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Chapter One -- Danielle Linden
 
“Come on, Ben, put your back into it.” I looked across the solid mahogany desk at my writing partner and best friend and pushed at the heavy wood again. He was being remarkably unhelpful for such a big guy, and I was beginning to wonder if he needed a multivitamin or something.
“Since when did you turn into such a slave driver?” Ben grumbled good-naturedly, shoving at the desk, which barely moved.
“Since I finally rate my own corner office around here. And since we’re holding up traffic.” I jerked my head, nodding at Pete, the copy boy, who was giving us a frustrated look for blocking the walkway between the bullpen and our managing editor, Barry Craythorne’s office. The Sun Times was a big prestigious paper shoved into a teeny-tiny cramped space. They kept saying we were going to move to a new building, but I wasn’t holding my breath.
“Ya know, that’s going to be my office too,” Ben pointed out. “We’re a team -- we share the office and the desk.” He looked at it critically. “It’s certainly big enough to fit two.”
With any other guy, I would have automatically assumed he was thinking of having sex on my great-grandfather’s solid mahogany desk. But with Ben, it was just an innocent statement. He was such a nice guy he wouldn’t know how to sexually harass someone if he took a seminar on it.
“We’re not sharing anything until we get the damn thing into the office,” I pointed out. “Now come on. All those muscles can’t just be for show.”
“But they are -- they’re strictly ornamental. Not meant for everyday use.”
“Just like your brain, I guess,” I said, teasing him.
“Aw, Dani, are you saying you love me just for my looks?” he teased back, flashing that “aw-shucks” grin at me -- the one that was so sweet and innocent it always made people forget he was built like Mister Hardbody. Ben was six-four if he was an inch -- all broad shoulders, big muscles, and naturally tan skin I would’ve killed for, especially in winter when my own epidermis was a sad shade of fish-belly white. He also had coal-black hair and those big brown eyes to die for, or so my little sister Tara said. Personally, I didn’t notice Ben that way. He was the nicest guy in the world, and I would’ve done anything for him, but we were just friends. Friends who currently weren’t getting very far with moving the heavy mahogany desk.
“Ben --” I started again in exasperation, but a frantic voice interrupted my words.
“Danielle Linden -- I need to talk to Danielle Linden!” A man with ragged gray hair and wide, frightened eyes bolted into the newsroom, followed by Sam, our elderly security guard. He clutched a crumpled piece of paper in one hand, and he was dodging around desks like an Olympic athlete to get to me.
“That’s me,” I said, climbing over the top of the desk to reach him, since there was no room on either side to walk around. This wasn’t an easy maneuver in a short skirt, but I managed well enough.
“Ms. Linden. Oh, thank God!” The man skidded to a halt in front of me, but not before Ben had managed to put himself between us.
“Hold on a minute.” He held out one large hand to keep the frantic looking man at arm’s length and frowned. “What’s going on? Why do you need to see Ms. Linden?”
“Oh, Ben, for heaven’s sake.” I shoved out from behind him just as Sam, puffing and blowing like he’d just finished a marathon, finally caught up.
“Sorry ... Ms. Linden,” he puffed, attempting to grab the man’s arm. “He got ... right past me.”
“That’s okay, Sam,” I said distractedly. I looked at the man who was still clutching the crumpled paper in one hand. “What did you need to see me about, sir?”
“About this.” He shoved the paper into my hands, and I did the best I could to straighten it out. It was a graduation picture folded in half, and it showed a pretty girl with white-blond hair and pale blue eyes wearing a matching cap and gown. “It’s my girl. She’s McKinsey. They took her. She’s gone.” His words were so quick and mumbly I could barely understand him.
“McKinsey? What’s her first name?” I asked, but he only shook his head.
“They took her. They took her!”
“Who took her, sir? And what makes you think I can help?” I asked him.
“’Cause you help people. I read your articles. You sent all those people to jail. Made sure they couldn’t hurt nobody else in that nursing home.” He nodded at me hopefully.
“Oh.” I nodded back, pretending to understand. He must have been referring to the article on nursing home corruption that Ben and I had won an investigative journalism award for last year. I was proud of the piece and the results it had gotten, but I still didn’t see how it applied here.
“They took her -- please, Ms. Linden. Nobody else believes me. The police don’t believe me. Nobody can help but you,” the man babbled.
“I want to help you, but I don’t understand,” I said gently. I pointed at the picture. “Is this your daughter?”
The man nodded vigorously, making his ragged gray hair flap comically. Okay, now we were getting somewhere.
“Good,” I said. “Now, who, exactly, did you say took her?”
The man’s eyes got wide. “Wolves!” he blurted, his fists clenched at his sides. “Werewolves took her away!”
The tension that had been building from the minute he shouted my name suddenly broke as someone behind me gave an incredulous laugh. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ben’s face grow suddenly tight, probably because he was worried for my safety. The guy seemed harmless enough to me, but it was clear he was just another nut-job. I sighed. And I had been sure I smelled a story.
“Okay, buddy, that’s it. Let’s go.” Sam tugged at the man’s arm, yanking him forcibly away from me. He was doing a pretty good job for an older man, but my visitor was still frantic.
“Please,” he begged, tugging against the restraining hand on his arm. “Please -- just ask Doctor Locke. He can tell you all about it. Please help me, Ms. Linden! The werewolves -- the wolves got her.” He lunged forward, breaking Sam’s hold on his arm, and shoved his face into mine. I flinched backward, startled and a little frightened. Was he crazy enough to hurt anyone? For a second I could smell stale coffee and cigarettes on his breath, and the odor made my stomach do a slow forward flip.
“Okay, that’s enough.” Ben grabbed the guy by the scruff of his dirty coat collar and yanked him away from me.
“Thanks, Mister Davis,” Sam said gratefully. He and Ben dragged the still yelling, struggling man toward the exit, leaving me clutching the folded picture in one hand. When they got him into the elevator, I looked down at the blond girl again. What had the man said her name was? McKinsey? I wondered again what her first name was. Maybe her full name was written on the back of the picture.
I tried to unfold it, but it was stuck together with something ... eww. I wrinkled my nose. It was a wad of chewing gum, and that wasn’t all. Stuck to the pink, sticky mess was a tuft of some kind of hair or fur. It was grayish-brown and coarse, but long, curled into a neat swirl, almost as though someone had put it there on purpose. But why?
I refolded the picture -- hair, chewing gum, and all, and slipped it into a plastic baggie in my purse for further consideration. It was probably just the ravings of a crazy old man, but it was a slow news day, and I was willing to be diverted for a while by looking for his missing daughter. If she really was missing, that was.
“Hey.” Ben returned just as I finished putting away the picture, and his usually tan face was pale.
“Hey, yourself. Is everything okay?” I looked at him with concern. Ben was one of those guys who never got sick, but he looked positively ill just then. “Did you have a hard time evicting that guy?” I asked.
“Huh? Yeah, I mean, no.” He sounded distracted.
“Ben,” I said. “If you’re not feeling good, I can get someone else to help me finish moving this.” I knocked on the mahogany desk to remind him of the task at hand.
“Uh, no. No, I can do it.” He had rolled up the sleeves of his dark blue shirt earlier, and I could see the muscles in his forearms tense when he grabbed his side of the desk again. He nodded at me. “You ready?”
“Sure.” I slid over the desk again, feeling his eyes on my legs as I went. Well, he was a guy, after all. Ben had a nice way of looking at me, though -- complimentary without being lecherous, if that makes any sense. “Here,” I said, grabbing my side of the desk. “And if you’re not sick, then why do you look like a truck just ran over your puppy?”
“I don’t know.” He still looked distracted, but at least when he lifted the desk again, he was putting his back into it. In fact, it felt almost feather light as he steered it toward the door of our new corner office.
“Wow, you’re even stronger than you look,” I said appreciatively. “I guess you just needed to get motivated.”
Ben looked at me sharply, and the desk abruptly became dead weight again. “Sorry,” he mumbled when I winced. “It’s, uh, really heavy.”
“I noticed,” I said, sarcastically. “So did that guy say anything else? Something that upset you?”
“Upset me?” He gave me a worried look as we maneuvered the bulky desk through the doorway and into a sunny spot by the window.
“Yeah.” I shrugged as well as I was able to lugging my end of the huge desk. “You just looked kind of, I don’t know, disturbed, when the guy started yelling about wolves.”
Ben’s fingers tightened on the desk, and I heard an alarming creak from the wood.
“Watch it,” I said sharply. “This is an antique from my great-grandfather.”
“Sorry.” Ben set his end of the desk down hurriedly, and I did the same, and went to investigate the damage. He had been holding the edge of the desk underhanded so that only his thumbs had been on the top surface. In the dark, shiny wood I could clearly see two distinct thumbprints where he had been gripping the desk.
I looked at my partner in wonder. “Damn, Ben, how did you do that?” I rapped on the solid surface. “This is really hard and you just --”
“Must have been a soft spot in the wood,” he interrupted me. “I’m sorry, Dani. I can try to sand it out if you want.”
“No, that’s okay.” I reached up to pat him on the shoulder and realized his arm was as hard as a rock under my touch. “Hey, why are you so tight?” I steered him to one of the rolling office chairs we had already brought into the room and sat him down in it. “Now, what’s this all about?” I asked, beginning to work on his shoulders, now that he was low enough to reach. “Why are you so upset all of a sudden? You’re all over tension.” I worked my thumbs into the groove between his shoulders and spine, kneading hard.
“I’m not upset,” he hedged. “But this reminds me of a joke. Guy walks into a psychiatrist’s office and says, ‘Doc, some days I feel like a tee-pee and some days I feel like a pup-tent. What’s wrong with me?’ The psychiatrist looks at him and says, ‘I see the problem -- you’re two tents.’” He grinned at me. “Get it? Too tense?”
I groaned. “Oh, brother -- that must be one of your grandfather’s jokes. What a stinker.”
Ben shrugged and smiled sheepishly. “Yeah, I know. He’s got a million of ’em.”
“I know,” I said. Ben’s grandfather was a charming old sweetheart with a thick shock of silver hair and big brown eyes. He bowed theatrically and kissed my hand every time I met him. The first time we had been introduced I had thought that it was easy to see from where my partner got his good looks and good manners. “How is your grandpa?” I asked casually, changing the subject. It wasn’t like Ben to not tell me what was bothering him, but I figured he would talk about it when he was ready.
Ben sighed. “Oh, you know. He’s all right, but he’s getting up in age. Sometimes I worry about him.”
“Sure you do.” I kneaded his rock-hard shoulders some more. “So, I think I might do a little checking around. See if I can turn up anything about the picture that guy gave me.”
“What? Why?” He turned to face me suddenly, a look of concern in his eyes.
“Take it easy, Ben. I thought I’d look since it’s a slow news day, and I don’t get that many psychopaths running up to me, babbling about abductions and werewolves.”
Ben frowned. “Werewolves. See, that right there should tell you not to bother -- the guy was obviously a fruit loop.”
“Maybe.” I gave him a final smack on the shoulder. “But I think I’ll do a little digging into the missing persons files anyway. You stay here and unpack and hook up the computers.” I nodded at the pile of boxes in the corner where all of our desk paraphernalia as well as both of our computers were stacked. Cables trailed over the hardwood floor in a tangled profusion, and my framed pictures were jumbled in with Ben’s toys -- a bobble head of the Dali Lama and a cow that pooped out chocolate jelly beans when you cranked its tail.
“Yes, ma’am.” Ben snapped me a salute, but his sarcasm lacked conviction and I wondered again what was wrong with him. My reporter’s instinct said it had something to do with the crazy guy who had given me the picture -- maybe the guy had reminded him of his grandfather somehow. Well, he would talk about whatever it was in his own time.
“See ya, champ,” I said, and went to look for a lead. Maybe there was a story in all this after all.


Chapter Two: Ben Davis
 
Oh, God. My stomach fisted into a knot of tension as I watched my partner saunter out of our new office. What if she really did find something connected with the picture the weird old guy had given her? What if she found out something that led to ...? I shook my head. I had to stop thinking like this. I tried to dismiss my feeling of unease, but my other feelings for Dani weren’t as easy to get rid of.
Mostly what I felt when I looked at my partner and best friend was pleasure and regret. Pleasure because it was always a pleasure to watch Dani walk. She had, as my grandpa put it, legs up to her ears. And I liked to watch her long, silky brown hair sway in time with her hips when she moved. It made me remember the first time I had ever seen her, the day I’d gotten the job at the Sun Times, and Craythorne had paired us up so she could show me around.
“Benjamin Davis.” I could almost hear my managing editor’s voice booming in my ear. “Meet Danielle Linden, one of our finest reporters. She’ll be showing you the ropes around here. For the next two weeks, you two are partners. Enjoy.” He’d clapped me on the back and left me with a very angry, very beautiful Dani.
I had held out a hand for her to shake, which she pointedly ignored. “I don’t have time to baby-sit you,” she told me, green eyes flashing. “So if you can’t keep up, don’t come crying to me.”
“Okay, I won’t,” I said, taking back my hand. So much for introductions.
It was pretty clear that Dani resented my intrusion into her perfectly ordered world intensely, but I didn’t hold it against her. She was one of the top reporters at the Sun Times and moving rapidly up the ladder. I quickly learned that my new partner was pigheaded, obstinate, and stubborn. She was also brilliant, gorgeous, and utterly unattainable. To say I was smitten would be an understatement. I fell hard and fast and never looked back.
The partnership that was supposed to last for two weeks had somehow stretched into almost five years, and had become the best and deepest friendship of my life. But that was all it was, just a friendship. That’s where the regret came in. Because I loved Dani Linden with every fiber of my being, but I knew by now she was never going to return that love.
Of course, I didn’t know that when I first met her. In fact, on that very first day at work I had decided on a plan of action. First, I would win Dani’s respect, then her friendship, then her trust. Wouldn’t love naturally follow after that? So far, the answer was no. After I’d proven I could keep up with her professionally, she’d given me her grudging respect. With respect came friendship and, after a long time, a careful kind of trust.
Dani wasn’t exactly a man-hater, but she’d been burned before in a bad marriage and didn’t intend to get burned again. Her motto when it came to relationships was, “fool me once, shame on you; fool me twice, shame on me.” That, and the fact that she put work first in her life, at least gave me the advantage of having no real competition in the form of other guys. If I wanted to -- and I did -- I could spend twelve hours a day with my maddening, beautiful, workaholic partner. But spending twelve hours a day with your best friend isn’t the same as having a romantic relationship with her.
I sighed and hauled myself out of the chair to start unpacking the boxes. Maybe it would help if I could tell Dani my secret -- let her know the real me. But as much as I loved her, I knew I could never do that. I had worked too hard to gain her trust to hit her with the fact that not only did werewolves exist, but I was one of them.
I put my bobble-head Dali Lama down on the surface of the desk and studied the thumbprints I’d carelessly left there. It had been stupid of me to let myself get so rattled that I forgot to control my strength. I wondered what Dani would say if she knew I was capable of not only lifting the entire desk myself, but of holding it over my head with one hand and bench-pressing it.
Superhuman strength was one of the few advantages of being one of the Lunar Challenged, as my mom jokingly called it. That and super sharp senses, cat-like -- or in my case wolf-like -- reflexes, and the ability to see in the dark were the only compensation I got for living with the curse that had landed on every male in my family for generations. Why only males? I don’t know, but there were no female werewolves or shapeshifters of any kind that I knew of.
My grandfather was a were, too, and my dad had been one as well. Dad had died when I was very young, so he wasn’t around to tell me what the hell was happening to me when I started getting hairy -- and I mean really hairy -- once a month after I hit puberty. Luckily for me, Grandpa was a pretty cool guy, and he told me exactly what to expect and what to do about it.
The first time he took me to a pack gathering I was twelve, scared as hell, and very impressionable. What I saw there turned me off being a werewolf for good, but what could I do? It’s not like the AMA recognizes lycanthropy as a genuine disease, so there aren’t any cures for it, and nobody is doing any “please help the poor shapeshifting children” telethons. I had to do the best I could and deal with it in my own way -- which I did.
It took me years, but what I found out was this: living with lycanthropy is like living with epilepsy or panic attacks. With the right management, it can be controlled.
Of course, there aren’t any medications, but there is treatment -- self treatment, that is. A lot of people only know what they see on TV and in the movies, or read in books. They think -- if they think about anything so supposedly mythical and fictitious as werewolves at all -- that when the full moon rises in the sky, the werewolf has to change to his animal form. But that’s simply not true. There’s no need to get furry once a month or even once a year, as long as you keep yourself under control. And by that I mean both mentally and physically.
To that end, I meditate, run five miles daily, and do power Yoga three times a week. I’m a practicing vegetarian and a non-practicing Buddhist, which drives my mom nuts, since I was raised Catholic. In high school and college, I avoided all the usual male-centric sports like soccer and football, even though every coach I’d ever met was dying to get me on the team. I guess they looked at my size and strength and thought, “What a waste.” But spikes in testosterone and adrenaline make the change harder to control, and I wanted to stay human more than I wanted any pseudo-glory I could earn on a football field. Instead, I participated in solitary sports like weight lifting and long distance running. I still like to run the occasional marathon.
Another thing that makes the change hard to control is being around the pheromones other weres give off, so I avoided them, too. After that one meeting when I was twelve, I never went to another pack gathering, even though my grandfather was always trying to talk me into it. He wanted me to give the whole were culture another chance, but I didn’t want anything to do with it.
After years of struggling, I finally had my lycanthropy in hand, and at that point in time I was proud to say that I hadn’t had an uncontrolled change in over five years. In fact, I hadn’t even had a controlled change in over three years, which meant -- to me anyway -- that I had been mostly successful in keeping my were nature buried. Three years since I’d let the genie -- that part of me that was other -- out of its bottle. Sometimes I could even forget, for weeks at a time, that I had the curse, or disease, or whatever you wanted to call it hanging over me in the first place.
Of course, it helped that I was an even-tempered guy -- what Dani called “a real sweetheart,” or I never would have managed it. Losing your temper or letting yourself get too emotional is almost guaranteed to bring on the change, especially if the moon is full or near full. But whenever I felt that part of myself trying to rise and take control, I concentrated on something else, and it would usually pass. Instead, I kept myself busy with work. That wasn’t hard when being at work meant being around Dani -- not that it was doing me any good.
I sighed again and started hooking up the computers just the way she wanted them -- with hers on one side of the desk and mine directly opposite. That way we could bounce ideas off each other without actually reading the other person’s prose. Dani was very secretive about her work until it was actually ready to be read. She had a hard, punchy writing style that was the direct opposite of my own, more flowing wording. But somehow, when we wrote together, our differences made our prose stronger. I would’ve liked to think that our writing was a metaphor for the rest of our lives -- that everything we did could be done better together -- but I wasn’t about to say that to Dani. She already thought I was a hopeless romantic, which, I suppose, was true -- at least the hopeless part, anyway.
“Bingo,” I said under my breath as Dani’s flat-screen popped to life. I pulled the connecting cables around the side of the desk so they mostly hid the two thumbprints I had left there. I wanted them out of sight and out of mind so Dani’s curious brain didn’t start getting any ideas. “Shouldn’t have happened,” I muttered to myself, still upset by the visual proof of my lack of control. It wouldn’t have happened, either, if it hadn’t been so close to the full moon. Although, full moon or not, I usually had better control. For the next few days until the moon waned, I was really going to have to keep a tight rein on myself.
“Hey, partner, looking good.” Dani’s voice interrupted my thoughts, and I looked up to see her posed in the doorway with her hands on her hips, gazing with satisfaction at the neatly arranged desk. The short gray skirt she wore made her legs go on forever, and the white silk shirt she had paired it with was gauzy and light, showing the shadow of her bra beneath it. I could see her full breasts nestled in their lace cups if I looked hard enough, which I was trying not to. But my eyes kept returning to her curvy form like iron filings drawn to a magnet.
Dani always managed to combine the best of professional and sexy no matter what she wore, and lots of times I couldn’t help staring at her. She never seemed to mind. In fact, sometimes I thought she liked the way I looked at her -- as long as looking was as far as it went.
“Hey.” I tried to grin at her and make my voice sound casual. “Any luck tracking down the missing girl?”
She frowned and ran a hand through her hair. “No -- I ran a check, but no girl with the last name of McKinsey has been taken from the area or reported missing in the last two years.”
“Well, I guess that’s that.” I shrugged, feeling relieved.
“I guess so,” Dani said, but she didn’t sound convinced. I knew I needed to distract her or she’d never let it go.
“Ya know,” I said, rubbing my neck and trying to look pitiful. “I think I may have pulled something when we moved the desk. I didn’t notice it before but now ...” I let the sentence trail off with a theatrical wince, as though I was in terrible pain. I’m not a very good actor, but my little scene had the desired effect.
“Oh, Ben, I’m so sorry. And you were already so tense.” Dani was by my side at once, wanting to know where it hurt.
“From my neck all the way down to my lower back,” I said, deciding to keep her busy awhile. Dani gives great massages, and even though this would be my second one of the day, I could never resist a chance to have her hands all over me.
She sat me down in a chair, then changed her mind. “I can’t work this way,” she said, tugging at my shirt. “Not and really do you any good. I won’t be able to get to your lower back at all. Take it off.”
“Dani,” I protested. “What about the rest of the office?”
“Let them get their own massages,” she replied promptly. “Now take it off.”
“You know that’s not what I meant,” I said, loosening my tie.
“Fine, if you’re so worried about what other people think ...” She went over to the door and slapped it shut with a flourish.
“That probably isn’t going to look too good either,” I pointed out, unbuttoning my shirt.
“Let ’em think what they want.” Dani grinned at me, her pert nose scrunching up like a mischievous little girl’s. God, I loved her smile.
“I’m all yours,” I said, laying my shirt and tie on the desk and spreading my hands. “Have been since the moment I met you.” I could get away with flirting with her like this because she never took me seriously.
“Silly.” Dani tugged at my hair playfully, then got down to business. “Okay,” she said, lacing her fingers together and cracking them like a concert pianist. “Let’s do this right. Turn the chair around and straddle it so I can really get to you.” Her tone was all business -- an order, not a request.
I did as she asked at once. Dani had this way of taking charge of a situation, and sometimes she could come off as bossy or domineering. I knew a lot of guys on staff that couldn’t work with her for that reason. In fact, some of them had actually asked me how I could stand to work with her. How could I explain to them that the tough, take-charge exterior was actually a cover-up for the vulnerable little girl my partner kept inside? I couldn’t and didn’t. I knew the other guys thought I was whipped, but I didn’t give a damn. Sure, Dani was high maintenance, but she was worth it, in my opinion.
I leaned forward, my forearms resting on the back of the chair, and stifled a moan as her soft hands began to work on my neck. The massage she had given me earlier had been really nice but this ... her silky touch on my bare back ... God, I could live on this for weeks. It occurred to me that I should pretend to have back pain a lot more often.
But then she withdrew her hands. I craned my head around to look at her. “Why did you stop?”
Dani was rummaging through the oversized leather backpack she calls a purse with a look of fierce concentration on her face. “What we need is some lotion. Or some ... ah-ha! Here it is.” She pulled out a small bottle of baby oil triumphantly, and I groaned.
“Aw, no, Dani. I’ll be all sticky, and that stuff is going to stain my shirt.”
“Don’t be such a baby.” She opened the oil and poured a small amount into her palm. “Look, I’m not using much, and this is going to make it so much better. Now turn around.”
“I feel like I just stepped into some kind of a massage parlor,” I grumbled, but I turned around obediently anyway. The truth was I probably would have let her rub just about anything on my back. Ketchup, mayonnaise, you name it. Maybe I was whipped. I grinned to myself.
“A massage parlor, huh?” Dani’s voice floated to my ear as her hands resumed their magic on my bare back. She was working to smooth the oil all over my skin, sliding her palms in long, sensuous curves from my shoulders to my lower back, and it felt amazing. I could smell the bland sweetness of the baby oil and under it, the warm, secret scent of her skin.
“Yeah,” I said, no longer certain what I was saying.
“If this is a massage parlor, I guess I’m supposed to ask if you want a happy ending, huh, Mister Davis?” She made her voice breathy and low, and even though I knew she was just kidding around, I couldn’t help the way my body responded to it.
“Mmm,” I mumbled, squirming a little in my chair. Her words had evoked all kinds of X-rated pictures inside my head, thoughts I usually tried hard to keep a reign on when I was with her. I thought about being in a real massage parlor with her -- only I was the one doing the massaging.
I could just imagine spreading warm oil up the length of her slender, shapely legs and abdomen, then cupping her full breasts in my hands and teasing the nipples until she moaned for more. I wondered what color her nipples were -- pale pink? Or maybe they were the same natural, ripe berry-tone as her lips. What would it be like to suck her nipples? To kiss my way down her trembling stomach to the sweet center between her thighs? God, I wanted to spread her legs and worship her with my tongue, to taste her ripe pussy until she cried and writhed under me --
“You’re so stiff today.” Dani’s words interrupted my illicit fantasy, and I shifted in my chair, feeling guilty. She had no idea how right she was. I was usually able to control myself around her, but right now my cock was so hard it was painful. It was also bent the wrong way inside my pants. Damn, I was in serious agony here.
“Sorry,” I mumbled, trying to relax. It was time to banish these sexual dreams and meditate instead. I closed my eyes and tried to breathe deeply, letting myself feel empty and light and at one with the universe, and ... and it wasn’t working. Once I had opened the door to it, I couldn’t get the thought of Dani naked, of me touching her, out of my head. What was wrong with me? Was it just the stress of wanting her so much and never being able to talk about it? Or was it my other nature trying to assert itself? Whatever it was, nothing I used to try and control my arousal worked. In fact, I felt ready to pop.
“That’s it, just relax,” Dani murmured in my ear, obviously unaware of my dilemma. “You’re so tense today -- touching you is like touching warm steel,” she went on, as her hands began a slow slide down my back to massage my lumbar area.
I managed a strangled, “Sorry,” and bit my lip to keep from saying anything else. God, I had to calm down, or I was going to lose it! I was suddenly right on the edge of going too far. I kept having these vivid fantasies of pulling her down and having her right there on top of her great-grandfather’s antique mahogany desk.
I could almost see it -- see myself pressing her down on the desk and raising that short little skirt that had been driving me crazy all damn day. I would push it up around her hips and rip off her panties so I could see and touch and taste her pussy. I wanted to be inside her -- buried in her warmth and wetness, thrusting hard to fill her with myself, to let her know exactly how I felt. I wanted her to know that I wasn’t just some toy she could play with when she felt like it and discard when she was bored. I wanted to claim her, to fuck her, to --
“How many crunches do you do a day to keep your abs like this, anyway?” Dani’s voice interrupted my crazy thoughts once more, and her hands slid around the front of my body, playing carelessly with the waistband of my pants. My cock surged painfully at the intimate touch, and it was suddenly too much.
“Stop it!” I was out of the chair and holding her wrists in my hands much faster than would have been possible if I had been human instead of were. I was breathing hard, my chest heaving, pulling her warm, feminine scent into my lungs like a drug I couldn’t get enough of.
Dani’s eyes went wide, and she stared at me in incomprehension. “Ben?” she asked, in a low, worried tone. “Are you all right? Did I ... did I hurt you?”
“No,” I said, still fighting for control. “No, I just can’t ...” I shook my head, unable to finish my thought. It’s just the moon calling your blood, I told myself. Calm down, Ben. Take deep breaths. Relax ...
“Well, you’re hurting me.” Dani’s voice brought me back to the here and now with a thump, and I realized I could feel the small bones of her wrists grinding together when I squeezed. I let her go at once and took a step back, the bitter taste of shame flooding my mouth. What was wrong with me? Where had all my hard-won control gone? The moon wasn’t even in the sky outside, but I felt like I was on the ragged edge of an uncontrolled change.
“I’m so sorry, Dani.” I struggled to make my voice calm, but it came out deep -- almost menacing. I shook my head. “I just can’t ... Look, it’s late. I need to go home.” I grabbed my shirt and tie from the desk and started to put them on, only to be stopped by her small hand on my arm. Her touch burned me.
“Ben, what is it?” There was genuine concern in her dark green eyes -- concern, but nothing else. No love. No lust. No need. She didn’t feel any of what I was feeling for her. I felt like a ball of molten lead had been planted in my stomach and was melting slowly, eviscerating me from the inside out.
“Nothing, it’s nothing,” I mumbled savagely, pulling on my shirt. I got my hand snagged in the sleeve and yanked impatiently, trying to get it through. I was rewarded by a low, ripping noise as the sleeve tore halfway off the shirt. Great. Just great.
Dani crossed her arms over her chest and frowned at me. “Don’t tell me ‘nothing’ when you’ve been acting weird half the day. Sit down and explain what’s going on.” She pointed at the chair, but for once, I didn’t feel like giving in to her.
“No.” I bit out the word. Then, seeing the hurt look on her face, I tried to soften my tone. “Look, Dani, I’m sorry. But it’s ... not something I can talk about. Okay?” I shrugged into my ripped shirt and buttoned it hastily, jamming the tails of it down into my pants. I didn’t bother with the tie.
“Ben ...” she started, but I held up a hand to stop her.
“I’m sorry, but I have to go.” I cupped her cheek and bent to brush a chaste peck across the corner of her mouth. She smelled so fresh and sweet. I had the sudden urge to take her lips in a hungry, searching kiss, but I resisted with a Herculean effort of will. “It’s not you,” I told her. “It’s me. But I can’t talk about it. All right?”
She nodded, her eyes wide. “All right,” she said. “Maybe ... maybe I’ll call you later?” The questioning tone in her voice broke my heart. She wasn’t to blame for the way I felt -- that was my own fault for losing control.
“You can always call me,” I told her. “I just have to go now. All right?”
“Sure.” She shrugged, obviously mystified and a little hurt, but I couldn’t stay and make things right between us. If I didn’t get out of the office that minute, I knew I was going to do something I’d regret the rest of my life.
“Sorry,” I said again, and left.

Chapter Three: Dani
 
When I got home from what had to be the weirdest day of work I’d had since Ben started at the Sun Times, my little sister Tara was already there waiting for me. She was seven years younger than me and living at my condo off and on while she dabbled in school, trying to decide what she wanted to be when she grew up.
I sighed when I saw her little red Miata parked out front. It wasn’t that I didn’t love her -- I did with all my heart. Since our folks had divorced when I was seventeen and she was ten, we were even closer than most sisters because my mom was too busy chasing new husbands to be much of a mother. But sometimes, no matter how much I loved Tara, I just wanted a little peace and solitude.
I parked my sensible but sleek Infiniti sedan and went to the front door. Surprise, surprise, it was already unlocked and hanging ajar. Loud pop music poured out at me when I pushed it open with my fingertips. So much for peace and solitude, I thought as I dropped my purse and keys on the table by the door and made sure it was securely locked.
“Tara?” I called, as I made my way past the trail of clothes, shoes, and CDs she’d left in her path. I found her in the condo’s small kitchen, making a batch of one bowl brownies, which meant she was going out later. It was the one halfway homemade recipe she could cook, and she generally reserved it for special occasions, like when she wanted to impress a new boy.
“Oh, hi!” She was bopping around, licking the mixing spoon, and I had to laugh despite myself when I saw the chocolate mustache she was wearing. “I’m baking for Jeremy,” she explained, nodding at the oven where the brownies were already starting to smell good.
I rolled my eyes. Jeremy must be her latest flame. “What’s this group?” I asked, nodding at the small CD player in the corner of the kitchen that was blaring noise in my direction. “You mind turning it down?”
“The Killers. This is ‘Mister Brightside,’ from their Hot Fuss CD. You like it?”
“Never heard of it,” I said.
Tara made a face at me. “God, where have you been?” There’s nothing like a college-aged sister to make you feel like a fossil.
“Just at work, making money to pay for this place, so you can come in and bake brownies, and listen to obscure groups I’ve never heard of because I’m too busy earning a living to keep up with the latest trends,” I snapped.
“Geeze, sorry.” Tara bopped across the kitchen and flipped off the CD player. “Who peed in your Cheerios, anyway?”
“Nobody.” I sighed and plopped down at the tiny breakfast nook table that was big enough to seat exactly two -- three, if they were anorexic. I looked at her hopefully. “Are those brownies almost done?”
“Almost.” She sat down across from me and propped her chin in one hand. “Okay, so spill.” Her latest major was Clinical Psychology, and she loved to practice analyzing me.
I waved a hand at her. “Nothing to spill.”
“Bullshit,” Tara said confidently. She gestured at me. “Just look at that body language -- you’re closed off, depressed --”
“I’m cramped because the damn table is so small,” I objected, then sighed. “Okay, I had something really ... weird happen at work today.” I told her about the guy with the picture, and how Ben had been acting really strangely after he helped evict him from the building.
“Sounds like displacement anxiety,” Tara began. “You see, Ben --”
I held up a hand to stop her premature analysis. “Just wait, that’s not even the weird part.”
I told her about how Ben had marked the desk while we were moving it, but when I got to the part where I was giving him one of my expert, patented back massages, she interrupted me with a squeal of glee.
“Oh, my God! It finally happened. You and Ben did it right there on the desk, didn’t you? This is so cool -- I knew it! I knew all that ‘platonic friendship’ crap couldn’t last.”
“Hold it,” I said indignantly. “What do you mean ‘platonic friendship crap’? We’re still friends, and we did not do the nasty right on Great-Grandfather Linden’s antique mahogany desk.”
“Okay.” Tara frowned. “Let me get this straight: you had him in the office with the door closed, and his shirt off, and a bottle of baby oil, no less ...”
“It was all I could find,” I said, trying not to sound defensive, but Tara went plowing on through like I hadn’t said a word.
“You had all that going for you, and you didn’t jump his bones?” she finished.
“Of course not. We’re friends. Best friends -- partners. But that’s all,” I emphasized. “It’s just that ... I don’t know. I gave him a shoulder rub earlier in the day, and he didn’t seem upset. But when I went to give him the back massage, he just freaked out. It was the weirdest thing.”
Tara sat up from her slouch and considered me carefully. “You know what your problem is?” she asked at last.
I raised an eyebrow at her. “Do tell.”
“Your problem is that Ben spoils you,” Tara said, and sat back with an annoying smirk on her face.
“He what? He does not,” I denied.
“He does too. He lets you get away with anything you want, so you take him for granted. When you first met him, you were still wounded from your relationship with Mitch, the ex from hell,” Tara said. “You weren’t ready to get romantically involved with anyone, and Ben saw that. So he waited. And he’s been waiting ever since.”
“That’s ridiculous,” I snapped, frowning. “Ben isn’t waiting for me.”
“Is too,” Tara snapped back. “And you --” She poked a finger at me. “You keep him waiting because you like having someone to call in the middle of the night if you get upset, or a nice muscular shoulder to cry on without risking getting hurt again.”
“That’s the biggest load of crap I’ve ever heard,” I said, lifting my chin and looking down my nose at her. “Your analysis stinks. Maybe you’d better go back to being an English major.”
“If I’m so wrong, tell me this.” Tara leaned across the table and looked me in the eye. “How would you feel if Ben started seeing someone else -- dating some girl -- and stopped spending every waking moment with you?”
“I ...” I licked my lips and tried to sound superior. “That would be his choice, of course. I don’t have anything to do with his love life.”
“Oh, so you wouldn’t mind if I took a shot at him?” She grinned.
“You?” The thought nearly made me speechless. “You? Why you ... you better not even --”
“See?” Tara crossed her arms over her chest and looked at me triumphantly. “You say you don’t want him, but you sure as hell don’t want anyone else snapping him up either. You like him just the way he is, but he can’t stay that way forever.”
“Stay what way?” I demanded.
The oven timer buzzed, and Tara got up to check the brownies. “Look, Dani,” she said over her shoulder, not answering my question. “Ben is a nice man, don’t get me wrong. But he’s still a man, and if there’s one thing I know, it’s men.”
“Oh, please.” I rolled my eyes.
“Oh, like you know so much more with your seven years more of experience?” Tara burned her fingers on the brownie pan and swore loudly.
“Well, I have been dating for a little bit longer than you,” I said, getting up to help her. It was crowded in the tiny kitchen, but we were used to it and danced around each other, Tara running cool water over her fingers while I got a knife and a plate.
“That’s not true,” she countered, reaching for a paper towel. “Think about it: how many dates have you been on since you and Ben got partnered up at work?”
“Uh, I don’t know.” I had a bad feeling about this line of reasoning. “Ten or twenty?’
“Try four or five,” Tara countered. “Basically, you haven’t dated anyone for the last four years, ever since you guys got close. Whereas I have been dating extensively all that time. Comparatively speaking, I’m way ahead of you.”
“So what does that prove? Comparatively speaking?” I cut us both a brownie and dug around in the freezer for the vanilla ice cream.
“It proves that I know about men. And since Ben is a man, I know about him.”
“So enlighten me.” I added ice cream on top of the gooey, hot brownies and grabbed for the caramel syrup to drizzle on top. “What do you know about Ben?”
“I know that he won’t wait forever.” Tara dug in my silverware drawer and came up with two mismatched spoons. I’m not very domestic. “Maybe this scene in your office today just means he’s running out of patience.”
I opened my mouth, but for once, I had nothing to say. We sat down at the table, and I tried to imagine it. My Ben, running out of patience? Ben the pacifist? Ben the Buddhist? Ben the vegetarian? Ben who caught flies that anybody else would have swatted and set them free outside?
“But,” I said at last, around a spoonful of hot brownie caramel sundae, “Ben doesn’t feel that way about me.” The words sounded weak, even to me.
“Don’t insult my intelligence.” Tara spooned up some more ice cream and popped it in her mouth. “Or your own, or Ben’s anymore, for that matter. Just accept the facts -- he’s sweet, gentle, gorgeous, and he’s been waiting five years for you. What else do you need?”
“I don’t know.” I shrugged and licked my spoon. Could it be that my flaky little sister was right? I knew that I felt Ben’s eyes on me sometimes -- all right, all the time -- when we were together. I loved that feeling, of having him looking at me, wanting me. But neither of us ever acted on it. Why? Was he waiting for me to make the first move? Was I ready for something like that? What if he made a move? Would things get weird between us?
Wait a minute. I shook my head and put down the spoon. Why was I listening to Tara, of all people? Taking relationship advice from my little sister was like asking for information on world peace from George W. Bush. It was just stupid. Ben and I were friends, and that was all we’d ever been and all we were ever going to be.
What I needed to be doing wasn’t analyzing our perfectly good and healthy friendship; it was finding out what was at the root of what was bothering him now. And he hadn’t been acting strangely until after that old man with the folded picture barged into the newsroom and started babbling about his daughter being abducted by wolves. Or was it werewolves? Whatever -- for some reason it had upset Ben, and he hadn’t been himself since.
“... to do it.” Tara’s voice interrupted my train of thought.
“Huh?” I looked up from the melted remains of our sundae supper.
“I said, if you ask me, you need to get laid, and Ben is just the guy to do it.”
“Tara!” I slapped her arm. “Honestly, is that all you think of?”
“Do you ever think of it?” she countered. “What are you waiting for, anyway? Another abusive jerk like Mitch to come along?”
“Tara,” I said quietly. “You know I don’t like to talk about that part of my marriage.”
“He hurt you, Dani.” She leaned forward and put a hand on my arm. “But Ben won’t. You can trust him -- he’s one of the good guys. Just what the doctor ordered.”
“The doctor?” I frowned as her words woke a memory in my brain. Something the man with the ragged gray hair and the wild eyes had shouted right before they dragged him off. Ask Doctor Locke -- he knows. Or something like that. I snapped my fingers. “That’s it. Why didn’t I follow that up earlier?”
“Follow what up?” Tara sighed. “Never mind -- I know that look. You’re onto a hot lead, and everything I just said to you is going to go straight out the window.”
“That’s not true.” I had moved to my home office as I spoke and was already trolling the Internet. I struck pay dirt on the first Google search. I checked my watch -- it was getting late, but what the hell?
A short, cryptic phone call later, I was in business. “Hey, Tara,” I called, coming out to watch as she stowed the rest of the brownies in one of my few Tupperware containers that still had its original lid. “How about a field trip? I need to go check something out, and I don’t want to go alone.”
“Sorry, sis.” She tucked the brownies under one arm, leaving the dirty pan in the sink for me to wash later. “But I was supposed to be at Jeremy’s forty-five minutes ago. Looks like you’re on your own.” She gave me a quick kiss on the cheek as she left. “Or you could call Ben,” she trilled over her shoulder as the door slammed behind her.
Just great. That was exactly what I had been afraid of.

