, hi,” she said, trying to smile. “Er…n-nice to see you again.”

      He frowned at her.

      “You’re shivering, baby—we need to get you warm. Come on, let’s see what Fiona uses to heat this place.”

      “Er…do you want to get dressed first?” Nikki pulled the bundle of clothing out from under her jacket. “To help you get warm?”

      “In a minute,” Jase said dismissively. Honestly, he seemed every bit as comfortable naked as he was clothed. Maybe it was the animal side of him that made him so easy in his own skin. Or maybe it was just the fact that he was in amazingly good shape, Nikki speculated. He was built like a Greek god—all muscle without an ounce of fat.

      He wandered into the dark cabin and she trailed after him, feeling her way in the semi-gloom.

      Luckily, Fiona apparently kept up the electric bill on the cabin, because when Jase found a thermostat on one wall and turned on the heat, it hummed to life at once. But even as the warm air started blowing through the vents, he looked at Nikki and shook his head.

      “This is going to take a while to heat the whole cabin and you’re turning blue. Come on—let’s see if there’s a fireplace anyplace.”

      There was—in a sunken living room in the center of the cabin. It was a really nice cabin, Nikki thought, as she surveyed the long, brown leather couches on either side of the fireplace and the thick cream carpeting that would probably feel wonderful to bare feet—not that she was anywhere near warm enough to take off her shoes yet.

      “Looks like Fiona left it all set up for a fire,” Jase remarked, surveying the logs that were already set in the grate. He located a box of long fireplace matches on the mantelpiece and, after making sure the flue was open, struck one to light the fire. “All right—that’s better,” he said, nodding in approval, as the flames came flickering to life. “Come on over here, Nikki,” he added, beckoning her with one hand. “Let’s get you all warmed up.”

      “Thanks.” Gratefully, Nikki came to stand beside him. She rubbed her chilled hands and held them close to the flames, which were growing by the second. The wood must have sat here for quite some time, getting dryer and dryer, as it waited for someone to light it. She was grateful to Fiona for laying the wood in the first place—it was certainly a faster way to get warm than waiting for the central heating to do the job.

      But as the flames grew, so did the light the fire gave, and she noticed something about Jase she hadn’t seen before.

      Across his broad back were a series of silvery-white stripes she hadn’t noticed the last time she saw him shirtless. Maybe they were more visible in the firelight or maybe she just hadn’t really studied the big Shifter’s back before, but now they were perfectly visible.

      “Jase, what are these?” She reached up to run her fingers over the silvery lines and he shivered and jumped away from her touch, almost like a spooked horse. “Sorry!” Nikki pulled her hand away at once. “Did I, er, hurt you?”

      “No, no…” He shook his head and turned to look at her. “Just surprised me, is all. They’re just old scars—don’t hurt anymore.”

      “Scars?” Nikki frowned. “Scars from what?”

      Whatever had hurt him, it must have been extensive. The silvery-white lines, so much more noticeable in the flickering firelight, covered him from the tops of his broad shoulders all the way down to the small of his back.

      Jase’s lips went tight and he frowned, looking uncomfortable for the first time since he had Shifted back from his Wolf form.

      “Well…um…” He coughed and Nikki thought he looked really uneasy.

      “It’s all right,” she said quickly. “I mean, you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

      “No, it’s all right. It was a long time ago.” He sighed and raked a hand through his thick, dark hair. “The scars are from when I was younger. My dad—he really liked using his belt to make a point. Of course, he always seemed to have more points to make when he was drunk,” he added dryly.

      “Oh, Jase!” Nikki put a hand to her mouth. “I didn’t know! I mean, I had an idea he wasn’t treating you right, but—”

      “I know you didn’t know the whole story, that day I told you I had to get away from him. But you helped me anyway.” Turning, he took her hands in his. “You saved me from more than you’ll ever know,” he said softly.

      His words drew Nikki back to that day in her classroom, when she had held him as he cried and then promised him he wasn’t alone.

      “You told me that either he would kill you or you would kill him if you had to stay with your father after your grandmother died,” she murmured. “This is what you meant, isn’t it?”

      Jase nodded.

      “She kept my old man off me—as much as she could, anyway. But with her gone, there was nothing to stop him.” He gripped her hands tighter. “I was too embarrassed to ask anyone else for help, but you listened to me. You saved my life by getting me away from him, Nikki. I’ll never forget that—never stop being grateful.”

      “There’s nothing to be grateful for—I was just doing what any concerned teacher would do,” Nikki protested.

      Jase snorted.

      “Right. Which is why the rest of them all just wanted to suspend me or send me to the principal’s office.”

      “I always knew you could be more than what you seemed,” Nikki murmured. “You have a light in you—you always have.”

      “I’ve always felt the same way about you, too, baby.” He cupped her cheek in his hand, searching her eyes with his own. “I always knew you were special, even before I knew you had the Shifter Gene.”

      “Jase—” Nikki wasn’t sure what to say to this. The way he was holding her eyes in the firelight was pulling her to him. She could feel the Cravings growing stronger, urging her to fall into his arms and let him take her…let him breed her, which was what the Shifter Gene wanted.

      But I can’t do that, she reminded herself. He doesn’t know about my hysterectomy—I could never give him children.

      And that wasn’t the only reason it would be wrong to give in to temptation. It occurred to her, now that she knew the true story about Jake and his father, that he might be projecting some kind of a savior-complex onto her. He thought of Nikki as the one who had saved him—the one who had helped him get away from his terrible home-life and kept his abusive father at bay. Maybe the feelings he had for her were based on that—on the gratitude he still felt—rather than any real emotion of love.

      It would be wrong to tie her life to his, Nikki thought. She couldn’t offer him kids in the future and he couldn’t offer her genuine love.

      And yet, it certainly felt genuine, when Jase stroked her cheek and looked into her eyes, his own eyes glowing gold in the firelight.

      “Jase,” she began, not sure what she was going to say. “I…ow!”

      The last word was more of a gasp, uttered in response to a sharp pain coming from her breasts.

      “What is it? What’s wrong, baby?” Jase looked at her with obvious concern.

      “I…I don’t know. Ow!” Nikki gasped again. She remembered thinking earlier, while riding on his Wolf, that her breasts felt strangely heavy, but they hadn’t hurt at the time. Now it felt like someone was stabbing her with a knife, right in the area around her nipples!

      She was so desperate to discover the source of the pain that she ripped open her jacket and pulled up her sweater.

      In the flickering firelight, she could see that her breasts were greatly swollen—they were overflowing the black lace cups of her bra, which now looked about three sizes too small for her.

      “What in the world?” she gasped, staring down at them. “Are my breasts growing? Is that another part of Rejuvenation?”

      “I don’t know,” Jase said grimly. “Here, come to the couch and let me look at you.”

      He led Nikki to one of the broad, brown leather couches and sat her down on it. Then he pulled her sweater all the way over her head and reached for the fastening of her black lace bra.

      “Do you mind?” he asked, before he unfastened it.

      “I…I guess not.” She felt her cheeks getting hot. “I mean, it’s not like you haven’t, er, seen them before.”

      “Seen them and sucked them,” Jase growled softly. “But right now, I just want to see what’s causing you pain, baby.”

      “Okay.” She nodded. “Let’s take it off.”

      Jase helped her slip off the black lace bra, as he had the night before, and frowned at what he saw.

      “It’s not just your breasts—your nipples look bigger and darker,” he said. “And what’s this?” He pointed to a tiny golden droplet on the tip of her right nipple.

      “I…I don’t know.” Nikki shook her head. “It almost looks like I’m leaking but leaking what?” She felt her chest getting tight. “Jase, is this part of Rejuvenation? What’s happening to me?”

      “I don’t know, baby,” he admitted. “Do you have my cell phone in that bundle of clothes you carried for me while I was in Wolf form?”

      “I think it’s in the middle of the pile.”

      Nikki pawed through the bundle of his clothes, which she had put down on the couch, and handed him his phone.

      “Okay,” Jase said grimly, scrolling through his contacts. “Let’s hope we get good enough reception up here to reach Fiona.” Putting the phone to his ear, he waited for a moment and then said, “Fiona? It’s Jase—thank God you answered. We have a problem…”
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      “What’s wrong, dear—can’t you find the Adder’s Fork?” Fiona asked.

      Jase put her on speaker phone and he and Nikki explained the strange things that were going on with breasts.

      “They’ve suddenly gotten huge—like three sizes bigger,” Nikki told her. “And I seem to be, er, leaking some kind of amber liquid.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that, my dear—that’s just your nectar coming down,” Fiona told her. “That happens sometimes with a quick Rejuvenation. It just has to be sucked out—that’s all.”

      “Sucked out?” Nikki sounded horrified and she shot Jase a mortified look, as though wishing he didn’t have to hear this.

      “Well, yes—don’t worry, it’s very non-offensive. In fact, some Shifter females say their males love the taste of it—it’s sweet, like honey,” Fiona said.

      “But…I can’t ask Jase to…to do that for me!” Nikki protested, her cheeks going pink.

      “Why not? I don’t mind,” Jase told her. In fact, he welcomed the chance to suck her sweet nipples again, though he could tell he would have to be especially gentle with them tonight. They looked tender and swollen. Still, he would be happy to spend hours helping Nikki with her problem, if need be.

      But the curvy little Juvie was shaking her head.

      “No—there has to be another way!” she insisted. “Please, Fiona!”

      At the other end of the phone, they heard the pharmacist sigh deeply.

      “All right, my dear,” she said at last. “There is another possibility, though it will not draw the two of you together as Lady Moon clearly wishes. Go and find the Adder’s Fork that I sent you for in the first place. Take half of it—only half, mind you, leave me some to work with—and brew it in hot water as though it was tea. Once the liquid cools, you can rub it on your breasts and nipples and any other, er, tender spots. That should help the swelling go down and make the nectar dissipate.”

      “Thank you, Fiona!” Nikki exclaimed gratefully. “Just tell us where you keep the Adder’s Fork here and we’ll get started on it right away.”

      “All right. Well, I store most of my spare herbs and ingredients upstairs in the guest bedrooms,” Fiona explained. “If you just go in the first room at the top of the staircase, you’ll see a large, black lacquered Chinese apothecary cabinet. The Adder’s Fork should be in the very top, left-hand drawer. It’s a dark green leaf about as long as your palm.”

      “Thanks, Fiona! We’ll find it,” Jase told her.

      “Good. Be sure you only use half of it, mind—I need some to work with, too,” Fiona told them.

      They promised to use only half and Jase cut the call and looked at Nikki.

      “I really don’t mind helping you out the other way, you know,” he said softly, eyeing her swollen breasts. “That has to be painful. So if you need me to suck them a little, just to ease the pressure…”

      “Thank you, Jase, but I can’t ask you to do that,” she protested quickly. “Um, maybe we should go find the Adder’s Fork, now.”

      Jase could see she was embarrassed, so he simply shrugged.

      “All right—let’s go.”

      Nikki put her sweater back on —though she left her bra off, which caused the tight points of her nipples to press against the deep red sweater material—and they went upstairs to find the Adder’s Fork.

      It wasn’t hard to find the apothecary cabinet—it was a large piece of furniture with over a hundred small, shallow drawers stuffed full of various ingredients, and each drawer had a neatly printed label on it.

      But when they pulled open the drawer marked “Adder’s Fork,” it was completely empty.

      “Oh, no!” Nikki stared at the empty drawer, clearly dismayed. “Where is it? She told us it was here—where else could it be?”

      “Let’s hunt around some,” Jase suggested. “She’s got a lot of storage around here.”

      They hunted through the three guest bedrooms and even searched the medicine cabinet, but the empty drawer was the only one labeled “Adder’s Fork.”

      “We need to call Fiona back,” Nikki said at last, with a pained wince. “There must be more up here somewhere and she’s the only one who knows where it is. Plus, I need to talk to her about…about something else.”

      Jase wanted to ask what, but he could tell by the embarrassed look on her face, she didn’t want to divulge too much. Wordlessly, he took out the cell phone and dialed the wise woman again. Nikki was right—only Fiona would know if there was anymore Adder’s Fork or not.

      But when they explained the situation to Fiona, she made a sound of dismay and said,

      “Oh, that’s right—I used the last of it last summer! I am so sorry, my dears—I had completely forgotten about that.”

      “But…so there’s no more? I mean, not even hidden in one of the other drawers or maybe squirreled away in your herb cabinet in the kitchen or anywhere?” Nikki sounded desperate, which made Jase frown. He wished she would just let him help her.

      “I’m afraid not,” Fiona said apologetically. “Oh dear, I’m afraid I sent the two of you on a wild goose chase! Please forgive me, my dear!”

      “But…but what am I supposed to do?” Nikki exclaimed. “My breasts are really achy and painful and now it feels like…” She lowered her voice and cast a sidelong, embarrassed look at Jase. “Well, now it feels like…like I’m having problems in, er, other places, too.”

      “Oh dear. Is the nectar flowing from between your thighs as well, my dear? The Rejuvenation process must be accelerating even faster than I’d imagined it would.”

      “Nectar from between my thighs?” Nikki sounded horrified. “Are you serious?”

      “I’m afraid so, my dear.” Fiona’s voice was calm and soothing on the other end of the phone. “However, there is a simple solution, just as there is to the nectar leaking from your breasts. You simply have to let your Alpha—in this case, Jase—tend to you with his tongue. That will stop the flow of nectar and ease your Cravings at the same time, which I’m sure must be getting intense by now.”

      “What?” Nikki demanded. “But I can’t…” She shot an agonized glance at Jase. “Fiona, there are about a thousand dried herbs and ingredients up here—are you seriously telling me none of them, besides the Adder’s Fork, is any good for what’s happening to me?”

      “I’m afraid not.” Fiona sounded truly and sincerely sorry. “There are several which would increase your flow and bring your inevitable Breeding Heat on faster, but none that would ease or slow it. So please, promise me you won’t try making any mixtures or using any of the herbs without supervision. That could be very, very dangerous.”

      “Well…” For a moment Nikki shot Jase another agonized look, before glancing away. “Thank you,” she said stiffly. I…I guess I’ll just deal with the pain then.”

      “Oh, you cannot simply ignore your pain, my dear,” Fiona warned her. “If the nectar continues to build it, it can cause some very serious medical problems—even death. You must get it taken care of. You must let Jase help you! Only the touch of an Alpha can ease your pain.”

      “I…but I…”

      “Thank you, Fiona, we’ll take care of it,” Jase interrupted her. He ended the call and turned to Nikki. “All right, baby—what’s the big deal with letting me help you?” he demanded, frowning. “I sucked your nipples last night, didn’t I? How is this any different?”

      “It’s different because I didn’t have some weird nectar leaking out of me last night!” Nikki exclaimed. “And because it’s not…not just my breasts where I’m having the problem!”

      “I know,” Jase said patiently. “Which is why I’ll be going down on you tonight for as long as it takes to make you feel better, baby.”

      Just saying the words made his cock surge—which was awkward, because he was still naked. It hadn’t bothered him before, because he didn’t mind walking around nude, but now he wished he could hide it. Still, how could he help feeling hot when he thought of getting between the curvy little Juvie’s legs and lapping her sweet pussy?

      “So you really don’t mind, uh, licking me there?” Nikki looked at him uncertainly. “You’re not just being nice?”

      “Okay, look at me,” Jase told her, deciding it was time to be blunt. “No, not my face—look down,” he told her, directing her attention to the throbbing erection between his legs.

      “Oh, my!” Nikki blushed as she looked at him. “You’re really, uh, hard, aren’t you?”

      “I’m hard because of you,” Jase told her firmly. “I’m hard because I’ve been wanting to taste your pussy since I sat in your AP English class fifteen years ago and watched you walk around the room with your curvy ass swaying from side to side.” He stroked her cheek gently. “Do you have any idea how many times I fantasized about putting my head under your skirt and lapping your sweet little cunt until you came all over my face?” he growled softly.

      “Jase!” Her eyes went wide but he could tell his dirty words were having an effect because her heart rate speeded up and he could smell the scent of her feminine desire. “You didn’t really think of that, did you?” she asked.

      “Hell yes, I did,” Jase told her honestly. “I never thought my dream would come true, of course. I knew you were taken and even if you weren’t, I knew you’d never do anything inappropriate with a student. But that didn’t stop me from fantasizing about it every damn day, while I watched you walking around the classroom, and jerking off to it every damn night, before I went to sleep.”

      “You…you, uh, touched yourself thinking about…about tasting me?” Her eyes got even wider.

      “More than I like to admit,” Jase told her. He stroked her cheek again, loving how soft her skin was. “You were all I fucking thought about for years, baby,” he murmured, holding her eyes with his own. “And now, the idea of making that fantasy a reality…” He shook his head. “God, you don’t know what that does to me. I want you so bad I can already taste your pussy honey on my tongue.”

      “And…you don’t mind about the nectar?” she asked in a small voice. “I’m sure that wasn’t part of your fantasies.”

      “It just adds to the pleasure,” Jase assured her. “Because I know I’ll be helping you—easing your pain—and pleasuring you at the same time. You don’t understand, Nikki,” he went on, looking earnestly into her eyes. “It’s an Alpha’s instinct to want to be of use to his female during her Cravings. It’s not just about being horny and wanting sex, it’s wanting to help, wanting to serve her—serve you—in any way I can. So please, let me help you.”

      “Well…if you really don’t mind…” She still didn’t sound convinced, but he could tell by the look in her eyes that the pain and need were getting worse all the time.

      “Let’s start with your breasts,” he murmured. “That way I can prove to you the nectar really doesn’t bother me—okay?”

      “Well…all right.” She nodded reluctantly. “I need to take my sweater off anyway, before I ruin it.”

      She looked down to the red sweater she was still wearing, which now had two dark spots over the nipples, where some of her nectar had leaked out.

      “Let me help.” Jase helped her pull the red sweater over her head a second time, baring her breasts once more. God, they were so beautiful—so full—and he could tell by the color or her nipples how badly she needed them to be sucked.

      He felt a surge of desire mixed with tenderness wash over him. He didn’t just want to use her to fulfill his old fantasies—he wanted to ease her pain and bring her pleasure at the same time. He wanted to heal her and show her how much he cared for her.

      “Here, let’s do it this way,” he told her. Reaching for one of the throw pillows on the couch, he put it on the floor between her legs. Then he slid down to kneel on it, which put his head on the level with her breasts. It would also put him in a much better position to eat her pussy—if she let him.

      “All right.” Nikki leaned forward, offering him her bare breasts and he had to bite back a groan of pure desire. But he wanted to be careful not to be too rough with her. So instead of immediately sucking one of her ripe peaks between his lips, he cupped her right breast carefully and ran his tongue around her right nipple slowly, gauging her sensitivity.

      Nikki let out a soft sigh of pleasure and didn’t wince away from him. Good, Jase thought approvingly—he wanted to make sure he wasn’t hurting her. Her positive reaction gave him the go-ahead to suck her dark pink peak into his mouth and tug on it very lightly. She gave a soft little moan, but didn’t seem to be in pain, so he sucked a little harder, drawing as much of her breast into his mouth as he could.

      At last, she began to flow. Her nectar was thick and it did taste a little like honey, just as Fiona had predicted. Jase also thought it tasted like Nikki—her own secret flavor that had the sweet scent of her hair and skin and the warm feminine fragrance of her desire all mixed in. It was the very essence of her and he loved every bit of it. He sucked harder, drawing more sweetness from her tight peak and Nikki threw back her head and moaned again.

      The sounds and sights of her desire made Jase even harder. God, how he loved to bring her pleasure—how he loved to make her come! But he sensed her orgasm was still a ways off—which suited him fine. He liked the idea of building her up slowly to a really intense pleasure.

      He sucked her other nipple as well, swallowing her nectar and listening to her moans of desire and need. She slipped her fingers into his hair and pulled him to her as she arched her back for him, which sent shivers of pure lust down his spine. His cock throbbed between his thighs, but he knew he wasn’t nearly ready to come yet. He wasn’t going to let go until Nikki did.

      At last, the swelling in her breasts was reduced and she seemed less tender there. But she was shifting on the couch and pressing her thighs together and Jase knew what that meant—there was another area he needed to tend to—if Nikki would let him.

      “Baby,” he murmured, placing his hands on her thighs. “You need to let me taste your pussy. It’s hurting you, isn’t it? You need an Alpha’s touch.”

      “I…I guess I do,” she admitted breathlessly. “I…I’m just still kind of embarrassed. I had a really good marriage before my husband died but he never really…you know…did this much.”

      Privately, Jase thought her late husband must have been a fool if he didn’t take every opportunity to go down on his beautiful wife. But he didn’t want to speak ill of the dead and he knew that Nikki had loved her husband dearly.

      “It’s all right if you don’t have much experience,” he told her soothingly. “All you have to do is relax and lay back and let me do all the work.”

      Work it was his pleasure to do, he thought, his cock throbbing between his thighs. God, he could already smell how hot and wet she was—he couldn’t wait to get his face between her legs!

      “It’s just…kind of embarrassing,” Nikki murmured, biting her lower lip. “I mean, watching you…do that…”

      “You don’t have to watch,” Jase told her, trying to keep the eagerness from his voice. “I can just go under your skirt if you want, baby—at least to start with.”

      “Oh, um…” She was biting her lip even harder and he could smell the scent of her desire. “If…if you don’t mind.”

      “Hell no, I don’t mind,” Jase growled. “Just spread your legs and let me in, okay?”

      “All right.” Hesitantly, she spread her legs, as he had requested.

      Jase stroked her thighs a bit more—long, slow strokes to relax her and help her open up. Then he did something he’d been fantasizing about for fifteen years—he ducked his head under her skirt and pressed his mouth to her pussy.

      He’d imagined this moment so many times when he was younger, Jase thought, as the warm scent of her female desire enveloped him. His favorite fantasy, back when he was in her class, was the idea of slipping under her desk and eating her as she sat there grading papers. Or maybe coming up behind her as she stood at the board, writing out assignments, dropping to his knees, and sliding under her skirt to taste her from behind. He’d always imagined her gasping in surprise and then spreading her legs for him, moaning as he teased her damp panties to one side and invaded her wet depths with his tongue…

      But the reality of actually tasting Nikki’s pussy was so, so much better than his fantasies. Her panties were damp—with nectar but also with her pussy juices—and Jase pressed his mouth and nose to them eagerly, inhaling the warm scent of her desire, which acted like a drug on his cock, making him so hard he thought he might burst.

      Then Nikki moaned softly and shifted, spreading her thighs wider for him, as though inviting him in.

      Jase wasn’t one to refuse such a blatant invitation. He nudged her lacy black panties aside and pressed a soft, searching kiss to her outer pussy lips. They were hot and swollen with her need and her scent was even stronger here, making him feel almost drunk with desire. God, this was where he needed to be—this was what he’d dreamed of for fucking years. Here—between her legs, lapping her soft, wet little pussy and bringing her pleasure with his mouth and tongue until she cried and moaned just for him.

      The tip of his tongue slipped into her inner folds and he felt Nikki shift again and heard her gasp with pleasure as he brushed over the hard little button of her clit. He could taste her need—it was a mixture of the sweet nectar and her salty juices—and it was incredibly addictive. But he had needs of his own—his cock was surging and he knew he needed to get to her more fully—needed to split her thighs wide so he could really taste her—lap her open pussy until she came for him.

      With a hungry growl, Jase pushed the constricting skirt up around her hips. Then he ripped down her black lace panties and locked his arms around her thighs, spreading them wide.

      “Oh, Jase!” Nikki gasped as he bared her completely for him.

      “Sorry, baby.” He looked up at her, and he knew his eyes were the gold of his Wolf, because his other half wanted this as badly as he did—wanted to claim her in any way they could. “Need to be able to get to you,” he told her, hearing the hungry growl in his own voice. “Need to lap your soft little pussy and taste you deep.”

      “All…all right,” Nikki gasped. “Just…be gentle, all right?”

      “I’ll never hurt you,” Jase swore hoarsely. “Never give you pain, baby—just pleasure. But I need to taste you now.”

      Then he dipped his head once more and lapped her open pussy fully for the first time, starting at the entrance to her honey well and dragging his tongue all the way up, over her swollen folds, to the top of her sweet little slit.

      Nikki gasped and bucked up to meet him, her fingers finding their way to his hair again and tugging sharply.

      Jase grunted as the sharp little pain shot an even sharper pleasure straight to his throbbing shaft. God, he loved the fact that she was showing him how good it felt when he licked her! Loved to feel her hands on him while he pleasured her with his mouth!

      He licked her again and again, thrusting his tongue deep into her inner channel to taste her honey and nectar right from the source, and then dragging it slowly over her sensitive clit, which was swollen with desire and need.

      Nikki moaned and then he felt her tugging on his hair again, directing him to where she needed him most. Feeling her take charge of her own pleasure like that, sent another surge of lust to his cock. God, he loved a female who knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to tell him!

      “That’s right, baby,” he growled hoarsely, looking up at her for a minute. “Put me where you need me—show me what you want and I’ll do my damndest to give it to you.”

      “Here,” she moaned and pulled him over to her clit. The little love button was more swollen than ever, clearly in need of his undivided attention.

      Jase knew a lot of women were too sensitive to be touched there directly, so he sucked her clit into his mouth gently and began circling it with the tip of his tongue.

      Nikki cried out and her grip on his hair tightened. Clearly he was doing something right.

      “There,” she gasped, bucking her hips up to meet him. “Right there, Jase! Don’t stop—so close.”

      The normal male instinct was to go even harder and faster at that moment, but Jase fought it. Instead, he continued at the exact same pace and pressure, lapping around and around her throbbing little button, building her pleasure to the peak exactly the way she needed him to.

      At the same time, though, he slid two fingers deep into her pussy channel. He knew that by this point in Nikki’s Rejuvenation, what she probably craved most was penetration, and he wanted to give it to her, even if he couldn’t use his cock to do it.

      Her honey well was hot and tight around his invading fingers and he wished intensely for a moment that he was filling her with his shaft instead. But then he felt her entire body go tense under his mouth and tasted fresh honey as her fingers tightened in his hair and her thighs clamped hard around the sides of his head.

      “Jase!” she wailed his name like a prayer. “Oh God, Jase! Coming! Oh…Oh!”

      It was too much for Jase. Hearing her pleasure, tasting her sweet juices, knowing she was coming because of him, and fulfilling the old fantasy he had never imagined he would be able to fulfill… They all conspired to make him come too. He dropped his free hand to his shaft and stroked twice before shooting his seed in jet after hard, pulsing jet, even as he continued lapping and sucking Nikki’s open pussy.

      It was hands-down the best orgasm he’d ever had—Jase never wanted it to end.
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      Nikki never wanted the intense pleasure to end. God, she’d never imagined it could be like this with any man—let alone her old student, who had turned out to be a Shifter. She wondered briefly if Jase was so good at going down because of his animal side.

      Gil, bless his heart, had been a kind and considerate lover, but to be honest, he had never exactly excelled at this particular act. He was always too tentative—as though he wasn’t sure what Nikki wanted, and she had always been too shy to tell him. So eventually, without actually saying a word about it, they had just stopped trying it.

      Jase, on the other hand, handled her body as though he knew exactly what she wanted and needed and he was more than eager to give it to her. Even now, after she had come so hard, he seemed reluctant to stop tasting her. He still had his face between her thighs and he was kissing her tenderly, kissing her pussy the same way he kissed her mouth.

      “Jase…” she whispered, stroking his thick, dark hair. “You’re really sweet but, well…I, uh, already came.”

      “I know, baby. You came all over my face, just like I always dreamed about.” He looked up at her, his scratchy cheek still pressed to her inner thigh. “You don’t know how many fantasies you just fulfilled, letting me taste you.”

      “You really fantasized about me that much?” Nikki was still a bit surprised by this. Though Jase had given his other teachers trouble, he had always been nothing but respectful to her. She’d had an idea he had a crush on her, but she’d never dreamed he was sitting in class and fantasizing about going down on her.

      “I really did,” he said, nodding. His eyes went hazy with lust, as though remembering those long-ago days when he’d been her student. “My favorite fantasy was being under your desk while you graded papers,” he admitted. “I liked to imagine putting my head under your skirt and licking your pussy and all the while you would be pretending nothing was happening and none of the other students would have any idea what was going on right under their noses.”

      “Jase!” she exclaimed, slightly scandalized. “That’s really kind of kinky.”

      “I liked to imagine coming up behind you after school, too—or maybe before class. Sometime when we had the classroom to ourselves,” he went on, his eyes glowing gold with lust. “I fantasized about tasting you from behind, while you were writing on the board. I liked to imagine you spreading your legs for me, getting so hot you forgot what you were supposed to be writing while I lapped your wet little cunt.”

      “Oh my God, Jase!” Nikki exclaimed. His words provoked a mixture of guilt and lust inside her. Guilt because she would never dream of doing any of the things he was describing with a student. And lust because she could definitely imagine doing them with Jase at the age he was now.

      “Sorry, baby—too kinky for you?” He grinned at her and licked his lips, clearly enjoying the taste of her juices.

      “Maybe a little,” Nikki said hesitantly. “I mean…I’m always just really careful not to do anything inappropriate with my students.”

      “Of course you are—but I haven’t been your student in fifteen years,” Jase pointed out. “If it helps any, I imagined tasting you other places too—not just in your classroom.”

      Nikki wasn’t sure if it helped or not, but now she couldn’t get the image of him tasting her under her desk or at the blackboard out of her mind. And though she hated to admit it, it really did turn her on. Or maybe it was just her Cravings coming back. Even though Jase had made her come so hard, she could still feel the need inside her, lurking just under the surface.

      But should she let him pleasure her again? He had helped her take the edge off—that should be enough, shouldn’t it? Especially since she knew they couldn’t ultimately end up together.

      “Jase,” she said hesitantly. “I…I’m not sure what to say.”

      “Say you’ll let me taste you again, baby.” He rubbed his cheek against her inner thigh gently. “I can tell by your scent that you haven’t gotten enough yet. Let me lap your sweet little pussy until you come for me again.”

      Nikki wasn’t sure what to say, but she was saved from answering by the ringing of Jase’s cell phone.

      He sighed and a look of irritation passed over his face.

      “I don’t want to get that, but it might be Fiona,” he growled. “Hand it to me, would you, baby?”

      Nikki picked up the phone, which was on the end table beside the couch, and passed it to him.

      Sitting back on his heels, Jase looked at the phone and frowned.

      “Huh—not Fiona after all. It’s the station—wonder if they found something.”

      Nikki’s heart seemed to jump into her mouth as she watched him press the button and say hello. Had there been another victim? Had the horrible, one-eyed creature Jase had called a “Skin Walker” claimed another life?

      She was afraid to find out.
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      “Hello?” Jase said shortly. He was irritated at being interrupted. As far as he was concerned, he could go on tasting Nikki all night long—if she would let him. But nothing kills the mood like a phone call from the police.

      “Saunders.” It was his Captain’s voice on the other line. “Glad I caught you. Are you still in contact with the victim, Mrs. Robinson?”

      “Uh, yes I am, Captain.” Jase cleared his throat. “Do you need another statement from her?”

      “No, I just thought you could give her some good news—we caught our perp.”

      “You did?” Jase couldn’t keep the surprise from his voice. “Where? How?”

      “About an hour ago, we got a report from a single woman living alone that some bastard wearing an animal skin had tried to break into her house,” the Captain said. “Luckily, she had her late husband’s shotgun handy and she knew how to use it. So our perp is now an ex-perp and the women of Wolverton can all breathe easier.”

      “So the perp was a human, after all?” Jase asked, surprised that his norm Captain was so willing to go for this explanation when he’d been so dismissive of it earlier.

      “Afraid so—guess I owe you an apology, Saunders,” the Captain said gruffly. “We haven’t gotten samples back from the lab yet—obviously, since it just happened—but we’re pretty sure the fur he was wearing will match the fur found at the other crime scenes. And he fits the description your witness, Mrs. Robinson gave. One eye, animal pelt, crazy—the whole thing. She must have thought he turned into an animal because of the skin he was wearing.”

      “Wow…” Jase ran a hand through his hair. He felt a cautious kind of relief. Could it really be that Mr. X had been shot attempting to force yet another Rejuvenation? “What was the age of the woman who shot him?” he asked the captain.

      “Fifty-five,” the Captain said promptly, which certainly fit the profile of a woman ripe for Rejuvenation, Jase thought.

      “And you’re sure he had one eye?” he asked, wanting to make certain everything matched up.

      “Well, the intended victim—Mrs. Morgenstern—said he was wearing an eye patch,” the Captain said. “Of course, he’s got no eyes now, since she blew his head off.”

      Jase bit back a curse. He would have liked a chance to look over the body himself, to verify that it matched the description of Mr. X. Well, maybe he could at least go catch a whiff of its scent—the Skin Walker left a very distinctive, sour odor wherever he went—which would be impossible to fake.

      “What about the blood on the scene?” he asked. “Did it match what he left at Nikki Robinson’s house?”

      “Like I said, the labs haven’t come back yet, but get this—the bastard actually had a bottle of animal blood with him. Clearly he was staging these murders to look like animal attacks all along. Dr. Taggard says it’s an obvious sign of a disturbed mind. Said something about an animal-human-schizoid break or something like that.”

      “Dr. Taggard?” Jase asked, frowning. Then he remembered the weird psychiatrist who wore way too much cologne. “Oh, right—Taggard,” he said, before the Captain could answer.

      “He’s been really invaluable to this case,” Captain Whiting said. “I’m thinking of keeping him on as a consultant for any further cases—not that we’ll have any more murders like these last ones, now that we caught our perp. So you can tell Mrs. Robinson it’s safe to go back to her house. Just thought she’d like to know.”

      “Thanks, Captain,” Jase said. “I’ll let her know the next time I talk to her.”

      “You do that,” the Captain said briskly and hung up the phone.

      “Well?” Nikki was looking at him anxiously when Jase hit the disconnect button.

      “Well, it looks like they might have gotten Mr. X,’ Jase said cautiously. He explained everything Captain Whiting had said.

      Nikki’s eyes got wider and she looked at him hopefully.

      “And…do you think it’s true? You think it’s really him?”

      “Not sure who else it would be,” Jase said, frowning. “Wolverton’s a pretty small place—and it’s usually pretty peaceful. I don’t think there would be two one-eyed bastards breaking into women’s homes dressed in animal pelts at any given time.”

      “Well…that’s a big relief.” Nikki sighed and put a hand to her chest—which was still bare, Jase noticed, eyeing her lovely full breasts. “It’s certainly one less problem on my mind.”

      “You still have a pretty big problem to deal with, though,” he pointed out. “Tomorrow night is the full moon. You need to decide who you’re going to let breed you, baby.”

      Nikki bit her lip.

      “About that, Jase…I…isn’t there any way out of it? I mean, surely we can find some Adder’s Fork somewhere, Right?”

      “Even if we do, you’re not going to be able to hold off your first Shift forever,” Jase told her firmly. “A female in Rejuvenation needs to be bred so she can claim her true form and be able to Shift herself for the first time.”

      “What if I don’t want to Shift? What if I’m scared to Shift?” she protested. “Won’t it hurt—being turned from a human into an animal?”

      “It only hurts us males,” Jase assured her. “The females have a much easier time of it, I promise. And anyway, you won’t be able to help Shifting after you’re bred. It’s only after your first Shift that you can get pregnant with a Shifter baby and help carry on the species.”

      “Which is the whole point of a Rejuvenated female in the first place, I guess. Her whole reason for being.” She looked down at her hands and Jase could tell that something was bothering her.

      “What is it, baby?” he asked gently, taking her hands in his. “You don’t want to have kids?”

      “It…it’s more like I can’t,” she whispered and when she looked up, he saw tears in her lovely eyes.

      “What do you mean?” Jase asked blankly.

      “I mean I had a partial hysterectomy, for medical reasons, back in my thirties,” Nikki told him. She swiped tears away from her eyes. “Gil and I were talking about adopting, but before we could start the process, he got sick and…and died. And I didn’t feel like I was strong enough to be a single parent, so I never pursued it any further. So you see…” She took a deep breath, and pulled her hands out of Jase’s. “I would not make a very good, er, mate for you. Or for any Shifter, I guess—though I’d probably be better off with an older man—a widow, maybe. Someone who’s already had his kids and doesn’t want any more.”

      “I never said having kids was the most important thing to me!” Jase protested.

      “Oh please—to hear Fiona tell it, it’s the only thing.” Nikki’s voice was bitter. “What’s the point of me being a Shifter if I can’t help bring about the next generation of Shifters myself? My Gene should have stayed dormant—would have stayed dormant, I bet, if that bastard, Mr. X, hadn’t forced me into Rejuvenation.”

      “Having babies isn’t the only reason I want to be with you, Nikki.” The idea of her with another male—any other male—felt like a knife in his heart.

      “No, you want to be with me because you’re still holding onto some fantasies from a very long time ago,” she said gently. “Jase, you want me because I helped you back when you were going through a hard time during your formative years—that’s all. But you’d be better off with a girl your own age—or at least someone who can give you children.”

      Jase cursed under his breath. He never should have told her the fantasies he’d had of her back when she was his teacher! Now she had the idea that he was only fixated on her because of an adolescent crush, when nothing could be further from the truth!

      “Nikki, baby…” he said, taking her hands in his again. “Please believe me, I don’t just care for you because of what you did for me when I was young—when I was your student. And I don’t just want to be with you because of some stupid crush I had when I was a kid. You’re gorgeous and intelligent and—”

      “And completely unable to give you children,” she finished for him, sadly. “Jase, I just don’t want you to waste your potential. You’d make a wonderful father. I know you say you don’t care about having kids now, but a few years down the line you’re going to feel differently. I don’t want to be the reason you can’t have a family.”

      Jase felt a frustrated growl rise in his throat and swallowed it back down with difficulty. She had it all worked out—she thought he only wanted her because she’d been his teacher and she was determined she couldn’t be with him because she couldn’t have kids. One wrong idea he might have been able to get around, but he was working against two of them—and it was clear Nikki wasn’t budging on either.