Chapter Four: Ben
 
I felt like crap.
I was lying on the couch with a cold compress over my eyes, trying to understand what was happening to me. Why had I suddenly lost control? Was it just because Dani was touching me that I went crazy? After all, she’d given me back massages before, and I hadn’t overreacted. Was it just her touch on my skin, wanting her so badly and knowing I could never have her that had caused my reaction, or was it something else? Something worse?
Was the were part of me somehow getting stronger? I pressed the compress, which consisted of a wad of wet paper towels, hard against my eyes and groaned. It was like the bad old days all over again, before I’d learned to manage my condition.
I remembered going into the men’s room in high school, feeling so pumped full of adrenaline I wanted to scream or punch someone. I would shut myself in a stall and take deep breaths until the feeling passed, praying that I wouldn’t start to change, praying I could keep control just long enough not to turn into a monster. And always there was that feeling of the other creeping under my skin, looking for a way out. My were nature trying to escape and control me.
“No,” I said out loud, clenching my fists. “It does not control me. I control it.” But the words rang hollow, and for the first time in a long time, I was scared. Really damn scared.
The one person I could ask about this was my grandfather, but I knew what he would say to me. Grandpa thought it was strange and unnatural that I didn’t change every month with the moon -- that I had somehow managed to control my lycanthropy. I could almost hear him in my ear saying, “You’ll be sorry, sonny boy. The curse ain’t nothin’ to play with. The Goddess doesn’t like it when her creatures ignore her call.” Grandpa was a Pagan, although he went to Mass every Sunday with my mom just to keep her happy.
I was thinking I would have to call my grandfather for advice whether I wanted to or not if things kept getting worse, when my phone rang. The shrill sound went through my head like an iron spike. I groaned and rolled over, dislodging the wad of wet paper towels, which fell on the floor with a splat.
My cell phone went on and on, shrilling out the latest annoying jingle Dani had downloaded for me. Several months ago she had decided we should switch to the same cell plan so all the minutes we spent talking would be free. We’d gotten new camera phones out of the deal and the ability to download songs and themes which my partner found endlessly amusing. She was always going online and changing my ring tone so that I could never tell what it was going to sound like next. It was kind of a joke between us, but sometimes, like right now, it was annoying.
I was tempted to let the damn thing ring, but in the end I answered it, just to stop the racket. Damn, it had been bad enough when she was going through her classical phase and had it rigged to play Pachelbel’s Canon -- but what the hell was it playing now?
“’Lo?” I mumbled into the phone, keeping an arm over my eyes to block out the light from the lamp beside the couch.
“Ben?” Dani’s voice always came across the phone line as a sexy feminine growl that I loved to listen to. “Are you still mad at me?” she asked.
“Dani,” I said, sitting up and wincing as the light lanced at my eyeballs. “I was never mad at you.”
“Could’ve fooled me,” she said, and I could hear the question in her voice. She wanted to know if I was serious.
“Okay,” I said with a sigh. “I am mad at you, but not for anything you did today. It’s the latest ring tone you put on my cell -- what the hell is it, anyway?”
“It’s ‘Mister Brightside’ by the Killers. From their Hot Fuss CD. Don’t you like it?”
I groaned. “No, it’s terrible. And since when are you up on the latest musical trends?”
“Since Tara made me feel like a fossil for not being current. So I thought I’d pass it along.” She laughed, and I couldn’t help smiling. Even over the phone, Dani has a low, musical laugh that seems to come all the way up from her toes. I would have forgiven her a lot more than the crappy new ring tone for that laugh.
“Well, could you please change it?” I asked, shifting on the couch to get more comfortable. “It really sucks. If not liking music like that makes me a fossil, then I guess I’ll just have to be one.”
“I’ll change it right away,” she promised. “In fact, I’ll have a new song downloaded for you by the time you get here to pick me up. How about the theme to the X-Men movie? Isn’t that one of your favorites?”
“Sure, that’s fi -- Wait a minute,” I interrupted myself. “By the time I come to pick you up? Where are we going?”
“I got a hot lead on that case I was working on today before ... um, before,” she ended lamely, and I knew she hadn’t wanted to say, “before you freaked out.” I decided to ignore it. “The missing girl abducted by wolves -- remember?” she added helpfully.
Great, here we went again. Why couldn’t she just leave it alone? “You were working on it, not me,” I said, trying to control the tension I could feel creeping into my voice. “So why do you want me along?”
“Because you’re my partner.” Dani sounded wounded. “And besides, it’s down by the docks.”
“I see,” I said. “The docks, huh?” The docks weren’t actually by any kind of water; it was just a name for an abandoned industrial district on the far east side of the city. It was one of the worst parts of town, and it was getting dark out, so I could see why she wouldn’t want to go there alone.
Any other time I would have been eager to go with her. It had taken me a long time to earn Dani’s trust enough for her to show me this kind of vulnerability. Asking me to come along to a dangerous part of town let me know she felt safe with me and wasn’t afraid to let down some of the hard-ass, modern woman facade she kept up so rigorously at work. Even a year ago, she would have gone herself and taken her chances rather than asking me to come.
So I was glad she’d called me, but worried too. What if she found something out? Something that might blow my cover?
“I don’t know, Dani,” I hedged. “I’m pretty tired -- it was kind of a rough day.”
“Yeah, I know. You nearly bit my head off for no apparent reason.” She sighed. “Look, Ben, I wouldn’t ask you, but I have a feeling it’s important. I think I smell a story.”
I ran a hand through my hair and sighed again. Dani and her nose for news. It won her more journalism awards and got her into more trouble than I cared to think about.
“Dani, think about it,” I said, deciding to try another approach. “I mean, the guy was crazy. We’ll be chasing around on the wrong end of town all night for no reason.”
“So we’ll chase around some.” I could almost hear her shrug. “It’ll be fun.” Her tone changed abruptly. “Look, Ben, if you don’t want to go, I understand. I could see you were under stress today, although you won’t tell me why ...?” The last word ended on a question, but when I didn’t offer any answers, she went on. “If you don’t want to go, I’ll understand. And I’ll change your ring tone anyway. That other one was kind of a joke.”
Dani dropping a lead? It sounded too good to be true. “If I don’t go with you, will you promise not to go either?” I asked.
“Sure, why not?” She sounded just a little too careless.
“Dani, are you crossing your fingers?” I demanded.
“Ben, you don’t have to go, really. I’m sorry I called. I’m just ... well, I’m sorry.”
I made a decision. It was better to go with her and know she was safe. That way if she found anything out, I could do damage control. “I’ll be there in five,” I told her and cut off the phone.
Once out of the house, I felt the pull of the moon much more strongly. It was an overcast night, but I could feel it anyway, skittering around under the clouds like a luminous insect, calling to me. I ignored it as best I could and prayed that I wasn’t in for one of those all-nighters my overzealous partner was famous for.
Halfway to her place, my phone sounded again, and this time it was the movie theme she had promised. I let it ring, knowing she was calling me to show it off. By the time I got to her condo, she was already on the front steps waiting for me with an excited grin on her face. Dani on the scent of a story was a fearsome creature to behold. Despite my misgivings, I had to smile.
“Hey,” she said, climbing in the passenger side of my truck. I noticed she had changed into jeans and a sweater -- not nearly as sexy as her usual short skirt, but imminently more practical for where we were going. The sweater clung to the full curves of her breasts in a way that made it hard not to stare.
“Hey, yourself.” I steered the truck in the direction of the docks and looked at her out of the corner of my eye. “So what’s this hot lead we’re checking out?”
“Do you remember how the crazy guy was shouting something about a doctor -- a Doctor Locke?” Dani turned to me, her face glowing with excitement. “Well, I did a search, and the only Doctor Locke in our area isn’t an MD -- he’s a research scientist. Specifically, his field is the hormonal and neurochemical basis of animal aggression.”
“Let me guess what animals he was studying,” I said. “Could it be wolves?”
“Yes.” Dani nodded. “In fact, he did a well documented study about the hormones in male timber wolves that control aggression and dominance within the pack structure. It was published in --”
“Wait a minute.” I held up a hand. “So what does this have to do with us driving down to the docks in the middle of the night?”
“It’s not the middle of the night,” Dani objected. “It’s barely nine o’clock. And we’re going down to the docks because that’s where the mysterious Doctor Locke has his lab.”
“The mysterious Doctor Locke?” I raised an eyebrow at her as we stopped at a red light.
“Uh-huh.” She nodded, a little smile quirking the corner of her full mouth. Her lips looked very kissable. I made myself look back at the road.
“So what makes you think he’ll be at his lab this time of night?” I asked, keeping my eyes straight ahead.
“I don’t know -- maybe the fact that he was there when I called a little while ago?” Dani said, sounding smug. “I explained who I was and tried to ask him some questions, but he wouldn’t say a word. Finally, I asked about his research with the wolves -- you know, most people you get them talking about themselves and their work, and they’ll spill it all.”
I nodded. Every good reporter knows that. “So what did he say about the wolves?” I hoped my voice sounded calm and natural.
“He said, ‘There are wolves, and then there are wolves. I can say no more over the telephone.’ And then he hung up.”
I shot her an incredulous look. “So you thought it would be a good idea to go down there and try to get more out of him? At this time of night?”
“Why not?” She shrugged. “No time like the present, right?”
“Wrong,” I said. “Dani, don’t you see how dangerous this is? This guy, this mad scientist, probably heard your voice on the phone and decided to try and lure you down there for who knows what kind of disgusting, kinky reasons.”
“It’s not like I was having phone sex with him, Ben,” she objected. “And why would he decide to try and lure me to his lair on the basis of my voice?”
I looked at her. “Come on, Dani, you know you have the most amazing ... I mean your phone voice is really ...” She gave me a strange look, and I let it go, realizing I was digging myself into a hole I couldn’t get out of.
She made an exasperated sound. “Why do you always assume everyone is after me, Ben? That everyone wants me?”
Because I want you, I wanted to say, but didn’t. I just drove. After a long moment, Dani spoke again.
“Ben, are you getting tired of me?”
“What?” Her words startled me so much I almost hit the car in front of me. I slammed on the brakes just in time and looked over at her.
“I mean ...” She was looking down, as though studying her nails. “Are you losing patience with me?” There was a vulnerability in her voice that broke my heart.
“No,” I said at once. “Of course not. Losing patience how?”
“I don’t know.” She looked out the window, refusing to meet my eyes. “It was just something silly that Tara said. I guess ... I guess she was wrong.”
“Of course she’s wrong,” I said, feeling like I had missed something along the way. “She’s your little sister -- isn’t that how these sibling things are supposed to work?”
“Like you would know.” Her voice sounded more normal now. “Being an only child.”
“I was lonely,” I told her, making the turn that led into the docks. “No one to play with. I always wanted a little brother -- or a sister. I wasn’t picky.”
“Neither am I or I wouldn’t be hanging around with you.” She slapped playfully at my arm, then pointed to an empty parking lot. “Oh, look, park there. I think this is the place.”
Actually, it turned out that the building that housed Doctor Locke’s lab was down a long row of abandoned warehouses from the parking lot Dani had me park in. I didn’t like walking past the deserted buildings with their burned out lights and broken windows, and it wasn’t because I was afraid of getting hurt, either. Nothing could stop me but a silver bullet -- yes, that part of the legend is true, anyway -- or another werewolf. I wasn’t worried about Dani, either; I was reasonably certain I could protect her.
No, the reason I wasn’t anxious to go walking along the docks district that night was that the cloud cover had broken, and the nearly full moon was beaming down like a skull in the sky. It felt like a spotlight shining right on me, making me sweat with the need to be something else, something other.
“Dani,” I said, hoping she wouldn’t notice the way my voice was coming out deeper all of a sudden. “I really think we should park a little closer. Or maybe just give it up. This is a bad idea.”
“Don’t be silly -- after we drove all the way here? Besides, I don’t see any other parking lots. Come on, you’ve got an alarm on your truck, and we won’t be gone long.” She climbed out of the truck as she spoke, and I had no choice but to follow her.
“Dani, I really don’t like this,” I said.
“Why?” She hooked her arm through mine in a friendly gesture. “Are you afraid? Don’t be -- I’ll protect you.” She smiled up into my eyes, and I sighed. Well, the moon wasn’t completely full, and besides, I’d been controlling myself for the past five years -- I could probably manage one more night.
We walked down the empty street, our footsteps echoing against the concrete, and soon enough, Dani pointed out the building we wanted. It was the only warehouse that looked reasonably intact -- also the only one with a light on inside.
“That’s it -- that’s the address. He’s there, I know it.” She pulled her arm out of mine and ran ahead of me in her excitement to get to the story. Before I could call her back, a dark figure had stepped out of the shadows between two abandoned buildings.
“Hey there, pretty lady,” a masculine voice slurred. My were-enhanced night vision let me know it was probably just a bum looking for spare change, not a real threat, but I didn’t care. The moon scratched the back of my neck with silver fingernails, and my blood surged.
“Oh!” Dani took a step back in surprise and nearly tripped on a crack in the concrete. I was there to catch her before she had time to fall.
“What the hell do you want?” I snarled, pushing her behind me and getting into his space.
“Hey, man ...” The bum backed up, holding out his hands in front of him as though to prove they were empty. “Just wanted to talk to the lady.”
Adrenaline coursed through my body, and I felt a growl building in my throat. I grabbed the front of the bum’s coat and jerked, lifting him a clear three feet off the ground. His eyes grew huge, and he squawked in surprise.
“Stay away from her.” My voice was a low growl, almost unrecognizable, even to me. And yet I couldn’t seem to stop. All the fury of the moon was building inside me, urging me to protect what was mine, and Dani was definitely mine. I was about to throw the bum back into the alley he’d come from like a sack of trash, but a hand on my arm stopped me.
“Ben, what are you doing? What’s going on?” Dani’s frightened voice acted like a shock to my nervous system. I turned to face her, trying to slow my breathing. I could feel the adrenaline and testosterone spiking inside me, urging the change, and I knew I had to control it. I dropped the bum, and he scrambled to his feet, frantic to get away from me. He turned and ran into the shadows, the slap of his cheap shoes echoing down the dark alley between the warehouses.
“Ben?” Dani was still looking into my face anxiously. She looked genuinely frightened -- frightened of me, I suddenly understood. The bum had only startled her, and she probably could have handled him herself -- she took self defense classes after all. But seeing me get violent had been a new experience for her -- probably not a welcome one.
“He ... he was trying to hurt you,” I said lamely, willing my voice to come out normally instead of as a growl.
“No he wasn’t -- he was probably just panhandling. There was no need to ...” She shook her head. “Ben, I’ve never seen you act like that before.”
“I was ... frightened for you,” I said. “You shouldn’t get ahead of me when we’re out in this end of town.”
She was beginning to get mad; I could smell her anger like burning leaves on the crisp autumn air. “Oh, so I should stay by your side like a good little girl, and hold Daddy’s hand tight so the big bad boogieman doesn’t get me?”
“Something like that,” I muttered. My blood was still surging, urging me to do unspeakable things. In the moonlight, Dani’s face looked flushed, and her eyes were bright. I wanted to push her to the ground and take her. I fought it with everything that was in me. God, coming out tonight had been a terrible idea.
“What the hell is wrong with you lately?” Dani demanded, fisting her hands on her hips.
I shrugged and jammed my hands into my jacket pockets to keep from grabbing her. I needed to get inside, out of the moonlight. “Come on,” I said, turning for the lighted building at the end of the row again.
Fuming, she followed me, but I knew I hadn’t heard the last of it.

Chapter Five: Dani
 
I couldn’t understand what the hell was going on with Ben lately. He was like a completely different man -- a stranger I didn’t even know. Where had my partner, the pacifist, vegetarian Buddhist, gone, and who was this testosterone-driven jerk that had taken his place? Despite his size, Ben had one of those sweet, open faces that always made bums and people down on their luck ask him for spare change, and he always gave it to them too. I had never even seen him give a street person so much as a hard word or a nasty look -- let alone pick one up and toss him around like a rag doll.
I watched his broad shoulders hunch under the denim jacket he wore as we made our way to Doctor Locke’s laboratory. I wanted to grab his arm, swing him around, and make him explain to me right then and there what the hell was going on, but something stopped me. There was an air of menace about my usually gentle and mild-mannered best friend that frightened me. It hung around him like a foreign spice, the scent of musk male animals get when they’re fighting over a female.
And there was something else that scared me too. Ben’s eyes when I had looked at him ... they’d almost seemed to glow. Like someone had lit a flame behind his mild brown gaze, and he was burning inside with the need to ... to what? But, no, I shook my head. I had to be mistaken about that, because it was just plain crazy. Probably it was just a trick of the moonlight.
“Here we are.” Ben knocked on the steel door of the mostly intact warehouse -- hammered was more like it, actually -- like he was desperate to get inside for some reason.
Before I could ask him what the hurry was, the door slid open with an ominous shriek of metal on metal, and a voice said, “To what do I owe this honor?”
“Doctor Locke?” I said, stepping forward and giving him my best smile. “I’m Danielle Linden from the Sun Times, and this is my partner, Benjamin Davis. I believe we spoke earlier on the phone?”
“Ah, yes, the intrepid young lady who wanted to know all about my fascinating research.” He stepped out of the doorway, motioning us into the lighted interior. Ben pushed past the doctor, as though he was freezing and wanted to get in out of the cold, even though it was a really mild night for September. I frowned as I followed him, but there was no graceful way to ask him what was wrong in front of Doctor Locke.
“So, Ms. Linden, what is it you wish to know?” He was an older gentleman with very peculiar hair -- black with gray stripes on either side that didn’t look entirely natural. He wasn’t wearing a lab coat, as I had expected, but a ratty old brown sweater and gray slacks that were out at the knees. The smell of stale coffee and dirty socks hung around him like a cloud, and I was careful to keep my distance. In contrast, the lab laid out in the huge warehouse space behind him was spotless and sparkling, filled with expensive and arcane equipment I couldn’t begin to guess the uses of.
“Doctor Locke,” I began. “Over the phone, you said --”
“Watch out!” Ben, who had been standing quietly to one side, suddenly grabbed me and pushed me behind him.
“Watch out for what?” I demanded. I was getting damn tired of his overprotective routine, and he was so tall that I couldn’t even see what it was he had supposedly saved me from this time. Then a low, menacing growl filled the air, and I heard the click of toenails on concrete.
Peering out from behind Ben’s broad back, I saw a huge wolf stalking toward us. It was pure white with pale blue eyes, and its muzzle was wrinkled back to show long pointed fangs like pearly daggers.
“Now, now, Sasha.” Doctor Locke walked forward casually and pushed the animal, which seemed to have fixated on Ben, away. I didn’t know how he dared -- the wolf was so big its head came easily above his waist, and he wasn’t a short man. The wolf slunk away, still snarling, to lie in a corner, and Doctor Locke spread his hands and shrugged. “She is quite territorial, as you see. Now then, where were we?”
Ben was still standing directly in front of me, and I touched him on the shoulder to get him to move. That was when I realized he was vibrating -- actually, he was growling himself, but it was such a low sound that I felt it through my fingertips rather than hearing it.
“Ben?” I stepped back from him, more startled than afraid. Was he trying to back the wolf down by giving it some of its own medicine? He still had his back to me and I started to pull him around to face me, but something stopped me. For some reason, I didn’t want to look into his eyes just then. What if what I had seen outside wasn’t a trick of the moonlight? What was going on?
“Please, Mister Davis.” Doctor Locke sounded completely unconcerned. “I assure you, there is no need for such an overt display of aggression. Sasha is quite obedient. She will not attempt to harm your Chosen.”
“His what?” I asked, assuming he was referring to me.
“I have not claimed her. She is not my Chosen,” Ben said, talking as though he knew exactly what Doctor Locke meant.
“Oh, I think she is. I have been working with your kind long enough to know a mating mark when I see one.”
“A mating mark? And whose kind? What are you talking about? Ben?” I put a hand on my partner’s broad shoulder. “What is he talking about?”
“I have put no mark upon her.” Ben was still talking strangely, acting as though I wasn’t there. He had turned to face us, and I was relieved to see that his eyes looked normal, at least.
“Not a physical mark, perhaps,” Doctor Locke said, still speaking only to Ben. “But your possession is quite evident. To me at least.”
“Possession of whom? Are you talking about me?” I turned to face the doctor. “Look, I think you have a wrong idea about us. We’re writing partners -- that’s all.”
Doctor Locke turned to look at me at last. “Is that really what you think?”
I felt my mouth go dry. Ben was looking at me too, and there was an intensity in his mild brown eyes I had never seen before. It scared me.
“Do you really believe one who is chosen of the Goddess to show both her faces, the light and the dark, could need so deeply and not leave a mark of mating -- of possession?”
“The Goddess?” I raised an eyebrow at him. “Look, I was under the impression that you were doing some kind of scientific research here. Not New Age mumbo-jumbo.”
“And so I am. My research is paramount, but all in the service of the Goddess. The time is drawing near when she will demand her due.”
“What?” I shook my head, feeling like I’d stumbled into some strange dream. I looked up at Ben to see what he made of all this, but he was still just standing there, staring at me with that weird light in his eyes. I was getting a serious case of the creeps here.
“Look,” I said, attempting to bring the conversation back to some semblance of normalcy. “I’m not interested in the Goddess or anything like that.” I pulled the folded picture out of my pocket, still sealed in the clear plastic baggie. “Have you ever seen this girl?” I asked.
Doctor Locke’s dark gray eyes flickered, and he licked his lips nervously. “No,” he said, after studying the picture briefly. “No, I haven’t seen her.”
Something told me he was lying, but there was nothing I could do about it. “Fine,” I said, frustrated. “Well, what about this?” I opened the baggie and unfolded the picture, showing him the long swirl of coarse, gray-brown hair. I had cleaned off the bubblegum as well as I could, and only a few pink flecks remained. “You work with animals,” I said, showing him the lock of hair/fur. “Do you think this could belong to some kind of wolf?”
Ben came suddenly to life. “Where did you get that?” he demanded, striding forward to look over my shoulder at the hair.
“It was stuck inside the picture,” I said, giving him my best back off look. “So what?”
Ben shrugged uneasily, not saying anything.
Doctor Locke studied the fur with much more interest than he had shown the picture of whatever-her-name-was McKinsey. He looked up at Ben sharply. “This is yours?” he asked, gesturing at the fur.
Ben scowled. “Of course not.”
“His hair is black,” I added. It seemed a shame to point out the obvious, but really, what would make Doctor Locke think that weird colored hair could have come off Ben?
The doctor nodded and handed me back the fur. “Yes, he would have black fur, during a change.”
“A change?” I looked at him, frowning. “A change into what?”
The doctor looked startled for the first time. He looked at Ben. “She does not know?”
“Know what?” I demanded. Both of them ignored me.
“No,” Ben said to the doctor, shaking his head.
“Goddammit, will you both please stop acting like I’m not in the room and tell me what the hell is going on?” I shouted, finally losing my patience. “Well?” I looked at Ben, but he only shook his head again.
“Doctor Locke?” I said, looking at him. “I came here for some answers.”
He frowned. “I am sorry, Ms. Linden, but this is not my secret to tell. And as it is getting very late, I must ask you both to leave. Sasha does not like company so late at night.” At the sound of her name, the white wolf that had been sulking in the corner came forward growling, her hackles raised.
“Fine, just fine.” I shoved the picture back into the pocket of my jeans and turned for the door. Ben followed me out into the moonlit night without saying a word.
Doctor Locke stood in the doorway, silhouetted by the light from inside the warehouse, and watched us leave, the growling wolf at his side. “Ware the moon,” he called as we walked down the long, empty street. “And don’t bother looking for McKinsey Cullen, Ms. Linden -- you’ll find nothing but grief down that road.”
“What?” I turned in my tracks. “Hey, you said you’d never --” The door banged shut, and Ben’s hand was suddenly on my arm, pulling me away from the lab.
“Leave it.” His voice was deep, almost a growl. I tried to look into his eyes, but the moon was behind him and his face was hidden in shadows.
“But he said he’d never seen her and then --”
“Leave it,” he repeated. He walked forward rapidly, dragging me with him until I jerked my arm out of his hand.
“No, I will not leave it. I want to know what was going on back there. What were you and Doctor Locke talking about? It was like some weird kind of code only the two of you knew.”
“Believe me, we’re not the only two who know it,” Ben said cryptically. He was still walking in the direction of the truck, and I had to trot to keep up with his long strides.
“Ben, what are you talking about? What’s going on with you lately?”
“Nothing I can tell you about.” His voice was so surly that I was momentarily put off. Ben never yelled at me or told me to mind my own business when I asked him questions. His life was an open book to me, or so I had believed.
“Ben.” I ran to catch up with him and put my hand on his arm, just as he was unlocking the truck. “Ben,” I said. “I’m sorry. But I can see you’re hurting. Something’s bothering you, and it has to do with all that craziness Doctor Locke was talking about. Please tell me what it is. Please let me help you.”
He reached down to cup my cheek in his warm palm and tilted my chin so that our eyes met. In the moonlight I saw that his eyes were suspiciously bright. “Dani,” he said in a voice so broken it twisted my heart. “Please believe me, if I could tell you what’s going on with me right now, I would. But I can’t. All I can do is ask you to be patient with me. In a few more days this is all going to pass, and I’ll be back to normal -- we’ll be back to normal. Just two best friends chasing down the next big, breaking story, and that’s all.” The bitterness in his tone was so palpable I could taste it on the back of my tongue.
“Ben,” I started, but he shook his head.
“Just be patient with me, please. Now, let’s go home. Okay?”
I had a million questions, but they all died before I could open my mouth. Ben looked so sad, so distressed, that I didn’t have the heart to ask them. He drove me back to my condo in absolute silence, which was completely unlike us. He was squinting a lot, as though he was driving in glaring sunlight instead of the silvery moonlight, but I didn’t dare to ask him what was wrong. The tension I had sensed in him earlier was back in spades -- every muscle in his big body was flexed to some kind of breaking point -- I could feel it in the nervous jittering of my own muscles. There was something in the air between us -- something huge that neither of us was talking about.
“Well,” I said when he dropped me off. “I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Ben nodded. Without saying a word, he put the truck in reverse and pulled out. I was left looking after him, wondering what the hell was happening to my partner, and what I could do about it to help him.

Chapter Six: Ben
 
“You want my advice? Tell her.” My grandfather thumped the table pointedly with his fist. The dish containing half of his congealing Denver omelet jumped at his gesture. We were having a late dinner together at his favorite greasy spoon diner, The Three Coins, on West Broad Street
, and he was giving me plenty of advice as usual. In this case, advice I couldn’t use.
“Grandpa, I can’t just tell her,” I objected. The waitress passed by with a fresh pot of coffee, and we waved her off.
“Why not?” he demanded, thumping the table again.
“You don’t understand.” I took another sip of cold coffee, wishing I would have let the waitress top it off. “It’s taken me five years to earn Dani’s trust. The last relationship she was in was, well, very abusive.”
Grandpa raised a silvery eyebrow at me. “Abusive how?”
“She won’t talk about it much, but I’m pretty sure he hit her,” I said flatly. “Among other things. I think he was verbally abusive too. Anyway, the point is it’s taken Dani a long time to be able to trust a man again -- to trust me. I can’t destroy that trust by letting her know I’m ...”
“A were?” Grandpa finished for me, not bothering to lower his voice. “Look, sonny boy, I know what you’re thinking, that the old man doesn’t know what the hell he’s talking about. But let me tell you, I’ve been where you are, and it’s a damn sight better to tell than to try and keep it under wraps.”
“What do you mean?” I frowned. “I thought Grandma knew.”
He took a sip of coffee. “She did, but not for the first year of our marriage. I tried to hide it -- I was ashamed, ya see. Ashamed of what I was and afraid she’d leave me if she found out.” He shook his head. “Goddess help me, I loved that woman so much, I thought I’d die if I lost her.”
I sighed. “I know what you mean.”
Grandpa grinned at me. “That’s because we weres mate for life, sonny boy. You find the right woman, and bam, it’s like a sledge hammer straight to the heart. And there’s never anyone else for you after that.”
“That’s how I feel about Dani,” I admitted. “And I just don’t want to lose her.”
“And that’s the way I felt about your grandma. But I nearly did lose her by trying to hide what I was. She was a sharp woman, was your grandma. She caught on pretty quick that I wasn’t coming home one night a month or that I was sneaking out and staying out till dawn.”
“Did she draw the obvious conclusion?” I asked, interested. I had never heard this particular story before.
Grandpa laughed. “Sure she did. She assumed I was steppin’ out on her. Isn’t that what any red-blooded woman who doesn’t know about the existence of weres is gonna think?” He sighed. “Ah, it would be so much easier if there were female weres we could fall for, but as it is we’re stuck trying to explain ourselves to ladies that have never had the urge to howl at the moon. One of the Goddess’s little jokes, I guess.”
I rubbed my forehead, trying to ease some of the tension that had gathered there. “I think Dani just thinks I’ve suddenly turned into a world-class jerk. All day at work she was trying to talk to me about the story, asking me what’s going on, what’s wrong with me ...”
“And what did you say?”
I sighed. “What could I say? I’ve been putting her off, not answering her questions ...”
“That’s only gonna make her dig harder.” Grandpa frowned. “Believe me, boy, you have to watch out for the smart ones, and that Dani of yours is smart as a whip. She’s gonna take it a whole lot easier if she hears it from you than if she finds it out on her own.” He took another sip of coffee. “You know your grandma was so relieved when I finally came out with it? She thought sure I had a fancy woman on the side. The idea of me turning furry once a month wasn’t near as bad as that.”
“Why did you finally tell her?” I asked.
Grandpa shrugged. “Had to. She had her trunk packed and a one way ticket to her sister’s place in Duluth. It was tell or lose her, and I knew I couldn’t stand to lose her.” He gave me a shrewd look. “Of course, you have to have a woman first before you can lose her. I think your were nature isn’t the only thing you need to tell that Dani girl of yours.”
I poked the remains of my cherry pie with a fork morosely. “It’s the same thing, Grandpa -- I don’t want to lose her trust. Right now I’m her best friend -- the one she goes to when she’s hurt, when she needs comfort, when she wants to talk. I’d lose all that if I told her how I feel, and she didn’t return those feelings. Things would get weird between us.”
“You don’t think loving a woman to distraction and not sayin’ a thing about it for five damn years isn’t weird?” Grandpa demanded, thumping the table again. “Damn it, sonny boy, you’re all bottled up inside, and it all goes back to your were nature.”
“Grandpa --” I raised a hand to stop him, but he was already on a roll.
“You keep the wolf inside you all squeezed down into a tiny little corner, and you wonder why all the rest of your feelin’s are squashed down to little nothings too. Your were nature is the part of you that makes you take risks, go for the gusto --”
“Act like an asshole,” I interrupted him. “I saw the way the other guys acted, the other weres, at the gathering you took me to. I don’t want anything to do with that.”
“Benji,” he objected -- my grandfather was the only person in the world who could get away with calling me that. “It’s not always like that. If you’d just give it another chance ...”
“I don’t want to give it another chance,” I burst out. “I want it to go away. I want to be free of this ... this thing I’ve been carrying around inside me for the last fifteen years. Free to live a normal life. Free to tell Dani I love her and want to marry her. Free to have kids without having to worry I’ll pass it on to them like some kind of defective gene.” The waitress walked past us again and gave me a quizzical look, but I didn’t care.
“Well.” Grandpa clapped me on the back. “I’m real sorry, sonny boy, but that ain’t gonna happen. Your problem is you see the Goddess’s gift as a curse.”
“How could I see it as anything else?” I demanded. “That’s what it is. But I had it under control. I haven’t even changed in the last three years, and now, all of a sudden my body’s going crazy. Why?”
Grandpa shook his head. “You mean you don’t know? Oh, sonny boy, are you in for a shock. It’s Mabon coming -- the Autumnal Equinox. Only this year, it’s something special.”
“Special?” I frowned at him, feeling a sinking in the pit of my stomach. “Special how?”
“Look.” Grandpa tapped the table with his coffee spoon. “Once every eighteen years there are thirteen full moons in one year instead of twelve. You were too young to be affected last time it happened. That extra moon, the thirteenth moon, we call the Hunger Moon because the Goddess is hungry -- her appetites have to be appeased. And who do you think has to do the appeasing? Her creatures, especially the ones she’s chosen to display both aspects of her face.”
“What does that have to do with me?” I asked, afraid that I already knew.
“A lot,” Grandpa said seriously. “You’ve been denying the Goddess her due for three years now -- probably longer than that, ’cause I know you’ve been tryin’ to push the were part of you into a corner almost since your first change.” He leaned forward and tapped the table with his coffee spoon. “The Hunger Moon is a time of great power, and you’ve got a lot of raw need built up in you. This time the Goddess will not be denied -- you’re gonna change, and it’s gonna be a doozy.”
“No, I won’t,” I denied at once. “I’ve managed to control it so far -- I can keep it up.”
Grandpa just shook his head. “You’ll change. You won’t be able to help it. Trying to fight it will only make it worse -- more painful.”
“I don’t believe in all that Pagan crap,” I said, clenching my jaw. “Lycanthropy is a disease, not a blessing or a curse, and it can be controlled.”
Grandpa sighed. “For the life of me I don’t know why you fight it so hard. Let me tell you exactly what you need to do. First, go tell that pretty little gal of yours that you love her and you want her so bad you can’t see straight. Second, tell her the truth about what you really are. Third, find a pack or a coven to celebrate Mabon with -- or just go off the two of you and celebrate alone. Let her watch you change. When you change back, worship the Goddess together.”
“Worship ...?” I raised an eyebrow at him.
“Take her, sonny boy. Make love to her. You’ve never had sex till you’ve had it after a change during the Hunger Moon. It’s the closest thing you’re gonna find to Heaven this side of the Milky Way. Why, I remember with your grandma --”
“Grandpa, please.” I could feel my cheeks heating. “I really don’t need to know the details.”
“All right then.” He kind of chuckled, like it amused him to embarrass me. “The point is, Benji, that the Hunger Moon is the time when the Goddess actually manifests herself among her creatures. After the Mabon ceremony she fills every woman to the brim -- you can see her shining in their eyes like moonlight, and it’s beautiful, just beautiful.” He sighed. “She’s most present in the Mabon queen, the woman picked to represent her, but every woman there gets a little piece of her for that one special night. You haven’t lived until you’ve fucked a goddess under the full moon on a crisp autumn night, sonny boy. You really ought to try it.”
The waitress was passing by again and she gave us a dirty look, but Grandpa didn’t notice. He was deep in a memory, his craggy old face shining with past glory. It was a big relief when my cell phone rang.
I looked at the display and saw Dani’s number blinking back at me. Great, I hoped she wasn’t calling to ask more probing questions -- I really didn’t need that right now. But when I pushed the accept key, instead of her sweet, sultry voice in my ear, I got a notification that I had a voice message. I pressed the buttons to retrieve it, wondering why Dani would leave me a message instead of calling me outright.
“Ben,” her voice filled my ear as the message began, “I don’t even know why I’m calling because I know you don’t want anything to do with this story, although you won’t tell me why. I don’t know what’s going on with you lately, but I thought I should tell you what’s going on with me. Communication is a two way street, right? Even if traffic is kinda stalled on your end right now.” She laughed slightly and paused. I could hear male voices in the background and a clink of glasses. Was she in some kind of a bar?
“I ran a new check on McKinsey Cullen, now that we know McKinsey is her first name, not her last,” Dani’s voice told me. “I found out she disappeared about three months ago. She was over eighteen so her case didn’t get the recognition a minor’s disappearance would have.” She sighed. “Anyway, she was last seen at a bar down on Nebraska Avenue
 called The Cloven Hoof. That’s where I am now, trying to pick up a lead.”
“The Cloven Hoof?” I repeated. I was already out of the booth and fumbling for my keys, but Dani’s voice wasn’t done yet.
“I’m not telling you this because I want you to come down here -- I don’t. You’ve shown zero interest in this case from the start. I’m just calling to say I’m doing this one on my own, and if you find another story you want to follow up, well, that’s okay with me. We can part ways for a while. No hard feelings. Okay?” In the background I could hear the bartender asking for her order, and Dani said, “Shirley Temple with an extra cherry, please.” She never drank when she was working. Then the message clicked off, and an automated voice said, “Message recorded nine twenty-five p.m.”
“Shit,” I said dismally. Except for the occasional “hell” or “damn,” I don’t usually curse a lot. Getting worked up enough to curse usually means I’m not controlling myself very well. But in this case it was totally warranted. Nebraska Avenue
 was a bad part of town, almost as bad as the docks -- a strip of seedy bars and massage parlors where the rougher element of the city liked to hang out. And Dani had gone there by herself. “Shit” was an understatement.
“Look, Grandpa, I’m sorry, but I have to go.” I reached into my wallet for some money, but he put a hand on my wrist.
“On me, sonny boy. Did I hear you say something about The Cloven Hoof?”
“Yeah.” I was already straightening my tie and shrugging into my jacket. I hadn’t bothered to change out of my work clothes when I’d called my grandfather and asked him to meet me for dinner.
“Well, that’s a were bar. You know that, right?” He looked concerned.
I groaned. “I knew it was a biker bar -- a leather bar. But no, I didn’t know it was a were bar too. Dani’s down there all by herself trying to dig up a lead.”
Grandpa whistled and shook his head. “Not a good place for a lady to be by herself after dark. But listen, Benji, you can’t go down there dressed like that.” He nodded at my rumpled white shirt and black suit jacket. I looked down at myself.
“Why not?”
“It’s a rough bunch down at The Cloven Hoof. You have to command respect the minute you walk in, or you’ll end up fighting the lot of them. You need to look the part if you want to go down there and claim your lady friend and come back in one piece.” He dropped some bills on the table and slid out of his side of the booth. “Come on, I think I still have my old leather jacket in my car. That’s gonna be more the style for The Cloven Hoof.”
“All right,” I said, glancing at my watch. “But we have to hurry. Dani left that message almost half an hour ago, and Nebraska Avenue
 is halfway across town.”
He chuckled. “You’ll make it. Now when you get there, you’re gonna have to claim her -- show your ownership of her. You know that, right?”
“What?” I followed him out of The Three Coins, trying to wrap my head around what he was saying.
“Sure -- there’s no unattached females at The Cloven Hoof. There’s just the ones who haven’t been claimed yet.”
“Look, Grandpa,” I said, “Dani isn’t going to be too hot on the idea of being ‘claimed’ in any way. And as for me owning her ...” I shook my head, picturing Dani’s face if she got wind of that particular idea. “Well, let’s just say she values her independence a lot.”
He gave a short, barking laugh. “Listen to you, Mister Sensitive. By the Goddess, this damn political correctness thing you got goin’ has just about ruined your whole generation.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “Let me tell you somethin’, sonny boy. If you see another man’s hand on her, another male horning in on your territory, you’re not gonna be able to help yourself. I’m just gonna give you the protocol. Okay?”
I thought of my instant reaction of rage to the bum who’d tried to talk to her the night before and reluctantly decided he might be right. It was a good thing I had my grandfather to keep me up on things like pack protocol and all the arcane were language and customs, or I would have been walking into the situation blind.
“All right,” I said, “But make it quick.”
“Quick as lightning,” he assured me. “So here’s what you do ...”