      He wanted to tell her he loved her, but he was sure that would frighten her off. After all, they’d only been back in each other’s lives a few days—she would certainly think it was too soon for him to have such strong emotions for her. But damn it, when she’d come back to him, it almost felt as though a piece he’d been missing for years had clicked into place. They belonged together—Jase was sure of it—sure that he should be the one to breed her and claim her as his mate. His Wolf was sure too—he howled miserably in Jase’s head, wanting to know why their female was rejecting them again.

      Hush, Jase told his other half. She just doesn’t know any better, that’s all. We have to convince her differently.

      Taking a deep breath, he looked Nikki in the eyes.

      “Look, just take some time to think about it—to consider letting me be your mate,” he said, squeezing her hands. “You’re not going to find a male who cares for you like I do, Nikki. I don’t care about having kids, as long as I can have you.”

      But she only smiled sadly and cupped his cheek in her soft little hand.

      “Jase, you are so sweet and kind and caring. But I can’t—”

      “Just think about it,” he interrupted her. “And for tonight, just let me hold you and help you with your Cravings, okay? When we go back home tomorrow, I’ll drop you off at your house and you’ll have the day before the full moon to consider your options. But for tonight, can’t we just be together?”

      He saw her melt at his words and knew she wanted to be with him too. They could have a wonderful life together—if only she wasn’t so dead set on talking herself out of it!

      “All right,” she murmured, holding out her arms to him. “Hold me tonight, Jase. I can’t promise you anything past that, but I can give you tonight.”

      “Thanks, baby.” He pulled her close, loving the feel of her full breasts against his bare chest. Somehow, he would have to find a way to convince her they belonged together.

      Well, he had the rest of the night to pleasure her and love her, which was a good start—he hoped.
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      Nikki knew it was probably wrong to encourage him—to lead him on and give him false hope. But the fact was, she needed the touch of an Alpha and Jase was more than willing to touch her…and to do other things as well.

      She lost count of how many times he made her come that night, after the two of them had gone to bed in the big, king-sized bed in Fiona’s master bedroom. He went down on her tirelessly, lapping and sucking her pussy until she reached the peak again and again. Later, he held her in his arms and looked into her eyes as he touched her, watching intently as she came again, with his name on her lips.

      Nikki wanted to return the favor, but Jase wouldn’t let her.

      “I just want to touch you tonight, baby,” he growled softly, that hungry look in his amber eyes. “Just want to watch you come for me, okay?”

      “All…all right,” Nikki had panted breathlessly. She thought she had never been with a man who was so relentlessly centered on her pleasure—who wanted so single-mindedly simply to make her feel good. It made her wonder if she ought to be so quick to turn him down as her future mate. Maybe his feelings for her were more mature than she was giving him credit for.

      But then she remembered all over again the fact that she couldn’t give him children. And Jase deserved to have kids—he deserved to pass the Shifter Gene on to the next generation. She couldn’t give him that, and it would be wrong to take away his chance of being a father.

      Still, for tonight, at least, they had each other. And, as they finally fell asleep in each other’s arms, Nikki knew she would never forget it.
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      The next day dawned and Nikki couldn’t help hoping—in a small, selfish part of her heart—that the snowplows would have failed to clear a path down the mountain. After all, if they were stuck up here, in Fiona’s cabin, she would have no choice but to let Jase breed her and then she wouldn’t have to feel bad about taking away the possibility of kids in his future.

      But when they finally made their way back down to the truck—this time both in human form, since there was much better visibility in the daylight—the main road was completely clear.

      Nikki felt her heart sink a little, but she pasted a smile on her face anyway.

      “Well, I guess we can get back home with no problem.”

      “Yeah, guess so,” Jase growled. The look on his face was decidedly unhappy and she wondered if he had also been hoping the two of them would be snowed in until after the night of the full moon.

      The ride back to Wolverton was a quiet one—what more could they say that hadn’t already been said? Jase had made his case for being her mate the night before as eloquently as he could, but no matter how good it was between them physically, Nikki was still determined that they couldn’t stay together.

      He says he doesn’t want kids now, but what happens a few years down the line once the adolescent crush he had on me wears off? she thought, as she watched the mountain scenery rushing by outside the window. What happens when he decides he does want to be a father to the next generation of Shifters, but he can’t because of me?

      It wasn’t like they could just divorce so he could start over with some other, more viable female. It sounded to Nikki like Shifters pretty much mated for life. She just didn’t want to ruin Jase’s life by tying him to her.

      “You wanna stop by the vet and see Max on the way home?” he asked, breaking her out of her depressing thoughts.

      “Oh, uh, I don’t want to take up anymore of your time,” she protested. “I can go see him myself, once I get back home and get my phone and keys and car. I should probably change clothes before I go, too.” She looked down at herself—her red sweater was stained from the nectar she’d produced last night, (thank goodness there hadn’t been any more this morning,) and the black skirt was beyond crumpled. “I’ve been wearing these for the past two days—I need to grab a shower and change into something fresh and then I’ll go to the vet,” she said.

      “Sure. Okay.” Jase shrugged, as though it didn’t matter to him, but Nikki thought she saw a flash of hurt in his amber eyes.

      “Hey, Jase, it’s not that I don’t want to spend time with you,” she said softly. “It’s just that I need a little while to think—that’s all.”

      “I understand,” he said stiffly. “But don’t think too long—moonrise is coming early tonight. You’ll need an Alpha with you then—whether it’s me or some other lucky male.”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to say she didn’t want anyone but him…but Nikki made herself swallow the words. It wasn’t right to condemn him to a childless life and it wasn’t being fair to either of them to found a relationship on the longings left over from a teenaged crush. So she just looked down at her hands and nodded.

      They spent the rest of the trip in silence until Jase drove up in front of her house, which was no longer blocked off as a crime scene.

      “I’ll see you tonight,” he said shortly. “If you want me, that is. If I don’t hear from you before moonrise, I’ll send one of the older Wolves, who lost his mate and already has kids, over to help you.”

      Nikki bit her lip.

      The idea of someone else—anyone else beside Jase—breeding her was a terrifying and awful thought.

      He’ll be a stranger—I won’t even know him! But I’ll be tied to him for the rest of my life! she thought, feeling sick.

      Jase must have seen the look on her face, because the storm clouds cleared from his amber eyes for a moment and he took her hand in his.

      “Don’t worry about it, baby,” he rumbled. “When the Breeding Fever comes on you, you won’t care if you know the male breeding you or not. Your biological instincts will take over and you won’t even notice who it is.”

      Nikki doubted that was true—how could she not care about being bred by a total stranger? But she didn’t contradict him, just nodded her head.

      “Thanks, Jase,” she murmured, looking down to where their hands were joined. “I appreciate your help with everything.”

      “I want to do more than help you.” Suddenly, he pulled her into his arms. Looking her intently in the eyes, he said, “I want to be your mate. I want to be the lucky male who wakes up with you every morning, baby. I want to be the one to breed you and spend the rest of my life with you.”

      Then he kissed her, so passionately it took Nikki’s breath away.

      For a moment, she let herself kiss him back. Winding her fingers through his thick, dark hair, she pulled him down, parting her lips and allowing herself to taste him one last time.

      Jase growled hungrily and crushed her to him, his big hands roaming over her back and hips and ass as though he couldn’t get enough of touching her.

      It was bitter-sweet—a farewell kiss. Because even as his touch set her on fire, Nikki knew she couldn’t have him. At last, reluctantly, she broke the kiss and pulled back, panting.

      “I…I’d better go, Jase,” she whispered, unable to meet his eyes.

      He seemed to understand because he released her at last.

      “All right. I’ll wait for your call. If I don’t get it an hour before the full moon, you can expect someone else knocking on your door.”

      “Who…who would you…?” But she couldn’t finish because the question stuck in her throat.

      “Probably Striker Jakes. He’s in his late forties and lost his mate to cancer a few years back. They had four kids together—all grown now—so you wouldn’t have to worry about that.”

      It was clear Jase was trying to make his voice sound dry and business-like, but he looked away from her as he spoke, as though he couldn’t bear the thought of handing her off to another male Shifter.

      Nikki couldn’t bear it either. In fact, this entire conversation had become unbearable to her. Every moment she was near Jase was torture now, because she knew she couldn’t have him.

      “Thank you,” she said again. “For everything. Goodbye, Jase.”

      Then she slid out of the truck and hurried to her front door. Before she could even get it open, she heard the motor rev and the truck roared away. Jase was gone, and she didn’t blame him a bit for going.

      Nikki got inside her front door and got it shut behind her before sinking down and putting her face in her hands. Sobs shook her as she huddled there, feeling more miserable than she could ever remember.

      Oh God, what was she going to do?
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      Jase’s Wolf howled miserably all the way home.

      Why doesn’t she want us? Why can’t we have her? She ought to be ours! She belongs with us!

      Jase tried to comfort his other half but the truth was, he didn’t have much comfort to offer. He knew that Nikki intended to reject him—it was clear from the way they had parted. He had lost his chance with her forever—she was going to become some other male’s mate.

      The thought was tearing him up inside. From the moment he’d first walked into her AP English class fifteen years ago, he had wanted Nikki. She was everything that was beautiful and right and perfect and good in a female—she was also the only one his Wolf had ever tried to claim. They belonged together, damn it! But she just couldn’t seem to see that.

      He knew he ought to go to the station and check in. There would probably be more evidence to look over on the rest of the Mr. X murders. Also, he needed to get close enough to the body to get a good whiff and see if the musky, sour scent that seemed to follow the Skin Walker everywhere he went was present.

      Likewise, he should also call up Striker Jakes, and let him know his services might be needed. The older Alpha was a lone wolf—not part of Jase’s pack. Which was a good thing—at least Jase wouldn’t have to see Nikki with some other male on full moon nights when the pack ran and hunted together on their usual grounds.

      But at that moment, Jase felt incapable of doing any of those things. He couldn’t bear to call the other Alpha and hand Nikki over and he couldn’t muster the strength to go over to the station either. Right that moment, he decided, what he needed was a hot soak and a cold beer.

      Maybe he could make sense of the world and force himself to do the things that needed to be done after that. But not right now—the pain was too fresh. He and his Wolf both needed some time to lick their wounds and try to forget about the female they both wanted so badly.

      The female they could never have.
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      Nikki took a long, hot shower and tried not to think about how much she wanted Jase. The intensely sexual way he had touched her and made her come the night before helped to hold back her Cravings some, but she could feel them bubbling just under the surface. Soon, she knew, the need to be touched and taken by an Alpha would start tormenting her again.

      But would the need inside her really get so intense she wouldn’t care who bred her?

      Nikki doubted that. She couldn’t imagine not caring that some other man—some stranger—was making love to her. She tried not to think about it, but her mind was crowded with troubling questions.

      What would he be like? Would he be gentle with her, like Jase was? What if he wasn’t? What if he was rough or mean or cruel? She hadn’t even been with a man since Gil died—she was practically a virgin all over again! How was she going to handle being with someone she didn’t even know, once the full moon rose?

      “Stop it, Nikki—just stop it!” she told herself fiercely as she stepped out of the shower and toweled herself off. “There’s no sense getting yourself so worked up—you’ll only make things worse.”

      She decided to get dressed and go straight to the vet to see Max. Maybe running her hands through his wooly coat and looking into his big, soulful brown eyes would make her feel better.

      Or maybe being around Max will just remind you of Jase’s Wolf, whispered a treacherous little voice in her head.

      Nikki tried to push it away. She just needed to get out of the house and clear her head. Checking on her dog was the best way to do that.

      She got dressed, put on some makeup, and grabbed her purse reflecting that it was nice to have it and her cell phone and wallet again—she had felt naked without them. She was just about to open the front door to go out, when someone outside knocked on it.

      Nikki’s heart jumped into her throat.

      Is it Jase?

      If it was, she didn’t know if she would have the strength to turn him down again. Her Cravings were coming back and the ever-present headache was threatening, looming like a thunderstorm on the horizon. Even though she had only said goodbye to him a few hours ago, she already missed the big Shifter desperately.

      I just want him to touch me! she thought, wishing she didn’t feel so desperate. I just want him to hold me in his arms and kiss me one more time…

      “Jase—” she began, opening the door.

      But it wasn’t Jase standing there on her doorstep. Instead, she was met with the sight of a tall man in a brown suit. He had stooped shoulders and mild brown eyes swimming behind thick glasses. Also, instead of Jase’s warm, spicy scent, her nose was immediately assaulted by the astringent odor of too much aftershave.

      “Dr. Taggard?” she said blankly, frowning up at her visitor. “What are you doing here?”

      “Hello, Ms. Robinson, may I come in?” He smiled at her ingratiatingly—a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes, Nikki thought. “I’m consulting with the police on your case and I just had a few more questions for you.”

      “If you’re here to grill me again about the attacker not being a man—” Nikki began.

      “Oh, no—I assure you, I’m not. You were proved quite correct, Ms. Robinson. In fact, I must admit I owe you an apology.” He nodded his head respectfully. “Please, may I come in? I promise I’ll only take a moment of your time.”

      “Well…” For some reason Nikki felt uncomfortable about the situation. But she told herself she was being foolish. He was a doctor and he was working with the police in an official capacity—surely it would be all right to let him in for just a few minutes. “All right,” she said at last, stepping to one side. “But I can only talk for a minute—I was just about to go visit my dog at the emergency vet.”

      “Oh yes—he was the hero of the night when you were attacked, as I understand it,” Dr. Taggard said, stepping inside and smiling again. “Your furry savior.”

      “Um, yes. Yes, I guess so. The living room’s this way.”

      Leaving her purse on the hall table, Nikki led him into her living room, and gestured to the somewhat scuffed leather couch. Max was hard on furniture.

      Dr. Taggard settled himself on one end of the couch and smiled up at her.

      “Won’t you please have a seat, too, Ms. Robinson? I promise I don’t bite.”

      He patted the cushion beside him and his smile widened.

      Nikki really didn’t like the idea of sitting so close to the big man, but she didn’t want to be rude either. Gingerly, she settled on the cushion he had patted, as far from him as she could without being discourteous.

      “All right,” she said, “What do you need to know? Do you have more questions about the night I was…was attacked?”

      The words stuck in her throat as that awful night came back to her. That one glowing eye glaring down at her, the awful, sour stench that filled her nose as the attacker climbed on top of her…

      She could almost smell that sour stench now, she thought. Maybe it was still lingering in the house. She needed to open her windows and air everything out—needed to clean out the bedroom, too. She hadn’t been able to face it yet, but she would have to before she went to bed that night.

      Ah, but you won’t be going to bed tonight, will you? whispered that sly little voice in her head. No, you’ll be cavorting under the full moon with some stranger you don’t even know—a stranger you’ll have to spend the rest of your life with, when really the only person you want is Jase…

      “Ms. Robinson?” Dr. Taggard’s voice drew her back to the present and she realized she must have missed something he’d said.

      “I’m sorry, I missed that. What did you say?” she asked, trying to smile politely.

      “You asked if I had any more questions,” he reminded her gently. “And in fact, I do. I noticed that you left the police station the other night with Detective Saunders, is that correct?”

      “Well…yes.” Nikki frowned. “But what does that have to do with the night I was attacked?”

      “More than you’d think,” Dr. Taggard said seriously. “So please tell me, did you go with him?”

      “Well…yes. I stayed at his house for protection,” Nikki explained. “At the time, the, er, attacker was still at large and Jase, I mean, Detective Saunders, was afraid he might still be after me.”

      “I see.” He nodded thoughtfully. “And did you let him fuck you?”

      “What?” Nikki stared at him blankly, certain she must have misheard him. It was such a crude, unprofessional thing to say, and he had said it in such a casual tone, she couldn’t believe her ears. She was certain the psychiatrist wouldn’t have uttered the word she’d thought she heard.

      Dr. Taggard smiled at her again, that same, slow smile that didn’t quite reach his mild brown eyes.

      “I asked if you let him fuck you, Ms. Robinson,” he said pleasantly, as though he was discussing the weather or some other banal topic. “Did you spread your legs for his cock like the whore you are and let him breed your hot little cunt until he filled you up with his cum? That’s the question I need you to answer.”

      There was no mistaking his words this time for anything else. Nikki felt sick—almost assaulted by his crude, disgusting question.

      “I…I think you’d better go now,” she said, starting to get up.

      “But I can’t go until you answer my question.” As quick as a striking snake, he reached out and grabbed her by the wrist, yanking her back down to the couch. “Not that it will affect my plans, but the ritual tonight will go so much more smoothly if you haven’t allowed that dog to breed you.”

      “Ritual? What are you talking about? Let me go!” Nikki demanded, yanking against his hand. But his grip was like iron. As before, his touch sent a feeling of disgust crawling over her—it was like having spiders walk across her skin!

      “Just answer the question, please,” he said pleasantly and his fist tightened until she could feel the small bones in her wrist grinding together. “Did you let Jase Saunders breed you or not?”

      “No, all right? Now let me go!” Nikki shouted at him. She was on her feet again, yanking hard, trying to free her arm from his iron grip.

      Never should have let him in the house! yammered the panicked little voice in her head. Why didn’t you listen to your instinct? Why did you let him it?

      Nikki couldn’t answer that question, but her answer to Dr. Taggard seemed to have mollified the big man somewhat.

      “Very good.” He nodded. “That’s very good. I’m glad you were able to resist the temptation to be a slut, Nicole.”

      The familiar use of her first name, as much as the crude language, set off even more alarm bells in her head.

      “You’re no doctor!” she spat at him. “I don’t know who you are, and you may have the police fooled, but you’re sure as hell not a doctor!”

      “Well, I do have a doctorate in Organic Chemistry,” he said mildly. “But no, I am not a medical doctor. But you do know who I am, Nicole. Shall I give you a hint?”

      Before she could answer, he pulled off his glasses with his free hand, slipped them into his breast pocket, and cupped his hand over one eye. There was a disgusting slurping sound and then one mild brown eyeball was lying in the palm of his big, meaty hand.

      Nikki stared at it in horror and disgust as realization suddenly flooded her.

      “You’re him!” she whispered, feeling her stomach knot into a cold fist. “The Skin Walker—you’re Mr. X!”

      “Ah, I see you’ve been talking to my last Juvie victim—or someone who knew her. The little witch who got away,” he said, smiling. “You’re correct, I do go by that moniker, when it suits me. And I am a Skin Walker—at least, until after I perform the little ritual I have planned for tonight. After that, I’ll be a real Shifter.”

      “But you’re dead!” Nikki protested. “Jase’s captain called to tell him—you got your head blown off when you broke into some other woman’s house!”

      “As you can see, my head is very much intact—well, except for this.” He juggled the glass eyeball in his hand and smiled unpleasantly. “It was easy enough to find a homeless man and put an eye patch on him and send him into my next ‘victim’s’ house,” he went on. “I had to throw the police—including your Detective Saunders—off the scent, you see. Otherwise you two would never have come back and I needed you urgently for tonight—the night of the full moon.”

      “What do you want with me?” Nikki demanded, though she was horribly afraid she knew. Hadn’t Fiona said something about her attacker needing her blood in order to turn from a Skin Walker into a real Shifter? But how was he going to do that? Did it have something to do with the “ritual” he kept talking about?