Chapter Seven: Dani
 
I glanced around at the people inside The Cloven Hoof as I slipped my cell phone back into my purse and waited for my drink to arrive. It looked like a tough crowd with everyone wearing leather and more ink on display than at a tattoo parlor. I noticed there were very few women sitting at the heavy wooden tables -- the Hoof’s clientele appeared to be mostly men, all of them large and most of them at least partially drunk. You could’ve cut the testosterone in the air with a knife -- if you had a big enough knife that is.
I was glad I had dressed the part, in an outfit I had borrowed from Tara. She’d gone as a dominatrix to a Halloween party the year before, and her costume was perfect for the leather bar, if a little bit snug on me. I looked down and adjusted the shiny, red vinyl, lace-up bustier for the fourth time, trying to get it to cover more skin. Tara was a full size smaller than me in the bra department, and the result was that my cups runneth over, so to speak.
The black leather skirt that went with the top hardly deserved the name since it barely even covered my ass. I perched on the bar stool with my thighs pressed modestly close together, wishing I could cross my legs, and knowing I would flash someone if I did. Three inch, black stiletto heels completed the outfit and made me look every bit as trashy as any other woman in the establishment.
The low grumble of southern rock came over the speakers, but no one was dancing on the tiny, rudimentary dance floor provided at one end of the building. It was just as well, because it looked like it could hold a max of three couples, probably less considering what big bruisers all these guys were. The big, broad-shouldered build that seemed to proliferate reminded me a lot of Ben, although most of these guys were older than my partner, and many were running to fat.
I played with the tiny white cocktail napkin I hoped would soon hold my drink as I thought of my partner. What was going on with him lately? I would much rather have had him here with me, watching my back, but he had made it very clear that he didn’t want anything to do with this story, for whatever reason. Well, at least he’d had the good sense not to ask me to drop it just because he didn’t want in on it. Ben was good about giving me space to do my own thing when I needed to, which was one of the reasons I’d made the phone call -- to let him know we could go our separate ways for a while. Even in the best friendship you sometimes need space. I just wished that Ben hadn’t picked this particular time to need some.
I sighed. The weirdness with Ben wasn’t the only reason I was feeling blue -- the atmosphere of The Cloven Hoof was contributing to my general malaise as well. The whole bar scene brought back unpleasant memories of my marriage to Mitch, but not because he’d been a biker or any kind of an outlaw type. No, Mitchell Jerome Whitford the third had been an attorney who specialized in civil litigation and had never been on a motorcycle in his life that I knew of. He’d had blond pretty-boy looks and a big white smile, paired with a forceful charisma that had attracted me at once when we met in college. Of course, I didn’t find out until after we were married that he had no soul.
What brought back the painful memories was the sour scent of beer in the air and the atmosphere of suppressed violence that seemed to hang over the entire bar. It reminded me of the way Mitch had used to get when he was drinking. He’d always start with a beer or seven to get warmed up before he moved on to the hard stuff. During his beer phase, he was a happy guy, as sweet as could be and no trouble at all. It was after the bottle of Jack Daniels came down from the shelf or he’d had a couple belts of Scotch that he started getting mean.
I rubbed my hands over my arms briskly, trying to get rid of the chillbumps that had formed there. There was no point in thinking of my bastard of an ex-husband now. I had work to do -- a lead to catch, and maybe a missing girl to find, if it wasn’t too late to find her.
Just then the bartender, a big guy wearing a leather jacket with no shirt underneath it, finally came back with my drink.
“Dollar fifty,” he said, plunking it down on the small white cocktail napkin. His biceps bulged with the motion, making the red and green snake tattooed on the right one seem to flex.
“That’s not much for a drink,” I said, giving him a flirtatious little smile as I dug in my purse for money.
He shrugged. “No alcohol in it. Just red sugar water and soda.”
I tried not to bristle at his disdainful tone. After all, you catch more flies with honey ...
“Well, I was wondering how much you charge for something else I was interested in?” I leaned forward on the bar so that the red bustier bulged in what I hoped was an enticing manner.
The bartender looked interested despite himself. “What are you lookin’ for, little lady? And how come you’re here alone?”
“Can’t a girl come in to a bar for a drink by herself sometimes?” I asked, giving him my best innocent look.
“Not in the Hoof she can’t.” He nodded around the smoky bar where all of the women present were obviously there with a man. “Look around. If you’re not meeting someone, and you don’t know what kinda bar this is, you might want to drink that quick and skedaddle.” He motioned at my bright pink Shirley Temple.
“But I haven’t gotten what I came for yet.” I smiled at him, but it was clear he was losing patience.
“Make it quick.” He grabbed a dirty white rag from under the bar and swiped at the cracked wooden surface.
“I need information,” I said, laying a twenty on the bar along with the picture of McKinsey Cullen. “This was a friend of mine -- McKinsey Cullen? She disappeared around three months ago, and this is the last place she was seen.”
“How come you’re just now askin’ around if she went missin’ three months ago?” the bartender demanded. Oops -- good question.
“I’ve been out of town,” I said quickly. “I thought she was just missing my phone calls, but when I came back and found out she was gone ... well ...” I shrugged and tried to look appealingly innocent. “Please, anything you could remember would really help.”
“Sorry, can’t help you.” He took my twenty and gave me exactly eighteen-fifty in change. Great, a dead end.
“But ...” I said as the bartender turned away. Clearly this had been a bad idea from the start. Maybe I should have offered him fifty. I sighed.
“I might be able to help you with that,” said a voice in my ear. I turned to see a large man in faded jeans and a vest identical to the bartender’s smiling at me in a predatory manner. He had eyes the exact color blue as his well-worn jeans, and by his seamed and leathery face, I judged him to be a good fifteen to twenty years older than me. He also had about a hundred pounds on me. The white T-shirt under the vest bulged with muscle just beginning to run to fat, and there was a pack of cigarettes rolled up in one sleeve. The whole look was very Grease, and I felt like the good girl in high school being approached by the boy from the wrong side of the tracks. Then I remembered the way I was dressed. Okay, so maybe I wasn’t the good girl after all.
“Have you seen this girl?” I asked, showing him the picture of McKinsey Cullen and trying to sound business-like.
“Ah-ah-ah.” He shook a finger at me. “Didn’t I hear you offering to pay for that information just a minute ago?”
“Sure.” I made my voice confident and off-hand. “But you should know I don’t have more than fifty on me. She was a personal friend, so I’m financing this investigation on my own.” A little white lie never hurt anyone, and I didn’t want him to think I could afford to bankroll his entire night on the town.
“Well, I’m sure we can work something out.” He gave me that predatory grin again, which made me want to squirm in my seat. There’s something so undeniably creepy about being sized up like a side of beef by a complete stranger, even if you’re dressed to be sized up.
“Fine.” I waved the picture in front of his face again. “How did you know her?”
“She used to come in here pretty regular. In fact, I was here the night Thrash claimed her.”
“Thrash?” I raised an eyebrow at him.
He nodded. “Sure, Thrash Savage. Everybody in the scene knows him.”
“Oh, Thrash.” I nodded back. “Sure. So where is she now?”
He shrugged. “Don’t know. She kinda disappeared after he claimed her. I heard he was getting her ready for something special -- somethin’ to do with Mabon, but nobody ever said what.”
“Um ... Mabon?” I raised an eyebrow at him, hoping I wasn’t giving myself away.
My new information source frowned. “Hey, are you in the scene or not? I had you pegged for one of those Winterhaven Coven chicks.”
“Oh, sure.” I nodded. “Winterhaven -- that’s my, uh, coven.”
“So how come you don’t know about Mabon?”
“Oh, I know.” I shrugged, trying to look unconcerned. “I was just wondering what McKinsey would have to do with it. I mean, she never mentioned anything about it to me.”
“Well, if she was with Thrash, she was probably gonna be the pack’s Mabon queen. In the Great Rite -- ya know?” He grinned and took a sip of his drink, which looked to be Scotch, straight up. “She was a good choice for it. I watched Thrash take ’er right there on the floor.” He nodded to the small dance floor on the far side of the room. “That girl could fuck like nobody’s business.”
I had just taken a big sip of my Shirley Temple, and I choked on it, spraying the tops of my breasts with the pink liquid. “She, uh ... they ...?” I coughed again, nodding at what I had assumed was a dance floor.
“Sure. Here, let me help you with that.” He picked up several of the little cocktail napkins and began blotting my chest.
I snatched the napkins away from him. “I can do it myself, thanks.”
He looked at my red face, obviously amused and not a bit deterred. “Ya know, it’s that girly drink that’s choking you up. Let me get you something real. You like Scotch?”
“No thank you,” I said firmly. “In fact, I have to meet someone.” I dug in my purse and came out with a fifty. “If that’s all the information you have, then I have to get going.”
“Not so fast.” He took the fifty from me, wadded it up, and stuffed it back in my purse. “I don’t want your money.”
“Then I’ll consider what you told me as a gift.” I tried to smile at him. “Thank you very much.” I started to slide off my stool, but he stopped me with a meaty palm on my thigh.
“No gift,” he said. “Nothin’s for free in this world.” His voice had dropped into a lower register, almost a growl.
“Take your hand off my leg,” I said, giving him my best fuck off glare.
My information source turned stalker leaned forward and inhaled deeply. He sat back and smiled at me, his hand still on my leg. “No,” he said simply.
“I’m warning you,” I said, trying to sound menacing and unafraid. I had not come unprepared for this kind of thing. I had mace in my purse; it was just a matter of finding it. I put my hand inside it, pretending I was putting away my fifty.
“I don’t smell a mating mark on you,” he said, inching his hand up my thigh. I looked down and saw that his fingernails were crusted with some kind of black grime. Yuck.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, still fumbling for the mace. Shit, Ben was always teasing me about having such a huge purse that it was like a black hole. I looked over at the bartender, but he just gave me a bland look and shrugged. Clearly no help from that quarter.
“I’m talking about an unclaimed female -- you, girly.” He grinned at me, and his eyes almost seemed to glow in the smoky air. “Why’d you come in here for if you weren’t lookin’ to be claimed? If you weren’t looking for a man?”
The enormity of his misogynistic ego trip left me speechless for a minute. Then his hand inched higher up my thigh, under my skirt, breaking my indignant paralysis. “I told you,” I said, grabbing his hand with my own and attempting to push it off my thigh. “I came here looking for information on McKinsey Cullen. That’s all.” I pushed with all my might on the last word, but I might as well have been trying to move a stone wall. This guy was determined and frighteningly strong.
“You came here for a good fucking,” he growled, leaning in so that I could smell the Scotch fumes on his breath. The odor along with the menace in his voice brought back my ex, Mitch, in all his glory. I tried not to flinch back, but I couldn’t help it. “That’s the only reason an unclaimed female ever comes in the Hoof, so don’t give me any more bullshit, girly.”
“She is not unclaimed.”
The voice behind me was both familiar and strange, if that makes any sense. I turned around slowly to see Ben standing there, two feet behind my bar stool. But it was Ben as I had never seen him before.
Instead of his usual rumpled GQ look of a button-down shirt with a tie pulled adorably askew, my partner was dressed in ... leather? I had to do a double take to be sure, but it was true. He was still wearing the black dress slacks he’d had on that day at work, but from the waist up, he looked like something out of a Playgirl wet dream. He wasn’t wearing a shirt or tie anymore -- in fact, his tanned, muscular chest was bare, showcased by the black leather jacket he wore. I could see his biceps bulging with tension under the animal hide, and his face was grim. His thick, springy black hair was disheveled, as though he’d been running both hands through it, and the fire was burning behind his brown eyes again. If he had been a dog, I would have said his hackles were up.
The man with his hand on my leg looked up at him, obviously sizing Ben up. He didn’t remove his hand from my thigh. Instead he sniffed me again and said, “I don’t smell a mating mark on her.”
“I don’t care what you smell. She’s mine.” Ben came to stand directly behind me and put both his hands on my shoulders. His hands felt hot against my chilly bare skin, and I shivered. “So get the fuck away from her.” His voice was a low growl.
I could barely suppress a gasp. Ben almost never swore, and he certainly never dropped F-bombs. What the hell was going on? And what, I wondered for the second time in twenty-four hours, was a “mating mark”?
The man at the bar withdrew a little, but his hand was still on my knee. “You going to claim her here and now, buddy?”
Behind me I could feel Ben stiffen. “We don’t plan a public claiming,” he said. “We’re waiting for Mabon night, not that it’s any of your Goddess-damned business.”
The man chuckled. “Oh, I think it is my business -- see, I like this little lady a lot. Either claim her in front of these witnesses, or make a formal challenge.”
“I will not claim her here!” Ben answered, his hands tightening painfully on my shoulders.
My harasser’s faded blue eyes narrowed. “Challenge it is then, pup. Unless you’re scared?”
I became suddenly aware that the entire bar had fallen silent and was listening to their tense conversation. All heads were cocked our way, and all eyes glued to our little corner of the bar. It was so quiet that you could actually hear the lyrics to “Free Bird” coming out scratchy and hoarse over the cheap speakers.
There was a scent in the air like male musk and the same coiled tension I had felt around Ben the night before. I wanted to say something and couldn’t. My tongue felt frozen to the roof of my mouth, and when I tried to take a deep breath, my lungs wouldn’t expand properly. I was terrified, and I didn’t even know exactly why.
The bartender was the first to break the silence. He came forward to stand in front of our little tableau, his hands flat on the bar. “An offer of challenge has been extended.” His voice was flat, but it filled the entire bar. He looked at Ben. “Do you accept, or will you claim this female as custom dictates?”
From somewhere in the crowd a low, murmuring chant began. One man started it, and then another took it up, and then another, and another, until the whole bar was repeating it. It took my numb ears a moment to decipher what it was, but finally, I got it. “Fuck or fight ... Fuck or fight,” the crowd was chanting. I looked up at Ben, feeling all the blood rush from my cheeks, leaving me white and pale. What would he say? What would he do to me?
“I choose the challenge,” Ben said, and the bar erupted into cheers. I stared at him and saw a fierce light burning in his brown eyes. He raised a hand for silence, and the entire bar went quiet again, waiting to hear him speak. “I have one condition. This will be a challenge of the first nature, not the second. The first man to change forms forfeits -- no deaths.” He looked down at the man with the faded eyes who had finally taken his hand off my knee. “I don’t want your blood on my hands,” he snarled, sounding more animal than human.
With an inarticulate roar, the man rose from his bar stool in one smooth motion. Standing, he was shorter than Ben, but considerably heavier, despite my partner’s linebacker build. It was going to be like a Bulldog fighting a German Shepard, I thought, and then wondered why the canine analogy had popped into my mind.
“You think you can hold off the change better than me? C’mon then, pup. And may the best were win,” the man shouted, striding toward the small area at the end of the bar, which I was beginning to realize was no dance floor. Ben stripped off his jacket and started to follow him. Finally my paralysis broke, and I grabbed his arm and yanked on it until he bent down to look at me.
“Ben,” I said through numb lips. “Don’t do this -- you don’t have to. Let’s just get the hell out of here. Okay?”
“No, Dani. It’s not okay.” The light was back in his eyes, and this time I was sure of it -- they were glowing. His voice was low and frightening.
“I don’t ... don’t understand,” I faltered, looking up into those strange, yet horribly familiar eyes.
“No,” he said bitterly. “You don’t. There’s no going back now. You see, Dani, either I fight that son-of-a-bitch and wipe the floor with him, or I have to fuck you in front of all these people. Now which would you prefer?”
I recoiled from his ugly words, as though he’d slapped me.
One corner of his mouth twisted violently downward. “That’s what I thought,” he said. He stood up and pulled away from me, wading into the crowd to get to the fight.
I thought someone, maybe the bartender, might referee the fight but no one bothered, and it must have started as soon as Ben stepped onto the floor. From then it seemed to go very quickly. I say “must have,” and “seemed to” because I couldn’t actually see what was going on. Even in my three inch heels, there was no way to see over all the broad backs surrounding the fighting floor, and there was no pushing through the solid wall of bodies either. I heard the solid meaty thwack every time either Ben or the other man landed a punch and the roar of the crowd when it happened. One or twice I saw a horrific spray of blood, but I couldn’t tell whose it was. I jumped and hopped, trying to get a view, before it finally occurred to me to climb up on a table. But by then it was almost over.
I stepped up onto a chair, wobbling in the three inch spike heels and was in the act of climbing onto a table when a masculine voice shouted, “First change!” The entire crowd took up the chant as they had earlier. “First change! First change! Forfeit!” I finally managed to balance in the ridiculous heels and look over the heads of the men surrounding the fight floor.
At first I couldn’t understand what I was seeing. Ben was still standing, although his face was bloody and his bare, muscular upper body was splattered with crimson. The other man appeared to be rolling on the ground, writhing in some kind of agony. His skin seemed almost to be bubbling somehow, and he was bloody -- so bloody that I wondered if Ben had gone too far. I remembered him saying, “I don’t want your blood on my hands.”
Then Ben looked up and saw me staring. Our eyes met over the crowd and his were glowing brown orbs in a mask of blood. Someone threw him a towel, and he used it to wipe off most of it. He tossed the bloody rag away and waded through the crowd toward me, leaving the other man thrashing on the floor. The crowd murmured in discontent that the fight was over so quickly, but no one put out a hand to stop him.
Something very strange was going on with the man with the faded eyes. His body seemed to be shifting, changing in a way that seemed subtly wrong. I blinked, trying to make my brain understand it, but I couldn’t make sense of the bloody heap twisting over the dirty tiles. I wanted to watch more, but suddenly Ben was there, standing in front of me. He reached up without asking and grabbed me around the waist, pulling me down to the floor to face him.
The crowd’s focus shifted from the man Ben had beaten to a bloody pulp to the two of us standing in the middle of the bar. Slowly, a new chant began to rise from the collective throat of the crowd. “Claim her ... Claim her ... Claim her ...”
Ben grabbed my upper arms and dragged me up until I was standing on my tip-toes, face to face with him. His expression was unreadable, but there was a hot light in his eyes that scared the hell out of me. The aura of tension that had been following him for the last few days like his own private thundercloud seemed ready to explode. I could feel it jumping between us like electricity between live wires. I was scared to death and yet somehow more excited than I had ever been in my life.
“Claim her ... claim her ...” the crowd urged him on.
“Ben,” I managed to say through trembling lips. “Whatever they’re saying, don’t do it. Please don’t.”
“I have to.” His voice was so deep I felt it rather than heard it. It was like a pounding in my blood. “I need to, Dani.”
“You don’t have to do anything,” I told him, but he shook his head.
“I need to at least do this,” he rumbled. He pulled me closer, so close I could see the blood drying in his stiff, black hair and smell the hot, coppery fragrance of violence hanging around him. I put up a hand to stop him, but that was as far as I got before his lips covered mine, taking my mouth in the most brutal, delicious kiss I had ever experienced. He bent me backward over his arm and ran his other hand roughly up my cheek to bury his fingers in my hair and hold me in place. I gasped and his tongue was suddenly there, exploring my mouth, tasting me, owning me in a way I had never known was possible.
My brain felt numb -- could this really be Ben? Sweet, gentle Ben who went out of his way to never make sexist remarks or tell off-color jokes? Could this really be my mild-mannered partner of five years ravishing my mouth with a savage intensity that was making me hot and cold all over? I didn’t even know this man -- did I?
My body reacted helplessly to his. My nipples stiffened into tight peaks under the slick vinyl bustier, and the cleft between my thighs got wet and hot and slippery in a breathless second. It was crazy to think, but it was almost as though I needed this, as though my body had been waiting for it all along.
I don’t know when or how I started kissing him back, but I moaned into Ben’s mouth, a low animal noise I hadn’t known I was capable of making. Suddenly his hand left my hair to roam all over my body. I felt his fingers tugging at the top of the bustier, peeling it down to bare my breasts. He pinched my nipples, using a gentle twisting motion that belied the fierce possession of his kiss, and I gasped and arched my back, wanting more despite myself.
My skin was on fire with needing him. His big hands were everywhere, cupping and kneading my breasts, stroking my neck, and lifting my skirt to find their way to the hot, wet place between my thighs. I arched up to meet him, not caring about the crowd, not caring about anything but having this -- having Ben in a way I had never allowed myself to realize I needed him before.
His fingers pushed my panties aside to spread me, and I opened my thighs, welcoming him in. He bent his head to lap at my throat, then bent lower to suck my nipples into his hot mouth, making me nearly scream with pleasure. Two long, strong fingers pressed into the hot, slick entrance to my pussy, thrusting deep to find my core, and I pressed back, helping him find it. I was so close ... so damn close ...
In the back of my mind I knew I shouldn’t be doing this. We were in public and people were watching. We were best friends and partners -- not lovers. We were probably screwing our carefully balanced relationship all to hell. None of the reasons my critical mind tried to give me had the least effect on my body. I wasn’t myself. I was like a bomb that has been activated -- helpless to do anything but tick and tick until I blew myself apart.
Ben was a completely different person too. Gone was the polite gentleman who always opened my car door and guided me through crowds with one large, warm hand at the small of my back. What was left in his place was a testosterone-driven animal, a beast that both frightened and called to me in some primal way I could neither deny nor ignore.
I don’t know what might have happened between us if he hadn’t picked me up and laid me down on the nearest table. But the hard wood was cold under my back, and the smell of spilled beer, yeasty and rank, invaded my senses and turned my stomach. I looked up and saw Ben looming over me, a dark shadow with fire in his eyes. His features blurred as my memory looped sickeningly back to a part of my past I’d tried hard to forget. Mitch! my mind screamed, and suddenly all the pleasure I’d been feeling turned to panic.
Ben leaned over me, maybe to kiss me again, I don’t know because I didn’t give him a chance. I struck out at him, beating at his chest and kicking to try and push him away. He was already between my legs, one hand on the fastening to his jeans, and I saw the startled expression in his eyes as I fought him.
“Dani -- Dani, no, I’m sorry!” The light faded from his brown eyes, leaving anguish and concern behind, but none of it was registering with me. The only thing that registered was the smell of alcohol and the fact that I was pinned to the table with a large, heavy man on top of me. I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t -- the sound stuck in my throat like a bone that wouldn’t come out. I fought him in silence, kicking, thrashing, slapping, and hitting with my fists. Hot tears were welling up in my eyes, and still I couldn’t make a sound, even when they ran down the sides of my face.
“Dani, please don’t. I’m not going to --” Ben reached down to cup my face in his palm, bringing his own face closer in the process. I saw my chance. Reaching up, I clawed at his face with all my might, digging my nails into his tanned cheek and dragging downward. Fresh blood began to flow down the side of his face in thin, crimson rivulets.
Ben stood up and stepped away from me, his hand going to the side of his face I had clawed, his eyes wide and wounded. I took the opportunity to scramble up off the table, yanking my bustier up and my skirt down in the process. The crowd around us booed, but I didn’t give a damn. None of this had ever been about giving them a show, anyway. This was between me and my partner.
“Dani ...” Ben looked at me, then at his hand, which came away bloody when he touched his cheek. Carefully, he wiped at the ragged gouges I had left in his flesh as though he couldn’t believe I would hurt him.
I couldn’t believe it either, to tell the truth. But I was so panicked and confused I wasn’t sure what had just happened. Only one thing was clear to me -- Ben and I had crossed a line. A barrier that had always been between us had been broken down, and I wasn’t certain if that was a good thing. I had always felt safe around Ben -- protected. Now I didn’t feel that way anymore.
“Please,” he said and started toward me.
“Stay away.” I backed into the crowd, which parted to let me pass.
“Dani ...” His eyes were anguished. “I didn’t mean to ... you don’t understand what you do to me.”
“So this is my fault?” I demanded.
Ben’s face hardened. “Yes, at least in part,” he said. “You call me up, tell me you’re here --”
“I told you not to come down here!” I said, through gritted teeth.
“And what would you have done if I hadn’t?” he growled back. “You think you could’ve managed all by yourself?”
“I ...” I didn’t have an answer. It was true that he had saved me from the man at the bar -- I didn’t have a problem with that. It was what had happened afterwards that had shaken me to the core.
“Didn’t think so,” Ben snarled. Someone in the crowd handed him a wet cloth, and he wiped at the scratches I had made on his face again. I stood there, staring at him, caught between outrage and gratitude. But as I opened my mouth to say something else, my eyes returned to the side of his face, and the words died on my tongue.
“What?” Ben must have seen my eyes grow wide because his own eyes narrowed.
“Your ... your face,” I managed to get out. Before my eyes, the long, jagged gouges I had made on his tanned cheek were healing. I could actually see them closing -- see the flesh and skin knitting back together until at last there was nothing left -- not even a scar.
Ben reached up to touch the side of his face again, realization dawning in his eyes. “Dani --” he began.
“Who ...? What are you?” I breathed. He started to answer, but I held up a hand to stop him. “No, I don’t care anymore. Just stay the hell away from me.” I turned and pushed my way to the door and out into the night, running as though my life depended on it.

Chapter Eight: Ben
 
I found her trembling against the side of her car, her arms crossed over her chest in a way that pushed her breasts up and out of the slick, red bustier like ripe fruit. I hated myself for noticing something like that, but it seemed like I couldn’t help it. Couldn’t help remembering the way her full breasts had filled my hands and the salty taste of her skin on my tongue when I licked her neck and sucked her nipples. I could still feel the slippery heat between her thighs and smell her rich, delicate scent. God, I wanted her so much -- more than ever now that I knew I had lost any chance of ever having her.
“Here, I thought you might need this.” I held out the big, leather knapsack purse she had left behind in the bar. I had stopped to retrieve it as well as my grandfather’s leather jacket before following her out into the night. I figured she might like a little time away from me -- like maybe a lifetime.
“Thanks.” She snatched the purse from me at an arm’s length as though I might bite her if she left her hand out too long. She fumbled in it for what seemed like a very long time before finally coming up with the large metal ring that held her keys. It had been a gift from me -- something chunky and clunky so she wouldn’t keep losing them in her purse. The ring itself was big enough to be a bracelet and an inch thick. It was made of solid steel, and the keys were hung on smaller rings around it.
The keys jingled musically as she searched for the right one. Her car alarm was broken, something I’d been meaning to get fixed for her for some time, so she couldn’t use the automatic beeper to unlock her doors. I watched her try to put the key in the lock twice, her hand trembling so hard she nearly dropped it, before I moved to take it away from her.
“No!” Dani dropped the keys on the pavement with a jangle before I could get too close. Her green eyes were wide, and the look of fear on her face was like a knife in my heart.
“Dani,” I said softly, trying to make my voice low and gentle even though the moon was still dragging at me unmercifully. “Please -- let me drive you home. You’re in no shape --”
“I’m fine,” she cut me off. She held out a hand. “Give me back my keys.”
I saw the way her eyes kept flickering to the place on my cheek where she had clawed me. I still didn’t understand why she had done that -- what had happened to change her mind. We’d been all over each other, finally expressing the need that had been locked inside for so long and I knew, I knew she’d been responding to me. Why had she stopped? What had frightened her into fighting me? Was it just that she had finally realized what we were doing? Or had she somehow sensed the other beneath my skin, pulsing like a second heartbeat, waiting to be let out?
“I owe you an explanation,” I said, still holding her keys.
“You don’t owe me anything.” Her voice was almost pleading now. “Just please, don’t …”
“Don’t what?” I demanded. “Hurt you? Rape you? Eat you up like a little girl lost in a fairytale with the big bad wolf?”
She recoiled from my tone, but then her chin lifted and she stared me in the eye. “Isn’t that what you almost did back there?” She jerked her head in the direction of The Cloven Hoof where the regulars had gone back to their drinks. We’d been barely a half hour’s distraction for them -- the worst half hour of my life.
“Dani ...” I squeezed my hands into fists, feeling the solid steel key ring crumple and contort like a cheap wire hanger in my grip. “God!” I exploded, my voice echoing down the empty street.
“Don’t you mean ‘Goddess’?” Dani inquired coldly. “Isn’t that who you pray to?” She shook her head. “I thought you were a Buddhist -- a pacifist.”
“I am,” I said, still struggling for control.
“Tell that to the guy you beat to a bloody pulp in there.” She motioned at the bar again.
I took a deep breath. “I explained why I had to do that.”
“Oh, right.” She put her hands on her hips, her anger obviously overcoming her fear. “It’s part of the rules of this weird secret society you apparently belong to. You had to either beat him up or ... or fuck me.” The word seemed to stick in her throat and she turned pale.
I nodded, unable to deny it. “Yes. That’s pack protocol.”
“Pack? Pack? What pack? What the hell are you talking about, Ben? And who or what are you?” she demanded, her eyes blazing.
“I’m the same person you’ve always known,” I said. “The same man who’s been your best friend and partner for the last five years.”
“Bullshit,” she spat. “That’s complete and utter bullshit. The Ben I know wouldn’t have grabbed that bum in the alley last night. The Ben I know wouldn’t have beaten that man in the bar. The man who’s been my friend for the last five years wouldn’t have grabbed me and ... and ...” She shook her head, her hand coming up unconsciously to wipe her lips as though she was trying to wipe away all traces of my kiss.
“Fine, you’re right.” I felt the tension building in my muscles and made a conscious effort to relax. I couldn’t let this confrontation push me into a change -- I couldn’t. I took several deep breaths. “I’ve worked very hard to be that man,” I told her. “But you’re right--tonight, I wasn’t the same Ben you’ve come to know.”
Her mouth twisted into a disbelieving sneer. “Listen to you, talking about yourself like there are two of you. Are you going to blame your behavior on some kind of multiple personality disorder? And what about your face? How did you heal so quickly?”
“That’s part of it,” I said, reaching up reflexively to touch the place where my cheek had healed with supernatural quickness. “Of what I am.”
“Which is what? An alien? A god? A superhero?”
“A werewolf,” I said. “Dani, I’m a werewolf.”
“You’re a what?” She seemed to be having trouble wrapping her mind around the concept, which I could understand. My partner was nothing if not practical, and the idea of supernatural creatures living and working among humans would not exactly fit into her worldview.
“It’s true,” I said quietly. “I’m a were. A shapeshifter.”
Dani’s eyes got wide. “You’re telling me this after you acted like that poor man, McKinsey’s father, was crazy when he came in shouting --”
“Well he was crazy,” I protested.
“Apparently not as crazy as I was led to believe,” she shot back, her eyes flashing.
“You’re right,” I said. “I guess I deserved that.”
“Damn straight.” Dani gestured to the moon, which was almost full, riding high in the black sky overhead, dodging in and out of the ragged, wispy clouds. “So if you’re a ... a ...”
“A werewolf,” I supplied.
“Yeah.” She nodded. “If you’re a ...  that, then why haven’t you changed by now?”
“Because.” I clenched my fists at my sides again, distorting the key ring even more. I tried to keep my voice low and controlled. “Because I’m resisting it with everything in me. I’m holding myself back, the same way I’ve been holding myself back all night.”
Her eyes widened, and I could tell she’d gotten my message. I wasn’t just holding myself back from changing -- I was holding myself back from taking her, from claiming her and making her mine the way every fiber of my being insisted she should be. God, how I wanted her! I would have taken her right there against the side of her car if she hadn’t been looking at me with such fear in her eyes.
My need to be inside her, filling her, fucking her, owning her, must have shown on my face because Dani took a wary step back.
“I guess this ... explains a lot,” she said in a slightly breathy voice. “The way you got so upset when McKinsey’s father came running in yelling about werewolves. The way you’ve wanted nothing to do with this story from the first.”
“This story is dangerous,” I said. “For you and me both. You need to drop it, Dani. Whatever happened to McKinsey Cullen, she’s gone now, and getting yourself mixed up in the local pack won’t bring her back.”
Dani frowned. “You’re asking me to drop the story?”
“Hell, yes, I’m asking you to drop the story. I’m telling you to,” I said. “Haven’t you heard a word I’ve said, Dani? Those people are dangerous. You could get hurt.”
“I’ve already been hurt.” The look she gave me was sharper than any knife could have been. “And don’t talk about those people like you’re not one of them when you know damn well you are.”
“Dani, I’m sorry --” I began. She held up a hand to stop me.
“Tell me one thing, Ben. Do you know where McKinsey Cullen is? Did you or one of your ... your pack do something to her? Is that why you’re trying to keep me from going after this story? Because you have a personal stake in it?”
“No.” I took a step forward, my voice filled with frustration, but Dani backed up again. Clearly she didn’t trust me. I made myself stop and hold my ground. “No, Dani,” I said. “I swear to you -- the other day when her father came bursting into the news room was the first time I had ever heard of McKinsey Cullen. I found out she was missing the exact same time you did. I didn’t have anything to do with her -- I have as little to do with any of this as I can.” I indicated The Cloven Hoof, meaning the whole were lifestyle.
Dani’s eyes narrowed to green slits. “Oh? Then why did you get so upset when I decided to follow it up and try to find her?”
“Because I was afraid you’d find out. About me -- about this.” I gestured at myself helplessly. “I ... I didn’t want you to know.”
Dani sniffed. “Small wonder. Didn’t want me to know you were living a double life doing God knows what to God knows who.”
“It’s not like that!” I burst out.
“Oh?” Dani raised an eyebrow at me. “Okay, then what is it like? Can you deny you’ve been keeping this from me? Pretending to be someone and something you’re not? Acting like one person when you’re actually someone completely different inside?”
“No, but, Dani, if you’d just let me explain ...” I took a step toward her and this time she held her ground.
“I’ve had about as many of your explanations as I can take tonight, Ben.” She held out her hand, palm up. “Now give me my Goddamn keys.”
I untwisted the metal ring as best I could, forcing the steel to conform to a rough circle again, although it wasn’t the perfectly smooth shape it had been. Dani didn’t say a word as she watched me work with the metal, showing her my strength for the first time on purpose. She only kept her hand out, waiting until I was done.
“Here.” I handed the mangled mass over to her, the keys dangling limply from their smaller rings on the larger, distorted one. “I’m sorry. For everything.” I put my hand on her shoulder, but she shrugged it off. “Dani, please,” I said. “You’re the most important person in my life. Please say this isn’t the end of our friendship.”
She was looking down, studying her keys as though searching for the right one. When she looked up at me, her eyes were bright with unshed tears. “I thought I knew you, Ben,” she said, her voice breaking over my name. “But I never did. Not really. I trusted you.” She shook her head. “I guess I was wrong.”
“Dani.” I stared at her helplessly and reached out a hand I knew she wouldn’t take.
She shook her head. “I have to go.” She unlocked the car with shaking hands and started the engine, staring straight ahead. I stood on the curb and watched her drive down the street and out of my life. I knew she was never coming back.
I lifted my face to the sky where the moon floated above me mockingly and howled. The lonely sound scratched at my soul, floating over the empty street and into the night, expressing an agony too deep for words.

Chapter Nine: Dani
 
The most depressing sound in the world is the first sleepy twittering of birds outside your window when you’ve just spent the entire night crying until you think there aren’t any more tears left in you. I lay in my bed and listened to them sing and considered calling in sick for the first time since I had started at the Sun Times seven years before. I was miserable in a way I hadn’t been miserable since I’d finally realized I was going to have to divorce Mitch or he was going to kill me. Only, then my misery had been mixed with a generous portion of relief -- I knew I was doing the right thing, no matter how hard it was.
This time I had no sense of relief to bolster me in my despair. There was only a desolation so bleak I could barely lift my head off the pillow. Ben had lied to me -- lied about everything he was and everything he stood for. I felt betrayed and violated in so many ways I couldn’t begin to number them.
My partner and ex-best friend wasn’t the kind, gentle, dependable man I’d thought I knew. He was the complete opposite. I could imagine him spending his days with me, opening doors, pulling out chairs, acting the perfect gentleman, gaining my trust. Then at night, he went out and put on a leather jacket and ran around with a homicidal gang of ... of ... I still couldn’t make myself say that word. Could scarcely wrap my mind around the concept of him being so completely inhuman.
I wondered if he laughed at me behind my back, thinking what a gullible idiot I was, believing his lie, swallowing his story hook, line, and sinker. And all the while he was pretending to be this great pacifist meditating for world peace, he was actually out getting into fights, beating people up, probably breaking the law in every imaginable way.
I flipped my pillow, searching for a spot that wasn’t damp with tears. I had sworn when I got rid of Mitch that I would never let myself get fooled that way again. My first husband had been a man with the face of an angel and the soul of a shark. We used to go out to dinner parties with his clients, and he would treat me like a queen, ordering my favorite wine and looking soulfully into my eyes just to put on a good show. Then, once we got home and he had a drink or two, he would hurt me, and not just with his fists. No, Mitch liked to leave bruises where they wouldn’t show.
I had promised I wouldn’t end up in that situation again, and yet, here I was five years later in the same kind of fix. I had trusted Ben, and he had broken that trust. I couldn’t get over how much that hurt.
I found myself remembering the first time I had really trusted him -- really let him in past the professional exterior I showed the rest of the world and kept around me like a shield ...
I had been going out for my morning paper and found my cat, Sylvester, had been hit by a car. He was dead by the time I found him, and there was nothing I could do but bury him. I got a shovel, but the ground in the little patch of garden that went with my condo was so hard I couldn’t make much of a dent in it. I couldn’t even dig a hole deep enough to bury my cat.
I don’t know what made me do it, but I called Ben and he was there in five minutes, his big brown eyes filled with a gentle concern. He’d made short work of digging the hole and helped me bury Sylvester, and I’d found myself telling him how I’d had the stupid cat since college. Many nights after a fight with Mitch, Sylvester would curl on my lap and purr while I stroked his fur. Somehow the thought that I would never hear that deep, rusty purr again had been the worst thing of all. In the middle of telling Ben that, I broke down and cried.
My partner put his arms around me and just held me, letting me get it out, and I felt so warm and safe and comforted. I was vulnerable in so many ways, but he hadn’t taken advantage of me -- hadn’t even tried to kiss me, for which I remembered feeling vaguely disappointed. It was then that I first began to trust -- first began to think that maybe there was at least one decent man in the world after all.
And now Ben had proved me wrong.
I sat up in bed suddenly and pushed my hair out of my face. I didn’t know why he’d gone to such great lengths to fool me, but I was damned if I’d give him the satisfaction of letting him know how much it hurt. I was getting up and going to work even if I felt like a pile of dog crap that someone had stepped in. I would treat Ben with the same cold civility I had used when he first came to work at the Sun Times, and the first chance I got I would go to my managing editor, Barry Craythorne, and tell him I needed a new writing partner ASAP. Or better yet, I would just go solo. I didn’t need anyone besides myself -- the whole reason I was in this mess in the first place was because I had allowed myself to forget that.
My anger carried me through my morning routine and into work, but it couldn’t stop the cold dread in the pit of my stomach when I walked into my office -- our office -- and saw Ben sitting on his side of the desk with his head in his hands. He looked so completely miserable that I was almost taken in. Almost. But he had lied to me before, and I wasn’t interested in a repeat performance.
It was the longest and worst day I could ever remember having since I’d started at the Sun Times. The corner office, which had seemed so sunny and airy when Craythorne had first assigned it to us, now seemed tiny and stuffy -- filled with everything Ben and I weren’t saying to each other.
By four o’clock, I was more than ready to go home, even though I usually stayed in the newsroom until well past six unless Ben and I were out chasing a lead. I was more than glad it was Friday, even though the weekend loomed ahead of me filled with nowhere to go and nothing to do. Ben and I had planned to go to the State Fair and eat cotton candy and ride the Ferris wheel until we were dizzy on Saturday. Obviously, that was now off as was the scary movie marathon we’d had planned for Sunday. I loved scary movies, but I hated watching them alone and Ben was always willing to volunteer as my couch companion.
It looked like I was going to have to turn in my Blockbuster card for a while, I thought, giving my dejected partner a covert glance as I gathered my things to go. But then again, who needs to rent a monster movie when you work with a werewolf? I shook my head. I still couldn’t wrap my mind around that. It all seemed like a bad dream. Although I knew I wouldn’t have cared what he was -- werewolf, mummy, Count Dracula or hell, Count Chocula, if only he hadn’t lied to me. It was the lie I simply couldn’t forgive.
“Hey, Ms. Linden.” Pete the copy boy stuck his head in the door just as I was slinging my purse over my arm to go.
“Yes, Pete?” I moved past Ben, trying not to feel his eyes on me as I walked. I used to love having him look at me, but now his gaze felt like a lead weight against my back.
“There’s some guy here to see you.” Pete nodded his head in the direction of the conference room we used for confidential sources. “Says it’s important.”
“Who is it?” Ben looked up at once, the old protective light shining in his eyes.
“Pete, please tell Mister Davis that the identity of the gentleman who wishes to see me is none of his concern,” I said coldly. “Especially since we won’t be working together anymore by Monday.”
I swept past them as Pete started to repeat my statement, and Ben said, “Look, I’m not deaf. I heard what she said.” I shut the door with a bang to avoid hearing any more.
Inside the conference room was a man with neat gray hair who looked vaguely familiar. The moment I opened the door, he rose and held out a hand.
“Oh, Ms. Linden, thank you so much for agreeing to see me.” I took his hand, and he shook enthusiastically. “You’re too kind to give me a second chance.”
I gave him a puzzled smile. “I wasn’t aware I’d given you a first chance Mister ...?”
“Cullen. J. C. Cullen. McKinsey’s father?” He raised an eyebrow at me, and suddenly it fell into place.
“Oh!” I put a hand to my cheek. “Oh, my -- I had no idea. You look -- well, you look so different.”
“Ah, yes.” He sat down and smoothed the nice silk tie he was wearing over his neat white shirt. “That would have something to do with having taken my medication this morning. You see --” He leaned forward earnestly. “I have a mild bipolar disorder. When I go off the meds ... well, embarrassing things tend to happen.” He gave a self-conscious little laugh, and his cheeks got red.
“Please, Mister Cullen,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.”
He shook his head. “I was so upset, you see. McKinsey’s been missing for well over three months. And I ... well, I’m a big fan of your work, Ms. Linden. I guess when I went off my meds, I somehow got it into my head that you could help me. That you were the key to finding my daughter.” He gave an awkward little shrug. “And so I rushed in here with her graduation picture, acting like a loon. I’m so terribly, terribly sorry.”
“You don’t have a thing to be sorry for.” I patted his hand, which was trembling slightly.
He looked up at me. “You’re very kind. I just wanted to say thank you for humoring me. And now, I should go.” He got up to leave, but I put a hand on his arm to stop him.
“Wait, Mister Cullen. Do the police have any leads at all?”
“No. Nothing.” He looked down at his hands.
“You were shouting about wolves,” I said, watching him closely. “Werewolves, actually. Did you ever --”
He shook his head rapidly. “Sometimes when I’m off my meds I think I see things. Terrible things. I thought --” He put a hand to his eyes. “It was just the bipolar disorder talking.”
“What about the hair?” I asked. “There was a long lock of brownish-gray hair stuck to the back of your daughter’s picture with chewing gum. Do you know who or what it belonged to?”
Mister Cullen frowned. “There was hair? I’m so sorry -- I don’t remember that at all. The boy she was seeing ...” He gave a bitter laugh. “Well, I guess I should say the man she was seeing -- he was much too old for her. Theodore Savage was his name and he had brown hair with some gray in it. But I don’t know how any of it would have gotten stuck to her picture.”
My mind was working a hundred miles a minute. Theodore Savage had to be Thrash Savage. The guy who’d hit on me in The Cloven Hoof the night before had mentioned him as being connected with McKinsey. The guy Ben had beat to a pulp ... but I didn’t need to go there. I needed to find a lead.
“What can you tell me about Thrash Savage, Mister Cullen?” I asked him. “Have the police cleared him in the disappearance of your daughter?”
He gave another short, harsh laugh. “Sure, they cleared him. He had a rock-solid alibi -- he was with another woman at the time. Two of them, in fact. The bastard.” He sighed. “And all I really know about him is that he’s kind of a biker -- dresses in leather and chains -- long hair, tattoos, the works. You’d know him if you saw him -- he looks like seven miles of bad road. At least that’s what I tried to tell McKinsey. But she was so set on him--she said he told her ... told her he could make her special.” He gave a dry little sob. “As though she wasn’t already special. Oh, my baby.” He put his face in his hands and his shoulders shook.
“Mister Cullen, I am so sorry.” I patted his arm, feeling helpless. All the digging I had done, and I couldn’t even add a piece to the puzzle. I was no closer to getting McKinsey Cullen back than I had been when her father first came in with her picture.
“It’s all right. I’m all right.” He took a handkerchief from his breast pocket and wiped at his eyes. “I really should go now, Ms. Linden. My wife is taking this even harder than I am, and I didn’t help her any with my outburst the other day.”
“It’s completely understandable, Mister Cullen.” I patted his shoulder again. “I don’t blame you a bit.”
“It’s the worst thing in the world,” he said, getting up to leave, “losing a child. I pray to God you never have to experience it yourself, Ms. Linden.” I held out my hand to him again, and he shook it rather limply. “Thank you again for being so kind,” he said.
“You’re welcome,” I said. “If there’s anything at all I can do, please, don’t hesitate to call me or drop by again.”
He pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger as though trying to drive back tears or tension. “I’m afraid there’s nothing anyone can do at this point, Ms. Linden, except pray.”
I nodded him out of the conference room, but inside I was seething. Ben had told me to drop the case because it was dangerous, but now more than ever I knew that I couldn’t. What had started as a harmless way to kill time on a slow news day had turned into a quest. I had to find McKinsey Cullen.
I dug in my purse and pulled out my phone, dialing a number by heart. The boyfriend was the obvious place to start, and if anyone would know any dirt on Thrash Savage, it would be my main snitch, Daryl Platinum.
* * * * *
Daryl Platinum’s real name was Daryl Stevens, and he was addicted to cosmetic dentistry. He’d gotten his nickname because of his teeth -- every single one of which was platinum plated. Gold was good enough for most people, but not Daryl -- he always had to have one step above the best, at least when it came to his teeth. He had, to say the least, a blinding smile.
I met him on a street corner downtown, not far from the hot-dog cart where he ate most of his meals. For the money he’d spent on his smile, he could have been eating filet mignon every night, but Daryl, or DP as he preferred to be called, opted for an expensive mouth over expensive food to go in it.
“Hey, Daryl, how’re you doing?” I asked, as we sat together on the bus stop bench, and he tore into the hot dog I’d bought him -- extra relish and onions, hold the mustard.
“Not too bad,” he said around a mouthful. He settled his lanky form more comfortably on the green wooden bench and looked around. “Say, where’s your shadow?”
“What?” I frowned at him and took a tiny bite of my own hot dog. I hadn’t been able to eat a thing at the office that day, what with my stomach constantly tied in knots, and I had to keep my strength up.
“You know -- Ben -- your other half. Where is he?”
“He’s not my other half,” I said stiffly. “And you ought to know that you probably won’t be seeing us together any more.”
Daryl shook his head and made a tsking sound around another bite. “That’s a shame. What’d he do to get in the dog house?”
I nearly choked on my hot dog. Could Daryl somehow know about Ben’s ... condition? But, no, it was impossible. “That’s none of your business,” I said.
“Ooo -- touchy!” He took another bite. “Seems like a shame though -- you two are such a good team. Like Batman an’ Robin. Or ...” He paused to consider. “Lois and Clark.”
“You mean Lewis and Clark, who made the expedition to the Pacific Ocean?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.
Daryl gave me a disgusted look. “No! Like Lois and Clark as in Lois Lane
 and Clark Kent. You know -- Superman’s secret identity in the comic books? I mean, what with you both bein’ reporters and all ...”
“Oh, right,” I mumbled. Well, Ben sure had the secret identity thing down pat, I thought. Mild mannered reporter by day, werewolf by night. “I never would have pegged you as a comic book buff,” I said.
“Hey, I used to have a kick-ass comic book collection.” He put a hand to his chest. “I mean, I had it all. Superman, Batman, Aquaman -- you name the man, I had the book.”
“So what happened to your collection?” I asked.
He grinned, flashing his platinum smile. “Sold it. Had to pay for some necessary expenses.”
“I bet,” I said.
Daryl shrugged and popped the last bite of hot dog into his mouth. “So what did your man do? You catch him with another lay-dee?”
“Of course not.” I threw away my own half-eaten hot dog and brushed the crumbs off my lap. “Besides, it was never like that between Ben and me. We’re just friends -- were just friends. Now we’re nothing. Co-workers, I guess.” I sighed.
Daryl laughed. “That what you really think?” He pointed at me. “You might have been ol’ Ben’s friend, but that man was gone on you. Why else you think he was always hangin’ around puttin’ up with your shit?”
Okay, this had gone far enough. “I came here to ask questions, not answer them,” I told Daryl pointedly. I dug in my purse and came up with a fifty.
He took the fifty, sniffed it, and handed it back. “Huh-uh, sorry. My man Grant don’t do it for me no more.”
“What?” I looked at the bill he’d tossed back at me as though it was defective.
He nodded. “Yup -- my price has officially doubled.”
“What? Why?” I’d been dealing with Daryl for years, and his price had always been the same -- a hot dog and a fifty bought anything he knew. It was one of the last real bargains in the city, and I felt like he’d just yanked the rug out from under me when he told me he was suddenly charging more.
He shrugged. “Call it inflation. I’m getting some new work done on my teeth and it ain’t cheap.”
I raised an eyebrow at him skeptically. “I thought you already had every single tooth platinum plated -- even the molars.”
“I do.” He grinned. “But now I’m onto something new. Emeralds. Look close.” He leaned forward and opened his mouth, pointing out his two front teeth. The right one was absolutely plated with tiny, flawless emerald flakes. The left one was halfway finished.
I thought that it made him look like he had some leftover salad stuck in his teeth, but I didn’t say so. I can be diplomatic when I have to be. “Why emeralds?” I asked. “I thought most people put diamonds in their, uh, teeth when they had them done.”
Daryl shrugged. “That’s the problem -- I ain’t most people. I wanted something new, a little bit of flash and a whole lotta bling. Besides, emeralds are my birthstone. Lots of people have one or two diamonds or just one or two teeth done, but I’m gonna do my emeralds all that way. Forget about Daryl Platinum -- they gonna call me Emerald Daryl when I’m done,” he assured me, sitting back with a satisfied smile.
I thought it was more likely that people would call him “Mister Green Teeth” or something even ruder, but who was I to say? I shook my head. “What does your dentist think about all this?”
“You don’t go to a regular dentist to get this kinda work done,” Daryl told me. “I go to a place on Tiber and Fifty-Sixth called Pimp My Grille. They love me there -- I put a buncha their kids through college. But this --” He pointed at his partially platinum-and-emerald-plated teeth. “-- ain’t cheap. So you can see why I had to up my price.”
“Well, all I have is a fifty,” I said. “Can’t I pay you the other half next time?”
He sighed and rolled his eyes theatrically. “You know I don’t usually talk on credit.”
“I know,” I said. “But you know I’m good for it. Please, Daryl, it’s really important. There’s a girl missing, and I’m trying to find her.”
“Hmm.” He pretended to think about it, then nodded his head. “All right -- but just this once since it’s for a good cause. Who you want the skinny on?”
“Theodore Savage -- Thrash Savage,” I said promptly. “Anything you can tell me would be great, but what I’d really like to know is where to find him.”
Daryl held up his hands. “Whoa! Thrash Savage ain’t nobody you want to find, I can promise you that. I want it understood right now that I am not to blame for any harm that might befall your luscious little body on account of the information I give you.”
As disclaimers went, it was a pretty strong one. Daryl knew the streets, and he wouldn’t have warned me unless Thrash Savage was really bad news.
“I understand,” I said. “Now can you tell me where to find him, or do I have to sign a waiver?”
He shrugged. “It’s your funeral. Savage is the leader of a local biker gang -- called the Wolf Pack. Hey, you okay? You look white as a ... well, whiter than usual, anyway.” He peered at me, concern written on his long face.
“I ... I’m fine.” I put a hand to my cheek, feeling how cold and clammy my skin had become. Well, I had known that Savage was probably a werewolf like Ben -- it was just a shock to have it shoved in my face like that. How blatant could they get? Then again, most people probably thought it was just a name. “I got it,” I said, taking a deep breath. “The Wolf Pack. What else?”
“Well, supposedly the DA has been after him for a while for different things -- drugs ... girls.” Daryl shrugged. “There was even a rumor that he was running some kind of a white slavery ring for a while. But they couldn’t never make none of it stick.”
“So where is he now? I mean, where can I find him?”
Daryl shook his head warningly, but answered all the same. “They say on Friday nights he usually hangs at a joint called La Bella Luna. That’s Eye-talian for ‘The Beautiful Moon.’”
“I’ve heard of that. On Fourth Street
, right?” I frowned. “Isn’t that kind of an upscale restaurant for the head of a biker gang?”
He nodded. “Yeah if he ate out in the front where everybody could see. But word is that there’s a back room they keep reserved for him and his buddies. Every Friday night they go there around eight for spaghetti bolognaise. Best in town.”
“You’ve been there too?” I gave him a skeptical look.
“Hey.” Daryl looked wounded. “You think these choppers are only good for eatin’ hot dogs? I get out every once in a while between dentist appointments.”
“I bet you do.” I patted him on the knee and looked at my watch. “Thanks for the information, Daryl. I have to get going.”
He grinned at me. “Hey, don’t forget you owe me double next time. And be careful out there. Thrash Savage don’t play.”
“I believe it,” I said. There was just enough time to run home and change before I went to stake out La Bella Luna if I hurried. I had a feeling I was finally onto a solid lead, and I felt better than I had all day.

Chapter Ten: Ben
 
“I lost her,” I said flatly, drawing patterns in my meatless spaghetti sauce with my fork. “She found out what I am, and I lost her because of it.”
“You didn’t lose her, honey.” My mom served me another piece of garlic bread and went back to work on her latest sculpture. She was into what she called her “clay phase” at the moment, and half of the kitchen table was taken up with a mostly-finished male torso.
My mom was what you might call a Renaissance woman -- she liked to paint and sculpt and draw, but she also had a degree in Biology. Mostly she loved to learn. Every time I turned around she was taking a new class on Sixteenth Century French Literature or starting guitar lessons or enrolling herself in a Haiku poetry workshop. I couldn’t remember a time growing up when the house hadn’t been filled with her latest works in progress, textbooks, and sheet music.
I broke off the piece of garlic bread that had clay on it and munched the rest morosely. “No, she’s gone. I mean, she hasn’t changed jobs or moved out of state -- Dani wouldn’t do that. But she’s getting a new office, and probably a new partner come Monday, so for all intents and purposes she’s out of my life.” I nodded at the sculpture’s pecs. “You’re making those too muscular.”
“Oh?” She eyed me for a moment. “I don’t think so -- take off your shirt.”
“Mom!” I could feel the heat building in my cheeks. “Not at the table! I can’t believe I let you talk me into posing for that thing in the first place.”
“Hey, this thing is my final project, and it’s worth half my grade,” she reminded me. She put her hands on her hips and stood back to admire her work. “Besides, I think it’s a pretty good likeness.”
“Yeah, yeah,” I mumbled, going back to my garlic bread. She’d wanted to do a full nude, but I had drawn the line at that. I didn’t mind taking off my shirt, but that was as far as I was willing to go. There are limits, even in a close-knit family like mine.
“So what makes you think you’ve lost her?” my mom asked, returning to her sculpture and our earlier topic of conversation at the same time.
I sighed. “Just what I said -- she’s completely ignoring me. She won’t say a word to me -- she pretended I was invisible all day today.”
Mom’s eyes flashed behind her glasses. “Well, maybe you should ignore her right back. So she found out you’re a werewolf -- so what? It’s not the end of the world.” She normally liked Dani a lot, but she had always been protective of me, especially when it came to my were status.
“You know what the problem is?” she continued, pinching the clay in a way that made me wince just to watch. “You’re always attracted to these overbearing, domineering women who don’t need a man to take care of them.”
“Mm-hmm,” I said, trying to hide a smile. “I wonder why in the world I’d be attracted to a woman like that?”
“Oh, you!” Mom pinched off a pea-sized lump of clay and threw it at my chest -- my real one, not the one she was sculpting. I caught it and threw it back so that it stuck to the sculpture’s side like an ugly mole. “Anyway,” she said, “you know what I mean, Ben. I mean that you’re a caregiver -- a nurturer. And you need someone who really needs you. If Dani doesn’t, maybe you should find someone who does.”
“I can’t,” I said. “It’s just ... she’s the one, Mom. I’ve known it for years -- I just didn’t want to risk scaring her off. And now look where I am.”
“And where are you?” she asked reasonably. “You’re just going through a bad patch right now. You and Dani will come through it all right.”
“I don’t think so,” I said, playing with my spaghetti. “I think she was really disgusted -- horrified when she found out about me. She looked at me like I’d grown a second head or something.”
“Well, it can be quite a shock,” Mom said reasonably. “I remember when your father first told me.” She laughed. “Of course I didn’t believe him until he changed for me, but then ...” She shook her head. “You could’ve knocked me over with a feather.”
I had to smile at the idea of anything shocking my mother. She was as close to unflappable as anyone I’d ever met. I picked up my garlic bread and took another bite. “I don’t know. Maybe Grandpa is right. Maybe I should have told her from the first and risked it all. But I guess I’m not much of a risk-taker.”
“Your father was a risk-taker,” Mom reminded me. “Look where it got him.” My father had been killed in a duel with another were when I was just a kid. His early death was one reason my mom was so supportive of my choice to sublimate my were nature instead of acting on it. If she had known I’d been in a similar fight the night before, she would’ve flipped her lid. I was wisely keeping that little piece of information strictly to myself.
“It got him you,” I pointed out. “You never would have stayed with him if he hadn’t been totally honest with you.”
“I guess that’s true.” She sighed and patted the sculpture’s shoulder as though it was a friend in need of comfort. “And let me tell you, honey, the years I spent with your father were the best years of my life. I don’t regret a minute of it, and I know Dani won’t regret any time spent with you once she gets used to the idea that you’re a little different.”
I snorted. “A little different? Mom, I have supernatural speed and strength, and I can turn into an animal. I think that’s more than a little different.”
“Better an animal on the outside than an animal on the inside,” Mom said tartly. “It’s amazing the number of men out there that are wolves in sheep’s clothing, and I’m not speaking strictly metaphorically here.” She pointed at me. “At least I brought you up to respect women and treat them like intelligent beings instead of pieces of meat.”
I thought of the way I’d treated Dani the night before in The Cloven Hoof, and my cheeks began to heat with shame. I hadn’t exactly lived up to my mom’s ideals or my own either. It was just that I wanted her so badly -- needed her so much. And the moon was pulling on me as it never had before.
“Mom,” I said. “Do you know anything about the, uh, Hunger Moon?”
“You mean the extra full moon that occurs every eighteen years?” She nodded. “Oh, yes, I couldn’t forget about that. When the last one happened you were too young to be affected.” She smiled. “My, that was a Mabon ceremony to remember. Your father was a wonderful lover, you know.”
“Mom!” I threw what was left of my garlic bread at her, and she dodged it easily. “I didn’t know you and Dad used to celebrate, uh, Mabon together,” I said.
“Oh, sure.” She shrugged. “I know you’ve chosen not to join the local pack or live the traditional were life, and I fully support your decision. But when your father was alive, we celebrated all the Pagan holidays.”
“What?” I raised an eyebrow at her. “I thought you were a strict Catholic.”
“Well, now I am,” she said. “But in some ways the two religions are a lot alike. There’s a lot of ritualism, a lot of tradition ...”
“A lot of cavorting naked under the full moon,” I pointed out.
Mom laughed. “Yes, I have to admit Midnight Mass isn’t as much fun as that. But you have to have someone to cavort with for it to really be any good.” She looked at me sharply. “In fact, if you’re going to be out during the Hunger Moon, you just about have to have somebody. Is that why you’re asking about it? Why you’re so upset over you and Dani breaking up?”
I felt another blush heat my face. “We were never together, Mom. Not that way, anyway. But, well ... it’s just that the moon’s been having ...” I cleared my throat. “An increased effect on me lately. Since this is Mabon Eve and the full moon is tomorrow night, I was just thinking that I should stay indoors. You know, out of the moonlight. Away from temptation, so to speak.”
She nodded slowly. “You want to stay here so I can keep an eye on you?”
I shrugged uneasily. “I guess if it wouldn’t be too much trouble. And if something does happen, I mean, if I can’t stop the change, at least I’ll have the woods behind your house to go to.” Mom lived in a big old Victorian mansion on the far edge of town where there was a lot of wilderness and open spaces. It was a better place to hide a pony-sized wolf in than the tiny postage stamp of a lawn around my own neat tract house. I could just imagine what my neighbors would say if they heard me howling at the moon, let alone saw me.
Mom sighed. “You know you can stay here. But I wish you’d stay out of those woods! You always got the worst ticks in there when you were a teenager.”
“I’ll try to be careful, Mom.” I got up and put my plate in the sink, then went over to give her a kiss on the cheek. “You’re the best, you know that?”
“I try,” she said complacently, still working on the sculpture. “There. You know -- I think it’s just about finished.”
I stood back and looked at the sculpture critically. “Nope. I’m gonna have to disagree,” I told her. “There’s no way my nipples are that big, and if they were, I’d shoot myself.”
She laughed and slapped my chest, getting a splatter of wet clay on the front of my white polo shirt. “All right, I’ll make them smaller.” She went back to work. “And listen, Ben, I don’t think you need to worry about Dani. She’s as much in love with you as you are with her. She just doesn’t know it yet.”
I sighed. “I don’t think so, Mom. Or if she was, she isn’t any more.” I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to drive back the tension headache that wanted to form there. “God -- I just miss her so much. We were supposed to spend practically the whole weekend together and now ...” I sighed. “Now I don’t even know where she is.”
“I’m sure you’ll find out,” Mom said. “Isn’t that your cell phone ringing? Is that the theme to the X-Men movie?”
“Uh-huh.” I dug the vibrating phone out of my pocket and surveyed the caller ID window eagerly. “Oh, it’s only DP.”
“Who?” Mom raised an eyebrow.
“An information source Dani and I use sometimes.” I sighed, debating whether to take it. I was in no mood to haul myself into the city and sit on the bus stop bench munching hotdogs with Daryl that evening. In fact, the best thing I could do would be to take a cold shower and go to bed early. Still, he’d never called me for anything frivolous before. Reluctantly, I pressed the connect button. “Hello?”
“Hey, Ben, my man.” DP’s voice filled my ear. “How they hangin’?” he asked.
“A little low and to the left,” I shot back, keeping an eye on my Mom, who was still working to correct the enormous nipples she’d sculpted. “What’s going on, DP? I really don’t think I can get to the city tonight. I’m kind of spending some quality time with my Mom.”
“Well, ain’t that sweet?” Daryl said. “But listen, you better get your white ass to the city, because while you’re spendin’ quality time with your mom, your lady is spending some quality time with Thrash Savage.”
“What?” I had almost sat down again, but now I shot up out of my chair. Just because I wasn’t active in the local pack didn’t mean I didn’t know the leader. Thrash Savage was the most ruthless Lead Wolf the pack had ever known, at least according to my grandfather. He was no one you wanted to get on the wrong side of, and now Dani had apparently gone after him, no doubt for a lead on that damn story I’d told her to drop.
“You heard me.” Daryl sounded unperturbed. “She came by about an hour or so ago askin’ for information. Said something about wantin’ to find some missing girl. I tried to warn her off, but well, you know Dani. Once she decides she wants to do something, that girl’s like a dog with a bone -- ain’t lettin’ it go nohow.”
“Yeah, I know.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Where did she go? Do you have any idea?”
“Well, I told her Savage’s usual Friday night hang-out so I guess she mighta went there. You know -- La Bella Luna?”
“Yeah, I know it.” It was a local Italian restaurant that was were owned and operated. I had only eaten there once with my grandfather. They made a pretty decent eggplant parmesan. But if Dani had gone there to try and get information out of Thrash Savage, she might end up being the main course herself.
“Ben, you there, man?” I heard Daryl ask.
“Uh, yeah. Yeah, I am.” I sighed. So much for my plan to stay in on Mabon Eve. It looked like I was going to have to go after Dani again, even though I knew she would hate me for it. Even more than she already hated me, that was. Great. Just great. But she was in way over her head, and no matter how she felt about me, I still loved her. I couldn’t leave her to fend for herself around the likes of Thrash Savage.
“Thanks for the information, DP,” I said. “I really owe you one.
“Well, I figured you should know. I mean, Dani can take care of herself for the most part, but Thrash Savage ...” I could almost see him shaking his head, his platinum teeth gleaming.
“I know,” I said. I was already reaching for my keys. “I better go.”
“Talk to ya later, my man,” he said. “Oh, and just for future reference, my price is now a C note, not a Grant. Okay?”
“I got you,” I said. If what he’d told me helped save Dani’s life, I wasn’t going to quibble about the price. “Bye.” I clicked off and looked up to see my mom looking at me anxiously.
“You have to go out, don’t you?” There was worry in her eyes but resignation as well.
“Yeah, Mom.” I put my cell phone back in my pocket and gave her a hug. “I’m sorry, but it’s Dani. She’s about to get herself into some deep trouble if she doesn’t watch out.”
Mom sighed and reached up to hug me, careful not to get any more clay on my shirt. “You do what you have to do, honey. Just ... be careful. Okay?”
“I will,” I promised. But inside I wondered how careful I could be, considering where I was going and who I was going to face.

Chapter Eleven: Dani
 
La Bella Luna was a really classy place -- seen from the front. The back was a run-down alley with some pretty smelly dumpsters, one of which I was currently hiding behind. I’d changed out of my executive power-woman suit and into a plain black skirt and a white button down shirt. That way I could pass for a casual diner, or maybe even a waitress in a pinch. If push came to shove and it was a busy kitchen, they might just think I was a new hire.
The back door slapped open and a large, burly, balding man came out with a steaming pot of something that smelled liked burned tomato sauce. He started slopping it into the dumpster across from the one I was hiding behind and yelling at the top of his lungs.
“That Anthony -- he burned the gravy again! What the hell I’m s’posed ta do with a chef that can’t cook?”
A younger man with curly brown hair and sad eyes came out. “Uncle Pete. C’mon, please. I din’ mean to burn it. And I don’t mean no disrespect, but you din’ even tell me to watch it.” He spread his hands in a gesture of reconciliation.
“What?” The older man’s face was dark red now. “Now I gotta tell you ta watch the gravy? Where’s your common sense?”
The younger man refused to get mad. “Maybe it’s like my ma says -- common sense ain’t so common anymore.” He shrugged.
“I’ll show you common sense,” the burly man shouted. It looked like they were going to be at it awhile. Seeing my chance, I slipped in through the back door while both of their backs were turned and slid into a busy, bustling kitchen. No one even looked at me, which was a good thing since I’d never been in the restaurant before and had no idea where anything was.
To my immediate left, several blackened gas stoves were going full tilt with two sweating men working over each one. To my right was a prep area where two harried sous chefs were throwing together salads and antipastos like their lives depended on it. Straight ahead and to the left was a set of swinging steel doors that probably led into the restaurant proper. To the right of the doors, just past the salad prep area, was a row of coat hooks and what looked like a hallway leading somewhere besides the kitchen or the main restaurant. Could this be the back room Daryl had told me about?
I walked purposefully through the main kitchen as though I knew where I was going. As I passed the row of hooks, I snagged a short, black half-apron and tied it around my waist, hoping I looked like a waitress just starting her shift. I was just about to take a right into the shadowy hallway, when a meaty hand grabbed my arm.
“Hey, where you think you’re goin’?” It was the burly guy -- the one who had been giving poor Anthony hell for burning the gravy. He looked me up and down, and I tried to look annoyed instead of scared.
“To the back room,” I said, taking a chance. “To get the order for Mister Savage’s party.”
He frowned. “Tina’s the only girl allowed back there when Thrash is here. Besides, they always have the same thing: spaghetti bolognaise.”
I shrugged, trying to look unconcerned. “Tina’s sick and asked me to cover for her. She told me they always have the bolognaise, but I figured they might like to order some drinks.”
The burly balding man seemed to consider for a minute, then he shrugged. “Well, what the hell. I’ll fire Tina’s skinny ass later. In the mean time, come with me.” He dragged me into a small wine pantry and proceeded to uncork a bottle of nicely aged Merlot. He put it on a tray with three long-stemmed glasses and shoved it at me.
“Thanks.” I started to pick the tray up, but he stopped me with one hand.
“Now, look -- when you bring this in be sure to serve Mister Savage first. And when you pour his wine say, ‘Compliments of Pete on Mabon Eve.’ Got it?”
I nodded. “Compliments of Pete on Mabon Eve,” I parroted back to him.
“Good.” He smacked me on the rear in a way that would have earned him a pair of ruptured testicles if I hadn’t been undercover. “Do good tonight and you might get the job permanently.”
“Thanks.” I picked up the tray before he could fondle my ass any more and headed for the hallway. I had no idea where the real Tina was or how long I might have before I was found out, but there was nothing to do now but play along.
The hallway was a lot longer than it had looked, and darker too, with several twists and turns that muffled the sounds from the noisy kitchen. Halfway down the length of it, I ran into a girl dressed much like I was, carrying a tray under her arm.
“Tina?” I stopped her, putting a hand on her shoulder.
“Yeah?” She eyed me skeptically. “Who’re you, and what are you doing down here? I’m the only one who serves the Savage party.”
“I’m new,” I said. “And Pete sent me down here with the wine to tell you that Anthony burned the gravy for the, uh, bolognaise again. He needs you to run out and get some ... some fresh tomatoes so he can make some more.”
Tina didn’t seem convinced. “Pete ran out of tomatoes?”
“Hey.” I shrugged my shoulders. “I’m just telling you what he told me. He said, ‘Tell that Tina to get me ten more pounds of tomatoes and make it quick, or I’m gonna fire her skinny ass.’”
Tina’s face got pale, and I felt a little sorry for her. “Yeah, okay,” she mumbled and hurried back in the direction I had come from. I took a deep breath and continued down the hallway, which dog-legged abruptly to the left and ended in a plain black curtain that must be the entrance to the private room.
Behind the curtain, I could hear voices -- one loud and deep and angry, and the other softer and somehow familiar. Balancing the wine bottle and glasses carefully in one hand, I leaned forward and put my eye to the crack between the curtain and the doorframe.
“Explain to me again why I gave you over fifty thousand dollars for this, and all I get is shit in return.” The loud, angry voice belonged to a man that could only be Thrash Savage. My eyes went to him immediately, and I bit my lip. In a culture or society, or whatever you wanted to call the werewolf set, which produced large, alpha males, Savage was the largest and most alpha I had ever seen.
Even sitting down I judged he was over seven feet tall, but he wasn’t long and skinny like most tall guys are. Not a bit. He was built like a Mack truck, and he was wearing a black leather jacket that must have taken a whole cow to make. He had long, brown hair streaked with gray pulled back in a greasy pony-tail, and narrow, slotted eyes that were a pale, inhuman yellow. The eyes made me wonder if he had spent too much time as a wolf because they definitely belonged in an animal’s face, not a human’s.
“I tell you, I’ve done the best that I can. The first phase succeeded beautifully -- it’s only the second that’s giving me problems.” The soft, familiar voice dragged my attention away from Savage, and I bit back a gasp when I saw who it was. Doctor Locke sat with his back to me, wearing an old gray sweater vest that had moth-holes eaten in it in several places. Whatever he had done with Savage’s money, it hadn’t been a shopping spree for the latest in couture, I decided.
“Well, your best isn’t good enough, Doctor,” Savage growled, leaning across the table. “When I asked for a female shapeshifter, I meant that I needed one that would actually shift -- not stay stuck in one Goddamn form.”
“I’m not certain what the problem is,” Doctor Locke mused. “I know there is a gene present on the X chromosome which is somehow responsible for making male shifters and weres, but I haven’t been quite able to isolate it yet. If only I had a little more time to explore the root of the issue, I could discover why the gene is dormant in females and understand why there are no female shapeshifters in the first place.”
“Well, you’re outta time. Mabon is tomorrow.” Savage’s deep voice was frustrated. “I need a girl to be the Mabon queen, and I need her now.”
“She does make a lovely wolf though, as I’m certain you’ll agree.” Locke leaned over the side of the table and called, “Sasha, here, girl. Come here,” in a coaxing tone. There was a soft whine from the far corner of the room and then the click of toenails on the hardwood floor as the white wolf Ben and I had seen the night we visited the doctor’s lab came into view. She trotted over to Savage and laid her chin on his knee, looking up at him appealingly with her pale blue eyes.
“Yeah, very fuckin’ lovely.” Savage pushed the wolf’s head away, and she crept over to Doctor Locke instead, her tail between her legs.
“I’ve managed to activate her were gene with the treatments I gave her,” Locke said thoughtfully. “But it seems to be working only one way and keeping her in wolf form for some reason.”
“The problem is, I can’t fuck her in wolf form -- not and perform the Great Rite. She has to be human, to represent the Goddess,” Savage emphasized.
“Well, this is not an exact science, you know,” Doctor Locke said. “It’s entirely possible that during the Great Rite, Sasha --”
“Will you stop callin’ her that?” Savage growled. “Her name is McKinsey, damn it! How many times do I have to tell you she’s not your goddamn pet?”
I put my free hand over my mouth. Was it possible? Was the missing girl, McKinsey Cullen, actually right there in front of me, locked inside the body of a wolf? It sounded like science fiction but then, so had the idea of werewolves last night before Ben had admitted to actually being one. I studied the wolf closely. It was true that its pelt was almost the exact same shade of platinum as the hair of the girl in the graduation picture, and the eyes were the same pale blue as well.
“As I was saying,” Doctor Locke continued, unperturbed. “It’s entirely possible that the energy generated during the, ah, Great Rite will activate the gene again -- flip it almost like a light switch, if you will -- and Sa, er, McKinsey will once more regain her human form.”
Savage leaned across the table and grabbed Doctor Locke by the front of his ratty sweater. His slotted, yellow eyes glowed with rage, and his voice was so deep it was no longer human. “You’re ... not ... listening,” he growled, enunciating each word pointedly. “I can’t perform the Great Rite without a human Mabon queen. And I can’t generate any energy unless I can fuck her. And I can’t fuck her unless she’s human.” He gave a short, barking laugh. “Think that’s what you brainy types call circular logic, huh?”
“I ... I ...” I couldn’t see Doctor Locke’s face, but his hands were trembling with fear. Sasha, or McKinsey as I supposed I would now have to think of the wolf, sat up on her haunches and started barking fiercely. I couldn’t tell if she was trying to protect Locke or agreeing with Savage.
“Shut up!” Savage glared at the wolf, which abruptly stopped barking and lay down with a whine. He turned his attention back to Locke. “I picked McKinsey as the Hunger Moon’s Mabon queen because she was such a sweet fuck she created a massive power flow when we screwed,” he said. “I gave you all that fuckin’ money for your precious research, and you swore to me she’d be ready. Now you tell me she’s not. Where in the hell am I gonna get another girl who’s right for the part at the last goddamn minute?”
“Right here,” said a new voice, directly behind me. I felt hot breath on the back of my neck and screamed -- I couldn’t help it. I started to turn, but a large cold hand circled my arm as the speaker swept aside the black curtain and pushed me into the room.
The tray with the open wine bottle and the three fragile glasses, which I’d had balanced on my hip the entire time, spilled forward. All three glasses hit the wood floor and shattered like crystal bombs. The heavier wine bottle begin to tip, overbalancing as I was shoved forward, and I could almost see the wine inside splashing out and drenching the already pissed-off head werewolf. But that didn’t happen.
What happened was that Savage let go of Doctor Locke’s sweater and reached out to pluck the tilting wine bottle out of the air in one smooth motion. It happened so fast that my eye could scarcely follow it, but in the next second, he took a long drink from the bottle and slammed it down on the table. I had a dazed moment to wonder if Ben could move that fast before Savage dragged me back to the here and now.
“H’lo Carl,” he said, to the man who was holding me. “How long has she been out there?”
“Dunno. Five minutes at least. I was standing right behind her watching her watch you and the doc here. Nosy little bitch.”
He’d been behind me all that time? I turned to look at the man who was holding me and had another moment of sickening recognition. It was the big bartender from The Cloven Hoof. The one who’d sold me my Shirley Temple and refused to give me any information about McKinsey’s whereabouts.
“Please,” I said, twisting uselessly to get free. “I didn’t mean to --”
“Didn’t mean to what? Sneak in here and eavesdrop on our private conversation?” The cold light glittering in Savage’s slotted eyes made my skin crawl. “What are you anyway? Some kinda private detective hired by McKinsey’s old man?”
“Whatever she is, she’s been all over town askin’ the same questions. Tried to pay me to talk last night in the Hoof,” Carl the bartender supplied. His grip on my arm was nearly pinching it in two. “And that’s not all she’s been doing.”
“Is that right?” Savage’s deep voice dripped with sarcasm.
“I believe she is a reporter for the local paper -- the Sun Times,” said Doctor Locke, who had turned around to face me. “Hello, Ms. Linden. I think I told you that you would find only grief if you continued your search for McKinsey.”
“A reporter, huh?” Savage’s face grew dark, and I could feel that same aura of tension building around him that I had felt around Ben. But his was darker somehow -- like a shadow of some evil I was afraid to name, even to myself. “A dead reporter is more like it,” he said.
“Not so fast, Thrash.” Carl held up a hand. “I told you askin’ questions isn’t the only thing she’s good for. This little bitch and her man raised a power current like you wouldn’t believe at the Hoof last night, right after he fought Dutch and forced him to change. It was like nothin’ I ever felt before. I think half the bar creamed their jeans.”
“This true? You’re not just good at snooping around -- you can raise power too?” Savage looked at me as though I was supposed to have any idea what he was talking about. Of course I didn’t, but I was all in favor of living to snoop another day, so if he thought I had a talent he could use I was definitely willing to pretend.
“Sure.” I shrugged as though it was no big deal. “I’m a member of the Winterhaven Coven,” I said, taking a chance.
“Huh,” he grunted thoughtfully, then looked up at Carl. “But you say she was raising power with her man? She’s no good to me if she has a recent mating mark on her.”
Carl shrugged. “That’s the thing -- they raised a hell of a lot of power but they didn’t even consummate. And she doesn’t smell marked to me. Sniff for yourself.”
“All right.” In a move so fast it was a blur, Savage came around the table, dropped to his knees, and stuck his face directly in my crotch.
I pulled back my leg and kicked him as hard as I could in the face. My sensible black heel connected with the side of his nose and I heard a dull crunching sound of cartilage crumpling like an aluminum can when you step on it. It was a reflexive action, and one I might not have taken if I’d had time to think about the consequences, but it had the desired effect. Savage immediately yanked his face away from me and stood. I was sure I had caught him off guard, or I never would have gotten the kick in at all.
There was blood streaming down the big werewolf’s face. As he loomed over me, looking down from an almost two foot height difference, it occurred to me that his shoulders were almost exactly twice as broad as mine. When I was with Ben, the fact that he was so much bigger and stronger than me made me feel safe and protected. With Savage it was the exact opposite. I felt the way a mouse must feel when a snake is just about to swallow it whole -- tiny, helpless, and doomed.
As I watched, Savage’s nose, which was crooked from the kick I’d delivered, straightened itself as if by magic. Then the blood flow dried up. I’d seen Ben heal in a similar manner the night before, but there was still a strangely surreal quality in watching the injured tissue repair itself.
“You’re feisty. I like that.” Savage smiled at me, but there was rage in his inhuman yellow eyes. Without warning, he drew back one ham-sized fist and back-handed me. I saw the blow coming, but I couldn’t avoid it -- he was too damn fast. I felt the sharp agony of my bottom lip splitting and heard the flat crack of his hand across my cheek, which immediately went numb from the stinging blow. My mouth filled with the warm, copper-salt taste of blood and my eyes watered in pain, but I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of seeing my fear.
There was a high, buzzing hum in my ears and a sharp throb that promised to become a really nice bruise across my right cheekbone. I hadn’t been physically assaulted since my last fight with Mitch, the one that finally made me go through with the divorce. It was painful as hell, but not as shocking as it might have been. I think once you’ve been hit like that, once you’ve experienced a truly horrible beating, a part of you is always waiting to get hit again. But I was no victim.
I turned my head and spat blood on the floor. “If you kill me, I’m no good to you,” I said.
Savage laughed. “That was just a love tap to keep you in your place, little girl.” He looked up at Carl. “You’re right -- no mating mark and I like her spirit.”
Carl frowned. “Ya know, I didn’t think about this, but she’s new to the pack. Molly isn’t gonna like this.”
Savage shrugged. “Fuck Molly -- she doesn’t speak for the pack, I do.” He nodded at me. “She’s new, but we’ll have a formal claiming ceremony tonight at the Skylight and bring everybody around to the idea.” He grinned at me, showing teeth that were sharp and white and far too long. “If she’s as good as you say, tomorrow night should be a Mabon to remember.”

Chapter Twelve: Ben
 
By the time I got to La Bella Luna, Dani was gone. I found the back room easily enough while pretending to get lost hunting for the bathroom, but there was nothing in it but three chairs and a half empty bottle of wine sitting on the table. Broken glass crunched underfoot, and the coppery tang of freshly spilled blood hung in the air. I lifted my head and sniffed deeply -- under the blood I could smell Dani’s unique scent -- warm, vanilla musk with just a hint of jasmine and amber. She’d been here all right, but she wasn’t here any longer and hadn’t been for some time. Her sweet scent was already growing cold in the air.
Mingled with the blood and the smell of Dani were three other masculine scent signatures. I was terribly afraid that I knew who those signatures belonged to, and one of them had to be Thrash Savage. Where had he taken her and what had he done to her? If the blood I smelled in the air was hers ... I clenched my fists at my sides, my knuckles popping in rage.
“You won’t find her here,” said a voice behind me.
I whirled to see Doctor Locke standing in the doorway, framed by the black curtain on one side and his white wolf on the other. I crossed the room in two strides and yanked him up by the front of his sweater.
“What did they do to her?”
“Nothing as yet,” he said mildly. At his side the white wolf growled and crouched, as though working up the nerve to spring at me. I bared my teeth and growled back at her. She backed down with a whine.
“What do you mean, as yet?” I demanded. “Where can I find her?”
“If you’d put me down ...?” He nodded at the front of his sweater, which was still bunched in my fist. I dropped him, and he stumbled and caught his balance against the wall.
“Talk,” I said. My blood was boiling, and outside I could feel the moon rising, calling me to shift and run with her. I resisted -- I couldn’t be of any help to Dani in wolf form, no matter how much my body wanted to change.
“I will give you some information in exchange for some of your hair.” Doctor Locke took off his glasses and polished them carefully against the stretched out form of his gray sweater.
“What?” I stared at him, not sure what to make of such a bizarre request.
He shrugged. “It is for a series of experiments I am running to isolate the gene that causes subjects to manifest the signs of Lycanthropy. I need as many samples as I can get. Just a few strands will do.”
I could have beaten what he knew out of him, and a large part of me -- the part that was other -- wanted to do just that. But if I lost control of myself and got violent, I knew I would have a much harder time controlling the change. That stopped me.
“Fine.” I yanked out several strands of my hair and gave them to him. He produced a crumpled, white napkin and wrapped the hairs carefully in it. “Now talk,” I said. “Hurry, before I lose my patience.”
“Savage and his cronies have taken her to the Skylight,” he said. “I assume you know it?”
I did. It was an old antebellum mansion on the far end of town that was owned by the local pack. They used it for gatherings on nights of the full moon because it was set on several acres of uncleared land where they could hunt after they changed. It had gotten its name from the fact that the huge ballroom in the center of the house had a ceiling that was entirely made of glass. On full moon nights, it was as though the moon was right in the room with you.
I knew the Skylight because it was the place my grandfather had taken me for my one and only pack gathering. A feeling of dread gathered in the pit of my stomach when I remembered what I had seen there before. Just the thought of Dani in that house made me feel sick.
“What are they going to do to her?” I asked, feeling terribly afraid that I already knew the answer.
Doctor Locke cleared his throat. “I believe they plan a claiming ceremony. You see, the girl Savage chose as his Mabon queen is, er, unavailable. I believe they thought Ms. Linden was an acceptable substitute.”
“Mabon queen?” I growled. “Shit!” This just kept getting worse and worse. I might not be part of the local pack, but I knew enough to know what that meant -- what she would be expected to do.
“You should go to her,” Locke said to me. “Savage won’t be expecting any competition. You may be able to catch him off guard.”
I frowned at him. “Why are you telling me this, anyway? Why should you care?”
He shrugged and ran a hand through his weirdly striped hair. The gray bands at his temples made him look a little like a skunk. “Let us just say I have a ... personal stake in the matter. Savage was funding a pet project of mine, but the results were not to his liking.” He cleared his throat. “It’s an open ceremony, you know,” he said. “If you hurry you may be able to --”
But I didn’t hear his last words. I was already out the door and into my truck. One thought kept throbbing in my head: I had to get Dani back.
* * * * *
They had already hurt her. I had driven as fast as I could, feeling the moon like an icy hand on the back of my neck, urging me on, and still I hadn’t been in time.
I felt my hands fist into balls of rage as I looked at the woman I loved tied in the center of the Skylight ballroom. Dani was stretched spread-eagle across a round stone platform that was engraved with Pagan carvings, and she had on a tiny, flimsy, white silk teddy that barely came down to her upper thighs. Thrash Savage was leaning over her, bare from the waist up. There was a cruel smile twitching the corners of his thin, liver-colored lips, and he held a ceremonial knife in one hand. The blade looked very sharp, and it was already wet with Dani’s blood.
“By my might I claim you,” Thrash intoned as the rest of the pack stood around in a loose semicircle and watched. He placed the point of the knife at the bend of her elbow and began a long, parallel cut that would reach down to her forearm. I could see that he had already marked her other arm and her inner thighs the same way. Nothing he had done was life-threatening by a long shot, but that didn’t lessen the maddening fury that filled me when I saw her red blood on the stone altar.
“By your blood I claim you,” he continued. “By your --”
“You have no right to her,” I shouted, pushing through the pack members who looked at me as though I’d gone crazy. “This woman is mine. I claim her.”
Dani’s eyes, which had been squeezed tightly closed, flew open, and I saw the pain and fear in their green depths. “Ben,” she whispered. “Please ...”
“Well, well. The boyfriend. I wondered if you were gonna show up.” Thrash pulled back the knife, his cut only half finished, and looked up at me with a hard smile. “You’re too late, buddy, I’m just about to claim her. In fact --” He popped open the top of his jeans and leered at Dani. “-- it’s all over but the fuckin’. Sorry about that.”
“You touch her again, and I’ll kill you,” I said and meant every word. The fury inside me was incredible -- insurmountable, as was the urge to change. But if I changed now, I lost any hope of saving Dani.
“You will, huh? Is that a formal challenge?” Thrash dropped the knife and wiped his bloody hands on his jeans, leaving maroon smears that made me sick with rage. That was Dani’s blood he was wiping away so casually, Dani he had wounded. I wanted to make him pay, and pay dearly.
I opened my mouth to formalize the challenge when another voice interrupted me.
“A formal challenge is not proper on Mabon Eve. Such a duel should take place on Mabon itself, with the Goddess watching over all so that she may dispense her healing to the pack afterwards.”
I looked up to see a middle-aged woman with curly salt and pepper hair approaching us. She was dressed in the long, flowing white robes of a priestess, and there was an air of authority about her that said she was used to being obeyed.
Thrash turned on her. “He challenged my claiming. This woman has no mating mark on her -- he has no claim, Molly.”
“You chose to do this in front of the entire pack, Theodore,” the middle-aged priestess reminded him, ignoring the way Thrash winced at the use of his real name. “So this is an open claiming,” she continued. “Anyone who wishes to may try to make a claim.”
Thrash closed the distance between them and leaned over her, obviously trying to use his height to intimidate. “You may be the pack priestess,” he growled. “But I am Lead Wolf. I want this woman for my Mabon queen, and you’re sure as hell not going to stop me from having her.”
The priestess looked up at him, her gray eyes flashing. “You already chose and claimed a Mabon queen. Why you decided to change at the last minute is beyond me, but the pack is unsettled enough as it is already. Don’t forget that Mabon and the Great Rite are about the healing and unification of the pack, not just claiming power for yourself.” She poked a finger in his broad chest, having to reach up to do it. “I allowed you to throw together this ceremony at the last minute, but I will not allow you to profane it.”
“Someday, old woman, you’re going to push me too far,” Thrash snarled. “Then you’ll be sorry. I’ll make you sorry.”
“When that day comes, we’ll both be dead.” The priestess was about half his size, but she made the threat without a trace of irony.
There was a low snarl building in Thrash’s throat, but the priestess held her ground. There were murmurs from some of the other members and their mates, still gathered in a circle around the center of the ballroom. Clearly, this wasn’t the first confrontation these two had had. Personally though, I didn’t give a damn if they ripped each other apart. I just wanted to get to Dani, and both of them were obstacles in my way.
“She’s mine,” I said again, feeling the threatening, possessive rumble vibrate my words into a growl. “Mine!”
Thrash threw me a hostile look. “Well, if we’re not supposed to have a challenge, then how in the hell are we supposed to settle this?” he asked. Apparently the priestess had won this round, but he still stood between me and Dani. I was going to go right through him if this wasn’t settled and quickly. I took a step forward, but the priestess stepped between us.
“If he has a valid claim, his kiss will heal the wounds of claiming that you laid on her,” she said. “It is Mabon Eve and the power of the Goddess grows strong in all of her children, especially those who show both aspects of her face.” She turned to me. “Are you willing to test your claim?”
I knew what she was talking about, knew what I had to do -- but I wasn’t sure it would work. I loved Dani with all my heart but we had never made love, and I had never laid a formal mark on her. Would the strength of my love be enough to close the long, shallow wounds Thrash had made on her arms and legs? There was only one way to find out.
“I am,” I said, stepping forward.
“Wait a minute.” Thrash put out an arm to stop me, and I growled at him, letting the pure hatred I felt show in my eyes. His own eyes narrowed.
“Theodore, you have an objection?” The priestess’s voice was steely.
“Yeah, Molly, I have a fuckin’ objection. What if he heals the cuts, then what?”
She frowned. “You know the rules -- if his kiss heals her, his claim is valid even though a formal mating mark hadn’t been made. In which case she belongs to him, at least for the night, and tomorrow you can issue a formal challenge if you wish to.”
“What’s to keep him from marking her tonight, then?” Thrash demanded. “She’s no good to me as Mabon queen if she has another wolf’s mark on her.”
The priestess looked me up and down. “You’re new to the pack but not to this area,” she said to me. “What is your name?”
“I am Benjamin, son of Brandon,” I said formally. “My father had rights in this pack, which I chose not to inherit after his death. I wish to claim them now.”
She nodded gravely. “So noted, Benjamin, son of Brandon. And will you swear that if you win this woman tonight you will not mate her?”
I nodded. “I swear.”
“And that you will not attempt to leave these premises until after Mabon, when the Goddess has ruled according to her will?”
I swallowed hard. My only thought had been to get Dani and go. I hadn’t counted on having to stay the night. Still, there was no other way. I nodded again and said, “This I swear as well.”
The priestess, Molly, nodded back at me. “I call on all of you to witness,” she called out to the watching pack. Most of them were big men, like myself, and all had women by their sides -- mates they had taken from the human world and brought into the pack.
“Heard and witnessed,” came the words from a dozen voices.
Molly turned back to me. “I knew your father well, Ben,” she said. “Your word is trusted here, though you have not chosen to be a part of us until tonight.” She touched me lightly on the shoulder. “Go to her. I can tell how much you need her.”
I pushed past the Lead Wolf, giving him a glare as I went. There was pure hatred in his yellow eyes, but there was nothing he could do without going against protocol. I just hoped like hell my love for Dani would be enough to heal her.
I dropped to my knees beside her, feeling an overwhelming, almost physical relief at being able to touch her at last. At first I thought she had fainted, but when I cupped her bruised cheek in my palm, her eyes fluttered open and she looked at me.
“Ben?” she whispered.
“Shh,” I said, stroking her hair back from her forehead. Her skin was terribly pale, and the streaks of crimson down her arms and legs were garishly bright in comparison. The white silk teddy was thin, and I could clearly see the outline of her nipples beneath it. But I didn’t care about that now. I just wanted to comfort and reassure her. “I’m here,” I told her softly. “I won’t let him hurt you anymore.”
“I decided not to drop the story.” She tried to give me a smile, but her mouth was hurt where someone, no doubt Thrash, had hit her. I tasted fresh rage at the back of my throat and forced it down.
“I see that.” I tried to smile back.
“How ... how did you know how to find me?”
“Daryl called and told me you went looking for trouble,” I told her. “So I came looking for you.”
“I’m glad.” Her eyes were big, and the fear I saw in them almost broke my heart. But of course, Dani wouldn’t voice her terror out loud -- that wasn’t her way. “So what’s the plan?” she whispered. “Can you get us out of here?”
“I think so. I, uh, have to prove that I can heal you.” I gestured at the long shallow wounds on her arms and thighs.
Dani frowned. “Can you? Is that a werewolf thing?”
“It can be.” I looked around at the waiting pack, knowing my love for her was about to be put on the line, tested as it had never been before. My heart was pounding against my ribs. What if I couldn’t do it? What if I couldn’t heal her? It would be Thrash’s right to continue the ceremony and there would be nothing, by pack law, that I could do about it.
If that happened, I decided, I would fight him anyway. I would fight until I changed, and then fight again in wolf form until I died. But I wouldn’t just let him have Dani, no matter what.
I stroked her hair gently. “I’m going to do something now that might seem strange to you, but it’s necessary. All right?”
I saw the uncertainty in her eyes. I had broken her trust once, and it was hard for her to believe she could trust me again. But she nodded her head, not saying anything, giving me silent permission to do what I needed to do.
I bent my head to her left wrist, which was tied to the carved wooden platform by a length of ceremonial black satin. The warm, secret scent of her skin filled my senses, and I let the love I felt for her fill my soul. Anything for you, Dani, I thought, bending my head to kiss the spot on her wrist where the long shallow scratch began. Love you so much. Please, Goddess, help me show it.
I felt a tingle, almost like an electric spark, jump between us when my lips brushed her skin. Dani must have felt it too because she opened her eyes and gasped. I looked at her, letting the love I felt fill my eyes.
“It’s all right,” I whispered. “Just relax.” I kissed her again, then licked her, caressing the scratch on her arm with a soothing stroke of my tongue. The taste of her blood and skin and fear was strong in my mouth, and I could feel the moon shining down from the glass ceiling above me like a solid silver weight on my back. I ignored it. I closed my eyes, concentrating only on Dani, and continued to lick and kiss, making my way up the creamy underside of her arm, pouring out the love I felt for her, willing her to heal.
The tingle continued to grow, and I heard Dani give a little mew of emotion, but whether of pleasure or pain I couldn’t be sure. I kept my eyes closed, concentrating hard. I couldn’t let myself be distracted -- not now, not when so much was at stake. But there was no denying that a connection was forming between us as the tingle turned into a warm, electric current that pulsed beneath my skin and, I knew, hers as well. She was so hurt, so wounded, and my urge to protect her was strong, almost as strong as my need to heal her. I wanted to cradle her in my arms and keep her safe from the world, and at the same time, I wanted to take her, make love to her, and make her mine forever. I wanted to truly claim her, not just pretend.
From behind me I heard a surprised murmur of voices, and then someone said, “It’s working--he’s doing it.”
“He’s healing her,” someone else agreed. The rest of the pack began talking, sounding excited.
“Ben?” Dani’s voice was uncertain.
At last I allowed myself to open my eyes. The long wound on the arm I had been licking and kissing was gone. Dani’s skin had knitted together so neatly it hadn’t even left a scar. It was as though she had never been hurt in the first place.
A fierce, triumphant joy filled my heart. She was mine -- mine -- and I had proven it beyond a shadow of a doubt. But when I looked up, the troubled expression on Dani’s face brought me crashing back down again. Now more than ever I had proven to her that I was different, that I was other. She might be mine, at least for tonight in the eyes of the pack, but I knew the truth; she didn’t belong to me and never would.
Still, I stood and faced the pack. The snarling Thrash and the priestess, Molly, were standing side by side, a little in front of the rest.
“She is mine,” I said, reciting the words my grandfather had taught me as an adolescent in case I was ever in this situation. “I claim her by the wounds I have healed and by the love I bear her.”
The priestess bowed her head slightly. “Your claim is justified, Benjamin, son of Brandon. Take this woman. Comfort her, hold her, heal her, but do not mark her. With this I charge you.”
I nodded, and four other weres came forward with knives to cut Dani’s bonds. The minute she was free, I leaned down and scooped her into my arms. The white silk teddy she was wearing was smeared with her blood, and she trembled in my arms like a hurt child.
“It’s all right,” I whispered, feeling like my heart might burst. God, I just needed to get her away from here! I wished with all my heart that I hadn’t had to swear we’d stay here tonight, but there was nothing I could do about it now.
Dani buried her face in my shoulder, her arms going around my neck in a gesture of trust more precious than gold. I cradled her close, breathing in her unique scent, and looked up at the priestess.
“Where can I take her?” I asked. “We need to be alone so I can finish healing her.”
She nodded at one of the men who had cut Dani’s bonds. “Show them to the blue room. They can stay there for the night. Tomorrow we’ll deal with the issue of who is to be Mabon queen.” She leveled a gaze at the still glaring Thrash. “And of who is to be the queen’s consort,” she added.
I had a feeling Dani and I were being used as political pawns -- caught in the power struggle between the Lead Wolf and the priestess of the pack, but there was nothing I could do about it tonight. I just needed to get Dani away, out of there.
“Thank you,” I said to the priestess, who bowed her head regally.
“Tomorrow I will speak with both of you. For now, the Goddess grant you peace, rest, and healing,” she said.
I nodded, but privately I doubted I would get any of the three.