      She really, really didn’t want to find out.

      “You’ll see what I want with you in time, my dear.” Mr. X stood suddenly and yanked her towards him.

      With a surprised scream, Nikki stumbled forward, only to be trapped against his barrel chest. He looped an arm around her, dropping the glass eyeball in the process. He frowned.

      “What a nuisance. Now where did it go? Well, never mind, I won’t need it after tonight.”

      As he spoke, he was fishing in his pocket with his free hand.

      “Let me go!” Nikki fought and kicked, trying desperately to get away from him. But though several of her blows connected, her attacker didn’t so much as flinch and his arm remained tight around her. “Let me go!” she shrieked again.

      “I don’t think so, my dear. You are going to help me fulfill all my dreams tonight,” Mr. X growled in her ear. Then he pressed something damp over her face and a cloying, sickly-sweet smell filled her senses.

      “No! No!” Nikki gasped, but her cries were muffled by the damp cloth. Then everything began getting fuzzy around the edges.

      Never should have let him in, was her last thought before the world faded to gray and she knew no more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of his cell phone startled Jase out of an uneasy doze. He’d gotten into the tub for a hot soak and a beer some time ago. He’d only meant to stay in the bath for thirty minutes or so, but he hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before. So it probably wasn’t too surprising he’d dozed off.

      The phone buzzed again and his sleepiness gave way to hope. Could it be Nikki calling him to come to her after all?

      Climbing out of the tub of now-tepid water, he grabbed a towel to wrap around himself and reached for the phone. He answered without even looking at the number.

      “Hello?” he said, trying to keep the eagerness out of his voice. “Nikki?”

      “Saunders?” a familiar voice said on the other end. Familiar, but not Nikki—it was Derek Shoals, the Short-faced Bear shifter who worked with him at the PD.

      Jase felt his heart sink but he tried not to show it.

      “Shoals, what do you want?” he asked briskly.

      “I know you have the day off, but I needed to tell you something.” The other Shifter sounded worried. “About the case that involves Nicole Robinson.”

      “What about it?” Jase asked sharply. “Did something happen to Nikki? I mean, Ms. Robinson?”

      “Not that I know of—I thought she was with you.” Shoals sounded like he was frowning. “Anyway, the information isn’t about her specifically—it’s about the perp.”

      “The perp?” Jase frowned. “I thought he was dead?”

      “Yeah, well that’s what all the norms down at the station think. Personally, I have my doubts,” Shoals said darkly. “I finally got a chance to go by the morgue today—wanted to see for myself if the corpse was really the guy we were looking for.”

      “And?” Jase’s heart was suddenly thudding in his chest.

      “And it’s not him,” Shoals said flatly. “You know that weird, sour odor the perp left behind at all the crime scenes?”

      “Of course—fucking disgusting,” Jase said. It was something only another Shifter would notice, of course—the norms didn’t have senses strong enough to pick up a lingering odor at a crime scene.

      “Well there was none of that on the corpse,” Shoals told him. “Not even a whiff. And believe me, I waited until the attendant turned his back and really gave it a good smell. Not that I wanted to, but I had to be sure.”

      “Right—I was meaning to do the same myself, later on.” Jase felt a surge of guilt. He should have been the one to go check the body. Instead he’d been lying in the bath, wallowing in self-pity, when he should have been doing his job.

      “Honestly, it’s not just the lack of odor that’s not adding up,” Shoals continued. “The body looked old and weak—the coroner estimated mid-seventies. Didn’t look strong enough to commit any of the murders, to me. Also, what about the fang and claw marks we found on all the victims? None of that could have been done by a norm with regular human nails and teeth.”

      “You’ve got a point.” Jase was beginning to feel sick. He should have asked the captain the same question Shoals was asking him, but he’d been so distracted with pleasuring Nikki and trying to convince her they belonged together, he hadn’t even thought of them.

      “Of course, the official position on that, was the idea that the perp was using the teeth and claws on that pelt he was found wearing to make the marks,” Shoals went on.

      “Is that possible?” Jase asked.

      “Don’t know.” Shoals sounded like he was shrugging. “And we can’t check now—somehow between the crime scene last night and the morgue, the pelt went missing.”

      “What? But that’s a major piece of evidence!” Jase protested. “Captain Whiting is going to chew whoever lost it a new one!”

      “Don’t think so,” Shoals said bitterly. “The Captain just wants this nasty case closed. He’s been getting shit from everybody from the Mayor of Wolverton on down—the national press even took an interest. ‘Death in a small town’ type shit. Bad publicity is bad for tourism, you know?”

      “Yeah, I guess I can see that,” Jase said, frowning. “But…so why are you calling me? You think that Mr. X—I mean the perp—is still at large?”

      “Mr. X, huh? Sounds like you know more about this case than you’re letting on,” Shoals said.

      “I’ve been tracking him for a while,” Jase admitted. “I spoke to one of his intended victims—she barely got away with her life. I couldn’t share the information because all the norms at the station thought it was just animal attacks.”

      “You could have shared with me, at least,” Shoals said reproachfully. “I know I’m not part of your pack, but I’m still a Shifter. It would have been good to know any extra information.”

      “You’re right, Brother—I’m sorry about that,” Jase said formally. “I’ll tell what I do know—our perp goes by Mr. X and he’s a Skin Walker. All those women he killed were attempted Rejuvenations—he has some kind of formula he injects that wakes up the latent Shifter Gene. That’s what happened to Nikki—he injected her and she became a Juvie.”

      “Whew…” Shoals let out a low whistle. “That’s a lot.”

      “Should have told you earlier,” Jase said gruffly. “So you’re sure the corpse in the morgue isn’t him?”

      “A hundred percent—not that the captain will listen to me,” Shoals said bitterly. “He’s too busy celebrating that everything’s all wrapped up, nice and neat. It’s like whoever fixed up the scene last night practically put a ribbon on it for him.”

      Jase felt his stomach clench.

      “The captain even called me last night to let me know the perp was dead and the danger was over,” he said.

      “Yeah, Dr. Taggard recommended he do that,” Shoals said. “He said it would ‘ease the fears of the victims’ or some shit like that. You know, I don’t fucking like that guy. He might be a big-shot psychiatrist but he stinks—literally. What the hell does he need to wear all that disgusting aftershave for? Feels like my nose goes numb anytime I have to be around him more than five minutes.”

      “Yeah, I don’t much like him either,” Jase said, frowning. “Look, I have to go—I’m going to go check on Nikki. I dropped her off at her house because I thought it was safe.”

      “You worried now that you know ‘Mr. X’ is still on the loose?” Shoals asked sympathetically. “Want me to meet you there?”

      “Sure,” Jase said. It would be good to have another Shifter as backup if he needed it. “I’m going to call her first, though. If you don’t hear from me in five, go ahead and start on over.”

      “Got it.”

      Shoals hung up without saying goodbye and Jase immediately dialed Nikki’s number—he’d gotten her to put it in his phone earlier that day, so that when she got back to her house and had her cell again, he’d be able to call her.

      The phone rang and rang and then he got her message.

      “This is Nicole Robinson. If you’re calling to discuss a student’s grades, please call the school office and make an appointment. I’m always pleased to speak with parents and guardians, but the rules mandate that it must be on school grounds. Thanks and have a great day!”

      Jase felt sick. Where was she? Why wasn’t she answering? Throwing on some clothes, he ran for his truck, praying the woman he loved was all right.
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      Nikki woke up with a pounding headache in a dimly lighted shed—it looked like a shed, anyway, she thought. Just one of those free standing storage units people bought to put in their backyard to store tools in.

      This one was bare, however. Just unfinished wooden walls and a low ceiling with no windows or shelves or anything else. The only light was coming in from a crack under the door. It had the golden-orange quality of sunset which made her wonder how much time had passed since she’d been taken from her house. And how had Taggard—or Mr. X, as he preferred to call himself—gotten her here in the first place, without any of her neighbors noticing him dragging her out?

      Never mind that, whispered a practical little voice in her head. Doesn’t matter how he got you here or how long you’ve been here. The main thing now is getting out and getting away before it gets dark. Because once it gets dark, bad things are going to happen and from the look of that light, you don’t have much time.

      Nikki wholeheartedly agreed with the little voice. She grabbed for the wooden door and pushed as hard as she could. Then she tried pulling. Then pushing again—none of it did any good.

      The wood creaked but the door held fast—clearly it was locked from the outside.

      She looked around desperately for anything to use as a tool or a weapon, but she could see nothing in the dimly lit shed but the dusty wooden floor and the bare wooden walls around her.

      Stuck—I’m stuck here, just waiting for him to come back!

      Her heart contracted painfully, as though an iron fist had gripped it. She was completely enclosed and helpless—a rat trapped in a cage.

      Suddenly, her fear got the best of her.

      “Help!” she screamed, pounding on the creaky but solid wooden door. “Help me! I’m trapped in here—I’ve been kidnapped! Help!”

      Her only answer was a nasty laugh from outside the shed.

      “Peter, Peter, Pumpkin-eater, had a wife but couldn’t keep her,” came the sing-song voice of Mr. X through the wooden door. “He put her in a pumpkin shell, and there he kept her very well.”

      The weird old nursery rhyme and the utterly mad tone it was recited in, sent a chill down Nikki’s spine. She stopped shouting and took a step back, wrapping her arms around herself and shivering.

      “Ha—I thought you’d like that,” Mr. X remarked from the other side of the door. “Do you know that rhyme was originally about a man who married a whore and then got tired of her cheating, whorish ways? She was hot to be bred, you see—just like any Juvie is—just like you will be very soon, my dear Nicole.”

      “No!” Nikki snapped, but her voice trembled more than she wanted it to. “No, I’ll never be bred by you!”

      “Oh, but you will. Not yet but soon…very soon. Right now you’re in my pumpkin shell, my lovely little Juvie. But you won’t be for long. Soon I’ll bring you out for the first part of the ritual—your first bleeding. But not until the sun goes down, all right? We need darkness to give the blood power.”

      Nikki felt like she might gag. What was wrong with him?

      He’s not just evil—he’s crazy, she thought, feeling sick. Completely crazy…

      “Just wait a little longer, my dear—the sun is going down now,” Mr. X continued. “It’s going to be dark soon…very soon now. And then I’ll let you out—I promise. I’ll bleed you…then breed you…then bleed you again. And it all starts very, very soon.”

      That was exactly what Nikki was afraid of.
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      She wasn’t at her house. Or at least, she didn’t come to the door when he knocked and called.

      Jase tried to tell himself not to worry. Probably she’d just gone to the vet to check on Max—that had been her plan, right?

      But just as he was thinking he ought to call the emergency vet and see if she was there or had been there recently, he got a call himself.

      “Hello?” he put the phone to his ear, praying it was her.

      “This is Jenny, a vet tech with PAWS Clinic,” a voice on the other end said. “We were given this number to call in case of emergencies.”

      “Has there been an emergency with Max?” Jase demanded.

      “No, actually—he’s done remarkably well and he’s ready to be picked up,” the vet tech explained. “I’ve tried to reach Nicole Robinson, his owner—she gave us her number as an alternate—but I’m not getting an answer. Do you know where she is? If Max stays with us another night, I’m afraid it’s going to be another hundred and fifty dollars,” she added apologetically. “So if you could let her know—”

      “I’ll tell her,” Jase interrupted. “I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

      He hung up without hearing more and pounded on the door again.

      “Nikki? Nikki, are you in there?”

      Nobody came. He gave up pounding and tried the knob, though he knew the door must be locked.

      To his surprise, the knob turned in his hand and the door opened easily.

      Shit! Where is she? She wouldn’t leave the door unlocked—would she?

      “Hey, Saunders,” a voice said behind him. “Is there a problem?”

      Jase whirled around to see Derek Shoals standing behind him, a frown on his face. His squad car was parked behind Jase’s truck and he was in uniform.

      The other Shifter was a big male, about an inch taller than Jase was himself. He had thick, dark brown hair with eyes to match, and extremely broad shoulders. He looked like the animal he Shifted into, Jase had always thought. The Short-faced bear, or Cave Bear as it had also been called, was a huge predator, much bigger than even the largest grizzly around today.

      “Problems?” the other Shifter asked again, frowning.

      “Might be,” Jase growled. “I can’t raise Nikki on the phone and she doesn’t seem to be home. Now I find the door’s unlocked.”

      Shoal’s frown deepened.

      “Doesn’t sound good—you want me to come in with you?”

      “No—go canvass the neighbors,” Jase commanded. “Ask if they saw anything out of the ordinary in the past couple of hours. Start with the house next door.”

      “Got it.” Shoals nodded and hurried down the walkway to the nearest house.

      Jase turned back to the front door and pushed it all the way open. Slowly, carefully, he entered.

      There was a strange smell in the air, he thought, as he inhaled deeply, searching for any signs of trouble. Astringent and sour at the same time—as though someone had put perfume over a bad odor to try and mask it.

      Just inside the door, he found Nikki’s purse, sitting on the long, narrow hall table. A quick look inside revealed her cell phone and wallet. The screen lit up, showing the missed calls from his own phone when he looked at it.

      Jase frowned grimly. Not good. This was not good. Why would she leave the house without her purse and phone?

      She wouldn’t—unless she was forced! whispered a voice in his head.

      His Wolf, who was as worried as he was, whined uneasily. Where was Nikki, he wanted to know. Where was their mate?

      Jase didn’t have any answers. Putting the phone back in her purse, he drew his gun just in case, though he didn’t think anyone was there, and proceeded around the corner into the living room.

      The sour, astringent odor was stronger here. Jase sniffed, his nose wrinkling. It smelled familiar somehow, but he couldn’t quite place it. It was almost like a mixture of two odors he had smelled on different occasions.

      The couch cushions were disarranged, making him wonder if there had been some kind of struggle in here, and one of the throw pillows had fallen on the ground.

      Reaching down to pick it up, Jase saw something weird lying on the carpet under it. Tossing the pillow aside, he picked it up and saw that it was a glass eye—a brown one.

      “What the hell is this?” he muttered, rolling it in his palm. It glinted in the light, almost seeming to wink at him conspiratorially, as if to say, I have a secret but I’m not telling…

      A voice behind him interrupted his musings.

      “Saunders—got some news!”

      Jase whirled around, still holding his gun, but it was just Shoals.

      The other Shifter’s eyes widened and he held up his hands.

      “Hey, it’s just me. I think I might know what happened to your Juvie!”

      “She’s not my Juvie,” Jase growled, holstering his gun. “But tell me.”

      “Neighbor said she saw a man in a suit carrying her out of the house in his arms a few hours ago,” Shoals reported. “She was concerned and came out on the porch but he told her he was a doctor and that Ms. Robinson had suffered some kind of attack and he was taking her to the hospital.”

      “Shit!” Jase growled, his tension mounting even higher. “Whoever took her wasn’t looking to take her to the hospital—it was fucking Mr. X, you can be sure of that!”

      “What did you find in here, besides this bad smell?” Shoals wrinkled his nose and made a disgusted face. “Like that fucking aftershave that Dr. Taggart is always wearing mixed with something sour.”

      Suddenly, everything clicked in Jase’s brain.

      “The sour odor is the same one we smelled at all the crime scenes,” he told Shoals. “The scent of the Skin Walker! And the aftershave is to cover it. You said it yourself—it makes your nose go numb when you get too close to Taggart—it’s the perfect cover for his natural odor!”

      “Are you saying that Taggart is Mr. X?” Shoals’ brown eyes widened.

      “He fucking must be,” Jase was getting more and more sure it was true.

      “But the perp had only one eye,” Shoals reminded him. “Taggart has two.”

      “I think he left one behind.” Jase opened his hand and showed the other Shifter the glass eyeball he’d found on the carpet.

      “Holy shit!” Shoals growled hoarsely. “He had all of us fooled! He infiltrated the PD and had the captain eating out of his hand!”

      “And all the time he was just trying to get closer to Nikki, so he could snatch her,” Jase said, feeling sick.

      Now that all the pieces had fallen into place, he felt nearly crazy with rage and fear for the woman he loved—his rightful mate. Earlier he had said that Nikki wasn’t his Juvie but she was—she was and he never should have let her go!

      “Where did he take her?” He started to pace, running one hand through his hair as he gripped the glass eyeball in the other. “What if she’s already beyond my reach?”

      “He wouldn’t have taken her too far,” Shoals said. “The full moon is tonight. He’d want to take her someplace safe until after it was over.” He had the steady, solid influence of his Bear behind him—a calming voice of reason that Jase was glad of.

      “I’ll have to try and follow his scent,” he said. “But if he took her by car—”

      Suddenly, his cell phone buzzed. He almost didn’t answer it, but then he looked at it and saw the phone number of the Cougarville Chemist on the screen.

      “Fiona?” he said, putting it to his ear. “Nikki’s been taken by Mr. X. It’s my fault—I left her alone. I never should have done that!”

      “There is no time for blame, Jase.” Fiona’s voice was cool and collected. “I knew there was trouble—I received a very clear thought communication from Lady Moon while I was meditating just now.”

      “What can I do? How can I track him?” Jase demanded. “He took her away by car—even with his stench, I can’t follow him, if he got in and kept the windows up. He could be miles away by now!”

      “I was given a message for you,” Fiona informed him. “Listen carefully—Lady Moon almost never communicates this clearly with her children, so I know this is very important.”

      “All right, yes…” Jase took a deep breath. There was no point panicking. “I’m listening,” he said.

      “I was told to tell you that you must go to the place where you always spend full moon nights.”

      “You mean the pack hunting grounds?” Jase asked blankly.

      “If that is where you spend your full moon nights, then yes,” Fiona said steadily. “Lady Moon wanted me to tell you that your female is there. Your enemy has hidden her in plain sight.”

      “Hidden in plain sight? I don’t understand,” Jase protested.

      “Never mind about that—just go as Lady Moon commands,” Fiona said sharply. “But, Jase, you must be very careful. If he is performing the ritual we think he is—the one to turn him from a Skin Walker into a real Shifter—it will be very dangerous indeed.”

      “I can handle him, no matter if he’s a Skin Walker or a Shifter,” Jase growled.

      “He may be either one…or neither,” Fiona told him. “If the ritual is interrupted or goes wrong in any way, he may become more than either of those forms put together. I am talking about an unnatural monster—something born of darkness and blood, not sanctioned by Lady Moon. In fact, he would become a perversion of her creation. If that happens, he will be incredibly dangerous.”

      “If that happens, I’ll have my pack to help me,” Jase told her. “Well, if I can find them. Our pack territory is a pretty big area.”

      “Don’t go alone,” Fiona urged him. “The more people you have searching for your female, the better chance you have of finding her in time—before he begins the ritual.”

      “I’ll call as many pack members as I can and let them know to start looking for her,” Jase promised.

      “Do that,” Fiona said. “And may Lady Moon shine bright on you, Jase. I fear you will be in a fight for your life and the life of your female tonight.”

      “If that’s the case then I’ll win or die,” Jase swore. “I’m going to save Nikki or die trying.”

      “Your willingness to give your life for hers is one of the reasons Lady Moon put the two of you together,” Fiona said approvingly. “I truly believe the two of you belong with each other—don’t hesitate to claim her if the opportunity presents itself.”

      “I won’t,” Jase promised and hung up. He turned to Shoals. “You heard all that?”

      “Of course.” The Bear Shifter shrugged. All Shifters had excellent hearing, which meant there was no such thing as a private phone conversation if they were in the same room together.

      “I have to get to the pack hunting grounds,” Jase told him. “I’m going to be calling as many of my Alphas as I can on the way there to tell them to start hunting for Nikki.”

      “I’m going too,” Shoals said, frowning. “With your permission of course—don’t want to encroach on your territory. But if things go sideways, you might need my Bear.”

      Jase couldn’t deny he was right. As big as Dire wolves were, a Cave Bear topped them all. They were fucking huge—an extremely dominant predator.

      “All right,” he said, nodding. “I’d be happy to have you.”

      “This son of a bitch has to be stopped,” Shoals growled, anger flashing in his dark brown eyes.

      Jase agreed with him, but at the moment, he just wanted to find Nikki before it was too late.

      “Let’s go,” he said, pocketing the glass eye. “It’s almost sunset and I don’t know if he’ll wait until moonrise to start that fucking ritual or…or not.”

      The words seemed to stick in his throat. What had that Skin Walker bastard done to Nikki—what might he be doing even now?

      Please, Lady Moon—help me! he prayed as he and Shoals headed outside. Help me find her and save her before it’s too late!
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      Nikki tried to run, but Mr. X caught her. She’d been hiding behind the wooden door, waiting for it to open for what felt like hours. When it finally did, she dodged around the door and darted through the narrow opening that led out of the storage shed. She would have made it, too—if the Skin Walker hadn’t caught her by the back of her long-sleeved sweater and hauled her back.

      Still, Nikki struggled. She pulled against his grip, backing out of the sweater and wriggling wildly to get her head and arms free of it. She didn’t care if she had to run away into the forest with only her bra on—being a little chilly would definitely beat being tortured and raped by the sadistic bastard.

      “I don’t think so, you little whore!” Mr. X grabbed her by the upper arm, just as she got herself free of the sweater and was about to bolt.

      “Let me go! Help! Help!” she screamed.

      Mr. X clamped a big, meaty hand over her mouth and wrapped his other arm around her torso, pinning her own arms to her sides.

      “Hush now, my little Juvie slut,” he crooned in her ear. “It’s a full moon night—who knows what other Shifters might be out here? We don’t want anyone else crashing our party, now do we?”

      He dragged her over to the center of a circle that had been drawn on the grassy fore st floor, in the middle of the clearing they were in.

      But no—not a circle—a pentagram, Nikki saw, looking down at it. It had been drawn in some kind of white powder that glimmered in the last fading rays of the dying sun. Was it powdered chalk? Some kind of magical dust? Whatever it was, Mr. X was very careful not to smudge it. He lifted Nikki bodily—and with very little effort—as he stepped over the white lines drawn on the brown grass.

      In the center of the pentagram, was something that looked like an empty doorframe—a wooden frame braced on the bottom with wedges of metal to keep it from tipping over. Large metal hooks were screwed into the upper and lower corners of the frame and there were thick, black leather manacles with silver buckles hanging from them, that looked like something you might find at a sex shop in the bondage section.

      “Now then, first I think we need a gag,” Mr. X remarked. “Mostly because I don’t want to be bothered by your yammering while I breed you.”

      He removed his hand for a moment and Nikki started to scream. But his horribly long, strong, muscular arm tightened around her midsection just as she was beginning, squeezing all the air out of her.

      She gasped and her scream came out as more of a squeak. Before she could try to suck some air into her lungs and try again, the Skin Walker had slapped a thick piece of tape over her mouth. Then he shoved her against the wooden doorframe and released her arms, while keeping one arm firmly around her waist.

      “Put up your hands, my little Juvie whore,” he commanded her. When Nikki tried to fight him instead, he punched her right in the gut.

      “Mmphf!” Suddenly Nikki had even less air in her lungs. She doubled over, clutching at her midsection and trying desperately to breathe through her nose. Nausea rolled over her but she knew if she puked with the tape on her mouth, she could die. Grimly, she held onto her gorge. Red spots were dancing in front of her eyes and her lungs felt glued shut. At last, she managed a deep inhalation through her nose and her lungs refilled. But even as she concentrated on breathing, she was dimly aware that Mr. X was fastening something around her ankles.

      When she was able to look, she saw that he had securely manacled her feet to the lower corners of the wooden doorframe. The thick leather buckles holding her feet in place looked completely unbreakable.

      “Now, let’s try that again, shall we, you little slut?” Mr. X said pleasantly, giving her the slightly mad, one-eyed smile she remembered from his first attack on her. “And remember, if you don’t cooperate, you’ll get more of the same. I only punched you with a fraction of my strength that last time, but I don’t mind using more. I’ll happily give you organ damage and internal bleeding, if necessary—it doesn’t bother me a bit to hit a female, you see,” he continued. “Once one discards the idea of chivalry and being gentle with the weaker sex, one can accomplish so many more of one’s personal goals.”

      Nikki couldn’t answer of course—her mouth was taped shut—but she glared at the one-eyed bastard as hard as she could.

      “Yes, yes—I can see what you think of me and I couldn’t care less.” Mr. X laughed merrily. Then he stopped laughing abruptly and his remaining eye grew cold and still as he fixed Nikki with it. “Now, put up your hands, bitch,” he snarled.

      Icy fingers skittered down Nikki’s spine and, though she didn’t want to, she found herself raising trembling hands to the sky.

      “That’s much better.” Mr. X nodded agreeably and buckled the hanging leather manacles around her wrists. “Now,” he said, stepping back and surveying his handiwork. “We’re almost ready to start.”

      Start what? What are you going to do to me? Nikki wanted to scream—but she couldn’t. Couldn’t move and couldn’t make a sound—she was utterly trapped, being held somewhere in the middle of the forest with no help in sight.

      Oh God, she thought, her heart drumming crazily against her ribs. Oh God, I’m going to die tonight. I’m going to die and nobody even knows where I am!

      She thought of Jase, waiting by his phone, hoping for a phone call that would never come. He would send the other Alpha Wolf over to her house, but what good would that do? He might notify Jase that she wasn’t there, but he’d have no idea where Mr. X had taken her. For that matter, Nikki had no idea, either.

      She looked desperately around, wondering if maybe civilization was closer than she thought. But other than the old, abandoned storage shed, there was no sign of human habitation anywhere.

      She shivered as a cold wind rushed over her bare skin. She had on nothing but her bra and a pair of jeans and underwear now. Someone—doubtless Mr. X—had removed her shoes and socks, leaving her feet bare, and they were ice-cold. It hadn’t snowed here, as it had in the mountains, but the trees that ringed the small clearing were still mostly Winter-bare and the grass under her feet was dead and brown.

      Above her she saw the skeletal tree branches rising overhead, waiting like a net to catch the moon when it rose. What would happen to her when it did? Would she even still be alive at that time? Mr. X seemed to think he only had to wait for darkness to begin his “ritual”—whatever that was. Would she live to see the full moon rise?

      Nikki didn’t know but she was desperately afraid that she wouldn’t. Afraid that no one would have any idea what had happened to her until they found her lifeless body, hanging from the wooden frame, days or even months from now.

      I’m going to die, she thought again. I’m going to die and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. Oh Jase, I’m so sorry I pushed you away! I wish you were here now!

      But there was no point in wishing that. The big Shifter had no idea where she was or what was happening to her. Nikki had pushed him out of her life and now she was going to pay the ultimate price…now she was going to die…
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      Jase parked at the edge of the forest that served as his wolf pack’s hunting grounds and got out of the car. Beside him, Shoals pulled up and parked as well.

      “Well—what’s the plan?” the Bear Shifter asked, as they got out of their cars and got ready to Shift.

      “I’m headed West.” Jase motioned, indicating where he was going. “You take East. My pack is going North and South. The basic idea is just to cover as much ground as possible.”

      Shoals grunted in acknowledgement.

      “My Bear isn’t as fast as you Wolves, but I can move when I have to,” he rumbled.

      “Remember that Fiona said she’s hidden in plain sight—I don’t know what the hell that means but I’m going to be relying on my nose more than my eyes,” Jase told him.

      “That bastard’s sour stench isn’t hard to pick up,” Shoals remarked. “And a ripe Juvie is pretty unmistakable, too. We should be able to track them.”

      “I’ll howl if I pick up the scent—so will my pack,” Jase told him. “Be listening.”

      Shoals nodded.

      “And I’ll let out a roar if I pick up either scent on my end.”

      “Thank you for helping on this,” Jase told him. “I know we’re not the same species, but I appreciate it a hell of a lot.”

      “Shifters have to stick together,” Shoals said, frowning. He held out a hand. “Good Hunting, Brother. I hope we find your female before it’s too late.”

      “Good Hunting,” Jase echoed as the two of them clasped hands. Then he nodded and turned towards the woods.

      It was time to Shift—time to let his Wolf run free and pray that the animal part of him could find the woman they both loved in time to divert disaster.

      If he can’t…if Mr. X has already killed her, it’s all my fault for leaving her alone…

      But Jase couldn’t let his mind get caught in that snare. Better to Shift and let the Wolf take over. There was no guilt or recriminations or worry for the future when he was in his other half’s skin. Being an animal was to be pure id—to live completely in the present without a thought or care for either the past or the future.

      That single-minded focus was what he needed now if he was going to find Nikki.

      It wasn’t the full moon yet, but he was an Alpha and he could feel Lady Moon, just below the horizon, already tugging at him. Closing his eyes, let her silvery fingers pull him into another shape—the shape of his Wolf. Then he lifted his muzzle to the darkening sky and howled, letting his pack know he was there.

      It was time to go hunting.
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      “My, my—there certainly seem to be plenty of wolves out tonight,” Mr. X remarked, as he finished laying out the materials for his “ritual.” “What a shame none of them will be able to see you or hear you, my dear,” he added, giving Nikki an evil grin. “That’s the purpose of the pentagram, you know—it obscures all sight and sound. Why, the entire pack could run right past us and they wouldn’t see or hear a thing, even if I was slitting your throat, right in front of their eyes!”

      He laughed, as though this was a wonderful joke, and Nikki felt goose bumps crawling down her spine. He very well might end the night by slitting her throat—she had no way of knowing what the crazy bastard had planned for her, other than it involved “bleeding” and “breeding.”

      “Of course, we can’t go cutting your throat just yet,” he went on, still smiling. “It would defeat the purpose. First we have to do the ritual. And I think we are finally ready to begin.”

      He nodded down at the folding work bench he had placed by the frame where she was manacled. He had laid out his tools on it—none of which looked very reassuring to Nikki. There was a large pair of super-sharp sheers, a packet of sewing needles, and—worst of all, in Nikki’s opinion—a large, sharp, hunting knife that gleamed in the semi-darkness. The moon wasn’t quite up yet, but the awful instruments seemed to glow with their own, eerie inner light.

      “Now, this must be done correctly,” Mr. X remarked. “It is not a spell, you know—I couldn’t manage it on my own, if it was, because I’m not a warlock. But a ritual doesn’t rely on the magic inside the user—instead, it draws magic from outside sources. Like blood, for instance.”

      As he spoke, he picked up the packet of sewing needles and appeared to deliberate a bit before choosing the longest and thickest one.

      Nikki couldn’t say anything, still being gagged, but she watched warily as he tweezed the silver needle from the packet with his thick fingers and held it up for inspection with his one eye.

      “Yes, this will do nicely,” he said, giving a decisive nod. “Now, for the first bleeding.”

      Grabbing Nikki’s right wrist—which was still imprisoned by the leather manacle—he stabbed the needle into the pad of her pointer finger.

      “Mmmph!” Nikki made a muffled sound of pain—he had stabbed her to the bone—and jerked, trying to get away from him. But Mr. X was already withdrawing the needle and pressing her bleeding finger to his forehead at the spot right between his eyes. As he did, he began muttering:

      
        
        
        “Blood and steel,

        Silver and stone

        I call this blood

        To wake my own.

        The third eye opens

        To seek the way.

        That I may Shift

        Both night and day”

      

        

      

      Then he stepped back and smiled in a pleased way.

      “There—that’s the first bleeding over and done with. That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      Of course Nikki couldn’t answer, but she had found the whole thing deeply creepy, if not quite as bad as she had feared.

      “Of course, the next part—the breeding—is much more involved,” Mr. X informed her. “And we both have to be naked for it.”

      As he spoke, he stripped off the conservative brown suit he’d been wearing. He folded it neatly and placed it outside the pentagram. Then he picked up a large, scruffy fur pelt with the animal head still attached to it.

      Nikki recognized the awful thing from his first attack on her, when he had injected her with the Rejuvenation serum. The eyes at the top of its skull seemed to gleam with an evil light and the jagged teeth of the muzzle looked horribly sharp. What kind of animal was it? A hyena? It was difficult to say in the darkness.

      “Ah, my fur suit.” Mr. X stroked the pelt lovingly and the sour stench of it reached Nikki’s nose. It reminded her of vomit. “Soon I will wear it on the inside instead of the outside,” he told her. “When the moon rises, I will begin to change. And then, when I breed you and slit your throat at the moment of orgasm, the magic of your Juvie blood will allow me to internalize my animal. Never again will I have to carry my lovely fur suit around with me because I will have it inside me—I’ll be able to Shift any time I wish! Isn’t that wonderful?”

      Nikki stared at him, her heart galloping in her chest. Had he really just said what she thought he said? When I breed you and slit your throat at the moment of orgasm… The words echoed in her brain making her feel so sick and scared it seemed like she could feel her heart beating in every part of her body at once.

      Dear God, she prayed. Or Goddess—Lady Moon—if anyone can hear me, help me now! Don’t let me die like this! Send someone to save me, please!

      But there was no answer to her prayer, just the maniacal laughter of the deranged Mr. X as he pulled the top of the animal pelt over his bald head and came towards her in the darkness.
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      Jase sometimes wondered why he ever bothered to change back into his human form at all. Things were so much simpler when he was his Wolf. He was free from guilt and doubt and his senses were sharper—the woods were full of a thousand smells and he could see in the dark with ease. His muscles worked smoothly under his furred skin as he bounded through the forest tirelessly with only one thing on his mind—his mate—he must find his mate!

      Periodically he howled, asking if anyone had picked up a scent. Distant, scattered howls of negation answered his own. Though his pack was spread out and searching—well, the Alphas anyway, who could change even without the moon being overhead—no one had scented anything yet.

      Jase redoubled his efforts, lifting his nose to catch anything he could, thinking only of the mate he must find and claim. If he had been in human form, he might have despaired by now. He had been searching for quite some time and hadn’t caught a single scent. Lady Moon was about to rise and time was doubtless running out for Nikki.

      But in Wolf form, he just went on, doggedly sniffing the air and then the ground, searching for the sour stench of the Skin Walker and the sweet fragrance of Nikki’s Juvie scent.

      Just as he was wondering if he was ever going to find them, the wind shifted and a faint, sweet, familiar fragrance teased his sensitive Wolf nostrils.

      Eagerly, Jase thrust his nose higher, trying to catch more of the scent. There—there it was again! He trotted towards it, keeping his nose to the wind, excited that the scent was growing stronger and stronger.

      And then another scent joined it—the sour stench of the Skin Walker.

      Jase’s Wolf growled. Those two scents should not be mixed together! One was his female and the other was the monster who had abducted her. One meant love and devotion and a lifetime of caring and trust—the other was pure evil which must be dragged to the ground and killed.

      Bounding forward through the forest, he followed them both.
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      “And now, my little Juvie slut, it’s time to remove your clothes as well.”

      Mr. X came towards her—naked except for the sour-smelling hyena hide he wore on his head—and picked up the sharp pair of sheers.

      “We must hurry,” he told her. “The moon is starting to rise. Once her silvery light shines on me, I will begin to change and then I must breed you before I fully reach my Shifted form.” He frowned. “Of course, that means I’ll have to free your hands and put you on all fours, but I trust that you know what will happen if you fight me.”

      He frowned at her sternly as he began by cutting off her bra. Nikki glared stubbornly back at him. If she got her hands free, of course she was damn well going to fight! After all, what did she have to lose? Her only other option was death.

      Mr. X seemed to know what she was thinking, because his frown deepened as he continued cutting away her clothes.

      “I think I can guess your thought process—you’re asking yourself why you shouldn’t try to fight me since I intend to kill you anyway. But let me explain something to you, my little Juvie whore—yes, I will kill you tonight, but you must ask yourself something: do you want an easy death or a hard one?”

      An easy death or a hard one? Nikki shook her head—what was he talking about? Mr. X, clearly seeing her look of confusion, continued.

      “You see, if I am allowed to perform the ritual as it is intended, without interruption, I will slit your throat cleanly, as I come in you, and then complete the Shift into my animal form. However…” He held up the knife, shaking it in her face, as though making a point. “However, if the ritual is interrupted or delayed in any way, I will not simply turn to my animal form—I will become something else. Something much, much worse than anything you can imagine.”

      Nikki stared at him blankly. What could be worse than the evil, stinking hyena thing he already became when he shifted with the help of the sour, cursed pelt he wore on his bald head?

      Once again, Mr. X seemed to read her mind, or at least follow the lines of her thinking.

      “Ah, what will I become, you’re wondering? I don’t know myself,” he said. “But the grimoire I found this ritual in spoke in dire terms of an ‘unnatural monster.’ Another word it used was ‘abomination’ I believe. And if I turn into that instead of my usual animal self, well, I’m afraid you’ll be very, very sorry.

      “You see,” he continued, as he finished cutting off her clothes and then gathered the pile of rags they had become, “I’ll still breed you and kill you—but I won’t be able to hold a knife. So in that case…” He leaned in, shoving his face into Nikki’s, his breath sour and hot on her cheeks. “I’ll rip your fucking throat out with my teeth.”

      She jerked back reflexively, as much as her bonds would allow, turning her face to one side to avoid him.

      Mr. X didn’t seem a bit perturbed at her jerking away from him. He simply gave her that crazy, one-eyed smile again that sent chills down Nikki’s back.

      “So your choices are to be bred while I am mostly in my human form and then have your throat slit cleanly, or to be bred by a monster, who will savage you afterwards,” he said pleasantly. “And don’t worry that you won’t be able to get into the mood,” he added. “Once the moon rises and her silvery rays touch your skin, you’ll start having the Breeding Fever yourself. You’ll be happy to let me breed you then.”

      Nikki wanted to tell him to go to Hell and that she didn’t want him anywhere near her! She wished desperately that she could rip the tape off her mouth to shout for help and tell the deranged Skin Walker exactly what she thought of him. But all she could do was stand there, shivering and nude, bound to the wooden frame, as he dumped her clothes outside the pentagram and turned back to her.

      “Ah…” he said, scanning the sky. “I do believe the moon is making her appearance. Now, my dear little slut, it’s time for the next part of our ritual.”
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      Jase had followed the two scents which should not be entwined as far as he could. But though he could smell the two he was tracking, he couldn’t see them anywhere. He peered from the shadows of the forest, looking for the source of the familiar smells and pricked his ears, listening for voices.