Chapter Thirteen: Dani
 
The whole thing was like a nightmare, and I kept waiting to wake up. I’d fought them tooth and nail when they tied me to that damn stone altar, but when the guys tying you down outweigh you by about a hundred pounds apiece, there’s not a whole lot you can do. All the self defense classes I’d taken were worth exactly squat, and I found myself spread eagle in the skimpy silk teddy they’d forced me to change into before you could say black belt.
I’d had no idea what to expect, but when Thrash Savage pulled out a knife and started talking about “claiming me,” I lost it. I writhed and screamed until I was hoarse, but it didn’t do me a damn bit of good. He was going to cut me, and there was nothing anyone was going to do about it.
Then the priestess, I think her name was Molly, came and whispered something in my ear. I don’t know what she said but her words acted on me like twenty milligrams of valium. Suddenly, I felt calm, or at least, not hysterical. I had closed my eyes, trying not to see as the wicked silver blade sliced my flesh; the cuts had been shallow but stinging. Savage had been saying something as he did it -- some kind of ritualistic incantation that made my skin crawl.
I began to realize that after he finished carving me up he was going to rape me right there on the altar, and that was the worst of all. I’d assumed that he had something like that planned for the ceremony tomorrow night, but I’d talked myself into believing that I could somehow escape by then. But tied and helpless as I was, I had to acknowledge that I had been lying to myself. The sight of him looming over me gave me sickening memories of Mitch again -- the things he’d done to me -- the way he’d forced me, and I wished with all my heart that I’d just let them kill me in the back room of La Bella Luna. Better to be dead than go through that again.
When Ben’s deep voice rang out across the echoing room filled with what I supposed were pack members, I thought at first it was a dream. Only in romance novels does the handsome hero come to rescue the damsel in distress right at the penultimate moment, right? I fully expected his voice to be an illusion, created by my own fear-crazed mind out of nothing.
Only when I opened my eyes and saw him striding toward me, his brown eyes lit from within by protective rage, did I begin to let myself believe. He had come for me -- he would save me. Despite the anger and disillusionment I’d been feeling toward him earlier, I was more than happy to see him. Delirious might be a good word to describe it. I couldn’t follow everything that he was saying to Savage and the priestess, but when he finally came to me, I knew everything would be all right.
I wasn’t prepared for the whole strange healing ritual, though. It was hard enough to believe that Ben could heal himself so quickly -- but when he started to lick and kiss my wounded arm and I healed too -- well, it kind of blew what was left of my mind. And it wasn’t just the fact that he had healed me either, it was the way my body reacted to the process.
I kept feeling all these little electrical tingles and shivers running through my body as he licked and kissed my arm, caressing me with his tongue so gently I thought I’d go crazy with the sensation. It made me hot and cold at the same time -- the same way I’d felt when he was touching and kissing me the night before, even though he wasn’t doing anything overtly sexual this time. But since the results of his attentions were a healed arm and the fact that they cut me loose from that damn altar, I didn’t feel I had a right to complain.
In fact, I was past complaining about anything. When he scooped me up, all I could think was that I was safe, finally safe. I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed my face against the side of his throat. Like every other male in the room he was bare from the waist up and the heat of his chest and the feel of his skin against mine comforted me in a way that went deeper than words.
He carried me into another part of the big, gloomy house, murmuring soothing nothings in my ear. I wanted to beg him to get us out of there, but I vaguely remembered him swearing not to leave in order to get to me in the first place. We were trapped here, and the burly men who escorted us to our room weren’t about to let us forget it.
Finally a door shut behind us and we were alone. I looked up long enough to see that we were in some kind of bedroom that was done completely in different shades of blue -- the bedspread, the pillows, the walls, ceiling, even the carpet was all blue. Somebody had a weird idea of decorating, but at that point I didn’t care what color the walls were. I just wanted to go home.
Ben sat on the bed carefully, still holding me close, and I felt his warm hand stroking my back, which was left mostly bare by the blood-stained, white silk teddy. Maybe it was the fact that we were finally away from everyone else, or the warm feeling of relief in the pit of my stomach at having escaped a fate worse than death, I don’t know. But whatever the reason, the knot of tension that had been like a closed fist inside me all night finally let loose, and I began to cry.
The tears didn’t last long, but while they had me in their grip I was helpless, completely undone by emotion. Ben held me close and stroked my hair, letting me cry, letting me get it out. His skin had a warm, spicy fragrance that seemed to fill my senses, and it was immensely comforting somehow, as comforting as his warm hands on my back and the heat of his skin against mine. I knew that as long as he held me, nothing else bad could happen to me because Ben would kill or die to keep it from happening. I still didn’t know if I trusted him completely, but this was a gut feeling that went deeper than any intellectual idea of trust or betrayal. It was something I just knew -- a conviction more solid than words.
“I’m so sorry, Dani,” he whispered into my hair as my tears finally trickled off to sniffles. “I should have been faster -- should have gotten here sooner. I shouldn’t have let him cut you.”
I looked up at him, at the pain in his warm brown eyes, and wiped my own eyes with the palm of my hand. “Not your fault,” I said. “You didn’t know --”
“Yes, I did,” he interrupted me, a fierce light in his eyes. “I did know what might happen -- what these people are capable of -- because it’s exactly the kind of thing that made me decide I didn’t want to have anything to do with them in the first place.”
I sat up in his lap some more, trying to get a better look at his face. “I don’t understand. I thought this was your pack.”
He frowned. “Dani, I’ve never even seen most of these people in my life before, if you don’t count the ones at The Cloven Hoof yesterday. This is not my pack. I don’t have a pack, and I don’t want one.”
“But ... but I thought you said you were a werewolf.”
“I am.” He sighed. “But that’s a small part of me -- a part I try to forget about most of the time. I haven’t even changed -- shifted form from human to wolf, I mean -- in the last three years.”
“But how ...?” I shook my head, trying to understand. “I mean, I thought werewolves had to change every full moon.”
“We don’t have to change -- that’s a myth,” Ben told me. “I mean, most of them -- most of us, I guess -- change. But I’ve found a way to control it. That’s why I do Yoga and meditate, and try so hard to stay calm and in control of my emotions.” He sighed. “Well, most of the time I’m in control. It’s just that there’s a special full moon coming up that’s, well, I guess it has a stronger pull than most full moons. See, every eighteen years ...”
He went on to tell me all about the Hunger Moon and the Pagan beliefs about it, and I began to see what had been going on with him.
“I get it,” I said. “So that’s why you were having so much, er, trouble ... I mean, the reason you haven’t been exactly, um, acting like yourself lately.” As the words left my mouth, I remembered exactly how unlike himself he’d been acting lately -- the way he’d kissed me and touched me the night before until I felt like I might explode.
I became suddenly aware that he was still holding me in his lap and that I was wearing next to nothing. They hadn’t even given me any panties to wear with the skimpy silk teddy, and now that I was over the worst of my fright and tears, I begin to feel very uncomfortable being so close to him with so little between us.
“I know this is a lot to take in on such short notice,” Ben said, apparently unaware of my discomfort. “And I’m so sorry, Dani. I never wanted you to find out this way.” He pulled me closer, his muscular chest brushing against the thin silk that covered my breasts. I felt my nipples getting hard and struggled to sit up and away from him.
“Ben,” I said, starting to slide off his lap. “It’s all right, really. I’m just glad you weren’t leading some kind of double life. I mean you were, but not in the way I thought. I mean ...” I was babbling and I couldn’t seem to stop.
“Hey, where are you going?” He pulled me back into position on his lap. The jeans he was wearing felt rough against my bare bottom.
“I ... I’m better now,” I assured him. “I mean, I really appreciate you coming to get me and thank you for carrying me up to the room because I was in no shape to walk, but you can let me go because I’m completely better, really I am.” It came out in one long breath as my nerves started getting the better of me. What was wrong with me, anyway? I had never minded being close to Ben before, but now it felt dangerous somehow -- like playing with fire.
There was a hurt look in his deep brown eyes. “I understand. Now that you know what I am you don’t want anything to do with me. I don’t blame you.”
“No, Ben -- that’s not it at all. I just ... it’s just that ...” I gestured to myself. “I mean, look at me, I’m bloody all over. I just, well, I ... I need to get a shower. Is there a bathroom in here?”
He sighed and let me go. “Right through that doorway, I think.” He gestured to a royal blue door that was across from the bed.
I slid off his lap hastily and stood up quickly -- too quickly. Suddenly the room was spinning around me, and I started to fall. Ben caught me and pulled me back down on his lap. I was too weak to protest, even when he brushed a chaste kiss across my bruised cheek.
“Dani, I think you’d better just relax for a while,” he said. “You’ve lost a lot more blood than you think, and you’re weak right now.”
“I’m fine,” I said, struggling to raise my head from his shoulder. The world tilted sideways again, and I had to let it fall back. I hit my bruised cheek against the rock-hard muscle of his arm and flinched. “Ouch!”
“You’re not fine. You’re hurt.” Ben tilted my chin so that he could see the hurt cheek and my cut bottom lip as well. He bent and placed another gentle kiss on my cheek. This time when his lips met my skin, there was a rush of tingling pleasure, the same sensation I’d gotten when he’d licked and kissed the wound on my arm earlier.
I pulled back from him. “What are you doing?”
“Healing you,” he murmured. “Hold still.” His lips continued their gentle, caressing path across my bruised cheek, and the tingling pleasure began to grow again. By the time he finished my cheek and started to kiss my cut lip, there didn’t seem to be any way to stop him. In fact, I wasn’t even sure that I wanted to stop him, even though I knew I should.
“Ben,” I whispered breathlessly against his lips as he kissed me. “Ben, I don’t think ...”
“Then don’t think,” he whispered. “Just feel.” He took my mouth again in a kiss so gentle and intense I couldn’t breathe. I felt like a fire was blooming just under my skin as his mouth fed on mine, licking, kissing, sucking, owning me again just as he had the night before at the bar. His kiss was infinitely tender this time, but no less possessive for all of that. He wanted me, and not in a best friends kind of way -- I could tell. I could feel it in his touch, in the way he held me, in the hard bulge in his jeans that was pressing uncomfortably against me as I sat on his lap.
He wasn’t the only one being affected by the warm, tingling healing pleasure either. I could feel the need coursing through my own veins like blood, pulsing all the way through me, making me warm, making me want him. My nipples were like hard little pebbles at the tips of my breasts and my sex felt hot and wet and swollen with need between my thighs. God -- how could he do so much to me with just a kiss? It felt so good and yet, it felt dangerous too. Wrong.
“Ben,” I gasped, tearing my mouth away from his with a convulsive effort. “We can’t ... we shouldn’t be doing this.”
“Why not?” His eyes were drowning deep as he cupped my newly healed cheek in his palm. I still didn’t understand how he could heal me with just a kiss, but there was a lot I didn’t understand -- like the dangerous, frightening new feelings that were blooming in my chest for a man who was supposed to be my best friend and nothing more.
“I ... I ...” I shook my head, unable to say anything. My brain felt numb even while the rest of my body was humming with the warm sensations that had been pulsing through me as we kissed.
“Dani,” Ben cupped my cheek again. “There’s so much I want to say to you. So much I want you to know. But right now you’re hurt, and I want to help you. Please, just let me heal you. All right?”
I don’t know what made me do it, but I nodded. “All ... all right,” I whispered.
Ben laid me gently on the bed so that my calves were hanging over the side and knelt on the floor in front of me.
“Wait!” I propped myself up on one elbow, ignoring the spinning sensation my sudden move caused. “What are you doing?”
“Dani, look where he cut you.” There was sorrow in his voice as well as anger as he traced the line from the inside of my knee leading to my inner thigh. I knew he was blaming himself again for letting it happen, for not getting to me sooner. “I have to be able to reach you in order to heal you,” he said. He placed a warm, tingling kiss on the inside of my knee, where the long cut started. “All right?”
“I ... it’s just that ...” I bit my lip. “They didn’t give me any underwear to wear with this stupid thing.” I gestured at the teddy. “And ... and the cuts go up, um, pretty high on my thigh.”
“Are you afraid I’m going to hurt you?” Ben asked softly, and the pain was back in his eyes. The look that said he hated the part of himself that had frightened me, hated it but couldn’t get rid of it.
“No, no,” I assured him hastily. “It’s just, well, I’m, um, embarrassed, that’s all.”
He looked relieved. “Is that all? Dani, you never have to be embarrassed with me. Don’t you know that? You’re beautiful.” He stroked a warm hand over the top of my thigh, making me shiver. “Every part of you is beautiful to me. Now will you just relax and let me heal you?”
I don’t know if it was the pleasure I felt from his touch or the yearning I heard in his voice, but I just nodded, and lay back down. I needed this -- needed Ben to heal me, and I sensed that he needed it just as much, maybe even more.
He started at the inside of my knee and worked inward, lapping gently at my wounded flesh just as he had when he healed my arm. But this time the shivers of sensation and tingles of pleasure seemed to shoot straight through me to the core of my being. His mouth was so warm -- hot almost -- and I could feel the scratch of his beard shadow against the tender skin of my inner thighs as he worked his way up. It felt so good I nearly moaned, but I stopped myself just in time. God -- what was wrong with me? He was healing me, not ... anything else. Right?
But telling myself there was nothing sexual about the situation didn’t help. My body reacted helplessly to his hot mouth on my skin. Once more I felt the wet heat growing between my thighs, clouding my mind and making me clench my hands into fists at my sides. I shouldn’t be reacting like this, I told myself. After the things Mitch had done to me, I had pretty much decided I could forget this part of myself forever. That sexual desire was something that happened to other women but not to me. Not anymore. But just as they had the night before, Ben’s touch, his gentle kisses against my trembling skin, seemed to wake something in me that had been dormant for a long time, something I had supposed was dead but was maybe only sleeping.
Ben was moving closer and closer to my unprotected sex, spreading my thighs to get to the place where the cut Savage had made with his knife ended. I was terribly afraid that he was going to notice how wet I was getting just from having him touch me and taste me this way. He only had my left thigh mostly done, and I could feel my arousal building almost to a breaking point. What would I say if I started to come? How could I hide what his touch was doing to me?
He was lapping at the spot where my thigh joined my body now, his breath hot against my naked flesh. It felt so good I gasped aloud, unable to help myself. My hands, which had been clenched by my sides, were suddenly buried in his thick, black hair. I needed more -- so much more, but I didn’t know how to tell him what it was I needed, or even if he would be willing to give it to me.
Ben seemed to understand, though, even though I couldn’t say the words.
“Dani?” he said looking up at me. “I want to do more than heal you. I want to taste you ...” I felt him press a light kiss to the damp curls that decorated the top of my slit. “Here,” he said. His voice was deep, almost a growl, and I could feel the need pulsing through him the same way it was pulsing through me. The desire was like an electrical current between us, fed by the pleasure I felt at his touch and his pleasure in touching me.
“Ben,” I gasped. “I don’t ... we shouldn’t ...”
“I want to kiss you,” he went on relentlessly. “Want to eat your sweet pussy until you come all over my face. I think I’ve wanted that from the first minute I met you.”
“Oh, God!” I moaned again. Could this really be Ben, talking dirty to me? Telling me exactly how he wanted to pleasure me until I came?
“I’m going to taste you now,” he told me. “If you don’t want me to, you can tell me to stop or push me away. Otherwise, I want you to relax and let me in.”
The word “stop” trembled on my lips, but what came out instead was another gasp as he spread my legs even further and pressed his face between my thighs. I felt him kissing me there, kissing my sex, my pussy, the same way he’d kissed my mouth earlier. Then he spread my inner lips with his thumbs, and I felt him kiss me directly on my clit. The feel of his lips pressed gently to the most sensitive part of my body arched my back and brought a cry from my lips. Oh, God -- I couldn’t believe this was happening. Couldn’t believe the fire that raced through me when he lapped at the sensitive bundle of nerves, then sucked my clit into his mouth and traced patterns around it with his talented tongue until I nearly screamed.
My hands, already buried in his hair, didn’t push him away. Instead, I pulled him closer, pressing myself against him, giving in completely to his mouth. A part of me was screaming that this was wrong -- dangerous -- and yet I couldn’t seem to stop. The tingling pleasure I’d felt when he healed me seemed like nothing to this, to having his hot mouth on my naked, unprotected sex.
“Ben ... Ben,” I gasped his name. He responded by sliding his large hands under my hips and lifting me, bringing me closer. Then I felt his tongue move lower and press into me, thrusting deep and then deeper, fucking me the same way he would if it was his cock instead of his tongue inside me. I cried out and clenched my thighs tight against the sides of his head. It was too much ... too, too much. I felt the pleasure that had been building and building from the moment he first kissed my knee begin to peak. I was so close ... so close and yet, I just needed a little more.
As though sensing my thoughts, Ben looked up for a second. “Dani, come for me,” he growled softly. “Let me feel you coming while I taste you.” Then he pressed his face between my thighs again, and I felt his tongue lapping my clit. At the same time, two long, strong fingers entered me and pressed rhythmically into my pussy in time with his tongue. It was too much and just enough.
“Ben!” I moaned as the pleasure broke inside me. I came so hard I saw stars in front of my eyes, came pulling on his hair and pressing myself against his face, giving myself completely to the erotic sensation of his mouth on me, of his fingers fucking into me, and his tongue tracing magical patterns across my clit. I knew it was wrong -- knew it was dangerous -- but the intense sensations were too much.
I came all over his face, just as he had asked me to, and the healing power poured through me, closing the wound on my other thigh as well. I let him do that to me, even though I knew I shouldn’t. My partner. My best friend. My ... I didn’t know what we were to each other now, and that was the really scary part.
I once read an article in Cosmo about how you’re not supposed to cry after sex. Supposedly because it scares the guy you’re with off, or freaks him out, or something of that nature. At the time I thought how stupid it was. After all, who cries after sex? I certainly never did -- even after some of the things Mitch put me through in the dark days of my marriage, I never cried afterwards, at least, not in front of him. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction.
And yet, after what had to be the most powerful orgasm of my life, I found myself in tears for the second time that night. I don’t know if it was the intensity of the orgasm, or the fact that Ben was the one who gave it to me, or my uncertainty about the future, but I couldn’t help myself. I put an arm over my eyes and just sobbed.
As Cosmo had predicted, the results were dire. Ben didn’t run away, but he did climb back onto the bed with me and try to hold me. I pulled away from him and turned on my side, hiding the shame of my tears. I’d never liked to cry in front of anyone and now I had done it twice in one night. It made me feel weak and helpless, and I hated those feelings. Finally, I became aware that Ben was saying something.
“Dani, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” he was whispering over and over again. “I never should have done that. We should have talked about it more. I shouldn’t just have assumed ...”
“No.” I got control of myself enough to sit up. “We shouldn’t have talked about it, and we certainly shouldn’t have done it,” I told him, wiping my wet eyes on the palm of my hand.
Ben looked hurt. “Why, Dani? Why can’t there be more between us, more to us than just this?” He gestured, as though to encompass our whole relationship -- our friendship, I supposed.
“I ... we’re ...” I shook my head, having a hard time articulating my fears. “We’re best friends,” I said at last. “Writing partners. If we keep on like this we’re going to screw all that up.”
“I thought it was already screwed up,” he said, but the light left his eyes, leaving them cold and dark and sad.
“No, Ben -- it doesn’t have to be.” I cupped his cheek in my hand, which was bristly with five o’clock shadow. “I was so angry at you the other day because I thought you were living a double life -- acting one way around me and becoming a totally different person when we were apart. I realize now that I was wrong -- that you’re still the same sweet, dependable guy you’ve always been. You just happen to be a werewolf too, but I can deal with that -- it’ll just take a little getting used to. And once we get out of here, everything can go back to normal. Don’t you see?”
“I see.” Ben ran a hand through his hair, looking more unhappy than I could ever remember seeing him. Even the night before when we’d been talking by my car, he’d had some anger mixed in with his misery. Now he just looked tired. I felt terrible about that but there was nothing I could do -- I was scared, too scared to even consider what he was asking.
I’d tried making myself vulnerable to a man before, letting down my guard and look where it had gotten me -- divorce court. Not that I thought Ben would treat me like Mitch -- of course he wouldn’t. But it was better not to take any chances. It was better just to stay friends. Safer. And above all, what I needed right now was a little safety, a little normalcy to cling to, and all I had in this strange place was my relationship with Ben. If that changed, there would be nothing left to hold on to. Just the thought of it made me feel like I was drowning.
I pushed the panic out of my mind and stood up. Everything was going to be fine because Ben was here, and we were best friends, and friends took care of each other. Not necessarily the way Ben had just taken care of me, true. But I was willing to put that to the back of my mind and chalk it up as a moment of stressful insanity between us. Just one moment, never to be repeated.
“Look,” I said. “I’m going to take a shower because I’m a mess and I need some time alone. When I get out, we’re going to talk about how to get out of here and get back to normal. Okay?”
Ben just nodded. I left him sitting on the bed looking like he’d just lost his best friend.

Chapter Fourteen: Ben
 
She didn’t want to have anything to do with it -- with taking our friendship to the next level. I had been so sure I’d felt a connection and that she had too -- the way she had responded to me, the way she had healed when I kissed her seemed to prove it. Surely there was something there, some reason for the way her body reacted to mine. It was more than friendship that made her pussy wet when I touched her, that made her claw at my back and shoulders and pull my hair as I ate her sweet cunt until she came all over my face.
I shuddered as I thought of it, a wave of helpless desire washing over me. Tasting her that way had been the single most erotic experience of my life and I wanted nothing more than to make her mine completely -- to put my mark on her by shoving my cock into her tight, wet heat and fucking her until she came again and again. But even if I hadn’t taken an oath and promised the priestess not to do it, I knew Dani wouldn’t have been interested. Oh, maybe her body would have, but she had set up a mental barrier between us there was no getting over or around. To her I was a friend, a best friend maybe, but still, just a friend. And there were certain things that friends didn’t do together, such as making love and forming lifetime commitments.
I wondered what the hell her ex, Mitch, had done to her to make her so afraid of commitment, so afraid of ever letting herself fall in love again. Maybe she needed therapy. Hell, maybe I did. I could just see myself now: “Doctor, I’m in love with my best friend, but we both have a lot of emotional baggage since she’s a survivor of an abusive marriage and I’m a werewolf. Can you help us?” It was so pathetic it was almost funny.
From inside the bathroom I could hear the shower running, but Dani wasn’t humming or singing. Probably she was just standing under the hot spray of water, hoping it would erase all the uncomfortable memories from her mind. By the time she got out, it would be as though nothing had ever happened between us because that was exactly the way she wanted it.
A knock sounded at the dark blue door, interrupting my morose thoughts. I got up and paced to the other side of the room, then put my nose carefully to the crack between the door and the frame and inhaled. It was the priestess, Molly, and as far as I could tell she was by herself.
I opened the door carefully, keeping an eye out for anyone else, but she was alone, standing in her white robes in the darkened hallway. Except for her salt and pepper curls, she might have been a biblical messenger waiting to deliver some universal truth.
“May I come in?” Her voice was quiet and grave, but it still held that hint of authority I had noticed earlier.
“What if I don’t want you to?” I said, but the words came out sounding childish, even to me.
“Then you’ll be going into tomorrow’s Mabon ceremony unprepared, and you will very likely die.” She said it quietly, as a statement of fact rather than a threat. I felt a shiver run down my spine -- call it a premonition, but it definitely wasn’t good.
“I’m sorry,” I said, opening the door for her. “I shouldn’t have acted that way. It’s just ...”
“Just that this is a world you’ve been trying to avoid for years, and now you find yourself thrust into the middle of it,” she finished for me. She glided past me into the bedroom and chose a straight-backed wooden chair that had been painted periwinkle blue to sit on. “It’s a frightening thing, confronting your second nature, isn’t it, Benjamin?”
“What would you know about it, Priestess?” I slumped on the bed and ran a hand through my hair. “You’ve never had to change. Never felt the moon contorting your flesh into some unnatural shape, bringing out the worst in you, the animal urges -- the uncontrollable lusts ...” I felt my stomach clench just talking about it.
“Please, call me Molly, everyone else in the pack does.” She smiled at me. “And I’ve never changed, that’s true. But I’ve been the priestess for this pack for almost as long as you’ve been alive, so I do know a little something about it.” She leaned forward and tapped me on the knee with one sensibly short nail. “It’s time you claimed your birthright, Ben.”
“I don’t want to claim it,” I said. “I only came here to get Dani. Neither one of us wanted to get involved with the pack, or the Mabon ceremony, or the Hunger Moon ritual or whatever it is you have planned. We just want to leave.”
“I’m afraid that will be quite impossible. Your friend, Dani, has been designated as our Mabon queen for this year.”
“That’s just great,” I said savagely. “Doesn’t she have any say in that?”
Molly shrugged. “She did. Theodore asked her if she was able to raise power, and she said she could, effectively agreeing to raise power with him during the full moon.”
“I didn’t mean it that way.” The bathroom door opened and Dani stepped out, wearing a fuzzy white bathrobe that must have been left there for guests. Her wet hair was slicked back from her forehead, and she looked very pale and fragile in the oversized robe.
“I’m sorry, my dear,” Molly said, sounding anything but. “But ignorance of the law is no excuse for breaking it. You are committed to the ceremony one way or another. Whether you perform it with our Lead Wolf or someone else.” She gave me a significant look, which I met with a glare.
“If he touches her again, I’ll kill him,” I said. I could hear the possessive growl building in my throat, and I didn’t even try to stop it. It didn’t matter that Dani didn’t belong to me -- that she didn’t even want to belong to me. The animal part of me, the wolf part, still insisted that she was mine, and I would fight and die if necessary to prove it.
“You’ll have to,” Molly said, not batting an eye. “Theodore is going to challenge you for the right to claim her, and it’s going to be a duel to the death. It’s kill or be killed -- that’s the law of the pack.”
“What?” Dani came to sit beside me on the bed and put a hand on my arm protectively. “But Ben and I aren’t ... I mean he shouldn’t have to ... to fight for me when we’re not even really a ... a couple, and ...”
Molly leveled a stare at her that seemed to quell my usually unstoppable partner. “You’re wasting both my time and your own with that kind of talk,” she said, pointing a finger at Dani. “No one that has felt the power the two of you can raise between you could doubt you have a connection -- and a deep and powerful one at that.”
Dani got a stubborn look on her face. “That’s ridiculous. Look, you have the right to believe what you want -- it’s a free country -- but you don’t have a right to drag Ben and me into it.”
“If you have no bond then how do you explain the way he healed you?” Molly’s voice was quiet, but she was just about staring a hole through Dani.
“I ... well ... I mean, I thought that was just a werewolf thing. Just something they, I mean Ben, could do,” my partner stuttered at last.
Molly shook her head. “No. Ben would have been unable to heal you without a connection to you -- without the love that he bears you.”
“Of course he loves me -- he’s my best friend.” Dani frowned. It was clear she didn’t want to hear what Molly had to say -- didn’t want to admit there could ever be anything but friendship between us. Suddenly I felt tired -- no, more than tired. I was weary to the bone.
“Dani’s right,” I said, forcing myself to say the words. “We’re writing partners and best friends. That’s about it.”
Molly shook her head. “That kind of foolishness will get you killed, Ben. You’re going to need all the power you can get in order to defeat the reigning Lead Wolf, and that includes the support of the woman you love. Statistically, the wolf the Mabon queen wants is the one that usually wins the duel and gets to claim her as his lover.”
“Excuse me, claim her as his what?” Dani had gone very pale, and her hands were shaking just a little bit. “What are you talking about?” she demanded.
Molly frowned. “I’m talking about the culmination of the Mabon Ceremony -- The Great Rite. Now, the pack celebrates it a little differently than your coven, I’m sure, but --”
“Excuse me.” I held up a hand to stop her and looked at Dani. “Your coven?”
Dani shrugged uneasily. “I had to pretend I belonged to one in order to get Savage to believe me. Otherwise he would have killed me right there at La Bella Luna -- I had to make him think I was worth more to him alive than dead.”
“So you lied about being a Wiccan? A Pagan?” Molly shook her head. “This gets worse and worse.”
“Yes,” Dani said with sudden eagerness. “Yes, I lied. So I’m completely unworthy to be the, uh, Mabon queen. Of course, I’m perfectly willing to step down and let someone else have my place, and that way Ben won’t have to fight a duel for me, and we can all just forget about all of this, and ...” But she trailed off because Molly was shaking her head again.
“As I said, my dear, ignorance of the law is no excuse for breaking it. Wiccan or not, you are committed to participating in the ceremony.”
“But the only reason she’s involved in the first place is because she had to lie in order to stay alive,” I pointed out, beginning to get mad. “Didn’t you hear her? Thrash Savage was going to kill her otherwise.” I pointed a finger at Molly who still looked irritatingly calm and implacable. “I don’t think this has anything to do with Dani and me, not really. It has to do with the power struggle going on between you and Thrash. Anybody else that happened to show up would have done just as well -- you’re just using us to get the upper hand in the pack.”
Molly shrugged, apparently unperturbed by my accusation. “It is true that you are being used to a certain extent, but not only by my will.” She looked at both of us. “The Goddess is at work here, although I cannot see the reason why at the moment. It was she that brought the two of you to us, just at the time when the pack needed you both.”
Dani stood shakily, using my shoulder for balance. “You don’t need us and you can’t keep us here.”
“There is no way you can leave,” Molly told her. “Five and fifty wolves stand ready to rip you to pieces if you try. Besides, have you forgotten that Benjamin here swore an oath? He cannot break it unless he wishes to stand against the whole pack. And he cannot do that and live to see another moonrise.”
“Ben’s right. You’re just using us to get rid of Savage,” Dani said. But she sank back down on the bed, and I took her hand between both of mine. Her skin was cold.
Molly sighed. “There is a very delicate balance in any pack between male and female -- most often represented by the Priestess and the Lead Wolf. I admit that it has always been an uneasy balance between Theodore and myself, but lately, the friction between us has been growing. I have long suspected that our Lead Wolf has something in the works, something special he was planning just for the Hunger Moon, although I can’t imagine what.”
Dani sat forward suddenly. “A female werewolf,” she said.
Molly and I both looked at her. “A what?” I asked. “There’s no such thing as a female shapeshifter, Dani. At least, not that I’ve ever heard of. Like it or not, we’re all male.”
“No, no.” She shook her head. “I mean that’s what Savage was working on with Doctor Locke -- that’s what happened to McKinsey Cullen.” She went on to explain in great detail what she had seen in the back room of La Bella Luna before Thrash Savage had captured her.
Molly nodded. “At last I understand. If he could have found a way to make the female members of the pack, the wolves’ mates, into shapeshifters as well, the balance would have swung decidedly in his favor.”
“You don’t seem too upset about it,” Dani pointed out. “After all, he halfway succeeded, if that white wolf really is McKinsey.”
“It is not the will of the Goddess.” Molly sounded serene. “In all things she favors balance. Consider, my dear,” she said to Dani, “within every man there is a beast, an animal that must be tamed, and I do not speak only of weres or shapeshifters -- it is simply more obvious in them. It is the woman’s job to tame the beast. Every were in the pack but the very young or the very old has a mate -- it is the Goddess’s way of keeping some of her most savage and feral creations from acts of violence and destruction too horrible to contemplate.”
“Ben doesn’t have a mate,” Dani pointed out. “And he’s managed to control his beast just fine. He told me he hasn’t even changed into a wolf at all for the last three years. How do you explain that?”
Molly gave me a startled look. “Is this true, Ben?”
I nodded, feeling half ashamed, half defiant. “I haven’t had an uncontrolled change in five years. And I haven’t had a controlled change -- haven’t had to give in to the, uh, call of the moon at all -- in over three years.”
“And he did that entirely on his own,” Dani said. “With no mate or pack or anybody to help him.”
Molly frowned. “You say this as though it was something to be proud of,” she said to me. “Now I understand the will of the Goddess in bringing you here -- your debt to her is heavy indeed. You dishonor her greatly by rejecting her gift.”
“It’s not a gift,” I said bitterly. “It’s a disease -- a disorder I’ve learned to live with and control.”
“By himself,” Dani emphasized again.
Molly pursed her lips, looking thoughtful. “If you’ll forgive me asking, Ben, when did you first meet Dani?”
“About five years ago,” I said. “We’ve been working at the same paper for at least that long.”
“Mmm-hmm.” She nodded. “And when did you first know you loved her?”
I looked down at my hands, unwilling to answer that.
“I told you --” Dani began hotly but Molly ignored her.
“I thought as much,” she said to me. “It was from the moment you saw her, wasn’t it? You knew. Weres always know.”
“Look, what is this? Some kind of twisted couples therapy?” Dani demanded.
Molly gave her a severe look. “I am merely pointing out, my dear, that Ben’s extreme control of the other side of his nature began when he first met you. Whether you acknowledge it or not, you are the reason he denies and represses what he is. You are what is keeping him from claiming his true birthright and giving the Goddess her due. He fears to lose you and in so doing, he has lost himself.”
“I ... he ...” Dani seemed at a loss for words, but I wasn’t.
“None of this is her fault,” I told the priestess, feeling the old protective anger rise in me again. “I’ve never wanted to be what I am -- not since my grandfather brought me here for my first pack meeting when I was a kid and I saw ... what I saw.”
“Ben?” Dani looked at me, fear in her eyes. “What exactly did you see?”
“You saw a Mabon duel and the ceremony that followed, didn’t you?” Molly said quietly. “You saw our version of The Great Rite.”
Stiffly, I nodded. “Yes,” I said, closing my eyes. I could still picture it -- the blood and violence and gore ... And after that the feral lust that seemed to sweep over the pack like a savage flame, consuming all of them, but especially the Mabon queen and her champion.
I remembered the way he had mounted her -- driving into her as though he wanted to pound her through the altar they were laying on -- and the way she had screamed and writhed beneath him. There was something horribly erotic in what I had witnessed, some taboo being broken that I couldn’t name, even to myself. The images were burned on my brain like a brand on flesh, drawing me and sickening me at the same time. I still woke up in a cold sweat some nights when I dreamed about what I had seen during that gathering.
I looked at Molly, who seemed to be waiting for me to speak. “I won’t do that to Dani,” I said hoarsely. “I won’t.”
“Do what to me?” Dani looked at me wildly.
“Rape you.” I looked away, unable to meet her eyes while I said it. “I can’t do that. I’d rather die.”
“If you die, it will be in the duel before The Great Rite,” Molly said without emotion. “And someone else will do what you cannot. Is that really what you want?”
“One way or the other, I won’t do it,” I said.
“Ben,” she said. “You will do it. When the Goddess comes upon you -- comes upon all of us -- you won’t be able to help it.”
“Wait a minute.” Dani took my hand in hers and squeezed convulsively. “Is there really no way around this? This ... this Great Rite always ends in sex?”
Molly nodded. “The Mabon queen, who is picked to represent the Goddess, has relations with the Lead Wolf, or, in the case of a duel, with the champion who has won her. It honors the Goddess and we satisfy her desires as we satisfy our own.” She leveled a stare at Dani. “I think in this case, my dear, you would prefer it to be Ben rather than Theodore.”
“No.” Dani dropped my hand abruptly and began pacing the room, her arms wrapped around herself in a gesture of fear that twisted my heart. “I would prefer not to have to have sex in front of a group of strangers at all, no matter who my partner is supposed to be.”
“Dani.” Molly got up and went to her, laying a hand on her shoulder. “I see that you have pain,” the priestess said softly. “And from your pain stems your fear. You’ve been wounded both inside and out. But you have to believe me when I tell you that on Mabon night when the Goddess manifests within you, none of that will matter anymore.”
“What are you saying?” Dani shrugged the hand off her shoulder and rounded on the priestess. “You’re saying that one night of religious ecstasy is going to cure me of all my neuroses? That I won’t mind getting fucked on a rock in front of fifty plus strangers because I’ll be filled with light and goodness and Mother Earth or whatever the hell it is you people worship? Oh, and let’s not forget that Ben could ... could die, trying to win the right to be the one doing the fucking. Do you have any idea how patronizing and sick you sound?” Her voice rose higher and higher and ended in a choked off sob. I went to her and put my hand on her back.
“Dani,” I said, but she pushed me away.
“No, Ben. Don’t you get it? They’re forcing us to do this and ... and you could die. I could lose you.” She looked up at me with wet eyes. “I don’t want to lose you.”
I felt my heart twist again. “You’re not going to lose me,” I said, with more confidence than I felt.
Dani swiped at her eyes. “That is such ... such Pagan bullshit!” she said, in a low, shaking voice.
“I understand your fear.” Molly went to stand by the door and put her hand on the knob as though preparing to leave. “But the only way past it is through it. You must both face your fears.” She looked at me. “Ben, you must claim what is rightfully yours, both within the pack and outside of it.” She looked at Dani. “Dani, you must learn to trust again. Let the past be past. You’ve put your future on hold long enough.”
“This is insane!” Dani yelled, her fists clenched at her sides. “Why can’t you just let us go?”
Molly gave us one last inscrutable look. “It is not the will of the Goddess. Good night.” She left, closing the door behind her, and I heard a click that told me we were locked in for the night.
* * * * *
Much later we lay in the dark together, me still in my jeans and Dani still wearing the white robe. We shared the bed by mutual consent, but there wasn’t going to be any repeat of our earlier performance, also by a mutual, if unspoken, agreement. In fact, I thought Dani had probably already put it out of her mind, or at least was trying to. I had thought she might cry again, but apparently she was done with tears. We had talked for hours about possible ways out of the situation, but the innocent-looking blue door was solid reinforced steel with silver rivets -- werewolf-proof, in other words. There were also steel and silver bars on the windows. And even if we could have gotten out, we knew we were being guarded constantly. There was literally no way to escape.
Dani was lying in the crook of my arm with her head on my chest, her damp hair tickling my bare skin. Her fresh, warm scent filled my senses, and she felt soft and yielding in my arms. It was the way we usually laid on her oversized couch while watching monster movie marathons into the wee hours of the night, and it felt comfortable and safe to both of us, I think. It used to surprise me how close we could get physically while still maintaining a strictly platonic friendship, but over the years I had gotten used to it. Now it was all we had.
Dani had been quiet for a long time, and I thought she might have gone to sleep at last. The moon had set outside and the need to control myself had lessened considerably. I was even beginning to think I should get some sleep myself. After all, if you’re gonna fight a duel to the death, it’s much better to do it on a full night’s sleep.
“Ben?” Dani’s voice in the darkness startled me. She’d had her eyes closed and her breathing was even. I was sure she had drifted off.
“Yeah?” My own voice sounded deep and unhappy, but then, that was pretty much how I felt.
“Ben,” she said again. “This is all my fault. I’m so sorry I didn’t listen to you and got us both into this mess. I ... I don’t want you to die.”
“I don’t want to die either,” I said softly into her hair. “But I won’t, don’t worry.”
“How can you be so sure?” she asked, and there was raw fear in her voice.
“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said dryly. And then, more gently, “I’m not gonna die because I don’t want to leave you alone. I’m going to be here for you, Dani, like I always have been. I swear it. Can you trust that?”
After a moment, I felt her nodding against my shoulder. After another long moment of silence, she said, “Ben?”
“Mmm?” I murmured, stroking her hair away from her face.
“I want you to know that I know what you want from me -- what you need. I guess I’ve always known; I just never let myself see it before.” She sighed deeply. “And I can’t tell you how sorry I am that I can’t give it to you.”
“Dani --” I began, but she put her small, soft fingers across my lips, silencing me.
“No, listen,” she said. “I just want you to know there are reasons I’ve kept you at arm’s length. Not just the ones I admitted to myself -- that I don’t want to screw up our working relationship, or that I’m scared of such a big change -- but others, ones I didn’t want to face. But, well ... I guess I have to face them. Have to tell you.”
“You don’t have to tell me anything,” I told her. I felt her shake her head against my chest.
“No, I do,” she said. She took a deep, trembling breath, and I wondered what it must be costing her to tell me what she seemed so determined I should know. “I ... I told you my ex, Mitch, was abusive, but I didn’t exactly tell you how,” she said. “He shouted at me. Hit me. Did things ... things that have made it difficult for me to want to be intimate with anyone. With a man, I guess, no matter how sweet and kind and gentle he was. You are.” She sighed again and I felt like my heart would break. “He forced me to do things that ...” She broke off and I felt her shaking her head again.
I stroked her hair soothingly. “You don’t have to tell me this.”
“Yes, I do,” she said fiercely. “I want, no, I need you to understand. Ever since Mitch, the idea of ... of being with a man that way has ... has scared me to death. I don’t like to be afraid, so I think I’ve been hiding that, even from myself. But that’s what it amounts to. I don’t even know how I’ve been able to go ... as far as we went tonight, to be honest.” She shifted against me, and I could feel the cheek that was pressed against my chest getting warm -- she was blushing.
“Dani,” I said softly. “You could have told me before. I wouldn’t have thought any less of you.”
“I was embarrassed.” She gave an awkward little laugh that fell flat in the darkness. “You know me -- I always want to be so self-reliant. So tough. It’s hard to tell about a time when I wasn’t so tough. A time when I let things happen to me that never should have happened.”
“None of that was your fault,” I told her, planting a kiss on her temple. “And you never have to be embarrassed around me. Not of anything.” I squeezed her and she squeezed me back.
“I know,” she said. “So now I want to say something that’s kind of embarrassing, but I’m going to try not to be. Embarrassed, I mean.”
“All right,” I said. “I’m listening.”
Dani took a deep breath. “Tomorrow night, after ... after you win the duel -- and I know you will,” she went on hastily, making me smile. “Well, we’re going to have to ... have to ...”
“Make love,” I said at the same time Dani said “Fuck.”
“Oh.” I felt her put a hand to her cheek. “I’m sorry, that came out all wrong,” she said. “But the point is, we’re going to have to do it.”
“Yes,” I said. “I know. But what if we don’t? What if I win the duel, and we refuse to do it?”
“You know they won’t let us get away with that, and you can’t fight the whole pack,” Dani said flatly. “Besides, what did the priestess, er, Molly say to you? That when the Goddess was upon you, you wouldn’t be able to help it?”
“I thought you said all that was Pagan bullshit,” I said, trying to keep my voice light.
Dani shook her head, her hair brushing against my chest. “I don’t know anymore. Because there’s definitely something going on here, Ben. Something that can’t be explained logically, or scientifically, or any other way that makes sense to me. Think back to what you saw when you were a boy. During the, uh, Great Rite, did it look like everyone was participating voluntarily?”
I thought of what I had seen and shivered at the idea of taking her, of using her the way the Lead Wolf had used that long-ago Mabon Queen. I would never do that to the woman I loved, I told myself, would never force myself on her, no matter how strong the pull of the moon or how insistent the call of the Goddess.
“Ben?” Dani’s voice reminded me that I still hadn’t answered her question.
“No,” I said in a low voice. “No, I don’t think it was exactly ... voluntary.”
“So ...” Her voice was resigned. “Whether they do it with some kind of group hypnosis, or there really is some kind of deity that enjoys being worshiped through sex and violence, we have to assume that it’s going to happen.”
“Yes,” I said, unable to say anymore. I was terribly afraid she was right.
“Well, I just want you to know ...” Dani paused for a long instant before taking the plunge. “I want you to know that I’ll do my best to be open to it. I mean, I’m going to try to put my, uh, past behind me and ... and enjoy it.”
“How can you enjoy being raped?” I said, and the words tasted bitter in my mouth. The minute I’d said them I wished I could call them back -- it definitely wasn’t what Dani needed to hear just then. But to my surprise, she took it in stride.
“If it’s with you,” she said softly, “It won’t be rape. You’re my friend, Ben. My best friend. The man I trust most in the world.” She felt for my mouth with her fingertips in the darkness and lifted her head to press a chaste kiss against my lips. “I want you to know that no matter what happens, nothing’s going to change that. We’ll always be friends. Okay?”
I swallowed a lump that seemed lodged in my throat. I wanted to tell her how much I loved her, how much I needed her and would always need her. I was very possibly going to die the next day -- it seemed like I ought to be making deathbed confessions about how she was the only one for me and had been from the moment I first laid eyes on her, so beautiful and angry and fragile, standing in the newsroom of the Sun Times. But none of it would do any good.
“Friends,” I said, and the word had a hollow ring in the darkness of the room.
“Friends,” Dani whispered and kissed me lightly on the cheek before snuggling close and putting her head on my chest again. “G’night, Ben.”
“Good night,” I said, but it was a long, empty time before I could sleep.