      But he heard nothing and all he could see was an abandoned shed, maybe something a hunter had built long ago to hold traps or equipment. Its door was ajar, showing nothing but darkness inside. It stood on the edge of a natural clearing but the clearing was empty.

      Jase, in his Wolf form, had circled the glade twice, keeping always to the shadows. The smells ended here—the sour smell of the enemy was so strong it hurt his sensitive nose. But there was nothing to be seen or heard. Nothing, though the smells proclaimed there should be—must be.

      The Wolf whined uneasily.

      Where is my mate? Where is her attacker? Why can I smell them but not see them?

      He had no answers but the sweet Juvie scent of his mate held him fast to the spot, unable to move as he searched for her.
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      “Now then, let’s get you to your hands and knees for breeding,” Mr. X crooned in her ear.

      The silvery rim of the moon was just visible at the edge of the trees and Nikki felt sick. Her head was pounding and her stomach was in knots. She was deep in need as the Cravings tore at her, but at the same time, the idea of being bred by the deranged Skin Walker made her want to puke. What she needed was the touch of an Alpha—Jase’s touch—but she knew that was impossible. She would either be raped by the horrible Mr. X or savaged by his beast and either way she would die afterward.

      No! she thought, fighting both the nausea and the Cravings, which shouldn’t have been able to coexist inside her at the same time. No, I’d rather die before any of that happens. I’ll force him to kill me. That should ruin his horrible ritual once and for all. I might die, but I’ll kill his dream to become a real Shifter as I go. I’ll get revenge, even if I can’t save my own life.

      It seemed to be the best she could do. As Mr. X unfastened her right hand from the leather manacle that held it to the wooden frame, Nikki got ready to fight for her life—or in this case, her death.

      But just as she was hooking her fingers into claws, with the intent of swiping at his remaining eye, a glimmer of moonlight caught her own eye.

      There, on the grass a few feet away from her, was a long, white stick that she hadn’t noticed before. It seemed almost to glow in the moonlight, to sparkle as though it wanted to catch her attention.

      Wait—was that there before? Nikki wondered. The stick was a long one and so pale and smooth, it seemed like she would have noticed it earlier. It was stretched right out in front of her, almost as though it was pointing at something.

      She let her eyes follow the end of the long, white stick up into the trees. And there, just between the trunks at the edge of the small clearing, she saw a pair of glowing golden eyes—wolf’s eyes.

      Jase! Nikki’s heart started pounding. Could it be? No, she shouldn’t let herself hope too much. She supposed those eyes might belong to any large predator out in the forest at night.

      But then, as she watched, the owner of the eyes came forward. Silver moonlight glinted off his huge, furry head and there was no longer any doubt in her mind.

      A Wolf stood at the edge of the glade—a black Wolf with golden eyes. Jase’s Wolf, she was sure of it, though he was still mostly hidden in the shadows.

      But she could also tell by the way the Wolf was sniffing the air and looking around in confusion that he couldn’t see her.

      He’s searching for me, but he can’t see me or hear me with this stupid pentagram in the way, she thought, eyeing the white outline of the circle that surrounded her and Mr. X. Somehow she had to let Jase’s wolf know where she was. But how?

      Her eyes returned to the long white stick, which had pointed the way to the Wolf, and an idea took shape in her mind…
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      “Ah, I see you’ve decided to behave yourself,” Mr. X said approvingly, as he unfastened Nikki’s left wrist from the second manacle. “On your knees now—I can feel the pull of the moon and already I am starting to change. I must breed you while I can still hold the knife for the sacrifice.”

      He showed her the curved hunting knife, the rising moon glinting silver along its blade, as he pushed her to the ground. Already his face was beginning to change—to merge with the hairy pelt of the animal he wore. Clearly the moon was affecting him.

      Nikki looked away from the awful sight of the snarling hyena face and went down without complaint, resting on her hands and knees in the dry brown grass. She was shivering with cold since she was completely nude now, but she didn’t care. It was almost time to make her move.

      She waited, forcing herself not to try and get away, as Mr. X positioned himself behind her.

      “Now, my dear little Juvie slut,” he growled, and his voice was already more animal than human. “Let’s get on with the breeding.”

      Nikki made herself wait until she felt something cold and blunt brushing against her inner thighs and knew that the Skin Walker was completely intent on the breeding. Though her skin crawled with revulsion at his touch, she didn’t want him reacting to her actions too quickly and stopping her before she could accomplish what she needed to do.

      Just as she felt Mr. X nudging against her, she suddenly threw herself forward, flat in the dead brown grass. She couldn’t get far because her ankles were still manacled to the bottom of the wooden frame, but hopefully she could get far enough. Reaching with her right arm, she grasped the end of the long, white stick and thrust it forward. Using a long, sweeping motion, she brushed out as much of the chalk dust pentagram as she could.

      At the same time, she ripped at the tape that covered her mouth with her left hand. She barely felt the tearing pain as it came away from her lips and she began to shout for help.

      “Jase! Jase!” she shrieked at the Wolf, standing in the shadows of the forest. “Help me, I’m over here! Help me!”

      The Wolf’s head jerked up and she saw the golden eyes focus on her and knew she had been heard. Then, with a snarl, the huge black Wolf bounded forward. Behind her, she heard Mr. X give a hoarse shout that was more than half snarl, and then the Wolf leaped upward, sailing over her head to engage the attacker behind her.

      There was the sound of scuffling and growls and grunts but nothing touched Nikki. Turning her head, she saw two furry shapes in the moonlight fighting behind her. Jase’s Wolf had knocked Mr. X backward onto his back and now he was doing his best to tear the Skin Walker’s throat out.

      But something was happening to Mr. X. He was still Shifting from human to animal form, Nikki thought, but now he was also changing somehow—growing.

      Whatever he’s doing, you’d better steer well clear of it, whispered a practical little voice in her head. Quick, Nikki—unfasten your ankles and get the hell out of here!

      Nikki knew the little voice was right. Awkwardly, she sat up and crouched on her haunches, fumbling with the leather and metal buckles that still bound her ankles to the wooden sacrificial frame. Her fingers were numb with cold and she could still hear the fight between Jase’s Wolf and Mr. X going on at her back, but she concentrated grimly on getting herself free.

      At last the stiff leather buckle at her right ankle gave way. After that, the left came unbuckled much more easily. To her relief, Nikki was finally free.

      Weak in the knees, she crawled out of the breeched pentagram, knowing she had gotten away just in time.

      Or had she?

      Just as she crawled free of the chalk dust circle, the moon rose fully above the treetops and Nikki felt it.

      As the silvery moonlight striped her bare skin, her shivering stopped. She had been chilled to the bone only a moment ago, but now a wave of heat rushed over her. A wave of need—a craving to be filled so deep it cut her to the bone—followed.

      God, she was burning up! And so empty inside! What was wrong with her?

      Suddenly, she understood.

      The Breeding Heat—this is the Breeding Heat Fiona warmed me about! I need Jase! I need him—need to be bred! If he doesn’t breed me, I’ll die.

      The realization made her turn her head to call for him, to beg the big Shifter to change back to his human form and breed her.

      But what she saw in the moonlight froze the words on her lips and nearly stopped her heart.

      A creature—a monster—was rearing over Jase’s Wolf.

      It looked like it was ten feet tall at least, and there was something wrong with its hide.

      Inside out, Nikki thought numbly as she watched it. It looks like someone turned its skin inside out!

      The hide that covered Mr. X was no longer furry. She could see blood vessels pulsing and raw flesh gleaming in the moonlight.

      The transformation seemed to hurt the huge creature—and enrage it. Its eyes bulged from raw, red sockets, and it bellowed its rage to the night sky. Leaning down, it swiped at Jase’s Wolf with horribly long, sharp claws and snapped at him with jagged teeth.

      The abomination—the monster—this is what he said he’d turn into if the ritual was interrupted, Nikki remembered, feeling sick.

      And yet, even the horrible and terrifying sight before her didn’t stop the Breeding Heat. She could feel it twisting her into knots, could feel the pulsing emptiness between her legs like a black hole of hunger and need, which threatened to swallow her completely if she couldn’t find a male to fill it.

      “Help me!” she gasped, writhing on the dry brown grass. “Help me, oh God, I’m so empty!”
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      Jase in his Wolf form spared a look at his female. She had escaped her bonds but now the Breeding Heat was on her. He could smell her need, even over the sour stench of the monstrous creature above him. She was in serious need—the need to be bred. If she wasn’t filled soon, the intense Cravings would tear her apart. If she didn’t die, she would become one of the Unformed, which was like a living death—there was no worse fate for a female Shifter.

      Jase knew all this—but there was nothing he could do about it. The inside-out creature the Skin Walker had become was huge. It swiped at him, trying to get around him to get to Nikki. Clearly, it still wanted to breed her itself and complete its foul ritual.

      A growl rose in the Wolf’s furry throat. Never! He would never let that abomination come near his female!

      But even as he tried to protect her, she was dying. He couldn’t keep the thing Mr. X had become off of Nikki and breed her himself at the same time. What was he going to do?

      Raising his muzzle to the air, he howled for help, seeking backup from his pack. He got a few scattered howls in return, but all of them were too far away. He howled again, as he dodged a blow from the sharp, misshapen claws of his enemy.

      “Lady Moon, I am in need of help! My female will die! Help me save her!”

      Then an immense furry shape lumbered into the clearing.

      The Short-faced bear was the biggest bruin ever to walk the planet. A male could stand thirteen feet tall on its hind legs and weigh well over a ton. But for now, Shoals’ Bear was on all fours. It raised its head and roared a question.

      “Brother, how can I help?”

      Jase understood him and answered with a howl.

      “The Breeding Heat is on my female! She will die if I do not breed her, but this monster wants her. Keep him away from her so I can help her!”

      The Bear made no answer, he simply galloped forward, charging the horrible thing in the moonlight. He lowered his head, connecting with inside-out Skin Walker’s chest like a battering ram. Jase dodged nimbly to one side as the foul creature Mr. X had become went over with a roar.

      Angrily, the Skin Walker swiped at the Bear with its mangled claws. It caught Shoals across one furry flank, tearing a gash in the thick hide.

      Jase winced when he saw the wound, which was a deep one.

      “Brother, are you well?”

      But the wound had only served to make Shoals angry. His Bear was a big, solid creature that was slow to anger, but terrible to see once he became enraged.

      “Go! he roared at Jase and the light of battle was in his eyes. “Tend to your female. I will kill this thing, which is an affront to Lady Moon!”

      Then he rose up on his hind legs, towering thirteen feet in the air, his jaws gaping to reveal razor sharp teeth. He bellowed his fury in the moonlight and then two thousand pounds of enraged Cave Bear came down on the Skin Walker’s supine form.

      As teeth gnashed and blood as black as ink flew, Jase knew the situation was handled. Turning away from the fight, he ran to where his mate lay naked on the grass.

      But though he nosed her and whined anxiously, Nikki didn’t stir. She simply lay there in the moonlight, as still and white as a statue and as unmoving.
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      “Wake up, baby! Come back to me—please, Nikki, come back!”

      The familiar, anxious voice and a hand patting her softly on the cheek brought Nikki back to consciousness. God, what had happened to her?

      A confused rush of images answered her question. She remembered getting free of the manacles around her legs and Jase’s Wolf leaping over her. Then watching the fight between the inside-out Skin Walker, who had somehow grown huge, and the Wolf. Then the horrible pain and emptiness, which seemed to consume her…

      Must have blacked out, she thought and then it hit her again—the need to be filled—the emptiness like a black hole and the terrible heat that rushed over her in waves. The Breeding Heat had her in its grip and it squeezed like a merciless fist, demanding that she do something about it or die.

      She moaned weakly and writhed in Jase’s arms.

      “Nikki? Baby?”

      Her eyes fluttered open and she saw him hovering over her in human form, his amber eyes filled with anxiety. He was holding her close to his broad, bare chest, cradling her to him as though she was a baby.

      “Jase?” she whispered. “Where…how…”

      “Couldn’t wake you up in my Wolf form, so I Shifted and carried you away from that fucking pentagram,” he growled. “Don’t worry about Mr. X—Shoals is taking care of him.”

      Nikki had no idea what he was talking about. She could hear the sounds of two huge beasts battling in the distance, but it couldn’t distract her from the need to be bred—the need that was eating her up from the inside out.

      “Jase!” she begged, reaching for him. “So…so empty inside. Please…need you.”

      “It’s just the Breeding Heat, baby,” he assured her. “And don’t worry, I can help you.” He looked at her uncertainly. “If…if you want me to?”

      Nikki had the idea that she shouldn’t want him to help, for some reason. But for the life of her, she couldn’t remember why. She only knew that she ached inside and he smelled so good—his warm, spicy scent called to her and the feel of his hard, naked body against hers as he held her, was everything she needed.

      “I do, I want you, Jase!” she assured him. Reaching up, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him down for a passionate kiss. He returned it eagerly and she thought he tasted wild—spicy and slightly dangerous and completely delicious.

      But she needed more than his kisses.

      “Please!” she gasped, pulling back from him. “Please, Jase—I need you in me! Inside me—right now!”

      “God, baby, never thought I’d hear you say that,” he growled. “I’ll give you anything you need—just tell me how you want it.”

      Nikki thought of how Mr. X had forced her to her hands and knees and shivered. With him it had felt utterly wrong—disgusting and revolting. But with Jase, it was perfect.

      Feeling hot and animalistic—ready to be bred—she slipped out of his arms and got on all fours in front of him. As the moonlight poured down on her, she spread her thighs and tilted her pelvis, raising her ass to the air and presenting him with her wet, swollen pussy.

      “Like this, Jase,” she begged him, turning her head to look at him. “Take me like this in the moonlight—make me yours! Breed me!”

      “God, baby, you don’t have to ask me twice,” he growled.

      Positioning himself behind her, he gripped her hips possessively and then Nikki felt his hard shaft brushing the inside of her thighs.

      This time there was none of the dread and revulsion she’d felt with Mr. X behind her. This felt right. And more than that, it felt incredibly necessary—she needed Jase inside her to live. And she wanted him, too.

      Tilting her hips back more, she moaned her desire, begging him to enter her. And then, to her relief, she felt the broad, blunt head of his cock at last find the mouth of her pussy.

      Trembling with need, she pressed back against him, trying to get more of him inside her.

      “Easy, baby.” Jase’s fingers tightened on her hips. “I know you need it bad, but I don’t want to hurt you. Your little pussy is damn tight.”

      “Please, Jase, you won’t hurt me—just fill me up—I’m so empty inside!” she gasped.

      “All right, baby, all right,” he murmured soothingly. “Just hold still for me, gonna fill you up now, I swear I am.”

      Moaning and trembling, Nikki forced herself to hold still as he slid his throbbing thickness deeper into her pussy. She could feel her inner walls stretching as she opened to take his girth, but she didn’t care. Though it hurt, it felt good too—felt good to open herself so completely for the man she loved and let him in.

      At last she felt the head of his cock kiss the end of her channel and knew he was in her to the hilt. The feeling of finally being filled after the awful emptiness was an almost inexpressible relief, and yet she knew she needed more.

      “Jase!” she begged, shifting her hips restlessly. “Jase, please—I need you to fuck me now. I need you to breed me!”

      “As long as I’m not hurting you, baby,” he growled.

      “Not hurting me,” Nikki assured him. “You’re helping me, but I need more! Please!”

      The last word was nearly a wail and Jase seemed to sense that she was desperate.

      “All right, baby—get ready. Gonna breed you deep tonight,” he growled.

      Then he pulled almost all the way out of her and thrust back in, a long, hard stroke that filled the emptiness inside her better than anything else ever could.

      Nikki gasped with pleasure and need. The minute he started thrusting inside her, she started coming. But this was no ordinary orgasm. There was no build-up, no mounting wave of pleasure that grew slowly and then finally rolled over her, like a usual orgasm. The intense pleasure simply slammed into her all at once, like a freight train, consuming her entirely with no warning at all.

      “Oh…Oh, God! Oh, Jase!” she wailed, feeling her inner walls contracting frantically around him. Her breasts were swaying with every deep thrust of his cock inside her and she was gripping the dry grass beneath her hard, as her entire body spasmed with pleasure. “Yes, yes, please, yes!” she moaned, arching her back as spike after spike of pleasure continued to arc inside her like a continuous string of lightning bolts striking her over and over.

      “God, baby, I can feel you coming all around me!” Jase’s voice was low and rough with need. She could feel his big hands tightening on her hips as he pounded inside her, giving her what she so desperately needed, breeding her under the full moon as her body demanded he must.

      “Come in me!” Nikki managed to gasp. Somehow she knew this was what she needed—what her body was seeking. She had to have his seed inside her—had to be filled with his come. It was almost as though her body thought it could still get pregnant and have babies, she thought deliriously. Which wasn’t true, of course, but she couldn’t deny what she needed so desperately. “Come in me!” she begged again. “Flood me, Jase! I need you to!”

      “Gonna fill you up, baby,” he promised, his voice a low, hoarse growl. “Gonna give you everything you need, I swear it.”

      His fingers tightened on her hips even more and Nikki thought she might have bruises there the next day—not that she cared. He thrust deep inside her and she backed to meet him with a moan.

      Then she felt him getting even thicker inside her and there was a hot pulsing against the end of her channel as he flooded her with his seed, just as she had begged him to.

      Coming in me—he’s finally coming—filling me up! she thought. Her inner walls contracted even more strongly as another orgasm hit her—this one even deeper and more intense than the last, which had never really ended. It felt almost as though her body was doing its best to pull his seed deep into her willing womb.

      Only I don’t have a womb, Nikki thought. The hysterectomy…

      But then the pleasure overwhelmed her and she couldn’t think anymore—she could only feel. And what she felt was love and desire and pleasure coming from Jase as he pressed deep inside her to fill her to overflowing with his seed.

      “Jase,” she whispered hoarsely. “Oh God, I feel you—I feel how good it feels for you to come in me!”

      “And I can feel how badly you need my seed, baby,” he growled. Reaching down, he cupped her breasts in his hands and ground himself inside her. “God, I can feel how much you love it when I get in you really deep!”

      “I feel how much you love how tight I am,” Nikki panted. Lifting her hips, she pushed back against him, taking his as deeply as she could.

      The two of them strained together for what felt like forever before, at last, collapsing on their sides in the grass. Both were panting—Nikki felt like she’d just run a marathon—but at the same time her body had never felt more awake and alive.

      “God, Jase,” she whispered. “What…what does it mean that we can feel each other’s feelings now?”

      “Means we’re bonded, baby.” He pulled out of her at last and turned her over on her back, so he could look down into her eyes. “It means we’ll never be separated.”

      Nikki felt a surge of joy, mixed with just a tiny bit of sadness. Now that the endless orgasm had faded and the aching void inside her had been filled, she remembered why she had refused to bond with Jase in the first place—because she couldn’t give him children.

      But then Jase leaned down and kissed her. Stroking her hair, he looked into her eyes and murmured,

      “I can’t believe you’re finally mine, baby.”

      “Oh, Jase…” Feeling like her heart might overflow, Nikki wound her arms around his neck and pulled him closer. “I love you,” she whispered. “I love you so, so much.”

      “Love you too, baby.” Stroking her cheek, he bent to kiss her once more. “And now that we’ve bonded, it’s time for your first Shift.”

      “Is it?” Nikki looked at him in surprise. She had somehow forgotten that all of the pain and pleasure and need she had gone through tonight had a purpose and that purpose was to turn her into a Shifter.

      Into a Wolf, she thought. Just like Jase—because he bred me, I’ll be a Wolf, too!

      “Yes, you’re going to be a Wolf,” Jase murmured and she realized she must have spoken her last thought aloud.

      “Will…will it hurt?” she asked hesitantly.

      He laughed. “Not for females. Come on, baby—Shift for me and then we’ll run under the moon together. You have no idea what a pleasure it is to run in your Fur Form through the woods at night.”

      He seemed so certain about the whole thing, that Nikki lost some of her fear.

      “How do I do it?” she asked, sitting up.

      “Just close your eyes and let Lady Moon pull you,” Jase told her. “She’ll pull you into your new form—your Fur Form—if you just give in to her.”

      “Okay.” Taking a deep breath, Nikki closed her eyes and tried to feel the moonlight on her bare skin. It felt like a light, feathery caress and somewhere, far away, she seemed to hear a high, silvery voice calling to her.

      “Come, my child…lose your human form and let yourself run free! Give yourself to the animal within and feel the joy I made you to feel!”

      “Yes,” Nikki whispered. “Yes, that’s what I want…I want to run free!”

      And then she was changing.

      As Jase had promised, it didn’t hurt a bit. It was almost as though she was a piece of dough or clay and a giant set of invisible hands was molding her into a new shape. She felt her hands and feet become paws and her ears shifted up to the top of her head. Her knees bent backwards and a lovely coat of pure white fur erupted from her skin and poured over her bare body like water.

      Last of all, a bushy white tail sprouted from her backside and Nikki knew her first Shift was complete.

      The night came alive around her. There were so many interesting smells in the air! And the sounds of a thousand tiny creatures were suddenly perfectly distinct and distinguishable. The darkness no longer obscured her sight—she could see as easily as she could during the day. The moonlight gilded the forest and everything about it seemed to beckon her to run and play.

      Nikki gave a joyful yip and butted her head against the hand of the human who was her mate.

      “Come and play with me! Come and run with me!” she sent to him.

      Jase laughed and stroked her head, scratching her behind her ears which felt wonderful.

      “You’re beautiful as a Wolf, baby, knew you would be,” he told her. “Hang on—I’ll Shift and we’ll run together.”

      Nikki barked again, impatiently, and watched intently as his body changed from human to Wolf almost faster than she could see. Before she knew it, Jase’s big, black Wolf was standing in front of her. He whuffed and nuzzled her with his nose affectionately.

      “Mine—you are mine,” Nikki heard him say.

      “We belong to each other,” she agreed.

      Then, for the first time, she raised her nose to the full moon and howled, announcing her presence to the forest at large, and giving voice to the joy inside her, which was too great to keep inside any longer.

      To her surprise, a chorus of answering howls greeted her.

      “My pack!” Jase told her, when she looked at him for clarity. “Come, they should meet you. We will all run together!”

      “Yes, always together!” Nikki agreed eagerly.

      And then the white wolf and the black one bounded off together into the night.
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      “So how you do like being a Shifter and changing on the full moon?” Sadie smiled in a friendly way that made Nikki feel completely at home.

      “Probably the way we all felt at first—a little bit shell-shocked,” her sister, Samantha, replied, grinning.

      The two sisters were twins but they looked nothing alike. Sadie had dark brown hair and Samantha was a blonde, but they were both extremely nice. Jo, the third female Shifter in their group, was quieter, but she still smiled in a friendly way when Sadie introduced her. She had gorgeous auburn hair with a prominent silver streak in it and Jase had told Nikki she was a Fox Shifter.

      This was her first time meeting female Shifters outside of Jase’s pack, and she sensed her new mate was eager for her to make friends with them. Mainly because he was good friends with their mates—a Buck Shifter, a Cougar Shifter, and a Fox Shifter. All three of the women were lovely and glowing—probably because all three of them were very obviously pregnant. In fact, Sadie looked almost ready to pop.

      “Well, Shifting is still pretty new for me,” Nikki admitted. “I mean, my first time was only last month, so I’m still getting used to it. But I really enjoyed it a lot. Jase and I love running through the forest together and, er, doing other things together as Shifters,” she finished lamely.

      Mostly what she and Jase had been doing lately was making love almost constantly. It seemed that the Cravings never ended and she felt the need to have him in her over and over again, much to her embarrassment and her new mate’s delight. Just before they had come to the party—which was being held in a huge mansion, owned by Liam Keller, Samantha’s mate and husband, they’d had to park in a secluded spot and stop for a quickie.

      “You just can’t get enough, can you, baby?” Jase had growled, as Nikki straddled him right there in the front seat of the car and took his thick shaft deep inside her pussy.

      “No—never enough!” Nikki had moaned, riding him hard to try and scratch the constant itch of desire she always seemed to feel now that she’d been turned into a Shifter.

      “Don’t worry about it, baby,” Jase had told her, gripping her hips and pumping up into her. “You can ask for it any time—I’ll always give you what you need…”

      Nikki would have answered him, but she was already coming.

      One of the best ways her body had changed, in her opinion, was the ease with which she orgasmed now. She had always been slow to come before—sometimes taking hours to reach the peak. Now she was there almost the moment Jase entered her and she was able to come again and again until they finally finished together. Her new multi-orgasmic ability made sex incredibly exciting and kept her coming back for more.

      “So, I heard that Jase used to be your student.” Samantha said, interrupting Nikki’s naughty musings. Raising one blonde eyebrow, she looked at Nikki with interest. “Is that true?”

      “Well, yes,” Nikki admitted, feeling her cheeks get hot with a blush. “He was in my AP English class, back when he was a senior in high school. But of course, I never, er, did anything with him back then. I was married and I would never do anything inappropriate with a student.”

      “Oh, of course you wouldn’t!” Sadie exclaimed.

      “We would never imply anything like that,” Jo added, looking shocked.

      “Of course not!” Samantha added.

      “Okay, well, thank you.” Nikki smiled at them. “I just…I know it sounds strange. But when I first knew him, Jase was just a troubled kid. I never dreamed I’d meet him again so many years later or that he would want to, uh, date me.”

      “He’s doing more than dating you if you’ve had your first Shift,” Samantha pointed out. “And I bet he’s loving every minute of it. Tell the truth…” She leaned forward and fixed Nikki with a salacious grin. “Was he hot for teacher? I mean, did he have feelings for you that you didn’t know about, back when he was in your class?”

      “Actually, yes,” Nikki admitted, blushing even harder. “He’s, uh, actually admitted to having some rather, er, graphic fantasies back then. Not that he ever acted on them. Well, not until now that we’re together,” she added, giggling.

      “Oh, look at you blush!” Samantha crowed, laughing. “I’d love to be a fly on the wall of your bedroom! I bet you’re sending him to the principal’s office every night!”

      The blonde girl’s laughter was infections and Nikki’s giggle turned into a full-blown laugh, though she clapped her hand over her mouth to try and quiet it. It was true that Jase had admitted a few more of the sexual fantasies he’d had of her, back when he was her student—they had even roll-played some of them.

      “I hope Sammie’s not making you feel uncomfortable,” Sadie said, giving Nikki a slightly anxious look. “Talking about Shifter nookie, I mean.”

      “No, that’s all right. The, uh, Cravings are part of it—part of being a Shifter, right?” Nikki said.

      She liked that Samantha was frank about Shifter life—it was refreshing to be with other women her own age, who had gone through exactly what she had. According to Jase, every one of them had gone through the Rejuvenation process, though only Sadie had gone through it naturally. Samantha and Jo had both had their Shifter Gene awakened through outside means.

      “Yes, the Cravings are definitely part of Shifter life,” Jo said, smiling unexpectedly. “Becoming a Shifter has a way of helping you heal and find physical love with your mate, even if you weren’t able to find that with anyone else before.”

      “Being with Jase is nothing like my first marriage,” Nikki admitted. “I mean, don’t get me wrong—I loved Gil with all my heart. But we had a very quiet kind of relationship. Things with Jase are much more exciting.”

      “Well, all that turning into an animal and running through the woods can really get your blood pumping,” Samantha remarked. “Not to mention all the sex you have after the Shifting.”

      “I know—I can hardly wait to Shift again tomorrow night!” Nikki said. “It’s only going to be my second time but my first time was so exciting, I…what?” She broke off, frowning, because all three of her new friends wore extremely concerned expressions on their faces.

      “Hon, are you sure you should be Shifting?” Sadie asked her.

      Samantha was more blunt.

      “Have you taken a test? It’s dangerous to Shift while you’re pregnant, you know.”

      “It’s bad for the baby,” Jo agreed, stroking her own gently rounded belly.

      “Oh, well…” Nikki hesitated, wondering if she ought to speak to her new friends about her infertility. It had always been a painful subject in the past, but somehow she felt like she could talk to the three women in front of her because they had been through Rejuvenation too.

      “Is something wrong?” Sadie asked her.

      “No, no,” Nikki told them. “It’s just…” She cleared her throat. “Well, I can’t get pregnant because I had a hysterectomy. So I don’t have to worry about Shifting, you see. But it was nice of all of you to be concerned,” she added quickly, hoping to turn the conversation to other topics.

      But Samantha was still frowning.

      “A hysterectomy? What age were you when you had it?”

      “Oh, well…in my thirties,” Nikki told them. “It’s, uh, one reason I almost didn’t bond with Jase,” she added, feeling guilty. “I didn’t want him to miss out on being a dad, you know? I feel bad, taking that from him.”

      “I don’t know that you did, hon,” Sadie said. She looked at Jo. “You work with Fiona and she knows all about Rejuvenation. What does she say about this kind of thing?”

      “Let’s find out,” Jo said. Taking her cell phone out of her pocket, she punched in a number and put it to her ear. “Fiona, hi,” she said after a moment. “Can you tell me how the Rejuvenation process might affect someone who’d had a hysterectomy in her thirties? Hmm? Mmm-hmm. All right, yes. Thank you. Goodbye.”

      “Well, what did she say?” Samantha asked impatiently when Jo finally hung up.

      “According to her, going through Rejuvenation not only makes a woman younger, it also regenerates anything she might have lost in mid-life or old age. She says that even women who have already gone through menopause can get pregnant after they’ve been Rejuvenated,” she said.

      “What? But it’s one thing to reverse things—it’s something else entirely to regrow something that was taken out,” Nikki protested.

      “Well, Fiona is the resident expert on Rejuvenation, hon.” Samantha fixed Nikki with a look. “Which means if she says you’d better take a test, then you’d better take a test.”

      “Just in case,” Sadie added anxiously. “Before you Shift. It would be awful if you were pregnant and didn’t know it and Shifting hurt the baby!”

      “Well…” Nikki shook her head. “I think it sounds completely crazy, but the three of you have been Rejuvenated longer than I have so, all right…” She shrugged. “I’ll get a test at the drugstore on the way home tonight.”

      “No need,” Samantha said cheerfully. “I’ve got a bunch of them stashed in my bathroom. Shifter women have a lot of babies pretty quickly, so I wanted to be prepared,” she added.

      The four of them left the party and trooped to Samantha’s bathroom—which was a gorgeous room with lapis blue tiles and a huge oval soaking tub, surrounded by potted plants so that it looked like a miniature jungle.

      “This is gorgeous!” Nikki breathed, looking around the large bathroom in awe.

      “I’m glad you like it,” Samantha told her. “Now here—pee on this stick.”

      She handed a pregnancy test to Nikki and directed her into a small alcove where the toilet was located.

      Feeling foolish, Nikki pulled the door shut behind her and obligingly peed on the stick. She thought it was crazy that her new friends believed she could actually be pregnant after having undergone a hysterectomy, but she liked the three of them and was willing to humor them.

      “Okay now,” Samantha said, after she came out. “You know the drill—one line means nothing and two lines means pregnant.”

      “Even if I was pregnant, could a test pick it up this early?” Nikki protested. I mean, Jase and I have only been mated for a month.”

      “Shifter pregnancies move faster than human ones,” Sadie told her. “So they can be detected faster too.”

      “Case in point,” Jo said, pointing to the stick in Nikki’s hand. “Look at that!”

      “What?” Nikki took a look at the pregnancy test and gasped. “But…but that’s not possible!” she protested. “It hasn’t even been five minutes yet! This must be a faulty test.”

      “No, it’s just that your Shifter hormones are so strong, the pregnancy shows up right away,” Samantha told her. “But if you want, you can try another just to be sure.”

      Nikki did try another—and another and another. All of them said the same thing—pregnant for sure.

      “But…can this be right?” she asked, putting a hand to her belly. “I mean, I can hardly believe it! It shouldn’t be possible at all!”

      “All things are possible with the Goddess—with Lady Moon,” Jo said, smiling quietly.

      “But if you’re still skeptical, there’s one way to be sure,” Samantha told her. “Sadie, go get Nikki’s mate, Jase,” she commanded her sister.

      Sadie nodded and was about to leave when there was a knocking on the bathroom door. Jo went to open it and found Jase standing there.

      “Hey, baby,” he said to Nikki, frowning in concern. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything, but I felt something through our bond. Are you upset?”

      “Not upset exactly—” Nikki began but Samantha was already stepping forward to drag Jase through the door and into the spacious bathroom.

      “Come here, you’re just the guy we wanted to see,” she told Jase. “Back when I was first pregnant, Keller was able to feel the baby’s life inside me, even before I could,” she explained to Nikki.

      “What? Pregnant?” Jase looked shocked. “But I thought you couldn’t get pregnant,” he said to Nikki.

      “I didn’t think so either,” she replied. “But, well…look at all these.” She nodded at the four positive pregnancy tests scattered around the bathroom counter.

      “We need a test your new mate will believe,” Samantha told him. “Since none of these has convinced her.”

      Jase still looked shocked.

      “Well, I’ll try to help any way I can,” he said doubtfully.

      “Good. Then close your eyes and feel for the baby,” Jo told him.

      “Keller always said it felt like a tiny little candle flame inside of me,” Samantha added helpfully. “So just see if you can find anything like that when you reach through your bond to Nikki.”

      Jase closed his eyes, a frown still on his face, and Nikki could feel him probing at their new bond. She bit her lip, seeing the hope on his face. Oh, surely this couldn’t be right! Samantha must have just bought a bunch of defective pregnancy tests by accident. She hated that they were getting Jase’s hopes up for nothing!

      “Look, I really don’t think—” she began.

      But just then, she felt something stir inside her.

      It was so small at first, she almost thought she’d imagined it. Then she felt it again—a tiny fluttering, almost like a butterfly flapping its delicate wings.

      “Oh my God!” She clutched at her belly with both hands now. “Oh my God—I think I felt something move!”

      “I felt it too!” Jase exclaimed, his eyes popping open. “That is, I felt it inside you, through our bond! It’s like a little spark—a tiny flame—just like Samantha said!”

      “Oh my God, can this be real? Can it be happening?” Nikki looked at him uncertainly. “Are we really going to be parents?”

      “I guess we are.” He pulled her to him and put a hand protectively over her belly. The tiny flutter happened again—stronger this time—and his eyes widened. “Wow—that time I felt him with my hand, not just my mind!”

      Nikki opened her mouth to answer him…and a sob came out. Then another and another and soon she was crying so hard she couldn’t see for the tears that blinded her eyes.

      Jase was immediately concerned.

      “Oh baby, please don’t cry! Everything’s going to be okay!”

      He gathered her into his arms and held her tight, stroking her shaking shoulders and murmuring soothing nothings into her ear. Nikki clung to him, the sobs still coming, as something that had been broken inside her for years slowly and quietly healed.

      “I…I’m not crying b-because I’m s-sad,” she finally managed to get out at last. “I’m c-crying because I’m s-so happy!

      “Of course you are, hon!” Sadie and Samantha and Jo were beaming at her.

      “Sometimes we don’t know how broken we are until we are healed,” Jo added quietly.

      “I can’t believe it.” Nikki swiped at her eyes and Samantha handed her a tissue from the dispenser on the counter. She blotted her wet cheeks and looked at Jase. “I tried to push you away because I was so afraid you’d hate me when we couldn’t have kids.”

      “I know you did, baby.” He stroked her cheek gently. “Good thing I don’t push easy, huh?”

      “Thank God you don’t!” Nikki let out a fresh sob and nuzzled against him. Jase smiled and gave her a squeeze.

      “I knew from the first time I saw you that you were the only one for me, Nikki,” he told her. “Even back when I was still just your student, without a hope of ever having you. You’re the only female I’ve ever wanted as my mate and my Wolf feels the same way.”

      “Clearly Lady Moon meant the two of you to be together,” Jo said, smiling at Nikki. “She had plans for you, even years before it was possible to make Jase’s wish for you come true.”

      “I guess you’re right.” Nikki smiled back and took another tissue from the box Samantha was offering her. Maybe the other Shifter girl was right and the Goddess—Lady Moon—really had had plans for her and Jase.

      At any rate, she had granted Nikki a measure of happiness she had never expected to feel again after Gil died. She had a big, handsome mate who loved her, wonderful new friends, and a whole new Shifter community to explore. And now, it seemed, she had a baby on the way which was something Nikki had always desperately wanted.

      Plans, indeed!

      Though she never would have guessed that those plans included falling in love with…The Big Bad Wolf.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      “Brother, I want to thank you for your help,” Jase said seriously. “If you hadn’t come just when you did, Nikki would have…” He cleared his throat, feeling his heart clench for a moment. “Well, she wouldn’t have survived.”

      “It was my pleasure to take that fucking abomination apart piece by piece.” Derek Shoals smiled grimly. “It’s actually the first time my Bear has had a real fight on his hands—or paws, I guess you’d say.”

      Jase could well believe that was true. Derek’s Cave Bear was the largest predator anywhere around. His kind was exceedingly rare, though Jase wasn’t sure why.

      “Well, I just wanted to take you out and thank you properly,” he said, clapping the other Shifter on the back and raising his beer. “Here’s to you and your Bear!”

      “I’ll drink to that,” Derek said amiably. Grinning, he raised his own bottle and clicked the neck against Jase’s. “I’ve never been here, I don’t think,” he said, looking around the dimly lighted bar. “Nice place.”

      “The Cougar’s Den is Shifter owned and operated,” Jase said. “It used to be mostly a Cougar hang-out but the owner, Liam Keller, has opened it to all Shifters now. He thinks we need to have more of a community.”

      “I’d agree with that.” Derek sighed. “You know, there are plenty of Cougars and you Wolves have your pack, but some of us solitary Shifters don’t have much of a group. I mean, I’m friends with some of the norms, but other than that, well, I don’t exactly have a pack to hang around with…” He shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling.

      Jase frowned.

      “Aren’t there any other Bears around this area?”

      “As far as I know, I’m the last of the Bears in the entire U.S.,” Derek said soberly. “Maybe the world.”

      “Really?” Jase could hardly believe it, but Derek nodded in a resigned way.

      “Unfortunately. Bears are solitary by nature, but it kind of blows to be the only one, you know?”