Chapter Fifteen: Dani
 
I had expected the Mabon ceremony to be held in the same big, empty ballroom with the glass ceiling, but it wasn’t. When my guards and Molly escorted me out of the blue bedroom, we left the house and traveled about a half mile into the woods that surrounded it until we came to an open glen, about half the size of a football field. There was a ring of trees surrounding the roughly oval space, and right in the center was a flat rock, carved with the same symbols that had been on the altar the night before. I wondered if I was going to be tied down again, but the two weres on either side of me simply led me to it and left me there.
There were three stone steps that led up to the altar, which was as big as a king-sized bed, and Molly told me to go up and stand in the center. I did what she said because protesting and fighting wouldn’t have done me a bit of good. Maybe if I had had only myself to think of I might have tried to get away, although trying to outrun a pack of angry werewolves sounded iffy at best. But they had Ben too, somewhere, and there was no way I was leaving without him.
I stood on the flat rock, which was rough beneath my bare feet, and shivered. I was wearing a silky, red robe, which was so thin and sheer I felt more naked than dressed, and of course, I had no underwear on. I thought for the thousandth time that I would have cheerfully committed murder to get back into my own clothes, but it was clear that wasn’t going to happen. I had no idea what had become of the white shirt and black skirt I’d been wearing when I first got caught in the back of La Bella Luna by Thrash Savage, or Theodore as Molly liked to call him, but I suspected I would never see them again.
Around my neck was a pale choker made of thumb-sized opals that glittered in the moonlight. I didn’t know if they were supposed to represent the moon or if they were just part of the outfit because it was tradition, and Molly hadn’t volunteered any information as she fastened them around my throat. It was just another part of the incredibly involved cleansing ceremony I had gone through, which involved being washed in mountain water, river water, and three kinds of milk, after they had separated Ben and me.
The guards had come to take Ben around noon, after a light lunch that had consisted of smoked turkey breast sandwiches and water. Apparently you weren’t supposed to eat too much before the Mabon ceremony. Ben had started to take the turkey off his sandwich and just eat the bread, then decided not to.
“What are you doing?” I asked him, as he took a big bite of the sandwich, turkey and all. “I thought you were a vegetarian.”
He shrugged. “I am -- was. But it’s not like I went veggie for religious reasons or because I didn’t like the taste of meat. It’s just that not eating meat helped me control the change.” He looked grim. “Tonight I’ll have to change for the first time in three years. I’d eat a T-bone if they’d bring me one. It might help.”
“Do you think ... it’s going to be hard?” I asked, picking at my own sandwich.
“Well, it’s gonna hurt like hell, I know that much.” Ben sounded resigned. “Because I haven’t changed in so long.”
“What does it feel like? Changing, um, into a wolf?” I still wasn’t sure I could completely believe that until I saw it.
“Like your entire body being turned inside out,” he said, matter-of-factly.
“Ben,” I said, unable to help asking the question that had been on my mind. “Do you think it’s true what the priestess said? Do you think I’m the reason you haven’t changed in so long? Am I the reason you’ve been denying your nature?”
He frowned. “Please don’t tell me you fell for all that guilt crap. Look, I’ve never liked what I am. As for you having an influence on me controlling my change, well, there might be some validity in that. I certainly never wanted you to find out about it -- about what I am, I mean.”
“Why not?” I had put down my sandwich and put my hand on his.
Ben sighed. “For the same reason I never tried to kiss you, never took a chance on asking you out as more than a friend, I guess. I didn’t want to scare you off.” He gave a humorless laugh. “I guess I could’ve saved myself the trouble, huh?”
“Ben,” I began, but he shook his head.
“No, that wasn’t fair. I’m sorry.” He picked up my hand and kissed it, just a brush of his lips across my knuckles, but it still made my heart pound, though I didn’t know why.
It was just then that the four large guards, presumably other members of the pack, had come to claim him. I hadn’t known that they were going to separate us, and I didn’t want to let him go. But Ben didn’t seem at all surprised.
“Be strong,” he had whispered in my ear as I clung to him, my arms tight around his neck. He pressed one last kiss to my cheek -- maybe the last kiss I would ever get from him -- and then I had to let him go.
Now, standing on the flat altar stone in the middle of the field with the moon just rising on the horizon, I put my hand to my cheek and thought of that last kiss. Had I been a fool to pretend to myself for so long that Ben and I were only friends -- that friendship was all he wanted from me -- needed from me? Had I wasted years we could have been happy and in love because I was too afraid of what might happen to try and overcome the ghosts of my past? If I had, it was too late now -- the show was about to begin.
The full moon was climbing in the sky, like a huge, silvery ball, and I had never seen it look so big. So hungry. Its light seemed pure somehow, icy and exact as though it could pick out the smallest detail like the sun at noon. The shadows around me were so sharp they looked like they’d been cut out of black construction paper, and the wind that stirred through the trees brought me the scent of the wild lands at night, green and fresh, and feral. There was something in the air. I don’t know if you’d call it magic, exactly, but it was definitely something I could feel. Some sense of anticipation, half horrible and half wonderful. It filled me, and I felt my hands tremble with a need I couldn’t describe or understand.
Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who felt the strange pull of the moon. Molly had been standing at the side of the steps that led up to the stone altar and talking quietly with two of the pack members. Now she stepped forward and said in a loud, clear voice, “It is Mabon, the time of the Autumn Equinox, and I call the pack. Do you hear me wolves?”
From the circle of trees that surrounded the clearing, I heard fifty or more deep, masculine voices respond to her. “We hear, oh Priestess.”
“It is the night of the Hunger Moon, when the Goddess makes flesh her appetites, and we, her creations, must satisfy her lusts. Do you hear me, mates of the pack?”
This time it was female voices that answered, the women who had bound themselves to the pack by mating pack members. “We hear, oh Priestess,” they sighed, sounding like a wind through the trees.
“Then come forward and greet the Goddess, clothed only in her light, as she sent you into the world and as you shall depart it.” Molly’s voice rose, and she stepped forward so that she was in front of the rock altar that I was standing on. Raising her hands above her head, she shed the simple white robe she had been wearing, leaving her body nude in the moonlight.
All around me, I saw shapes emerging from the shadows of the trees. Powerfully built men and the smaller, slimmer forms of women were becoming visible in the light of the pale, full moon. All of them were naked, the silvery light gilding breasts and hips and thighs, but it wasn’t their bodies I was looking at -- I was scanning their faces, looking for Ben. But he was nowhere to be seen.
“On this night of Mabon, we offer sacrifice to the Goddess, first in blood, then in lust,” Molly intoned. From somewhere she produced a deep metal chalice filled to the brim with red wine that looked black in the moonlight. “The female element is here tonight,” she said. “I call upon the male element to present himself.”
“The male element is here.” Thrash Savage strode out into the moonlit center of the circle, completely naked and looking more like an animal than a man. I bit my lip when I saw him walk up to Molly, a long silver dagger clenched in his huge fist. He had muscles on top of muscles, and large, ropy veins encircled his biceps and ran down his legs like snakes. A huge cock, uncut and evil looking, swung between his thighs.
I know a lot of women that would say there’s no such thing as a man that’s too muscular, but they weren’t facing the prospect of being raped by a seven foot tall, three hundred pound, Conan the Barbarian look-alike. Savage’s long, greasy hair was hanging lank and loose around his shoulders and his slotted, yellow eyes looked even more inhuman in the glow of the moon. There was a tension thrumming through him, as there was with all the male pack members. They were waiting to change -- waiting to become something else -- I could feel it.
I watched him as he walked across the grass to Molly and prayed silently that Ben was up to the task. My partner was a big guy, but Savage was absolutely huge. The only advantage I could see was that the Lead Wolf didn’t so much walk as lumber. He had fast reflexes, faster than human, anyway, but was he as fast as another werewolf? For Ben’s sake, I hoped not. Of course, I had no idea how fast or strong my best friend really was, since he’d spent almost the entire time we’d known each other hiding that part of himself from me. I felt a stab of guilt at the thought, but the show going on within the circle of the pack soon distracted me.
“We offer sacrifice to the Goddess.” Molly held the chalice up to the moon as if in blessing, then lowered the metal cup and held it between her breasts.
“We offer sacrifice to the Goddess,” Savage growled, echoing her words. He lifted the dagger high, the icy moonlight skating along its silver blade, and plunged it downward in a violent thrusting motion.
Molly didn’t flinch a bit, but I bit back a gasp, thinking he was going to stab her. But at the last instant, the Lead Wolf held back and slid the blade of the dagger almost gently into the red-black wine that filled the chalice.
A cold shiver ran through me. The symbolism of the dagger plunging into the chalice was unmistakable. Male into female. Steel into wine. The Goddess demanded blood and lust from her followers and she would get both.
Savage withdrew the dagger and planted it in the turf at his feet. He stood back, his arms crossed over his chest and watched as Molly took a small sip of the now consecrated wine. She stood on tiptoes to kiss him lightly on the lips and passed the chalice to him. He took a swallow and passed it, with a kiss, to the next person in the circle, who happened to be a petite, blond woman.
As the chalice made its way around the circle, Molly took another step forward and began to speak again.
“Listen, then, oh Wolves, to the words of the Goddess,” she intoned in a clear, strong voice.
“I who am the beauty of the green earth,
and the white moon among the stars,
and the mysteries of the waters,
I call upon your soul to arise and come unto Me.
For I am the soul of nature that gives life to the universe.
From Me all things proceed and unto Me they must return.
 
Let My worship be in the heart that rejoices.
For behold! All acts of pleasure and desire are My rituals.
Let there be beauty and strength,
power and compassion,
honor and humility,
mirth and reverence within you.
 
As your flesh burns with need,
I will fill you.
I will pour out My power upon you
as you slake your lust and Mine with the act of love.
Take what is needed and give freely of yourselves to each other
For that is My will and I will not be denied.
 
And you who seek to know Me,
know that your seeking and yearning will avail you not,
unless you know the Mystery.
For if that which you seek, you find not within yourself
you will never find it without.
 
For behold! I have been with you from the beginning,
and I am that which is attained at the end of desire.”
As Molly’s last word faded into silence, she took a step back and received the chalice, which had made its way completely around the circle while she spoke. Looking down from my vantage point on the rock, I could see that there was still a little bit of wine in the bottom of the vessel. I expected Molly to drain it, but instead she said, “A challenge has been made for the hand of the Mabon queen. Let the challenger step forward.”
“The challenger is here.” At last Ben stepped out of the shadows, his tall frame wreathed in moonlight as he walked toward the priestess and the Lead Wolf. I caught my breath at the sight of him.
He walked through the tall grass with his back straight and his head held high, completely naked and utterly unashamed, as though his bare skin was the only covering he had ever worn. And the way he moved -- I had never seen him move like that -- with the sinewy grace of an animal stalking its prey. More than a wolf, he reminded me of a rangy jungle cat, a panther perhaps, moving quietly and confidently, secure in the knowledge that he was the most dangerous thing in the forest and that nothing would stand in his way.
He took his place on the other side of Molly, ignoring the leering snarl on Savage’s face. In the moonlight, his body looked like it was chiseled out of marble, each muscle lovingly defined by the pale glow. His hair was an inky black that looked almost blue, and for the first time, I saw his cock, hanging long and thick against one muscular thigh. I tried to imagine how it would look erect -- how it would feel to have it inside me -- to have Ben inside me, filling me up with himself, making love to me, fucking me ... and a strange thing happened.
Instead of the shiver of fear the thought of sex -- any sex with anyone -- had so often brought to my mind, I felt a warm current of desire that started at my toes and worked its way upward. I imagined throwing off the thin red robe and welcoming him onto the flat altar rock with me -- both of us naked and needy and unashamed of either our nakedness or our need. It was a frightening thought but at the same time an intriguing one. There was no denying that Ben was absolutely beautiful -- the hard masculine planes of his body seemed to call to the soft feminine curves of my own, and suddenly the moonlight seemed warm instead of cold.
“Will you accept the challenge for the hand of the Mabon queen?” Molly’s words seemed to break me out of some kind of a trance. I shook my head and blinked my eyes, feeling disoriented and confused. Had I actually just been anticipating having sex with Ben instead of dreading and fearing it? What was happening to me?
Ben looked up at me and I thought I saw something on his face -- a look in his eyes that told me he was thinking exactly the same things I had just been thinking. I wanted to blush and look away, but his dark brown eyes held my gaze for a long time, refusing to let me go.
In that moment I felt a connection form -- I didn’t exactly know what or how, but it was as though I was with him, not just watching him. I could almost feel the tension in his muscles and taste the fear and anticipation on his tongue. I wondered if he could feel me too and somehow knew he could. He could feel the rough, cool stone under my feet and the silk robe sliding over my naked skin. He knew that I both feared and wanted him. That I wondered what it would feel like to have him inside me, spreading me, riding me, owning me the way we both needed him to so badly. It seemed to go on forever but finally he looked back at Molly.
“I accept.” Ben took the chalice from her along with a chaste kiss on the lips and tipped it up to the sky. I saw the strong cords of his throat working as he swallowed the last of the wine, then he handed the chalice back to her.
Molly stepped back. “Then let the Mabon challenge begin!”
Both Ben and Savage moved to the open part of the circle, their eyes never leaving each other. Savage was crouched in a fighting posture, but Ben was standing upright, his arms loose at his sides. I hoped like hell he knew what he was doing -- I had never seen him fight before except at The Cloven Hoof, and that altercation had been over before I really got a chance to see it. The pack and their mates were still standing in a circle, watching to see what would happen, and there was a breathless hush as everyone waited for the action to begin.
They began to circle each other, Savage pursuing and Ben retreating. I noticed Ben was leading the larger man to the outer fringe of the circle of watching weres. As if in deference, several of the pack members and their mates stepped aside, and I wondered if the fight was going to be conducted outside the clearing in the forest instead of here where we could see what was going on. I hoped not, I felt like I needed to see what was happening. Needed to keep Ben in my sights for some reason. Maybe it was the strange link to him, but I wanted him close to me, or at least in my line of vision.
Suddenly Savage shot forward with a roar. The move was almost too fast to see, but it looked like he intended to tackle Ben around the waist and drive him to the ground. I didn’t even have time to bite my lip -- Ben stepped nimbly to one side, and Savage ran head-first into the tree trunk Ben had been standing in front of.
The blow would probably have knocked anyone else out cold, but it only made Savage mad. He backed away from the tree, shaking his head like a bear trying to get rid of bees, and rounded to face Ben again. Ben was still standing loose and relaxed, waiting to see what the Lead Wolf’s next move would be. Clearly he expected another charge and was ready to sidestep it again. But Savage decided to use a different tactic.
“Tell me something, pup,” he grunted. “How am I gonna like fucking your pretty little bitch?”
I saw Ben’s eyes narrow. No, Ben -- don’t go for it! He’s just baiting you! I wanted to shout the words out loud, but I was afraid if I distracted my partner for even a moment, Savage would be on top of him.
“Does she have a tight pussy?” Savage continued. He threw a glance my way, and the lust I saw burning in those slotted, yellow eyes turned my stomach.
“You’re never going to find out,” Ben growled. “She’s mine.” I felt a shiver run down my spine at the possessive note in his voice. It might not have been especially progressive of me, but the idea of him fighting for me, claiming me, was starting to do things to my insides. I felt my nipples tighten at the primal look in his eyes.
“I’m gonna do more than find out,” Savage taunted him. “I’m gonna fuck her right there on that rock.” He nodded to the flat altar stone I was standing on. “Gonna throw her down and ream her pussy good -- fill ’er full of my cum. She’ll be begging for more.”
“The hell you will!” Ben leaned forward, his face dark with rage. It was the opening Savage had apparently been waiting for. He dove forward again, but this time instead of dancing away, Ben met him head-on. The two large, masculine bodies collided with a flat smack that seemed to echo through the trees. For a moment they just shoved against each other, like sumo wrestlers that couldn’t get a good hold. Then Ben broke free and landed a solid punch to Savage’s midsection. I heard the large man grunt in pain, but he didn’t falter a bit. Instead, he drew back a fist the size of a canned ham and rammed it home, connecting with the side of Ben’s face.
Ben staggered backward, reeling from the force of the blow, but managed to keep his feet. There was a dark trickle of blood running from the corner of his mouth.
“First blood!” I heard one of the pack members shout. “The Goddess demands change!”
“First blood! First blood!” The rest of the pack took up the chant, and I saw a look of despair flit briefly across Ben’s face before disappearing behind a mask of stoic calm. I understood then, as I never had before, how much he didn’t want to give in to the demands of the moon. I think he was afraid if he let his animal nature out of the box he’d crammed it into for so many years, he wouldn’t be able to put it back in again. But the blood on his mouth seemed to be a point of no return -- he would have to change, just as he had told me. It was going to be change or die.
Savage threw back his head and howled -- literally howled. It was a noise no human throat should have been capable of making, and I felt like an icy finger had drawn a line down the groove of my spine. Ben answered the cry with a howl of his own -- a long, liquid mournful sound that raised the hair on the back of my neck. It was both a battle cry and, at the same time, a wail of surrender -- he was giving in to the moon. Giving in to the Goddess, if she truly existed.
The rest of the pack -- the men anyway -- howled in sympathy. The sounds rose like a hymn to the moon and went through me like a knife. The moon was pulling them -- urging them to change -- but they waited to see the outcome of the fight first.
Savage was already down on the ground on all fours, and I saw Ben crouch as well, his hands balled into fists and a look of intense pain stamped on his face. He had said that changing felt like someone turning you inside out, and I wondered if he would be able to stand it. I was almost afraid to watch, but then I reminded myself that he was here because of me -- that I had gotten us both into this situation. If he had to go through it, I could stand to watch it happen.
His skin changed first. It started to writhe and twitch, like it was literally trying to crawl off his body. Then his mouth and nose began to elongate into a muzzle, and his ears moved up to the top of his head, becoming long and pointed as they did. I watched as his hands curled into paws and his hips became haunches. He was really changing -- right in front of my eyes. I didn’t realize until I tasted blood that I’d bitten my lip hard enough to make it bleed.
I had seen some strange things in the past several days -- the way Ben had healed himself and the way he was able to heal me -- and I had believed him on an intellectual level when he told me he was a werewolf. But until I saw him sprout a tail and watched his black hair turn to fur and flow over his newly shifted body, I didn’t really get it on a gut level. Now I did.
I stood on the flat rock overlooking the pack and everything that was going on inside the circle, watching the man I cared for more than anyone else in the world go through the most agonizing process I had ever seen, and I hurt when I saw his pain. I could almost feel my own bones shifting, feel my skin breaking and knitting together in a different pattern that was utterly alien. I felt it through that same strange connection -- a thin thread of empathy that was spun out of moonlight and pulled taut between us. Ben was hurting and I hurt with him -- I wanted to ease his pain, but I didn’t know how. But before I could think about it too much, the pain was gone and the change was complete.
At the end of the process, both Ben and Savage were wolves -- huge wolves. I watched as the black, pony-sized wolf that was Ben shook itself and rose from the ground growling and bristling, ready to fight. What I felt from him now was a feral kind of joy, a freedom he never had in his other form. This was the animal part of himself he kept hidden, a being that was nothing but hunger and desire -- pure id. Maybe this was why Ben feared the change so much -- I had never known a man more in control of himself than my partner was. Giving in to his most basic instincts would have to be the hardest thing in the world for him.
The other wolf was brown and gray, the color of Savage’s hair, and larger than the black wolf, as Savage had been proportionally larger than Ben. There was steam rising off both animals, even though the night wasn’t especially cold for September. I wondered if it had anything to do with the mass conversion from human to wolf. Some energy had to be created when that happened, didn’t it? And it was probably dissipating in the form of heat.
My scientific analysis was interrupted by the continuation of the duel. Both wolves lifted their heads and howled simultaneously at the moon, then rushed together again.
I don’t know if you’ve ever seen a dog fight, but it was something like that. There was a lot of snapping and snarling, and darting in and out while both of them looked for a hold. If that doesn’t sound too exciting, try imagining a three hundred pound wolf whose head comes up to your shoulders when it’s standing on all fours, which is essentially what Savage had turned into. That’s pretty enormous when you consider that a regular-sized timber wolf could easily rip your throat out. Watching them fight was an experience I knew I would never forget.
I was afraid that the smaller black wolf would get the worst of it, but Ben seemed to be holding his own pretty well. In wolf form as well as in human form, he had the faster reflexes. In fact, Savage couldn’t catch him to get a good hold on him. The black wolf kept dodging in and out of the big brown and gray wolf’s attack zone. He ripped at the larger wolf with his teeth to draw blood, then darted away again before it could respond in kind.
All around the circle, the other pack members howled in sympathy whenever the Lead Wolf sustained another wound. None of the men had changed yet, but I sensed that some of them were on the ragged edge of it. There was an energy filling the clearing like water poured into a clear glass bowl, ready to drown us all. Maybe it was the Goddess, coming to collect what Molly had called “her due,” I didn’t know. But I did know that I would pay along with everyone else before the night was through. I could feel it as surely as I felt Ben’s sharp, white wolf’s teeth sinking into the hide of his enemy.
I wondered if Ben was going to keep darting in and out, bleeding Savage until the Lead Wolf eventually collapsed, but it didn’t happen that way. Savage threw back his head to howl again, exposing his throat, and Ben seemed to see his chance. No -- it’s a trick! I thought frantically. I opened my mouth to shout it, even though I had no idea if he could understand me in his present form or not, but it was already too late.
At the last instant, just when Ben’s teeth were about to close on his exposed throat, Savage whirled around and threw his shoulder against Ben’s, knocking the black wolf off his feet. I felt a surge of fear and rage that I knew wasn’t all mine, and then Savage was on top of him, grappling for his throat.
The pack, which had been mostly quiet up to now, threw back their heads and howled as one. The two wolves, snarling and snapping, rolled over and over in the long grass, but Savage seemed to be gaining the advantage. There was a yelp of pain, and I saw that the gray and brown wolf had the black wolf by the throat and was shaking him unmercifully. Savage was winning! He was killing Ben, and he wouldn’t stop until it was done and his dominance was reasserted beyond the shadow of a doubt.
“No! No!” I shouted, hearing the agony in my own voice. I felt my hands ball into fists at my sides. I wanted to help Ben, wanted to rush down and throw myself between the two wolves even though I knew it would be suicide. There was something wet and warm on my face, and when I reached up to touch my cheek I realized I was crying. Memories of my time with Ben suddenly flooded my mind.
Ben trying to teach me to cook -- he was an excellent chef and I couldn’t even boil water. Me teaching Ben how to water ski, and both of us laughing when he fell down over and over, getting water up his nose. The time he’d talked me into taking a yoga class with him and I hurt my back doing the downward-facing dog. He’d put heat packs all over me and massaged me with those big, warm hands until I thought I’d melt -- it had been the most amazingly delicious feeling -- more than worth the pulled back I’d suffered. The times I had the flu when he made me homemade chicken soup. The Valentine’s Days we’d spent together because neither of us had a date, and we kept each other from feeling blue. The way he was always willing to drop everything and come over when I wanted to have a scary movie marathon because I loved scary movies but hated to watch them by myself ...
Suddenly I was struck by what my little sister would have called a “blinding flash of the obvious” -- I did love Ben. Not as a best friend or as a good partner at work, but as the other half of my soul. He was the only one for me -- the only man I wanted. I just hoped I hadn’t had the realization too late.
I wiped the tears from my eyes and tried to concentrate on the wolf fight going on in the circle below me. Savage still had Ben pinned, his jaws clamped on the black wolf’s throat. Short of going down there and getting myself killed trying to drag him off, what could I do to help the man I now realized I loved?
Suddenly, Molly’s words to Ben the night before returned to me. “You’re going to need all the power you can get in order to defeat the reigning Lead Wolf, and that includes the support of the woman you love. Statistically, the wolf the Mabon queen wants is the one that usually wins the duel and gets to claim her as his lover.”
Well, I knew who I wanted to win. And, yes, who I wanted to claim -- make love to me. It certainly wasn’t Savage. I didn’t know if Ben could understand my words in his present form, so instead I drew on the strange connection I felt growing between us.
Ben, I thought at him as hard as I could. Ben, I love you -- I want you, I need you! You need to turn this around and finish it -- finish him -- so you can claim me! Claim me, Ben, own me, take me -- I need you! Come to me!
As I sent the message I realized it was true -- all of it. It wasn’t that I didn’t fear having sex anymore -- it was more like there was a need inside me strong enough to overcome that fear. I felt the moonlight spilling down over my skin, pulsing in time with my heart, opening me in a way that I hadn’t known was possible. I really did want Ben and I really did love him. If only we could get through this I would give myself to him with no reservation.
I thought I felt something from Ben, some surge of pure, primitive emotion that echoed my own, but Savage still had him by the throat. I sent more emotion his way -- love, need, want, and it seemed to help. Ben twisted with a convulsive motion and managed to break free, but the larger wolf was after him again almost immediately. The black wolf danced backward, a little more slowly now, fatigue obviously taking its toll. He barely managed to evade the other wolf’s snapping jaws and his black bush of a tail dropped low between his hind legs. When he moved, blood flew from his coat, and I wondered just how badly he was hurt.
Ben, I sent to him again. I love you! Hurry, I need you. Finish this and claim me! The black wolf’s head snapped up as though he’d heard me and I saw a new light enter his glowing eyes. He dodged forward as though going for Savage’s throat again, and when the gray and brown wolf reared back to evade the hold, Ben ducked low and sank his fangs into one of Savage’s forelegs instead. I heard a brittle snapping sound distinctly, like someone breaking a dry tree branch over their thigh, and my heart was filled with a fierce, primitive joy that I knew was Ben’s.
The gray and brown wolf howled in pain, and the pack echoed his cry. When Ben danced back again, he left the Lead Wolf limping on only three legs, the right foreleg dangling uselessly in front of him.
Despite his distinct disadvantage, Savage still fought. In fact, if anything the injury seemed to make him more dangerous. He growled and snarled, ropes of saliva flying from his muzzle, and his fangs glistened in the moonlight. Ben approached him warily now, apparently aware that the Lead Wolf was more of a danger now that he was desperate.
Suddenly a new howl sounded from somewhere in the forest. Startled, I looked away from the fight, and I saw the pack member’s heads jerk in the direction of the strange howl too. None of the rest of the men had changed, so who was making the sound?
Out into the moonlight ran a black wolf with gray streaks on its fur -- a pattern that looked oddly familiar to me. It ran with a weird stagger, as though its body didn’t quite want to work right, and its voice was cracked and strange. It had only been in the clearing an instant when another wolf burst out of the trees running close behind it -- this one was platinum white with pale eyes -- McKinsey! I realized with a start that the black wolf with gray stripes had to be Doctor Locke. But how had he turned himself into a wolf? I had been under the distinct impression that he wasn’t a were, like Ben and Savage, so how had he managed to shift forms?
My questions were driven out of my head when the black and gray wolf launched itself at the larger gray and brown one. The doctor was going after Savage! But he was no match for the enraged Lead Wolf. Even limping on three paws, Savage repelled the attack almost contemptuously, bowling the smaller wolf over with a head butt. Locke launched himself again, the moonlight gleaming on the gray stripes in his flanks, and Savage plucked him out of the air easily, his strong jaws closing on the smaller wolf’s throat. I heard the distinct click of teeth meeting, and one agonized howl abruptly cut short as Savage crushed his attacker’s windpipe.
The white wolf threw back her head and howled mournfully as Savage shook the limp figure of the wolf that had dared to challenge him. The rest of the pack answered her howl. They were on the ragged edge of a change, but still they held back. Was it because they were waiting for an end to the conflict or because they were forbidden to change until the final kill had been made? But Ben, who had been hanging back as the other action took place, didn’t howl with the others. Instead the compact black wolf that was the man I loved sprang into action.
He rushed in before Savage could drop the body of the dead doctor/wolf to the ground, and his teeth closed on Savage’s left foreleg. I heard the quick, painful snapping sound again, and when he danced back, Savage was truly crippled. The Lead Wolf howled and snapped angrily, but with no way to rest his weight on his two front legs, he had lost all the leverage he needed to fight. He was finished and everyone watching knew it.
This time there was no holding the pack back. I saw them begin to twist and writhe, their forms changing from human to animal in a matter of about sixty seconds. They threw up their heads and bayed at the moon as one, before advancing on the figures in the center of the clearing. Clearly, they wanted Ben to finish what he had started, and just as clearly, he didn’t want to.
He backed away from the crippled Lead Wolf, his fur standing on end and a soft growl I felt rather than heard rumbling in his throat. Even in his purest, most animal form, Ben was not a killer, and part of me loved him for that.
Seeing that he wasn’t going to finish the job, the other wolves in the pack apparently decided to do it for him. As one, I saw them dive onto the wounded Lead Wolf and pull him to the ground. There was a jet of blood, black in the moonlight, and I turned my head, unable to watch anymore.
“The Goddess is worshipped in blood!” Molly’s voice startled me, and I looked down from my vantage on the flat stone altar to see that the women of the pack had retreated from the mass of writhing, furry backs, and circled around the priestess instead. The white wolf that was McKinsey was also there, crouched at the priestess’s side, whining low in her throat. Both of the men that had cared for her were now gone, and the air of fear and loneliness she exuded was almost a palpable thing.
“You know what is expected.” Molly looked at each woman in the loose circle around her and then up at me. “You know what you must do. Open yourselves to the Goddess! Her needs are only half met -- let her fill you!”
She raised her hands over her head in a welcoming gesture. “Oh, Goddess, we have met thy hunger for blood. Now fill us with yourself that we might meet thy need for flesh. We open ourselves and we call to you -- do as you will with us. Use us, take us, make us what you will. We surrender to your hunger as we surrender to the hunger of our mates. Feed our desire that we might satiate yours.”
A blast of wind came whipping through the trees and tousled Molly’s salt and pepper curls as she spoke. I felt it winding around me almost like a large, cool hand tugging at the thin red robe I wore, trying to open it and bare my body. I resisted it at first, then something inside me seemed to break -- some barrier that had been there since my time with Mitch. I realized I didn’t want to resist. That I wanted to give in to the wind and the urging I felt all around me like a warm cloud of mist. I didn’t know if it was actually the Goddess, or the form of mass hypnosis Ben and I had speculated about the night before. But whatever it was, I was willing to go with it.
I spread my arms and let the wind tug open the red silk robe, leaving me bare from breasts to ankles. The breeze caressed my breasts like a thousand fingers, a thousand mouths, pulling my nipples into stiff, sensitive peaks. It played between my legs too, swirling around the soft, damp patch of curls that decorated my mound and urging me to spread my thighs so that it could lap at my swollen pussy lips, making me moan for more. Because more was what I needed. The wind, which seemed to have a mind of its own, felt wonderful but it was insubstantial. I needed real hands on me, a real mouth to suck my nipples, a real cock to fill me and fuck me until I came.
“Dani.” The voice behind me was human, but only just. I whirled to see Ben standing in his human form on the rock beside me. He was naked and bloody and breathing hard, his broad chest heaving. His brown eyes were glowing as they had that night in the bar, and he smelled of sweat and grass with a coppery hint of blood, and under it all was a spicy musk -- the scent of his masculine arousal.
He towered over me -- so much larger than I was and so much stronger too, and for a moment my courage faltered. There was so much strength in him, so much potential for violence. I took a step backward, biting my lip in sudden fear.
“Dani, please,” he said again, and his voice was ragged with need, so ragged it hurt to listen to. This is Ben, I reminded myself. No matter what he is or what he turns into, he’s still the man you trust most in the world. The man you love. Yes, but could I trust him enough to overcome those old, painful fears? Watching the fight from my vantage high on the rock, it had seemed so easy to give in to the desire I felt for him. But now, with him standing over me, crowding me with his naked, muscular body, I wasn’t so sure.
Help me, I thought, not sure if I was praying or who I was praying to. Help me do this -- I love him. As I thought the words, I felt the wind again, swirling around me, touching me as gently as a lover. At the same time, the moonlight seemed to grow brighter and warmer, almost like the sun at noon beaming down to caress my skin. An inner peace filled me, and a voice which might have been the Goddess, if she really existed, sighed in my ears, Let the past go. And I found that I could.
I knew what had to come next because Molly had instructed me during the arduous cleansing ceremony. So I wasn’t surprised when Ben dropped to his knees in front of me.
“Blessed be thy feet, that have brought thee in these ways,” he said, his deep voice hoarse. He leaned forward and kissed the tops of my feet gently, and I felt a swirling warmth begin to rise at the contact of his lips to my skin.
“Blessed be thy knees that shall kneel at the sacred altar,” Ben said. Straightening up some, he leaned forward and kissed my knees. His warm lips made me shiver as they touched the cold skin of my knees -- which is a part of me that is almost never warm. At the same time, I felt the solid heat of his large hands tracing their way up my calves, pulling the sexual warmth and energy higher up my body.
“Blessed be thy womb, without which we would not be,” Ben murmured. I knew what was coming next but I still caught my breath in a gasp when he pressed his face between my legs and kissed my sex tenderly and deeply. I could feel his fingers at my inner thighs, urging my legs to part for him. Biting my lip, I gave in, allowing him to press his tongue inside, past my outer lips and into the wet folds of my pussy. I felt him licking gently along the side of my clit, stroking the fire that was burning inside me ever upward, filling me with the flame of need and desire, and I buried my hands in his hair and moaned out loud.
At last Ben pulled back. “Blessed be thy breasts, formed in beauty,” he said softly. He was standing again, towering over me, but I felt no fear. All that was behind me now, carried away on the healing wind. When Ben leaned down and sucked one of my nipples into his mouth, I surged forward to meet him, welcoming his hot mouth enclosing my flesh. He spent a long time sucking and licking -- long enough for me to feel the sexual heat rising to my heart -- and then he pulled away once more.
“Blessed be thy lips, which shall utter the sacred names,” he almost whispered, bending his head down to mine.
“Ben,” I said softly. His name, the name of my partner, my friend, my lover, was the only sacred one I knew. I stepped close to him so that the sensitive tips of my breasts brushed his broad chest. The contact sent a swirl of desire tingling down my spine, adding to the heat between my legs. I reached up on tiptoe and put my arms around his neck, drawing his head closer, breathing in his scent and my own, which still lingered around his mouth.
The sexual heat, the electric tension that had started when he dropped to his knees before me, had consumed me utterly. I felt molten below the waist, as wet and ready as I had ever been. Ready to receive pleasure, to feel him filling me with himself. I wanted to spread my legs for him, to give him everything I was or ever could be. To be one with him in love and lust and need.
“I know what you need,” I whispered against his cheek. “And I want to give it to you. I want you to fuck me.”
“God, Dani,” he said hoarsely, his eyes filled with agony. “I know you don’t mean that but I can’t stop myself. I have to.”
I wanted to tell him that I did mean it -- that I wanted him as badly as he wanted me, but he took my mouth in a kiss so hungry it was like a fire consuming my soul. I knew that he was still more animal than man, on the inside anyway, and the animal inside him was urging him to mate, to claim what was his -- me.
He finished with my mouth and began working his way down my body, kissing and licking my throat, shoulders, and breasts. He lingered for a moment, sucking my nipples into his mouth, nipping sharply to make me cry out, and lapping them tenderly to ease the pain, before making his way down my trembling belly. There was nothing controlled or ritualistic about his kisses now -- they were wild and hungry, and I returned his hunger with my own. It seemed that he wanted to taste every inch of me, to cover my skin with white-hot kisses and make sure I was really his before he did what I had asked him to do.
I gasped and held onto his broad shoulders for balance when he spread my thighs once more and nuzzled between my legs. He didn’t use his fingers to part my pussy lips this time, instead he pressed forward blindly, eager to lap at my wetness. The gesture was so animal, so feral, that a rush of desire came over me, and all the strength ran out of my legs. I started to fall, but Ben grabbed me around the waist and lowered me to the rock. I felt the cool, rough stone digging into my shoulder blades and the small of my back through the thin silk of the robe I still wore. Then all my attention was focused on his mouth between my legs.
The night before he had eaten my pussy with a careful, deliberate precision that seemed designed to drive me crazy, but it wasn’t like that now. This time when Ben pressed between my thighs, forcing me to spread wide for him, it was as though he was a man dying of thirst, and I was the bowl of clear, cool water that could save him. He lapped at my clit, sucking it into his mouth, then pressed forward to push his tongue inside me, thrusting deep as though he was reaching for some secret part of my soul with every thrust.
I buried my hands in his hair as I had the night before and gave myself up to the pleasure he gave me. He was wild tonight -- out of control in a way I had never seen him and might never see him again. I knew the only thing I could do was surrender to him completely and trust him to take me where we both needed to go.
“Ben ... Oh, God, Ben!” I gasped as he sucked at my clit again, licking roughly along the sensitive bundle of nerves until I thought I was going to explode. My hands in his hair urged him on, and I found I was arching my back to meet him, bucking my hips up to give him fuller access to my sex. The five o’clock shadow on his rough cheeks scratched my tender inner thighs, adding a delicious bit of pain to the pleasure he was giving me. I felt my orgasm approaching, rolling in like a huge wave that was going to pull me under and drown me in pleasure. Above me the Hunger Moon blazed down, white and radiant, urging me to let go, to give in to the sensations he was building relentlessly in my body. And with a last final gasp of his name, I did.
The pleasure was huge, electric, and unlike anything I had felt before. It was almost as though I wasn’t the only one coming -- as though something else, something or someone larger than myself was taking pleasure in my orgasm as well. Ben seemed to feel it too because when he raised his head, his mouth wet with my juices, there was something in his glowing eyes that defied description. A need so vast and wide and deep it took my breath away.
I could no more stand against that need than I could have stopped the tide from coming in or kept a volcano from erupting. Ben needed to fuck me, and I needed to be filled with his cock. It was an animal emotion -- the simple urge to rut, to breed, that overcame any inhibitions I might once have had. And I knew exactly how it had to be done.
I pulled off the red silk gown, which was ripped in some places now, and got to my hands and knees. The wind ran a cool finger down the groove of my spine as I spread my legs and raised my ass in the air, offering myself to him. I felt my pussy lips part as I opened my thighs, felt the cool breeze tickling my clit. My full breasts hung down, my tender nipples inches from brushing the rough, chilly rock. This was how Ben had to have me and this was how I needed to accept him -- on my knees with my sex spread open for his assault. I had never felt so open or so helpless. I had never felt more aroused.
“Dani ...?” I heard the question in his voice, the agony of desire warring with his animal drive to thrust into me. He wanted me but didn’t want to hurt me. I felt my heart swell with love for him. My Ben, so sweet and kind. Even in the grip of the overwhelming urge to mate he still didn’t want to go too far. But we had already gone too far -- too far to stop.
I turned my head to see him on his knees behind me, his large, warm hands bracketing my hips. I felt the heavy head of his cock nudging against the inside of my thigh, already seeking entrance to my body. There was something in his eyes I couldn’t read -- some emotion that might have given me pause if I could have thought of anything but what I wanted -- what I needed so desperately.
“Do it, Ben,” I gasped, spreading my thighs even farther. “Do it, I know you need to. I won’t try to stop you -- just do it. Just fuck me!”
He groaned then, a sound that went straight to my heart. It was full of desperation and despair -- the sound a man makes when he knows he is about to do something that will damn him for all eternity. I wanted to tell him it was all right -- that I wanted this as much as he did, but then I felt the broad head of his cock rubbing against my wet, open sex, and everything I wanted to say was wiped out of my mind in the tingling rush of anticipation and pleasure.
He entered me slowly, inch by thick inch, penetrating my sex with deliberate intent as though he wanted to savor every instant we were joined together. I bit my lip, trying to be open enough for him, trying to accommodate his girth, and was glad he was taking his time. It had been a very long time since I’d been with a man, and Ben was really big. It hurt but it felt so good, so right too. As though I had been waiting for this moment from the first time we met, waiting to spread myself for him and accept his thick shaft into my body.
I hung my head, my hair getting in my face, and concentrated on breathing. My heart was galloping in my chest, and I knew that once he was all the way into me, once he had reached the end of my channel, I could begin to adjust, could maybe even press back to meet him. But for right now all I could do was open myself and let him fuck me.
At last I felt him bottoming out inside me, felt the broad head of his cock kiss the mouth of my womb, and knew he could go no farther. The heat of his hips brushed against my ass as he leaned forward to cup and stroke my breasts in his large, warm hands. He tugged at my nipples, which hung down like ripe fruit, pulling a soft moan from me before sliding his hands down my back to hold onto my hips.
“Dani ...” Ben’s voice was a possessive growl, and I felt his fingers tighten around my pelvis. “So sweet, so soft,” he said in that same deep, almost inhuman voice. “You don’t know how long I’ve wanted to do this. Wanted to fill you up and claim you as my own, even if it is only this one time. Just for tonight.”
I wanted to tell him it didn’t have to be just for tonight, that it could be for a lifetime, but I was past doing anything but moaning. I had no idea how he was able to hold off as long as he had, how he could stand to hold still, his cock pulsing in time with his heartbeat, stretching me even though he wasn’t thrusting at all. I was used to him now, and I needed him to move, needed him to fuck me hard and fast and long. The moonlight above me demanded it, and my own body begged for it.
Lowering myself from my hands to my elbows, I leaned forward, feeling the slow slide of his cock as it pulled out of me just an inch or two. Then, bracing myself against the rough rock, I pressed back against him, reveling in the sensation of his shaft entering me again and nudging the mouth of my womb. It felt amazing and Ben and I both groaned out loud. But I needed more force -- needed to feel him driving into me like the mindless animal he had been less than half an hour before.
“Ben,” I begged aloud, shameless in my need. “Ben, please, I need ...”
“I know what you need,” he growled bitterly. “You need to get this over with, don’t you?”
“No, I --” But the denial I was about to make left my mind completely when he pulled almost all the way out of me and then slammed himself home, ramming his cock balls deep into my wet, trembling sex. “God!” I moaned, throwing back my head and reveling in the exquisite pleasure/pain of being so full of him, of his cock. I felt his fingers tighten around my hips, digging into the soft flesh there in an almost painful way, but I didn’t care. Didn’t care about anything but feeling him inside me, fucking me, claiming me with his cock as I so urgently needed him to do.
“Is this what you need?” Ben asked in his low, growling voice. He pulled out and slammed into me again and again, setting up a slow, deliberate, rough rhythm that made me feel like I was being turned inside out with pleasure. My fingernails scratched at the unyielding rock beneath me, and I felt the stone rubbing the skin of my arms and knees raw, but none of it mattered. All that mattered was Ben, inside me at last, giving me what I needed so desperately.
Soft, panting moans were pulled from my lips with each rough thrust of his shaft into my sex. I closed my eyes and bit my lip, trying to stop them, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. I braced myself against the cold stone beneath me, but I no longer tried to push back to meet his thrusts. It was all I could do to hold my position beneath him as he fucked into me, filling me with himself, taking what he wanted from me -- what I knew he had wanted for years.
I could feel another orgasm building inside me, and as before, there was the feeling of something huge waiting to taste the pleasure as it rushed over me, as Ben forced it from me with his rough thrusts. I felt like a rag doll now, no longer in control of my own body or even my own emotions. The world had narrowed down to the relentless thrust of his cock in my cunt, to the push and slide of his thick shaft straining inside me, stretching me, taking me. It seemed like Ben had been driving into me forever and that he would never stop. That there had never been a time when he wasn’t moving within me, and that there would never be a time when he wasn’t.
Through the haze of pleasure and pain, I heard him saying something as he pressed into me. After a moment I realized it was my name, repeated over and over in a low, desperate tone. It sounded like a prayer on his lips, like a benediction of need and love and longing.
“Ben,” I said, or tried to say. “Love you so much.” But the words wouldn’t leave my lips; nothing coherent would because at that moment he increased his tempo. I felt his arm curve around my body, and then two blunt fingertips were rubbing along the side of my over-sensitized clit. It was exactly what I needed to come. Ben wasn’t gentle, but his very roughness brought me to the edge and pushed me over.
“Oh, God, Ben!” I moaned. The orgasm that flooded me this time made the one I had just had while he went down on me seem like nothing. I felt like a current of electricity was coursing through my body, setting me on fire, shutting off my brain in an ecstasy of pleasure. Every muscle in my body contracted with the intense sensation -- my hands clenched into fists and my back arched. I opened my mouth again to moan or gasp, I didn’t know which, but no sound came out at all -- my vocal chords were locked up.
Behind me I could feel Ben pressing deep and hard, trying to get as far into my body as he could to flood my unprotected sex with his seed. The connection I had felt between us earlier seemed to soar into the stratosphere, and I felt like I was two people at once -- myself down on my knees, spread open to receive his cock, and him on his knees behind me thrusting as deeply as he could to fill me with himself.
It was confusing and scary and glorious. I was so mixed up with pleasure and pain and need and want that I couldn’t tell who or where I was anymore. And through all of it there was that sense of something bigger than both Ben and me put together -- something that fed on our pleasure and magnified it a thousand-fold until the orgasm threatened to overload my brain and burn my body to ashes. I could feel it -- call it the Goddess, or the mystery of the universe, or nature, or whatever you wanted. I don’t know what it was, but it held us in its hand for an endless moment like ripe fruit and squeezed us for every last drop of sensation before dropping us gently, satiated at last.
“Oh ... oh, God,” I gasped at last, when the exhilarating and exhausting sensation finally ended and I could breathe again. In fact, all I could do was breathe, or rather, concentrate on catching my breath. I collapsed to the ground, fatigued beyond anything I had ever felt before, feeling like I had just run a marathon.
“Dani?” Ben was no longer joined to me, and though I didn’t know exactly when he’d withdrawn, I found that I missed him already. I looked up to see him bending over me, a look of guilt and sorrow stamped on his strong features. “God, Dani,” he whispered, looking down at me. “I’m so sorry ... so Goddamned sorry.”
“No ... not ...” I wanted to tell him there was nothing to be sorry for, but I was still trying to just breathe. Ben’s supernatural were metabolism may have allowed him to keep up with whatever had just happened, but to me it had been the erotic equivalent of a tsunami. I felt utterly drained, utterly spent. But he looked so upset, so worried, that I wanted to make him feel better even if I couldn’t talk. I raised my hand, which felt like it was made of lead, to cup his cheek, but he grabbed my wrist before I could touch him.
“Your hand,” he whispered in a voice so full of horror that I looked at it myself to make sure it hadn’t mutated into a tentacle or something. At that point, nothing would have surprised me. It still looked normal to me except for the fresh scrapes I had gotten from trying to brace myself against the rock while he plowed into me.
“Ben,” I started, trying to get a good breath.
“You’re bleeding,” he interrupted me, still sounding horrified. “God, Dani, I made you bleed.” He bent to examine me more closely. “And your arms, your knees ...” He shook his head, his brown eyes anguished. “I never meant for this to happen to you. I never wanted to hurt you.”
“You didn’t --” I started to say, but he shook his head and put a finger against my lips. His brown eyes were no longer glowing, but they were suspiciously bright, as though he was holding back tears.
“Don’t try to talk,” he said in a choked voice. “Just ... Please, Dani, I know you probably don’t want anything to do with me now, but I need to heal you one last time.” He bent his head and began to kiss my wounded palm, effectively silencing any protests I was about to make as the warm tingling pleasure began to envelop my body once more.
I knew he meant well, but the new sensation was too much when my body hadn’t even begun to recover from the tsunami orgasm I’d just been through. As his warm, wet mouth worked its magic on me, the pleasure began to build again. It was too much. My brain declared a time out and everything went black.