      “But how can you be the last?” Jase said. “I didn’t think Lady Moon would allow any of her children to go completely extinct.”

      “Well, take it up with her, then.” Derek took another, long drink of his beer. “The reason I’m the last—besides the fact that Juvies are so damn scarce—is that Bears have a hard time, uh, procreating. My parents tried for years before they had me and I was an only child.”

      “I’m really fucking sorry, about that,” Jase said sincerely.

      Derek shrugged, his broad shoulders rolling.

      “It is what it is. I’ve pretty much resigned myself to being single. Lady Moon’s not going to waste a Juvie on me—not when my kind is already dying out.”

      “I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” Jase said, frowning. “Don’t count yourself out so easily, Brother.” He clapped Derek on the shoulder. “I didn’t think I’d ever find a mate either—thought I didn’t have time for it. But Lady Moon has a way of making time—and making a way—you know?”

      “I’ll believe it when I see it,” Derek said flatly. “But thanks for the beer.” He smiled and swigged the last bit from his bottle before setting it back on the bar with a thump. “I need to get going. It’s getting late and I don’t have the day off tomorrow, like some people.” He grinned at Jase pointedly. “You and your new mate going to spend the day together, I take it?”

      “We’re going out to see Mathis Blackwell, the Buck Shifter. He’s a Master Carpenter and Nikki wants to buy one of his cribs for the baby,” Jase said.

      A wistful look came over Derek’s face at the mention of a mate and children.

      “Sounds like fun—I hope you find just the right one,” he said gruffly. “I’ll be hitting the beat with Hendricks.” He shook his head. “I know he’s my partner but he’s such a fucking norm, you know? Makes me wish there were more Shifters on the force so I could have one of them as a partner.”

      “I don’t blame you there,” Jase told him. “It’s not easy being around the norms all day.” Especially since Derek didn’t have a Shifter community to blow off steam with afterwards, he thought. “Listen,” he said. “Next full moon, why not come and hunt with my pack? We’d be glad to have you.”

      “Really?” Derek looked surprised. Different kinds of Shifters usually didn’t hunt together. “Are you sure?”

      “You’re welcome any time,” Jase told him firmly. “The others in my pack know what you did for me—they’ll be as glad to have you as I am.”

      “Well, thanks.” Derek smiled and nodded. “I just might take you up on that. But now, I’ve gotta get going. See you at work.”

      “See you at the PD,” Jase said.

      The big Bear Shifter nodded and left, pushing through the double doors of the Cougar’s den and out into the spring evening.

      Jase watched him go. His heart ached for his friend’s solitude and he was sad to see how resigned Derek was to being alone for the rest of his life and never finding a true mate.

      Maybe Lady Moon has someone for him, though, he thought, as he watched the Bear go. Surely she doesn’t want any of her children to die out entirely?

      He hoped not, anyway. Without Derek’s massive Cave Bear to help him in the fight against Mr. X, he never would have gotten Nikki bred in time to save her life. The Shifter community needed an Apex predator like the massive Bear to combat threats and keep the balance of the natural world.

      But he supposed he would have to leave that to Lady Moon. Maybe she did have someone for Derek Shoals…a female who was about to enter Rejuvenation. Someone who would complete him, as Nikki had completed Jase, and revive and restore the line of the Short-faced Bears.

      Jase shook his head. He would just have to wait and see. After all, if there was one thing he had learned from his own experience, it was that you never could tell what might happen next in Cougarville…
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      Well, you never can tell. Derek Shoals might need a book of his own—bear with me as my muse thinks it over. (Pun most definitely intended lol.) In the meantime, if you've enjoyed Big, Bad Wolf, please take a moment to leave a short review HERE. Good reviews are like gold for an author in this over-crowded e-book market. They let other readers know it's okay to take a chance on a new series. Plus, they give me the warm fuzzies. ; )

      Speaking of new series, if Cougarville is the only series you've read by me, please scroll down to check out the first chapter of Claimed, the first book in my Brides of the Kindred series. If you're only a paranormal romance reader, please don't worry—there are lots of paranormal elements in the Kindred series that I think you'll really love. Plus feisty heroines, possessive Alpha males, crazy adventures and bad guys you love to hate. So read on and enjoy...
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        Brides of the Kindred, Book 1

      

      

      
        
        Prologue

      

      

      Dusk was falling on Idlewild Avenue. Rows of identical townhouses, lit softly from within, lined the street which was overshadowed by huge old oak trees. A light evening shower had just passed and now the atmosphere was heavy with moisture. Tendrils of steam rose from the asphalt and the sweet scent of honeysuckle filled the air.

      In number eleven at the end of the row a slender female figure moved in front of a large picture window—one of the selling points of the otherwise unremarkable houses. She was walking back and forth, placing objects on a table, or perhaps taking them away—maybe cleaning up after dinner. She moved with ease and grace as she did the mundane chore, completely unaware that she was being watched.

      Across the road from the lighted window and the slender figure, two pairs of eyes looked on avidly as she moved. One set of eyes was a pale, piercing blue that was almost white and the other set was a warm amber-gold that wouldn’t have looked out of place in the face of a tiger.

      Neither pair of eyes was human.

      “Mine.” The low rumbling growl came from the owner of the amber eyes. He was tall, six foot seven at least, with shoulders so broad he would have to turn sidewise to go through most doorways, but he moved silently, with a feral grace that belied his muscular physique. Dark stubble covered his cheeks and chin and matched the thick black hair on his head.

      “Not yet, Baird,” the one beside him cautioned. He was as tall as his friend and just as muscular but he had short, spiky blond hair that complimented his pale blue eyes.

      “Can’t wait much longer.” Long, strong fingers curled into a fist as though the amber-eyed male could grasp the slender figure in his hand and hold her through sheer force of will. “Been dreaming about her every night, Sylvan. I ache for her.”

      “What does she look like?” There was genuine curiosity in the question. Though Baird had never seen her outside his dreams, Sylvan had no doubt he could describe his chosen female to the last detail.

      “So fuckin’ beautiful it hurts to look at her. Yellow hair like yours but longer—more golden. And her eyes…” Baird shook his head. “Like jewels. A pale grey that’s almost silver.”

      “You find these human women appealing then?”

      “Only her—she’s the only one I can see.” The amber eyes stared hungrily across the road. “I need her soon. Need to be with her. In her.”

      “You’re sure she’s the one?” Sylvan stared doubtfully at the woman silhouetted in the window. She was humming softly to herself but despite the distance and the pane of glass between them he could hear her perfectly and knew Baird could too. As attuned as his half brother was to this human female, he could probably hear her heartbeat even from across the street.

      “I know she’s the one.” There wasn’t a shred of doubt in the deep, rumbling voice. “Didn’t I tell you we’ve been dream-sharing? And her scent…” He inhaled deeply and his dark gold eyes were suddenly half-lidded with desire. “It’s her all right and she’s ripe for bonding. I want her.”

      “I know you do, but Baird…” The other male shifted from foot to foot uneasily. “You haven’t been back that long—only three days and it’s a miracle you escaped alive. Don’t you think it might be a good idea to wait a while? To take some time to recover?”

      “Waited long enough,” was the rumbling reply. “Six months in that hell hole and the only thing keeping me alive and sane were the dreams I had of her. I won’t wait any longer—she’s mine, whether she knows it yet or not.”

      “You’ll scare her,” his half-brother objected. “Human women are frightened enough of us as it is.”

      “I won’t hurt her. Just need to take her—bond her.” Unconsciously, he took a step toward the lighted window but his half-brother put a restraining hand on his broad shoulder.

      “Wait.” The other male’s voice was soothing. “Just wait until they serve the papers. One more night and she’s yours but you can’t have her now—not without violating the contract.”

      A low, frustrated growl was his answer as the thick muscles of Baird’s upper arms bunched with tension.

      “Come on.” The one called Sylvan tugged his half brother gently away from the lighted window. “If you stay here you’ll do something you regret. Remember, just one more night.”

      The other male stood like a rock for a moment despite his brother’s tugging. Then, reluctantly, he allowed himself to be led away. He cast one last possessive glance over his shoulder at the figure in the window.

      “Mine,” he repeated with unshakable certainty. “Mine whether you know it or not, Lilenta. And tomorrow I claim you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Want to read more? You can get the rest of Claimed for free at all major e-book publishers. Just click the link to get your copy HERE.
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      Sign up for my newsletter and you'll be the first to know when a new book comes out or I have some cool stuff to give away. Don't worry—I won't share your email with anyone else, I'll never spam you (way too busy writing books) and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      As a thank-you gift you'll get a free copy of BONDING WITH THE BEAST delivered to your inbox right away. In the next days I'll also send you free copies of CLAIMED, book 1 in the Brides of Kindred series, and ABDUCTED, the first book in my Alien Mate Index series.
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        You've read the book, now listen to the audiobook.

      

      

      My Kindred series is coming to audio one book at a time. Sign up for my audiobook newsletter. Besides notifications about new audio releases you may also get an email if I'm running a contest with an audio-book prize. Otherwise I will leave you alone. : ).
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        Below you'll find a list of available and upcoming titles. But depending on when you read this list, new books will have come out by then that are not listed here. Make sure to check my website for the latest releases and better yet, sign up for my newsletter to never miss a new book again.
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        Brides of the Kindred series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        CLAIMED (Also Available in Audio)

        HUNTED (Also Available in Audio)

        SOUGHT (Also Available in Audio)

        FOUND (Also Available in Audio)

        REVEALED (Also Available in Audio)

        PURSUED (Also Available in Audio)

        EXILED (Also Available in Audio)

        SHADOWED (Also Available in Audio)

        CHAINED (Also Available in Audio)

        DIVIDED (Also Available in Audio)

        DEVOURED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENHANCED (Also Available in Audio)

        CURSED (Also Available in Audio)

        ENSLAVED (Also Available in Audio)

        TARGETED (Also Available in Audio)

        FORGOTTEN (Also Available in Audio)

        SWITCHED (Also Available in Audio)

        UNCHARTED (Also Available in Audio)

        UNBOUND (Also Available in Audio)

        SURRENDERED (Also Available in Audio)

        VANISHED (Also Available in Audio)

        IMPRISONED

        TWISTED

        DECEIVED

        STOLEN

        COMMITTED

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SEVEN

        Contains Surrendered, Vanished, and Imprisoned

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME EIGHT

        Contains Twisted, Deceived, and Stolen
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        Also, all Kindred novels are on their way to Audio, join my Audiobook Newsletter to be notified when they come out.
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        Kindred Tales

        The Kindred Tales are side stories in the Brides of the Kindred series which stand alone outside the main story arc.

        These can be read as STAND ALONE novels.

        MASTERING THE MISTRESS (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDING WITH THE BEAST (Also Available in Audio)

        SEEING WITH THE HEART (Also Available in Audio)

        FREEING THE PRISONER (Also Available in Audio)

        HEALING THE BROKEN (a Kindred Christmas novel)  (Also Available in Audio)

        TAMING THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        BRIDGING THE DISTANCE (Also Available in Audio)

        LOVING A STRANGER (Also Available in Audio)

        FINDING THE JEWEL (Also Available in Audio)

        BONDED BY ACCIDENT (Also Available in Audio)

        RELEASING THE DRAGON (Also Available in Audio)

        SHARING A MATE (Also Available in Audio)

        INSTRUCTING THE NOVICE (Also Available in Audio)

        AWAKENED BY THE GIANT (Also Available in Audio)

        HITTING THE TARGET (Also Available in Audio)

        HANDLING THE HYBRID (Also Available in Audio)

        TRAPPED IN TIME (Also Available in Audio)

        TIME TO HEAL (Also Available in Audio)

        PAIRING WITH THE PROTECTOR (Also Available in Audio)

        FALLING FOR KINDRED CLAUS (Also Available in Audio)

        GUARDING THE GODDESS (Also Available in Audio)

        STEALING HER HEART (Also Available in Audio)

        TAMING TWO WARRIORS (Also Available in Audio)

        THE KINDRED WARRIOR’S CAPTIVE BRIDE (Also Available in Audio)

        DARK AND LIGHT (Also Available in Audio)

        PROTECTING HIS MISTRESS (Also Available in Audio)

        UNLEASHED BY THE DEFENDER (Also Available in Audio)

        SUBMITTING TO THE SHADOW

        SECRET SANTA SURPRISE

        THE PRIESTESS AND THE THIEF

        PLAYING THEIR PARTS

        RAISED TO KILL

        HEALING HER PATIENT

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 1

        Contains Mastering the Mistress, Bonding with the Beast and Seeing with the Heart

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 2

        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3

        Contains Bridging the Distance, Loving a Stranger and Finding the Jewel

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4

        Contains Bonded by Accident, Releasing the Dragon, and Sharing a Mate

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 5

        Contains Instructing the Novice, Awakened by the Giant, and Hitting the Target

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 6

        Contains Handling the Hybrid, Trapped in Time, and Time to Heal

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 7

        Contains Pairing with the Protector, Falling for Kindred Claus, and Guarding the Goddess
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        Born to Darkness series

        (Paranormal / Action-Adventure Romance)

        CRIMSON DEBT (Also Available in Audio)

        SCARLET HEAT (Also Available in Audio)

        RUBY SHADOWS (Also Available in Audio)

        CARDINAL SINS (coming soon)

        DESSERT (short novella following Scarlet Heat)

        (Also Available in Audio)

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume
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        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        ABDUCTED (Also Available in Audio)

        PROTECTED (Also Available in Audio)

        DESCENDED (Also Available in Audio)

        SEVERED (Also Available in Audio)

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume
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        BUCK NAKED (Also Available in Audio)

        COUGAR BAIT (Also Available in Audio)

        STONE COLD FOX (Also Available in Audio)

        BIG, BAD WOLF

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        The CyBRG Files with Mina Carter

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        UNIT 77: BROKEN (Also Available in Audio)

        UNIT 78: RESCUED (Also Available in Audio)
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        The Institute series

        (Daddy-Dom / Age Play Romance)

        THE INSTITUTE: DADDY ISSUES

        (Also Available in Audio)

        THE INSTITUTE: MISHKA’S SPANKING
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        The Swann Sister Chronicles

        (Contemporary Fairy / Funny / Fantasy Romance)

        WISHFUL THINKING (Also Available in Audio)

        BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR (Also available in Audio)
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        Nocturne Academy

        (Young Adult Paranormal/Action-Adventure/Romance)

        LOCK AND KEY (Also Available in Audio)

        FANG AND CLAW (Also Available in Audio)

        STONE AND SECRET
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        Detectives Valenti and O’Brian

        (1980s M/M Romance)

        THE ASSIGNMENT

        I’LL BE HOT FOR CHRISTMAS

        FIREWORKS

        THE ASSIGNMENT: HEART AND SOUL
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        Compendiums and Box Sets

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SEVEN

        Contains Surrendered, Vanished, and Imprisoned

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME EIGHT

        Contains Twisted, Deceived, and Stolen

        HAVE YOURSELF A SEXY LITTLE CHRISTMAS

        Contains Kidnapped for Christmas, Cougar Christmas and Season’s Spankings

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 1

        Contains Mastering the Mistress, Bonding with the Beast and Seeing with the Heart

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 2

        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3

        Contains Bridging the Distance, Loving a Stranger and Finding the Jewel

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4

        Contains Bonded by Accident, Releasing the Dragon, and Sharing a Mate

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 5

        Contains Instructing the Novice, Awakened by the Giant, and Hitting the Target

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 6

        Contains Handling the Hybrid, Trapped in Time, and Time to Heal

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 7

        Contains Pairing with the Protector, Falling for Kindred Claus, and Guarding the Goddess

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN

        Contains Red and the Wolf, Gypsy Moon and Taming the Beast

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN Vol.2

        Contains The Covenant, Secret Thirst, and Kristen’s Addiction + BONUS: Madeline’s Mates
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        Stand Alone Titles

        (Sci-Fi OR Paranormal Action-Adventure Romance)

        ANYONE U WANT

        BEST KEPT SECRETS (Step-Brother romance)

        BLIND DATE WITH A VAMPIRE

        BLOOD KISS

        BROKEN BOUNDARIES (M/M romance)

        CEREMONY OF THREE

        COMPANION 3000 (coming soon)

        DEAL WITH THE DEVIL (Also Available in Audio)

        DEFILED

        EYES LIKE A WOLF (Foster Brother romance)

        FOREVER BROKEN (M/M romance)

        GYPSY MOON

        HUNGER MOON RISING

        MADELINE’S MATES

        MARKED

        OUTCAST

        PLANET X (Also Available in Audio)

        PLEASURE PLANET

        PLEDGE SLAVE (M/M romance)

        PURITY (Also Available in Audio)

        RED AND THE WOLF

        SECRET THIRST

        SEX WITH STRANGERS

        SHADOW DREAMS

        SLAVE BOY (M/M romance)

        STRESS RELIEF

        SWEET DREAMS

        TAMING THE BEAST

        TANDEM UNIT

        THE BARGAIN

        THE COVENANT

        THE LAST BITE (M/M romance)

        THE LAST MAN ON EARTH

        THE LOST BOOKS (M/M romance)

        THE PLEASURE PALACE

        THE SACRIFICE (Also Available in Audio)

        ’TIL KINGDOM COME (M/M romance)
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        Stand Alone Titles

        (Contemporay Romance)

        A SPANKING FOR VALENTINE (BDSM)

        BOUND AND DETERMINED, anthology with Lena Matthews, includes The Punishment of Nicollett

        COUGAR CHRISTMAS (Older Woman / Younger Man)

        DANGEROUS CRAVINGS (BDSM)

        DIRTY GIRL

        FULL EXPOSURE (with Lena Matthews)

        KIDNAPPED FOR CHRISTMAS (BDSM)

        MASKS, contains The Man in the Leather Mask and Masks (BDSM)

        MORE THAN FRIENDS (BDSM)

        PICTURE PERFECT (Step-Brother romance) (Also Available in Audio)

        STR8TE BOYS (M/M romance)
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        Naughty Tales

        (Short Reads to Get You Hot and Bothered)

        CONFESSIONS OF A LINGERIE MODEL

        PUTTING ON A SHOW (Step-Brother romance)

        SIN EATER

        SPEEDING TICKET

        THE SWITCH (An erotic interlude with the characters of DANGEROUS CRAVINGS)

        SEASON’S SPANKINGS

        WHEN MR. BLACK COMES HOME

        WILLING SUBMISSION

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.
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        YA Novels

        THE ACADEMY (Also Available in Audio)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Evangeline Anderson is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the Brides of the Kindred, Alien Mate Index, Cougarville and Born to Darkness series. She is forty-something and lives in Florida with a husband, a son, and two cats. She had been writing erotic fiction for her own gratification for a number of years before it occurred to her to try and get paid for it. To her delight, she found that it was actually possible to get money for having a dirty mind and she has been writing paranormal and sci-fi erotica steadily ever since.

      
        
        You can find her online at her website www.evangelineanderson.com

      

      

      
        
        Come visit for some free reads.

        Or, to be the first to find out about new books, join her newsletter.

        She’s also got a mailing list for updates on audio books.
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        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

        [image: Pinterest icon] Pinterest

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub
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