Chapter Sixteen: Ben
 
“Dani? Dani!” I gathered her into my arms and her head hung limply to one side. Her eyes were turned up and I could see the sickly-pale glimmer of her whites. She looked dead. “Oh, God, no. No.” I crushed her to my chest and buried my face in her long, beautiful hair, breathing in her scent. I’d killed her. It was just as I had feared for so many years -- I had finally given into my were nature and now I was paying for it.
“She’s all right. She’ll be fine if you just let the poor child breathe.” Molly was suddenly at my side. The white wolf that was McKinsey crouched at her feet and whined.
I looked up at the priestess. “I killed her,” I said.
“No.” Gently, she pried loose my grip and studied Dani’s face. “She’s just worn completely out. Hosting the Goddess and helping you pay such a heavy debt have taken every ounce of energy she possessed. She’ll be fine once she recovers.”
As if to confirm her words, Dani gave a little gasping breath that made my heart feel a thousand times lighter. She was alive! I hadn’t killed her! But the next moment I crashed back down to earth again. Because alive or dead, I had just had the one and only romantic encounter I was ever going to have with my partner and best friend. Did I say romantic? I nearly laughed at myself. I had pounded the living hell out of her when I knew exactly how afraid she was of sex. I had hurt her. I could never forgive myself for that.
“Come, let’s get her inside. The rest of the pack will be celebrating Mabon all night.” Molly gestured at the full moon that still hung over head. “Come morning I expect we’ll have a new pack leader.” She glanced at me. “You know, had you killed Theodore outright instead of leaving it to the rest of the pack, that would be you right now.”
“You think I want that?” I lifted Dani’s limp form carefully, trying to support her head. “You think I give a damn about being Lead Wolf in the pack?”
Molly frowned. “At the very least you would have saved a lot of bloodshed. Now the alpha males will have to battle it out between themselves.”
I glanced at the snarling pack of wolves contemptuously. Most of them had changed back to their first or human forms to honor the Goddess through sex, but now they were almost all back in wolf form and fighting for dominance.
“Let them rip themselves apart,” I said bitterly. “I don’t give a damn. Dani and I did what you wanted. We got rid of Thrash Savage for you, and I’m sure whoever succeeds him will be much easier for you to control.”
Molly nodded gravely, not appearing the least upset. “Very well, I can see it’s no use asking you to stay. A pity, you would have made a formidable Lead Wolf.”
I turned without answering her and carried Dani down the stone steps. I had no idea how I was going to get us home -- we were both still nude, and they had taken my clothes, along with the keys to my truck, before the ceremony. But I did know that if I stayed here one more minute, I risked another change myself. The pheromones the other weres were putting out rose like a cloud in the air, and the moon was still full and pulsing, calling my blood.
“Benjamin.” Molly put a hand on my arm, and I looked at her warily. “Go in peace,” she said quietly. “And remember what you learned tonight.”
I looked at the limp form of the woman in my arms. The woman I had betrayed in the worst possible way. “I didn’t learn anything,” I said. “Except how to hurt what I love.”
“No.” Molly shook her head and gave me a look that seemed to pierce right through me. “You learned that the Goddess demands her due. Do not forget it again.”
I didn’t answer her because I had no answer to give. Still carrying Dani, I turned and made my way back to the tattered remains of my life. A life that would never be the same again.
* * * * *
I found my keys, wrapped us both in blankets, and managed to get Dani home all by the time the moon finally set. I didn’t dare try to heal her again, but I cleaned her up as best I could and got her into her bed. She was breathing easily, and when I pulled the covers up to her chin, her eyelids fluttered open and she recognized me.
“Ben?” She looked confused, like a little girl waking up from a bad dream. “Where am I?” she asked.
“Shhh.” I smoothed her hair back from her face. “It’s all right now. You’re home and safe. No one’s ... no one’s going to hurt you anymore.” I nearly choked on the words. I was the one who had hurt her. Who had betrayed her.
“Ben ...” She tried to sit up but she was still too weak.
I shook my head. “Go to sleep, Dani. You need to rest.”
She sank back down onto the pillows, and her eyelids fluttered closed again. I leaned down and pressed a tender kiss to her forehead. It was probably going to be the last time I ever got to kiss or touch her, and I couldn’t help lingering a little. I breathed in the warm scent of her skin and thought of how much I was going to miss this. Dani stirred and a slight frown crossed her face, but she didn’t wake up again.
“I love you, Dani,” I whispered, even though I knew she couldn’t hear me. “Oh, God, I love you so much.”
I wanted to stay and hold her, wanted to feel her head resting on my chest and her warm, soft body pressed against mine. But I knew when she woke up and remembered everything I’d put her through, that was the last thing Dani would want. So I left her sleeping peacefully and went home to spend a sleepless night in my own bed. I had to get up for work the next day, since it was Monday. I found it hard to believe that everything Dani and I had been through had only taken one weekend. One weekend to ruin my entire life.
* * * * *
The next day Dani called in sick for the first time since I’d known her. I spent a miserable day fielding questions from everyone from the copy boys on up to our managing editor, Barry Craythorne. They all seemed to assume that I knew exactly what was wrong with Dani, and it didn’t help any that they were right.
The whole day I couldn’t concentrate on work. Normally if Dani was sick, I would’ve been near her, taking care of her in some way. Making her soup or taking her temperature or just rubbing her back. But I was never going to get to do those things again. My mind kept replaying the entire Mabon ceremony from start to finish like a broken projector that wouldn’t shut off. The ritual, the fight with Thrash Savage and what had happened afterwards -- what I had done to Dani -- looped over and over in my brain. I had controlled myself for years -- why hadn’t I been able to control myself a little longer? I remembered the burning need I’d felt in my blood -- the single-minded urge to take her in any way possible. At the time it had seemed like I would die if I couldn’t have her, now I wished I would’ve run as far and as fast as I could have away from her rather than do what I had done.
Around three o’clock, the phone rang and I snatched it up, hoping it was Dani. But it was only my mom on the other end, wanting to make sure I was okay. I realized, with some guilt, that I had forgotten to call her. I reassured her as best I could, but when she asked about Dani, I ended the conversation abruptly. After that, my grandpa called with questions of his own. He had heard what had happened, of course, even though he had attended Mabon at a different pack. Mainly he wanted to know why I wasn’t Lead Wolf and when Dani and I were going to get married since we’d finally “gotten together.”
I had never been rude to my grandfather in my life, but I came pretty close to it before I hung up the phone for the second time. Why, I wondered, running both hands through my hair, did everyone have to ask me about Dani? It was bad enough that my own mind wouldn’t let up without having everyone I knew bringing her up over and over again.
I picked up the phone a dozen times to call her, and put it back down again each time. I was the last person she was going to want to hear from. It hurt like hell to know that, and it was terrible not to be able to talk to her or touch her. I told myself I had better get used to it -- this was what the rest of my life was going to be like.
And, in fact, that was what the rest of the week was like. Dani called in Tuesday and Wednesday too, and by Thursday I felt like I was going crazy. I needed something to investigate -- some new angle to look at or a story to break. Maybe if I could get my mind off of Dani for a little while, this wouldn’t hurt so much. Right. But I had to try.
I searched my mind for something worth investigating and what popped up almost immediately was the Mabon ceremony again. But not all of it -- the part where Doctor Locke and McKinsey had broken in during the middle of my duel with Thrash Savage. That got me thinking -- how had the doctor managed to turn himself into a wolf when I knew perfectly well he wasn’t a were? And more to the point, how had he turned McKinsey into a wolf, and was there any way to turn her back? It was the kind of question that normally would have occurred to me at once, but I had been so miserable and preoccupied with my thoughts of Dani that I hadn’t been able to think of anything else.
I left early Thursday afternoon and drove down to the docks, hoping to find some clues to the continuing disappearance of McKinsey Cullen. Or transformation, or whatever you wanted to call it.
I parked in the same parking lot I had used that night when Dani had first convinced me to come down and investigate Doctor Locke. To my surprise, there was a sleek green Infiniti sedan parked there as well -- Dani’s car. But she had called in sick yet again -- what the hell was she doing here? Probably the same thing I was.
I almost turned around and headed back the way I had come, but I had to face her sometime. It wasn’t like I was planning on quitting my job, so even if she switched partners, I’d still have to see her at work.
I walked down the long street lined with abandoned warehouses that still looked spooky and dangerous, even in the daytime. Just the thought of Dani down here alone with no one to protect her upset me. What if another bum like the one I’d scared away came upon her in Locke’s abandoned lab and decided he liked what he saw? I felt a growl building in my throat. She was mine, damn it, mine.
Then I realized what I was thinking and how ridiculous my possessive feelings were. Dani wasn’t mine and never would be. She hadn’t called me once since I had left her at home in her bed on Sunday night -- hadn’t even changed the ring tone on my cell phone. If I hadn’t been sure of where I stood with her, the continued silence between us would have let me know without a doubt.
When I got to the last building on the block I saw that, sure enough, the door was standing open, and I could hear rustling and the low murmur of voices inside. So she wasn’t alone. I felt the short hairs on the back of my neck begin to prickle. Who was she in there with and what were they doing?
“... fascinating. I mean, uh, he really seemed to believe that he was going to be able to change people into wolves.” Dani’s voice floated out to me as I stepped into the darkened hallway that led to the lab.
“He was crazy all right,” agreed a male voice that sounded vaguely familiar. “I can’t understand half of this crap. This one report especially -- ‘Lunar Cycles in the Adult Male Were.’ What the hell is that supposed to mean, anyway?”
“Just put it in the pile,” Dani told her male companion, whoever he was. “I’ll go through it when I get a chance. Or, no, wait. Here -- let me see it.”
I rounded the corner to see her standing in the middle of the lab almost knee-deep in a drift of paperwork. The shiny, obscure equipment was still in place, but Dani had obviously dug into the stacks of filing cabinets that were standing at the back of the room. Apparently Doctor Locke had been a big believer in having a hard copy of his work -- or else he was just computer shy.
She had her back to me and there was a man standing close to her -- much too close in my opinion -- with his hand on the small of her back. They were facing away from the doorway, and both of them were bent over something he was holding.
“Find anything interesting?” I said, or rather, growled. The sight of the man’s hand on her back had sent a possessive fire through me that was completely irrational but utterly undeniable. I wanted to rip his arm out of his socket for daring to touch her, but I forced myself to hold my ground instead.
They both jumped and Dani turned to face me, a look of guilt stamped on her delicate features.
“Ben?” She put a hand to her chest as though to still her heart. “God, you scared the crap out of me.”
“Uh, hi, Mister Davis,” her companion squeaked. It was Pete the copyboy, I saw, and his fair face was flushed dark red with embarrassment. I looked pointedly at the placement of his hand on Dani’s back, and he yanked it back abruptly, as though he’d been burned.
“What are you doing here?” I took a step toward them, and Pete backed up so quickly he nearly tripped over a pile of papers.
Dani’s green eyes flashed. “The same thing you are, presumably. Covering the disappearance of Doctor Locke, the prominent research scientist. Only I got here first. This is my story, so back off, Davis.”
Davis? Since when did she call me by my last name instead of my first? I crossed my arms over my chest. “Your story, huh? And what are you doing out working on your story when I know damn well you called in sick today?”
Dani flushed. “Craythorne knows I’m here,” she said. “I just thought it would be easier if you didn’t.”
“Oh, I see.” I strode forward, and Pete gave another squeak and backed up again. I could feel the rage bubbling up inside me and from the terrified look on Pete’s face I must have looked fairly scary, but Dani held her ground.
“You don’t see a Goddamn thing,” she said flatly, crossing her arms over the tight red sweater that covered her full breasts. Breasts I had caressed and stroked until she gasped. Breasts I had sucked on until she moaned for more. I shook my head to get rid of the thought. She hadn’t really wanted more. She had wanted me to get what we had to do done and then leave her the hell alone.
“I see you’re here alone with Pete.” I jerked my head at the cowering copyboy who looked almost green by now.
“He’s here to help me go through all this.” She gestured around at the stacks of papers. “When I came down here yesterday, I realized there was no way I could do it alone.”
“So you were here yesterday too?” I frowned at her. “Have you been sick at all this week?”
“For your information, Monday and Tuesday I was so weak I could barely get out of bed,” she flared. “Not that you called me to see how I was doing.”
“You didn’t call me either,” I pointed out. “I thought you didn’t want to talk to me after ...” I broke off and stared pointedly at Pete.
“Pete, go wait for me by the car. Mister Davis and I have a few things to say to each other in private.” Dani dug in her jeans pocket and tossed the wide-eyed copyboy the keys to her Infiniti. He snatched them out of the air and fled, giving me a wide berth as he went out the door.
“I hope you’re happy,” she said, staring after his retreating back. “You scared the crap out of the poor kid.”
“That ‘poor kid’ was touching you,” I said. I could hear the possessive, accusing note in my voice, but I was helpless to stop it. “What were you teaching him besides research methods, Dani?”
“You son of a bitch!” She stepped forward and drew back her hand to slap my face. I caught her wrist in mid-swing easily and held it firmly despite her struggles to be free.
“I’m a werewolf, Dani,” I said. “That means supernaturally fast reflexes -- which I don’t have to hide from you anymore now that my secret is out. What did you tell Pete about that, by the way?”
“Nothing,” she said through gritted teeth. “He thinks werewolves are mythological creatures and that Doctor Locke was crazy.”
“So you’re going to prove otherwise?” I asked. “Are you doing an expose on me and my kind? I can see the headline now -- ‘I Worked with a Werewolf.’”
“How about ‘I was Fucked by a Werewolf?’” she hissed. “How’s that for a headline?”
I dropped her arm abruptly, feeling sick. This wasn’t how I’d wanted my first meeting with her to go at all. Why had I accused her like that? As if I had any room to accuse her of anything.
All the anger I had been feeling dissipated like a cloud of smoke on a windy day. “Dani,” I said. “I ... oh, God, I’m so sorry about that. About everything that happened. Everything I did.”
She had turned so I couldn’t see her face but her voice was choked. “You don’t have to say anything, Ben. That’s ... it’s all in the past now.” I saw her swipe at her face with quick, angry motions, and when she turned back to me her cheeks were dry even though her eyes were red. “I came here to try and find a way to turn McKinsey Cullen from a wolf back into a girl. She’s still technically missing, you know. That’s what started all this in the first place. Remember?”
“I remember,” I said heavily. Apparently Dani didn’t want to talk about what had happened between us any more than she had before. She wanted to put it out of her head and pretend none of it had ever taken place. In a way, that was worse than if she’d accused me of hurting her and demanded that I give an account of myself and my actions. I wanted to say that I was sorry again, wanted to tell her that I loved her so much it was like a knife in my heart and that I would pay for the rest of my life for what I had done to her. But she obviously didn’t want to hear it -- didn’t want to talk about it.
“Ben?” Dani was frowning at me.
I sighed deeply. “Okay,” I said. “So what did you find?”
“Some pretty amazing stuff, actually.” Dani was clearly making a great effort to sound normal. She took a deep breath and began digging through the piles of paper. “Did you know,” she said, keeping her eyes glued to the report she had unearthed instead of looking at me, “that the cause of lycanthropy is a gene that’s carried on the X chromosome? It’s recessive unless a female carrier gets pregnant by a male with the same gene on his X chromosome and then any male child they have is bound to be a were. Doctor Locke seems to think that there are lots of women who have no idea that they’re carriers because none of the males in their immediate family are weres. And according to his notes, a male were can sense it in some way -- maybe by a certain smell a woman with the gene gives off -- and he’s only attracted to women who carry it.” She glanced up at me, her face turning red and went on hurriedly. “It’s always dormant in the female carrier but somehow he found a way to activate it. He just couldn’t get it to, uh, deactivate so that he could turn McKinsey back into a girl.”
“Fascinating,” I said dryly. “Does he happen to mention how he turned himself into a wolf? I thought that was impossible for a non-were.”
“He does, actually.” She shuffled through another pile of papers. “It was the last thing he ever did and the notes are kind of hurried, but ...” She squinted at a piece of crumpled paper she held in one hand, then looked up at me. “Did you give him a sample of your hair, Ben?”
I remembered Locke’s bizarre request and nodded. “Yeah, it was the only way I could get him to tell me where Thrash Savage had taken you.” I took a step closer to her so that we were shoulder to shoulder, touching lightly. “Can I see that?” I asked, nodding at the report.
“Uh, sure.” Dani sounded unaccountably nervous as she handed the report over to me, but she didn’t move away or break contact with me. I wished like hell that I could figure out what was going on in her head. Did she hate me? Was she scared of me? Did she still care for me, on any level?
“It looks like he used the DNA from hair I gave him to give himself some kind of radical gene therapy,” I said, frowning at the paper and trying to concentrate on anything besides Dani’s warm, curvy body beside my own.
“Yeah. The same way he used Savage’s DNA to help turn McKinsey in the first place -- probably from that same lock of hair that was stuck to the back of her picture.” She gave a little laugh. “Crazy, isn’t it? I wonder how he intended to turn himself back?”
“Maybe he didn’t,” I said, remembering the fatalistic way the gray and black wolf had thrown itself at the Lead Wolf. Locke had to have known that was suicide, and yet he had done it anyway.
“What do you mean?” Dani looked at me with wide eyes.
“I mean maybe he saw himself as a failure and realized he was never going to achieve his goals. Realized he would never be able to claim what he loved more than anything else in the world as his own.” I looked Dani in the eye as I said it, and she turned away, blushing fiercely.
“Maybe,” she almost whispered.
I cleared my throat. “Well, the main question is -- can we use any of this to turn McKinsey Cullen back into a young woman again, or will she be stuck as a wolf forever?”
“I don’t know, but I’m afraid it’s beyond me.” Dani waved a hand in despair at the piles of paperwork. “I mean, just look at this mess. It would take half a lifetime to get through.”
“It’s a mess, all right,” I agreed. “Maybe if we could get someone else in here -- a scientist who has some kind of background in genetics or something like that?”
“And tell them what?” she asked reasonably. “That we’re looking for a cure for partial lycanthropy? That the missing girl we’ve been looking for just happens to be stuck in wolf form and could they please help us change her back? That would go over big with the scientific community, I’m sure.”
“Well, have you got a better idea?” I snapped.
“Maybe ... I don’t know.” Dani began pacing back and forth among the piles of paper. She had the look of intense concentration on her face that I knew so well, with her full bottom lip caught between her white, even teeth. “That poor girl is just ... just stuck,” she said at last. “There must be a way. There’s more to lycanthropy than just science -- there’s a mystical element as well.”
I snorted. “You think?”
“I do,” she said seriously. “Don’t you?”
“No,” I said flatly. “I don’t care about all the Pagan ritual crap -- I think it’s the same as any other manageable disease. Well, not exactly the same, but --”
“But it can be controlled?” Dani made a face at me. “Ben, please don’t start that again. You need to stop denying what you are. You need to embrace the other side of your nature.”
“You sound like that crazy priestess, Molly,” I said angrily. “And what the hell do you know about it, anyway? How can you ask me to embrace my nature after what I did to you?”
Dani bit her lip and I wished I could call back my hasty words almost immediately. I decided if she tried to slap me again, I would let her. I deserved that much and worse. But instead of slapping me, she walked over to stand directly in front of me. Hands planted on her hips, she looked up into my eyes.
“Ben,” she said softly. “Let’s get one thing straight: you didn’t do anything to me that I didn’t want you to do.”
“Bullshit,” I said harshly. “I practically raped you, Dani. Don’t think I don’t know it. And don’t think I don’t regret it.” I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying to drive back the tension behind my eyes. “I’d do anything in the world to take it back,” I finished in a low voice.
Dani looked like she might cry, but she took a deep breath instead. “I understand if you want to forget everything that happened between us, Ben,” she said in a brisk, back-to-business voice. “And, as a matter of fact, I totally agree with you. We should put our past behind us and start working on getting McKinsey back into her rightful shape.”
“We should?” I raised an eyebrow at her and she nodded decisively.
“We should. That’s exactly what we should do.”
“So --” I looked at her uncertainly. “You want to just go back to working together like nothing ever happened? Just try to forget this whole weekend -- put it out of our minds?”
Dani lifted her chin. “Absolutely. We should concentrate on the matter at hand and leave the past in the past. I mean, really, if you could have seen McKinsey’s father crying ... the poor man just broke my heart. And ...” She went on and on, her voice growing stronger and more impersonal as she talked.
I stood there and stared at her, feeling that I had missed something vitally important somehow. I wanted to reach out and cup her cheek and tell her that I loved her, but I couldn’t. We were right back where we had started.
Nowhere.

Chapter Seventeen: Dani
 
I lifted the last bite of chocolate chunk brownie ice cream to my lips, then changed my mind and put it back. Then I changed my mind again. I had already eaten almost the whole gallon of premium ice cream -- enough calories for ten women my size. So why stop now?
“Hold it right there, Dani.” My little sister’s voice stopped me cold, and I put down the spoon loaded with dripping chocolate guiltily.
“What do you want? I thought you were having a permanent slumber party over at Jeremy’s place,” I said.
“Jeremy is old news. I’ve been spending most of my time with Patrick lately.” She sat across from me at the tiny breakfast nook table and grabbed for the mostly empty ice cream container. “Besides,” she said, peering inside and frowning at the lone melted spoonful that was left, “I didn’t come to talk about me -- I came to talk about you.”
I shrugged, trying to appear unconcerned. “What’s there to talk about? I get up, go to work, come home, go to bed and repeat the whole process the next day.”
“Except when you mysteriously disappear for the weekend and show up later naked and looking like death warmed over,” she said.
Damn. Tara had been at my place the Monday and Tuesday I called in sick, and I had been hoping she would buy the story that I had just had a terrible bout of the flu. But she seemed to have seen right through me.
“I was here sleeping in the guest room when Ben brought you in,” she said. “I woke up and watched him put you to bed. And by the way, why was he naked?”
“It’s none of your business,” I said, avoiding her eyes. “That was a personal matter between Ben and me. And anyway, it’s all been resolved now.”
“Resolved how?” Tara raised one eyebrow skeptically. “By you two never seeing each other again? He used to be over here twenty-four/seven/three-sixty-five, and now he is, as my Lit professor would say, ‘conspicuous by his absence.’”
“Did you switch majors again?” I snapped. “I thought Clinical Psychology suited you better.”
Tara held up her hands. “Look who’s so defensive. I just want to know what happened to Ben, you don’t have to bite my head off.”
“All right.” I sighed fretfully and looked down at the table. “Ben and I ... this weekend we ... well, we sort of ...” I was trying to think of a good way to say, “Ben and I participated in a Pagan ritual this weekend in which he turned into a werewolf, fought the Lead Wolf in the local pack to a draw, then claimed me as his woman by having rough, public sex with me on top of a stone altar under the full moon.”
But Tara summed things up more neatly by saying, “You finally did the nasty.”
I gave her a frown. “Well, in a manner of speaking ... yes.”
“In a manner of speaking?” She raised an eyebrow at me. “Either you did it or you didn’t.”
“All right, all right.” I rolled my eyes. “We did it, okay? We had sex. Are you happy now?”
“Happier than you, apparently.” She got up and went to check in the freezer for more ice cream. “Well, can he bone?”
“Tara,” I said, shocked.
She shrugged, unperturbed. “Well, can he? I mean, did the earth move, did you see fireworks? Or was it really bad? Is that why you two aren’t seeing each other any more?”
“We weren’t ‘seeing each other’ that way to begin with,” I reminded her. “And no, it wasn’t bad.” I thought of the tsunami orgasm I had experienced and the way it had drained me. “It was actually pretty amazing. Just kind of ... different.”
“Different? As in kinky different?” Tara dug out a pint of rocky road and rummaged in the silverware drawer for a spoon. “You mean plain old vanilla Ben is into extreme sex? I mean, he’s definitely hot -- don’t get me wrong. But he just doesn’t seem like the type to crack the whip and yell, ‘Who’s your daddy!’”
“‘Plain old vanilla Ben’ might surprise you with what he’s in to,” I said dryly.
“Maybe.” Tara grinned and sat down again, prying at the lid of the ice cream. “I know one thing he’s into though -- you.” She dug out a spoonful and popped it in her mouth.
I looked down at my hands and traced an aimless pattern across the tabletop. “Not anymore,” I said. “I think ... well, I think he just wants to forget anything ever happened between us.”
“Oh.” Tara winced sympathetically. “It got weird, huh?”
“You have no idea.” I grabbed my spoon and leaned across the table to dig into her ice cream.
“Hey!” She pulled the new pint out of my reach. “Like you didn’t just eat a whole gallon all by yourself.” She leaned forward and waved her spoon at me. “I know you, Dani. You don’t eat like that unless you’re really depressed. So come on, what gives?”
“I don’t know.” I sighed. “Except ... you know how Mitch hurt me, and I was really afraid to have any kind of romantic relationship for a long time because of it?”
Tara rolled her eyes. “Duh -- that’s the same analysis I’ve been giving you for ages. Of course I know. So what happened?”
“So ...” I shrugged. “So some things happened last weekend that helped me sort of get past that, and I realized ... or thought I realized, anyway, that, well ... Ben is the guy for me.” I looked up at my sister and put down my spoon to run my hands through my hair. “I mean, I really love him, Tara. And I thought that he loved me.”
“He does love you,” she said with complete certainty, digging out another spoonful of ice cream.
“Sure,” I scoffed. “That’s why he didn’t call me for four days in a row.”
“Did you ever think that maybe he was waiting for you to call him?” she asked. “I mean, Ben is so laid back. Haven’t you always been the aggressor in the relationship?’
“Thank you, Doctor Phil,” I said dryly, but in fact, some of what she said made sense. “He was acting really weird today when I saw him, though,” I pointed out.
“Weird how?”
“I don’t know.” I sighed. “Well, I was out today and I had Pete with me to help sort through some paperwork -- he’s one of our copyboys -- completely harmless. And besides, he’s more your age than mine.”
“And?” Tara raised an eyebrow.
“And Ben walked in and saw us working together and acted like a complete jerk.” I frowned. “I mean -- I’ve never seen him act like that before. It was like he had ten times as much testosterone as usual. He scared poor Pete to death and accused me of all kinds of things. That’s just ...” I shook my head, “Just not like the Ben I know.”
“Maybe he was jealous. Or maybe there’s a different Ben -- one you don’t know so well,” Tara pointed out.
“As a matter of fact, there is. You have no idea how different,” I told her, thinking of the weird double life my writing partner had been leading for so long. “But that’s not the point. The point is that Ben practically admitted that he was interested in taking our relationship to the next level this weekend, but then he didn’t call after we ...”
“Had sex,” Tara supplied.
“Right.” I nodded. “And now he’s acting so strange, and he practically told me he wanted to forget everything that happened between us and just go back to the way things were before.”
Tara frowned. “Ben said that? Are you sure? Tell me exactly how he put it -- what words did he use?”
“Well ...” I frowned. “No, I guess I sort of said that. Actually what he said was that he regretted what he’d, uh, done to me and he’d give anything in the world to take it back.”
Tara frowned. “What exactly did he do to you?”
I thought of the rough sex we had shared -- the way Ben had thrust into me, like he was reaching for my heart with every stroke -- and shivered. “Nothing I care to talk about,” I said primly. “The point is, it was consensual. But he seemed to think he’d, uh, hurt me in some way. I tried to tell him it wasn’t true but that’s when he said what he did about wishing he could take it all back.”
Tara dropped her spoon on the tabletop with a clatter. “And you took that to mean that he doesn’t want to move forward with the relationship? Dani -- I really don’t think that’s how he meant it. Ben loves you -- I know he does. I’ve known it from the first time you introduced me to him and I watched the way those big brown eyes of his followed you everywhere. Besides, I heard him say it.”
“Shut up, you did not.” I leaned across the table, searching her face eagerly. “Did you? When? Recently?”
Tara nodded solemnly and picked up her spoon again. “As recently as Sunday night when he brought you in. He tucked you in bed and kissed your forehead -- it was so sweet.” She sighed and put the hand holding her dripping ice cream spoon to her heart, getting a smear of rocky road on her green sweater. “And he said -- are you ready for this? He said, ‘I love you, Dani. God, I love you so much.’”
I sat back in my chair, my heart pumping hard. Could it be true? Could all of this be some big misunderstanding? Did Ben really still feel the way about me that I had only recently realized I felt about him? I was getting so confused I felt like a clueless character in a romance novel, not that I read many of those. Junk food for your brain -- that’s all they are.
“I’m telling you.” Tara said around another bite of ice cream. “The man is stone-cold crazy in love with you, and you’re an idiot if you can’t see it.”
I shook my head. “How can I be sure? I mean, I don’t want to make him uncomfortable if you’re wrong.”
Tara made a disgusted face. “You mean you don’t want to take the risk of getting hurt again. You know, you’re the most fearless woman I know when it comes to your career, Dani. I’ve seen you go into situations that were ridiculously dangerous -- like that time you agreed to interview that bank robber who was holding hostages with no police escort. Or the time you went out on a ledge seven stories up to talk the mayor’s aide out of jumping and got all the dirt on the current administration and talked her out of committing suicide. Or what about the time --?”
“Enough.” I held up a hand to stop her. “What’s your point?”
Tara sighed. “The point is -- if you’re willing to risk your life for work, why not be willing to risk your life for love? Maybe Ben is feeling rejected too. Maybe he needs you to be the one to make the first move.”
I looked hard at my spoon, as though I could bend it with my mind. “I don’t know if I can. I wouldn’t even know where to start.”
Tara gave a loud, huffy sigh. “Honestly, you two are pathetic -- you’re so in love with each other it’s made both of you just plain stupid. You start by just being near him. Put on something sexy and get in his personal space -- see how he reacts. You’ll feel it if the chemistry is still there.” She shrugged. “Then just take it from there. Find an excuse to spend time together. I mean, aren’t you two working on a big story right now?’
“Sort of,” I said, thinking of our continued efforts to change McKinsey Cullen from the big, bad wolf back into little red riding hood. I frowned at her. “How did you know that, anyway?”
Tara grinned. “Because you’re always working on a big story. So invite him out for a working dinner. Or better yet, get him over here for a long night of purely professional work and research.” She leaned across the table and nudged me with her elbow. “I promise to make myself scarce.”
“I don’t know,” I said. It seemed wrong to have to manufacture reasons to get Ben over to my home. Before all this craziness had begun, all I’d had to do was mention that I was in the mood for a movie night or that I had too much Kung Pau chicken left over to ever finish by myself and he was there.
“C’mon,” Tara urged. “I’m sure you can think of an excuse to get him over here if you try hard enough. Then just see what develops.”
“I’ll think about it,” I said. “I did have an idea I wanted to follow up ... but I don’t know if it would work.”
“It’ll work,” Tara assured me. “Whatever it is, it’ll work. It better, anyway.”
“Why do you say that?” I asked, picking up my spoon and going for her ice cream again.
“Because if it doesn’t you’re going to weigh five hundred pounds,” she said, pulling the rocky road out of reach. “Just give it a try. Trust me, Dani, I know what I’m talking about. And trust Ben to still love you.” She waved her spoon at me. “And most of all, trust yourself. Okay?”
 
 
 
“Okay, I’ll try,” I said, getting up.
“Where are you going?” she asked as I scooted around the tiny table and headed for my office.
“To make a few phone calls,” I said. “I think I have an idea.”

Chapter Eighteen: Ben
 
I didn’t know what to expect when I got to the Sun Times -- maybe that Dani would be giving me the cold shoulder treatment again. Or maybe that she would be brisk and professional and pretend that nothing had ever happened. What I didn’t expect was for her to be wearing her shortest black skirt and her highest black heels and looking like a goddess. Oh, don’t get me wrong -- she still looked professional. The tailored black jacket that went with the skirt and heels was sexy in a severe kind of way but Fifth Avenue
 to the hilt just the same. But still, she looked amazing.
“Morning,” I said, trying not to stare as I put down my briefcase on my side of the huge mahogany desk.
“Morning, partner.” Dani didn’t sit on her side. Instead she swayed over and perched herself on the edge of the desk right beside me. I heard the faint whisper of her pantyhose as she crossed her long, beautiful legs and the short skirt rode up to mid-thigh. It was all I could do not to put my hand on her leg. I wanted to look down and pretend to be engrossed in the contents of my briefcase, but I couldn’t do it. I let my gaze wander over her body, helpless to look away.
Dani started to talk about something to do with work -- what I didn’t know because I couldn’t make my brain concentrate on anything she was saying. Then she leaned across me to pick up something off the other side of the desk. When I saw the tops of her full breasts pushing for release beneath the white silk shell top she had on under her black jacket, my mouth went dry.
That was how my Friday started, and it went on like that all day long. Wherever I went, Dani seemed to be there, giving me a view of her shapely legs or full breasts. The way her long, silky hair swished over her shoulders and her heart-shaped ass swayed as she walked was pure sex. Even the way she ate her sandwich at lunch was sexy. When she licked a crumb off the corner of her mouth with her little pink tongue, I wanted to throw her down on the desk and lick every other part of her luscious body.
Everything she did, every gesture she made, seemed purely innocent, as though she didn’t know what she was doing to me. But she had to feel my eyes on her, didn’t she? I couldn’t figure out if she was coming on to me deliberately, or if she was showing me what I was missing. Or maybe she just had no idea how hot under the collar she was making me.
By mid-afternoon I was in serious pain from a hard-on that hadn’t gone down all day, and a red haze of frustration hung over my vision. My need for Dani was reaching a fever pitch, and I had no choice but to acknowledge that I wasn’t going to be able to work with her anymore -- not like we had in the past, anyway. The days of a platonic partnership were behind us, and I hadn’t gotten a thing done all day except jerking off in the men’s room twice. Not that it helped the situation much.
I just couldn’t figure out what was wrong with me. I mean, I’d seen Dani in sexy clothes many times over the years. In fact, I’d often thought she liked showing her body off to me, as long as me looking at her was as far as it went. But now my hands were itching to touch her, and my mouth ached to kiss her all over, just as I had at the Mabon ceremony. I kept remembering how soft and warm and willing her naked body had felt under mine, how tight her soft little pussy was wrapped around my cock, the way she’d gasped and moaned as I’d thrust deep inside her ...
“Ben?” Dani’s voice drew me out of my contemplation. She was standing by the door of our office, looking at me expectantly.
“Huh?” I realized that I sounded less than articulate and tried to drag my mind out of the gutter. “Yes?” I asked pointedly, as she closed the door, cutting us off from the rest of the news staff.
Dani was biting her full bottom lip, a look of indecision on her delicate features.
“Well?” I asked pointedly, as she walked toward me, still not saying anything.
“Well ...” She frowned. “Do ... do you think it’s hot in here?”
I had the feeling it wasn’t what she had meant to say at all, but before I could reply, she was unbuttoning the severely tailored black jacket and taking it off. My mouth went dry all over again as I saw that the white shell blouse she had on underneath it was practically see-through. And she was wearing some kind of a half-cup bra beneath that -- something that supported her full breasts without covering the nipples. I could see their stiff, pink points pressing against the thin fabric of her shirt.
“Dani,” I said in a strangled voice at the same time she said, “Ben ...”
“You first.” She gestured at me and walked over to the desk to drape her jacket across her chair. She bent over, fiddling with some paperwork and giving me a clear view down the front of her blouse where her breasts hung down like ripe fruit. Her pink nipples looked like suckable red raspberries. I nearly came in my pants.
“Dani,” I began, trying to tear my eyes away from the erotic sight of her nearly naked breasts and failing. “I can’t work like this. I mean ...”
“Oh!” Her exclamation cut me off, and I dragged my eyes away from her breasts to see her holding up her index finger.
“You all right?” I asked warily.
“No.” She came around the desk and perched on my side of it again, just as she had that morning. “Paper cut -- see?” She held out her shapely index finger to show me the thin red line bisecting the pad.
“Sorry,” I said, trying to sound sympathetic and failing. My eyes kept wandering off her finger to other parts of her anatomy. God, I was losing it here!
“Do you think ... I mean, would you mind healing it?” Dani looked at me from under her thick lashes, her green eyes full of uncertainty.
“Healing it?” I asked stupidly.
“Sure.” She shrugged. “You know -- the way you healed my arm? And those cuts on my thighs?” She held the hurt finger closer to my face. “Please?”
I closed my eyes briefly, willing myself to control the urge to throw her down on the desk and have her right then and there. Was she crazy reminding me of the way I had healed her before? Of the way she had groaned and gasped as I ate her sweet, ripe pussy? Was she trying to tempt me to hurt her again? I could still remember her warm, salty/sweet taste and the way she had grabbed at my hair as I fucked my tongue into her tight, slippery channel, the wild, feminine scent of her cunt as she arched her back to press against my face ...
“Ben?” I looked up and realized that Dani was waiting for me to do or say something. Oh, right, her finger. Helpless to do anything else, I took her hand in mine and sucked the wounded digit into my mouth. At once my senses were flooded with her -- her delicious scent, her luscious taste -- and I felt the tingling heat flowing between us, just as I had the very first time I had healed her. The sexual energy we generated raised the hairs at the back of my neck like static electricity, crackling along my nerves and making my cock so hard I felt like it was going to explode.
“Oh.” Dani threw back her head, her long hair brushing the small of her back, her eyes closed tight in apparent bliss. I could see her breasts heaving, the hard nipples pressing against the thin top as she surrendered to the feeling of my mouth on her flesh. I wondered if she was getting wet, if her soft little pussy was getting all hot and swollen with desire. I put my hand on her thigh, reveling in the feel of her silky skin beneath her pantyhose, and she spread her legs, offering me easy access.
I had my hand halfway up her inner thigh and could actually feel the heat of her pussy radiating against my fingertips when I finally came to my senses. What was I doing? Getting ready to touch her, to take her, to hurt her as I had before? I didn’t know what was going on with my partner today, but I knew I wasn’t willing to go down that road again.
I forced myself to get out of my chair and get away from her, even though it was the last thing I wanted to do. I went all the way across the room where I stood against the wall, panting.
“Ben?” Dani looked at me, her eyes still only half-focused.
“I’m sorry,” I told her, my voice a hoarse growl. “I don’t ... don’t know why I can’t stop reacting to you today. I know we said everything would go back to the way it used to be, but I don’t know ...”
“I do,” she interrupted me. She sat up on the desk and brushed a stray strand of hair out of her eyes. “Molly told me --”
“Wait a minute.” I held up a hand to stop her. “You were talking to the priestess of the pack? Why?”
“I had some questions I thought she could answer,” Dani said. “And I ... I told her that you and I had agreed to go back to the way things were before. Before we ... before Mabon, I mean.”
“And?” I raised an eyebrow at her and dared to walk a little closer.
Dani looked down for a moment, her eyes veiled by the thick fringe of her lashes. “And she said that it might be difficult. Because when a were, uh, claims a woman, it creates a kind of bond -- a tie that’s not easily broken or forgotten about.”
I frowned at her, trying to understand what she was saying. Was she telling me that I had inadvertently tied her to me that night on the rock under the Hunger Moon? Was she saying that the consequences of my actions were going to follow both of us around forever?
“God, Dani,” I said hoarsely. “I’m so sorry.”
“Well, I’m not.” She looked up, her green eyes flashing.
I looked at her, uncertain of my next move. “Dani,” I began but she interrupted me.
“Ben, I think I know a way to cure McKinsey Cullen. A way to turn her from a wolf back into a girl.”
“What?” I shook my head at her sudden change of subject. Sometimes Dani was just too hard to follow. “Have you been studying Doctor Locke’s notes some more?” I asked, dropping back into my chair and being careful not to touch her.
“No.” Dani shook her head. “I think there’s another way. One that has nothing to do with science or gene therapy or any of that. But I need your help.”
“My help? Why? What do you want me to do?” I spread my hands.
“I can’t tell you here.” Dani looked around the office as though there might be someone listening in. “And we can’t do it here, either,” she said. “I’ve got McKinsey back at my place -- that’s where it has to be done.”
“Where what has to be done?” I asked warily. “And do you mean to tell me you have that huge white wolf locked up in your condo?”
“She’s out in my back yard, and when I left she was being very good.”
“But, Dani, she’s a very large animal and your yard is tiny,” I objected. “Do you think that’s safe?”
Dani gestured impatiently. “She’s fine -- perfectly safe. But that’s not the point.”
“What’s the point?” I asked her.
“The point is will you help me or not?” She leaned forward and I breathed in the warm, secret scent of her skin. “Please, Ben, I can’t do this without you. I really need your help here.”
“Dani ...” I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to help her in any way I could, but the idea of going to her home and being alone with her felt dangerous. It made me sad to think about that because once I had spent as much time, if not more, at her place as I did at my own.
Seeing the uncertainty in my face, Dani slid off the desk and sank to her knees in front of me. She put her hands on my thighs, and I felt the fire of our contact even through the material of my pants.
“I’ll beg if I have to,” she said in a low voice. She pressed forward, and I could feel the soft brush of her breasts against my legs.
“You don’t have to beg,” I said in a strangled voice. “Please, Dani, get up.” Just having her that close and in that submissive position, on her knees before me with her mouth almost at the level of my cock, made me rock hard all over again. I kept thinking of what it would feel like to have her soft, pink lips enclosing my aching hardness, the sweet, hot, wet sensation of sliding into her body. God! I fisted my hand on my thighs. I wanted to be inside her, claiming her all over again, leaving no doubt in her mind or mine that she belonged to me.
“I won’t get up until you promise to come to my house after work and help me with this.” Dani leaned forward, her hands sliding up my thighs and working their way dangerously close to my groin.
“Dani,” I said, feeling like my self control was going to snap like a weak and rotten thread at any moment. “Dani, please get up. I don’t ... I can’t ...” I shook my head, unable to voice what I was feeling.
“You don’t want me? Or at least, not like this?” Dani’s green eyes clouded with pain and she started to slide away from me.
“No, God, no!” I grabbed her wrists, holding her in place. “No, Dani, I want you too much -- that’s the problem. I just ... I don’t trust myself right now. Not the way I’m feeling.” I lowered my eyes, unable to meet her searching gaze any more. “I hurt you once,” I told her. “I don’t want to risk hurting you again.”
“You won’t hurt me,” she said softly. I dared to look at her, and her eyes were full. She blinked and a silvery tear slid down one flushed cheek. “Ben,” she whispered, “I trust you. Why can’t you trust yourself?”
“How can you ask me that after what happened?” I said. There was a hard, unyielding lump in my throat that I couldn’t seem to swallow around. I let her go abruptly. “I don’t even know what you want from me,” I said.
“I want you to come to my place after work with an open mind,” she said, getting slowly to her feet. “Promise me, Ben. I know you won’t break your word.”
Dani could be relentless when she wanted something, and this was plainly something she wanted. And I had never been any good at saying no to her. I sighed deeply.
“I’ll be there,” I said. “What time?”

Chapter Nineteen: Dani
 
I rushed around the house, making sure I had everything ready. The television had been pushed into another room, and the couch was up against the walls, leaving a large, empty space in the middle of my living room to work with. There were aromatherapy candles burning in the corners of the room, perfuming the air with a warm musk fragrance and massage oil warming in a bowl of hot water by the couch. I had even lit a small fire in the tiny fireplace that stood in the corner of the room. It had been a major selling point when I bought the condo, and I had used it exactly once. But there was a bite in the air and a frost of unease around my heart that seemed to warrant the effort.
In front of the small fire were several thick quilts my grandmother had made for me before she passed away. I wasn’t terribly close to my parents, but my grandma had been a pillar of strength and love for Tara and me in the dark days after they divorced. I needed things that made me feel loved around me now. The top quilt was a warm patchwork of soft red and gold squares that seemed to absorb the firelight and send it back to me, illuminating the entire room.
A soft whine from behind the large sliding glass door that led from my living room out to the tiny, cramped space that was my lawn reminded me of the reason I was doing all this -- or one of the reasons anyway. Parting the thick vertical shades that hung down over the glass, I peered out and saw the white wolf that was McKinsey Cullen pacing restlessly. She was showing anxiety, but no aggression. At least, I hoped pacing wasn’t a sign of aggression in wolves. I’ve never been much of a dog person.
When I had called Molly and asked her if my idea for changing McKinsey back had any merit, she had approved wholeheartedly and insisted on bringing the white wolf over to my condo at once. That had been Thursday night after Tara left -- a long time for such a large animal to be confined in such a tiny space. But she hadn’t tried to escape. And she had eaten the food I had put out for her. After much deliberation, I had given the wolf some chopped, cooked chicken because it didn’t seem right to feed her dog food, and even though I knew wolves lived on raw meat, I couldn’t bring myself to give her that either. So chicken it was and apparently she’d finished it off.
I opened the sliding door a crack and put my face out, feeling the sharp bite of the wind that was ruffling the wolf’s blond-white coat. “Hang in there, McKinsey,” I told her, feeling a little silly for talking to an animal. “I promise you I’m going to get you changed back into a girl pronto.”
The wolf stopped whining and sat on its haunches to look at me with strangely human blue eyes. Suddenly I didn’t feel so stupid for talking to an animal. I just hoped I could keep my promise to her. I thought of her father, tearing his heart out with grief, believing her to be dead or gone beyond his reach. I wanted to fix that too -- he was a good man who deserved to have his daughter back. There were so many things I wanted to fix tonight -- in my own life too.
A swirl of chilly air skated through the narrow crack in the door and made me shiver, but McKinsey seemed unaffected. She lay down on the narrow strip of brownish grass and put her head on her paws, her pale, knowing eyes pointed up at me in mute hope. Apparently the cold wasn’t affecting her much, but then, she had on a lot more than I did at the moment.
I shut the door with a muted click and looked down at myself, wondering again if I was going overboard. Molly had recommended that I perform this ceremony skyclad, which is a nice Pagan word for naked, but I couldn’t bring myself to do that. True, I had been nude on Mabon night, but I had also been possessed or “ridden” by the Goddess, according to Molly, which had lowered my inhibitions considerably. It also accounted for the tsunami orgasm and the feeling I had experienced of something or someone bigger than me taking pleasure in the act Ben and I had performed. But tonight I was the only one inside my skin, and I was shy.
So instead of walking around in my birthday suit, I was wearing a long, slinky, black silk gown that had spaghetti straps and a row of mother of pearl buttons that started between my breasts and went all the way down to my ankles. I had unbuttoned the top three buttons so that the inner curves of my breasts were clearly visible, but I hadn’t stopped there. The bottom buttons were also unfastened all the way up to the vee of my thighs so that when I walked, my long legs flashed in and out of the slit in the material. I wasn’t wearing anything beneath the gown and the soft caress of silk against my bare flesh was undeniably erotic -- at least to me. I just hoped Ben would think so too.
Ben. Just the thought of my partner sent a thrill of longing and doubt and desire along my spine. Would I be able to do what I needed to do once he showed up, and would he show up at all? I was fairly sure he still wanted me -- his eyes on my body and the way he had reacted to my touch that day at the office told me that. But would I be able to make him understand that I wanted him too?
After talking to him earlier, I thought I finally understood the problem. Ben thought he had hurt me, thought he had been too rough when we had made love at the Mabon ceremony. In a way, it had been like a nightmare for him -- he’d been repressing the were side of his nature for ages because he was afraid if he let it out, he’d hurt someone. And in his mind he had. It was my job tonight to convince him otherwise. To let him know that he hadn’t hurt me and to show him, if I could, that he could be gentle while still embracing his heritage -- claiming his birthright as Molly called it. And in order to do that, I had to seduce him.
I took a deep breath and walked to the middle of my living room. There was only one thing left to do. I had to center myself and create a sacred circle. This was the part I found hardest to take, having never been a very religious person. But Molly had convinced me that it was absolutely necessary to start off right, especially in light of the intense sexual energy I needed to raise that night and the multiple goals I had in mind. I’m not the type of girl to do anything half-assed, so I raised my arms above my head and spoke in a slow, steady voice.
“Between the night
Hidden from sight
I conjure a circle of mystic light
By the earth that is her body
And by the air that is her breath
And by the fire of her bright star
And the waters of her womb,
The circle is cast
And we are between worlds
Beyond the bounds of time
Where night and day
Birth and death
Joy and sorrow
Meet as one.
So mote it be.”
As the words left my lips I felt something -- a warm glow that started at the tips of my fingers and trickled all the way down to my toes. It was a feeling of being, well, protected, I guessed was the best word. Hmm, maybe there was something to this Pagan stuff after all.
A knock at my front door interrupted my thoughts. Ben. I took a deep breath and smoothed my hair with both hands before going to let him in. I opened the door just a crack at first, making sure it was him, and stuck my head out.
There was so much I wanted to say to him, so much I wanted to tell, but the sight of him took my breath away and all my words evaporated. He was standing in my doorway as he had so many times before but also completely different. Instead of the neat suit he’d been wearing at the office, he was wearing a pair of faded jeans and the same black leather jacket he’d had on that night at The Cloven Hoof. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, and the sight of his tan, muscular chest made my mouth go dry. Hubba-hubba -- I could really get used to this Rebel Without a Cause look. Was I more attracted to him now because I’d finally admitted to myself that I loved him, or was it just those devastatingly tight jeans?
“Well?” His voice was half angry, half amused. “Are you going to invite me in?”
“Uh, sure.” I pulled the door wider, revealing myself in more ways than one as another button at the top of my gown chose that moment to pop open.
It was Ben’s turn to fall silent. I felt his eyes on my body as I had so many times before, and I had the sudden urge to cover myself. My right nipple had popped out in the open as a result of my wardrobe malfunction, and I had never felt so bare -- not even on Mabon night. I lifted my hand to pull the neck of my gown closed and then remembered why I had invited Ben there in the first place and dropped it back to my side.
He was quiet for a long moment, and I felt myself blushing despite my determination not to. What if he didn’t like what he saw? What if I was deluding myself thinking that he wanted a romantic relationship with me but was afraid to ask for one because he thought I’d turn him down? What if he was going to turn me down? All these thoughts and more zipped through my head at the speed of self-doubt, and I felt my cheeks growing red.
Ben let out a shaky sigh and shook his head. “I better go,” he said, making no move to leave, despite his words.
“Why?” I asked, almost afraid to hear his answer.
“You’re too ...” He shook his head, clearly at a loss for words. “I can’t trust myself around you when you’re dressed like this.”
“You like it?” I asked, almost shyly.
“Like it?” He took a step toward me, as though drawn against his will. “Dani, I always like looking at you. But this ...” He gestured to my open gown. “Are you trying to drive me crazy?” he asked, his deep voice going hoarse. “Because if you are, it’s working.”
I felt a surge of relief sweep through me along with renewed self-confidence. There’s nothing like feeling sexy to boost your self esteem. I also felt a gust of wind and realized that Ben was still standing in the open doorway, letting all the warm air out.
“Come in,” I said, grabbing him by the leather cuff of his jacket and dragging him into the house. I shut the door firmly behind me and turned to face him, my hands on my hips.
“Dani.” He stepped forward again and reached out to cup my cheek in one of his palms. “No games,” he said, searching my eyes with his own. “Why did you ask me here tonight?”
“I told you that.” I nuzzled my cheek against his palm. No matter how cold it was outside, Ben’s skin was always warm. “I brought you here to help me change McKinsey Cullen back.” I fixed my robe because I was getting cold as I walked to the sliding glass doors and twitched the vertical blinds aside to prove I was telling the truth. “See?”
Ben strode across the room and took a quick look at the white wolf lying in my tiny back yard. I let the blinds fall back into place with a muted clatter and turned to face him again.
“All right.” He nodded. “So how are we supposed to do this?” He looked around my warmly lit living room. “I don’t see any lab equipment or genetic journals.”
“That’s because we’re not going to use science to change her back.” I tugged at his sleeve again. “Can I take your coat?”
Ben allowed me to take off his jacket and even sat cross-legged with me in the middle of the scarlet and gold quilt I had spread before the fire. But the skeptical light never quite left his brown eyes.
“Ben,” I said, once I had settled across from him. “Do you remember me telling you that I think there’s a mystical side to lycanthropy? That I don’t just view it as a defective gene or a disease to be studied and cured?”
He frowned. “Nice to see you’re getting so comfortable with my disability, Dani.”
I tried to control my exasperation. “Ben,” I said. “It’s not a disability.”
“Oh?” He cocked an eyebrow at me. “Then why do I have the same feeling I’m sure deaf people have when they see people who can hear learning sign language?”
“Maybe because you’re paranoid,” I snapped. Then I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t ask you here to fight with you.” I reached up and ran a hand through his thick black hair. I felt him tremble under my touch, I hoped with desire. “I asked you here to help me raise power,” I told him. “Enough power to turn McKinsey Cullen back from a wolf to a teenaged girl.”
“How do you expect to do that?” Ben demanded, but in a softer tone.
“Like this.” I kneeled up so I could bring my face close to his and brushed his full mouth with mine. I felt something at once, a tingle that zipped between us as our lips met.
Ben pulled away from me abruptly. “Stop it.” His voice was harsh. “How do you expect to turn her back into a girl by tempting me to hurt you again?”
“Ben,” I said softly. “When are you going to believe that you didn’t hurt me that night? What can I do to prove it to you?”
“Nothing.” His deep voice was bitter. “There’s nothing you can do or say because I saw it, Dani. I saw your blood with my own eyes. Saw the way you fainted when I tried to heal you. I thought ...” He turned away, his voice muffled. “Thought I’d killed you. Thought I’d lost you forever.”
“You didn’t lose me,” I said. I reached out and cupped his cheek in my palm, pulling his face around gently so I could look in his eyes. There was a sparkle in the deep brown depths that looked suspiciously like tears. “I’m right here,” I told him softly. “And I need your help.”
Ben let out a long, trembling sigh. “How? How is ... whatever you have planned going to help turn McKinsey Cullen back into a girl?”
“I got the idea because of something I overheard in La Bella Luna right before Thrash Savage and his crew caught me eavesdropping,” I said, settling back into my place in front of him. “Savage was demanding to know why Doctor Locke couldn’t turn McKinsey back into a woman and Locke said that he thought it was possible that the energy generated during Mabon night might turn her back.”
“But it didn’t,” Ben pointed out. “And, Dani, we generated a hell of a lot of energy. Not just ...” He coughed self-consciously. “Not just you and me but the whole pack. Everybody was ... uh ...”
“Fucking,” I supplied for him and was amused to see that he got a little red around the ears at the blunt word. “Well, that is what we were doing,” I pointed out. “It was a wild night -- everyone was a little out of control. Molly says that’s not uncommon when the Goddess manifests herself.”
“Okay, fine, whatever,” Ben said frowning. “But the point is that we raised massive amounts of power or energy or whatever you want to call it -- I mean, I felt it and I know you did too -- I can’t deny that. But McKinsey is still a wolf.”
“Because we didn’t channel it,” I said. “In order to achieve a specific goal you have to focus on that goal before raising the energy. You have to be aware of what you want to achieve and direct the power toward that end result as it peaks. I don’t know about you, but at the Mabon ceremony I wasn’t concentrating on anything but getting through the experience in one piece.”
“You were thinking about how to get through what I was doing to you even though you hated it.” The bitterness was back in Ben’s voice and he looked away from me, not meeting my eyes.
“That’s not true,” I insisted. “Look, I admit I was frightened at first. You were so big, so wild, so ...” I waved a hand in the air, “I don’t know -- almost overwhelming. And you know what my last relationship was like. But when I ... when I offered myself to you, it was with my whole heart. I wanted you Ben -- needed you.”
He was looking at me now, and it was my turn to blush but I met his eyes steadily, unwilling to look away. I wanted him to see the truth of my words in my face.
His brown eyes softened a little, but there was still a look of stubborn determination on his strong features.
“That’s sweet of you to say, Dani.” He cupped my cheek in his palm and traced my lips with his thumb in a way that sent slow fire through my veins. “But I’m just not willing to take a chance on hurting you again. Not even to change McKinsey back to her rightful form. Nothing is worth more to me that your safety. Nothing. And, well, I just ... I guess I just don’t trust myself. Not where you’re concerned anyway.”
“I trust you, Ben,” I told him, as I had earlier. I could feel the yearning coming from him in waves, the longing to let himself go and be with me, but his self doubt was standing in the way. I had to find a way to show him that he was worthy of my love and trust. A way to show him he could be gentle while he loved me -- that every time didn’t have to be like the wild orgy of the Mabon ceremony. Suddenly I had an idea.
“We don’t have to really make love to do this if you don’t want to,” I said, hoping like hell that what I was planning would work. “We just have to raise sexual energy. I’ve been doing some research, and it’s possible to raise power without consummating the act.”
“How are we going to do that?” Ben’s voice was flat and disbelieving.
“We simulate it,” I said. I leaned forward and took his hands in mine. “Please, Ben, help me try. This means so much to me, and you won’t have to worry about hurting me because we won’t actually do anything. Please?”
He nodded somewhat reluctantly, I thought. “Well ... all right. But how do we, uh, go about it?”
“We start out the same way we would if we were actually doing the entire thing,” I said, trying to sound confident. “In fact, we’re going to do everything but, if you know what I mean.”
“I think I get it,” Ben said dryly, but there was a hunger in his eyes that gave me hope and the courage to continue. “Is this a ceremony we’re supposed to perform?”
“In a way,” I said. “A kind of free-form ceremony, if you will. But while we do this, we need to be thinking of our goal -- focusing mentally on what we want to achieve.” I cleared my throat. “I, uh, need to anoint you with oil first. And then you anoint me.”
“All right.” Ben shrugged. “Anoint away.”
“Well ...” I hesitated a moment before taking the plunge. “For this to really work, you need to be, uh, naked.”
“Fine.” He stood up with careless grace and peeled down the skin-tight jeans, then kicked them to the side. In the firelight his body was magnificent. The warm glow played over his muscular chest, lapping at his narrow hips and the dark shadow between his legs where his cock was already half hard. I caught my breath. Why had I never allowed myself to notice his physical beauty before all this started? Had I really been so afraid of getting involved emotionally that I had blinded myself to everything Ben had to offer? So many nights I had cuddled with him on the couch, my chest pillowed on that rock-hard chest and never even dreamed of doing anything more. But my eyes were open now and I wanted more -- much more than a friendly cuddle.
“... you?” Ben’s voice brought me back to reality, and I realized that I had just been staring at him without registering anything he said.
“Sorry.” I blushed and cleared my throat, trying to keep my eyes above his waist. “I didn’t quite catch that. What did you say?”
“I said what about you? Don’t you have to be naked, too? If you’re acting the priestess role in this, I mean.” Ben gestured vaguely but the fire was back in his eyes. It boosted my self esteem again to know that he wanted to see me in the nude, but I was still embarrassed.
“Oh, uh, yeah. Sure,” I mumbled. Why is it that guys are always so much more comfortable with their bodies than women are? I went to the gym four or five times a week religiously, and except for the occasional ice cream splurge, I practically lived on rabbit food. But still, I felt shy. I wished for a little of the Goddess-given loss of inhibition that I had experienced at the Mabon ceremony, but as I said earlier, I was the only one inhabiting my body that night.
Ben’s eyes softened. “You don’t have to if you don’t want to,” he said, obviously sensing my unease.
“I want to,” I said, fumbling with the long row of mother of pearl buttons. “I just ... if I can get these damn buttons to cooperate ...”
“Here.” Ben brushed my trembling hands away. “May I?” he asked, but the heat in his gaze belied the too-polite words. Biting my lip, I nodded, and he began working on the buttons himself. I gasped as I felt the warmth of his knuckles brushing the sides of my breasts and the rounded planes of my abdomen. He went lower, deliberately slowing down, and I felt a flash of desire zip through me as he brushed the neatly trimmed thatch of curls between my thighs. Then the last button came loose.
“Ready?” Ben looked into my eyes, still holding the unbuttoned gown closed. I nodded again and he pulled it open, then let it drop to the ground at my feet. I stared fixedly into the fire as I felt his gaze take me in -- all of me. “Beautiful,” he breathed at last. “You’re so Goddamned beautiful, Dani. And so different, too.”
“Different how?” I looked at him, raising an eyebrow in question.
“Well ...” He seemed to be groping for words. “The last time I saw you like this was in the moonlight and your body -- you, I mean -- were all silvery. Almost ethereal. And I had the Hunger Moon riding me, urging me to do things ...” He shook his head, a look of sorrow flickering through his eyes. “I just ... I guess I didn’t get a chance to stop and appreciate how striking you are. Your full breasts, the cup of your navel ...” He gestured lower.
“Say it,” I whispered, suddenly needing to hear it from his mouth. He’d had no trouble uttering profanities during the Mabon ceremony, but we had been wild then -- uncontrolled. Now it was just Ben and me, naked in the firelight, wanting each other so badly we were nearly trembling. Or at least I was trembling.
“Your pussy,” Ben murmured, meeting my eyes. “I love the way it looks when you get hot. The way the lips get so swollen and wet, the way your clit throbs against my tongue when I eat you.” He wasn’t touching me at all, but I felt his words like a physical caress against my skin. “I love the way you taste,” he said, holding my eyes with his, not letting me look away. “Hot and salty and sweet. I love to spread your pussy open and go down on you. Love to press my tongue inside you and feel you pull on my hair and scratch my back when you come so hard all over my face.”
“God, Ben.” My breath was coming hard and fast in little pants, and I could feel my heart pounding in every part of my body at once. My nipples tightened with need, and the wetness was growing between my thighs. I wanted to look away, wanted to break the too-intimate eye contact we had established, but somehow I couldn’t. Had I really thought I was in control of this situation? I literally felt weak in the knees, but I knew I had to get hold of myself if I wanted to direct this ceremony in the way I needed it to go.
Tearing my eyes from his at last, I leaned over and got the warm bottle of sweet almond massage oil from the couch. Mutely, I held it up. Ben nodded and spread his arms in a gesture of supplication. He was ready to go along with whatever I needed to do -- as long as we didn’t take that final step, that was.
Taking a deep breath, I poured a little of the warm oil into my cupped palm and put the bottle down. Then I dipped my fingertips in the sweet-smelling liquid and stepped closer, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from his bare skin and smell his warm, musky scent.
“Blessed be thy thoughts, chosen of the Goddess,” I murmured, unsure of where the words were coming from. They just seemed to appear on the tip of my tongue. I dabbed a bit of the oil at each of Ben’s temples, reaching high to do so since he was so much taller than me.
“Blessed be thy eyes, that see her visions.” I dabbed just a tiny bit of the oil against each of his closed eyelids. “Blessed be thy lips, I long to kiss,” I continued, dipping into the oil again and tracing his lips. Ben seemed about to say something then, but I shook my head and he remained silent. “Blessed be thy shoulders, strong in her service.” I dipped into the oil again and traced a shining path down the strong column of his throat and across the wide breadth of his shoulders, skimming his collar bones and letting my hand wander down to the steel of each bicep in turn. I could feel the tension in his big body, coiled like a spring, but I wasn’t afraid of him. I was so filled with need and desire there was no room for fear.
“Blessed be thy heart, full of her love.” I traced the shape of a heart on the left side of his chest, then circled the flat copper disks of his nipples with my fingers. The small nubbins in their centers hardened at my touch, and I heard Ben catch his breath. I dipped into the oil again and trailed my fingers down the flat planes of his stomach, exploring the ridges of his abs and taking my time as I reached the trail of silky black hair that led down to the hardened club of his sex.
“Blessed be thy cock,” I murmured. Rubbing both hands together to coat them with oil, I encircled his aching thickness with the fingers of one hand while I cupped his sac in the other. Ben threw back his head and moaned, a sound of need and desperation that I felt echoed in my own heart. I caressed him carefully, marveling at his heat and the silky softness of his skin here in this most intimate spot. I took my time, stroking over his thick shaft right up to the flaring, plum-shaped head and back down to the base. It felt right to touch him this way -- so intimately. I would have liked to take all night exploring him, but after a few minutes, Ben caught my wrists with a shaky laugh.
“Careful, or this ceremony will be over before it gets started.” He was smiling, but the fire in his eyes was burning brighter than ever. They weren’t exactly glowing, which was something I had come to associate with his were nature, but they were full of need.
I allowed him to remove my hands and bit my lip when I saw him reach for the bottle of oil. “I’m, um, ticklish,” I said, feeling foolish as soon as the words were out of my mouth. I wanted Ben to touch me -- wanted him to do more than touch me. It was just hard to get over my initial shyness.
“I’ll be careful.” Ben’s deep voice was gentle, reassuring. I took a breath and felt myself relaxing.
“Okay,” I whispered, spreading my arms the way he had.
“Blessed be thy thoughts,” Ben began, repeating my words. His large hand was gentle as he dabbed the oil on my temples and eyelids. When he reached my mouth, I parted my lips and let my tongue dart out, tasting the sweet almond oil along with the salt of his fingertips.
“Blessed be thy lips, I long to kiss,” Ben murmured as he traced. Then he surprised me by leaning down and pressing his lips to mine, suiting actions to words. I leaned forward and returned the kiss, opening my mouth to invite him inside. I think I could have melted into a puddle right then and there, but Ben held back. Inwardly, I cursed his iron self control that kept him from throwing me down on the quilt and just taking me.
But this wasn’t about quick, rough sex, I reminded myself. And it wasn’t about instant gratification. I forced myself to visualize my goals and keep my eyes on the prize. The longer we could draw this out, the more power we could raise.
Ben had reached my heart now, and he was tracing the shape over my left breast. Then he dipped into the oil again and began to circle my nipples in warm, lazy spirals. “Blessed be thy breasts, formed in beauty and full of life,” he murmured. He leaned forward to kiss each nipple in turn, sucking the stiff tips of my breasts into his hot, wet mouth until I buried my hands in his hair and moaned.
He pulled back at last, and I felt his warm hand begin to trace a ticklish path from the valley between my breasts, to my navel, and farther down, to the aching well between my thighs.
“Blessed be thy cunt, I long to taste,” Ben murmured, dropping to his knees before me. He rubbed his hands together and stroked my inner thighs, urging me to part for him. I felt a long sigh fall out of me as I steadied myself on his broad shoulders and did what he wanted.
Warm, slippery fingers parted the lips of my pussy and slid over and around the swollen bud of my clitoris in a torturously pleasurable pattern. I bit my lip to keep from crying out as he explored me. He shifted me, turning my pelvis to the firelight so that he could see exactly what he was doing and exactly how it was affecting me.
“So wet,” he almost whispered. He looked up at me and now his eyes were glowing. But it was a soft, warm glow that made me feel wanted and loved. “Are you wet for me, Dani?” Ben asked, still holding my gaze. “Are you wet because you want me?”
Unable to speak, I nodded my head. He slid two long, strong fingers into my pussy, stroking upward with a smooth thrust that tore a gasp from my lips. I tightened my grip on his shoulders to keep from falling as the intense sensation washed over me and felt his muscles bunched in tension beneath my hands.
“Please!” I gasped. “Please ... Oh, God!”
Wordlessly, Ben withdrew his fingers and led me to the couch. He positioned me so that I was half sitting, half lying with my legs spread right at the edge of the cushion. Then he knelt between my thighs again and bent to kiss the top of my slit. I waited to feel him spread me open, waited for the silky glide of his tongue over my slippery folds, but it didn’t come. Instead he looked at me, an expression of intense longing in his brown eyes.
“Tell me if you want this, Dani,” he said -- almost begged. “Tell me you want me to eat you, want me to taste you. I need to hear you say it this time.”
I realized that he needed to know I wanted it as much as he did -- not surprising considering the last several times we’d engaged in this act Ben had believed he was taking me against my will. He needed permission, absolution, and reassurance, and I wanted badly to give him all three.
“Ben,” I murmured, reaching forward to stroke his hair. “I want you to do this. Please ...” I bit my lip before I could make myself continue. “Please taste me. Eat me -- my pussy, I mean. I ...” I closed my eyes briefly, feeling my cheeks flush as I forced myself to ask for things I had never asked for before. “I love to feel your tongue inside me,” I told him at last. “Love it when you fuck me with your fingers while you lick my clit. It feels ... God, it feels so good. So right. Please ...”
The last word was barely out of my mouth before Ben was bending over me, spreading my thighs to get at the treasure between them. “Open for me, Dani,” he urged softly. “Let me spread open your pussy lips and taste you. God, I love the way your clit throbs against my tongue. It’s like I can feel your heartbeat with every taste.”
I watched him open me, spreading my lips apart tenderly, and kissing the sensitive pink inside of my cunt the same way he had kissed my mouth. It was beautiful to watch and even more beautiful to feel. It seemed that every time Ben ate me it was different. The first time he had been bent on driving me completely crazy and the second at the Mabon ceremony he had been in an animalistic frenzy of lust. This time it was clear he wanted to see exactly what he was doing and take his time exploring every inch of my pussy with his tongue and fingers.
I felt myself getting wetter and wetter as he lapped and kissed my clit, stroking delicately along the side of my swollen bud with his tongue until I cried and called his name. I wanted to come in the worst way, but Ben held me back time and again. I knew he was trying to help build the power, and indeed, I could almost feel it rising like an invisible cone above my head, surging higher and higher. But by the time he pressed his tongue inside me and thrust like he was mapping a secret part of my soul, I was nearly at the end of my patience.
“Ben, please!” I pulled on his hair to get his attention. He looked up at me, his full mouth wet and shiny with my juices. “I can’t take much more,” I told him. “We have to ... have to finish.”
He nodded and pulled away from me, his eyes drowning deep. “How do you suggest we simulate the end?” His voice was steady despite the throbbing erection rising between his thighs, and I cursed his self control again. He still wanted to pretend instead of doing the real thing. He was still afraid of hurting me. I wanted so badly to convince him otherwise, but the moon was in full retreat, barely a fingernail clipping in the sky. I couldn’t count on its call to help me persuade him -- I was on my own.
“Lie ... lie on your back,” I managed to say, pressing against his broad chest to push him down in front of the fire. “I’m going to get on top of you so we can at least go through the motions.” I wanted to do a lot more than that, but I couldn’t tell him that -- not yet.
Ben lay down on the top quilt obediently, his cock jutting from between his thighs like an angry exclamation point. I took a brief moment to admire him again, the shining lines of oil glowing against his tan, muscular skin like ancient runes, before I straddled his narrow hips and settled myself over his thighs.
“Now.” I lowered myself gently so that the swollen lips of my pussy were positioned directly over the base of his shaft. “I’m going to slide against you,” I told him, inching lower so that I could feel the heat of his cock against my open cunt. “And I want you to make thrusting motions while I do it. Just as if ...” I bit my lip. “Just as if you were really inside me. Fucking me. Making love to me. Understand?”
Ben nodded, a look of almost pain on his face. Good, he needed me as much as I needed him. This was going to be torture for both of us. I just hoped I could convince him that it wasn’t necessary before we finished.
Lowering myself the final inch, I pressed my wet, open pussy against the straining length of his shaft and felt his cock cradled inside the lips of my cunt. Ben and I gasped simultaneously at the hot contact, and I took a moment to regroup before I started. Shifting my hips sensuously, I slid forward, rubbing my aching pussy along the length of his shaft. He was already slippery with the sweet almond oil I had used on him earlier, and I was beyond wet from the hot way he had eaten and fingered my pussy. It made for an achingly pleasurable ride.
It was a long, smooth slide until I reached the broad, plum-shaped head of his cock. I gasped, sparks of pleasure racing through me as it bumped against my sensitive clit, then settled naturally at the wet entrance to my pussy.
Ben groaned too as just the head of his cock slipped inside me, and I felt his hands tighten on my hips, keeping me from taking him any deeper. Was he really still so afraid of hurting me? It was time to step it up a notch.
“Ben,” I murmured, pulling back at his unspoken request and beginning another long slide back toward the base of his cock. “Ben, I never had the chance to tell you how much I loved having you inside me, did I?”
“Dani ...” His voice sounded anguished. “Don’t,” he whispered. “Please, I don’t want to hurt you again.”
“It didn’t hurt,” I told him. “It was amazing to feel your cock in me, filling me that way. Taking me. Fucking me.”
Ben groaned again, and I continued to work my hips against him. I was sliding up again, feeling the head of his cock bump over my swollen clit with a delicious friction that nearly made me scream.
“I wanted you then,” I told him, reaching the end of my journey once more with the head of his cock lodged at the entrance to my pussy, “And I want you now. Please, Ben, this would be so much better if it was real.” I pressed down against him and felt another thick inch of his cock spreading my pussy open, but then his hands on my hips kept me from going farther.
“Dani ...” He shook his head, unable to say any more. He was hanging on to his self control by a thread -- a thread I wanted to snap once and for all.
“Trust me, Ben,” I whispered, caressing his chest where every muscle was tense with longing. “Trust me and trust yourself. Make love to me and prove to both of us that it doesn’t have to be hard and fast all the time.” I felt his grip on my hips weakening, and I used my advantage to slide lower, taking another thick inch of his cock into my pussy. “Show me how sweet it can be,” I urged him. “Fuck me as gently as you want, take all the time in the world.”
“No.” Ben’s hands tightened on me again, almost painfully, arresting my progress.
“Why not?” I was pleading with him, nearly begging now. “Please, Ben, can’t you see how much I need you? How much we need each other?”
“Don’t want ... don’t want this to be something we do ... just to achieve a goal.” He was obviously fighting to get the words out. “I need ...” He took a deep breath. “Need for this to mean something. Not just a friendship fuck.”
“Oh, Ben.” I felt like crying but held myself back. Leaning forward, I stroked his springy black hair, which had picked up red highlights in the glow of the fire. “I am your best friend, but I want to be more than that,” I told him, putting my need on hold for a moment. “I love you, Ben. I think I always have -- I just wouldn’t let myself see it.”
“Love you too.” A look of relief entered his eyes, and his hands relaxed their iron grip on my hips. With a feeling of relief too deep for words, I lowered myself completely until I felt the broad head of his cock pressing against the mouth of my womb, filling my pussy completely.
Ben and I both groaned out loud, and I took a moment to adjust to the thickness piercing me. It was a whole different sensation taking him this way than it had been when I was on my hands and knees. It was deeper somehow -- sharper. And I could look down and watch the play of emotions over his face as he filled me, an intimacy I had mostly been denied on the night of the Mabon ceremony.
“God, Dani, you’re so tight.” Ben reached up to cup my cheek, and I leaned down to nuzzle against his touch. It felt so good to be joined to him this way -- right in a way I couldn’t describe.
“It’s just that you’re so big,” I told him. “And it’s been so long since I’ve been with anyone. But this angle is good, I can feel you all the way inside me, filling me up. Feels so right.”
“Ride me,” he urged, letting his hand trail down to cup my right breast and pinch the nipple gently. “Use me, Dani. Work yourself on my cock. I want to watch you make yourself come.”
I understood what he was doing -- he was letting me set the pace, making sure he wouldn’t hurt me in any way. But I had never had a man talk to me that way before. Never had anyone ask me to put on a show for them and I found the idea immensely appealing.
Lifting my hips, I began to work myself on the thick shaft that impaled me, keeping my eyes fixed on Ben’s the whole time. His hands on my hips helped me, lifting and guiding as I fucked myself on him, but he let me do most of it, not thrusting himself at all.
I was getting hotter and hotter. I leaned back, deepening the penetration, and began to grind my hips in slow circles, swirling my pussy around him in a circular motion that made him groan.
“That’s right, sweetheart.” His deep voice was hoarse. “Fuck yourself on my cock, Dani. Come for me. I want to feel your pussy squeezing me while you come all over my cock.”
As he spoke, I felt one of his hands drop from my hip to slide down to my inner thighs where we were joined. The broad pad of his thumb began to slide over my swollen clit in long, steady strokes, teasing the over-sensitized nerves to the furthest edge of desire and need.
Oh, God, I couldn’t help myself any more. I knew I should hold back to push the power even higher, but suddenly I just couldn’t. Crying out, I pressed myself hard against him, and the stroking of his thumb over my open cunt quickened its rhythm. I had a sudden instant of clarity, a moment when I could feel everything -- his cock inside me, the long strands of my hair brushing the small of my back, my nipples so hard I felt like I might explode, the firelight warm and glowing against my skin, painting Ben and I both in shades of crimson and gold. Then I came, gasping and calling his name, begging him to fuck me.
It was too much for both of us. Before I knew it, Ben had flipped our positions so that I was under him on the quilt and he was poised above me, still inside me, straining with need. But still he didn’t move.
“Do it, Ben,” I begged him, knowing that he needed me to ask him before he could. “Do it -- fuck me. I need it -- I want it -- want you.” I tried to put every ounce of reassurance I possessed into my plea. I pressed up against him, wrapped my legs around his narrow, muscular hips, and clawed at his back. How else could I show him what I needed -- how much I needed to feel him driving into me, pouring himself and his energy into my body to bring us both to the edge this time?
“God, Dani. Love you so damn much,” Ben gasped, and then he was driving into me like a jackhammer. He wasn’t as rough as he had been at Mabon, but he wasn’t gentle either. There was a feeling of released tension, of a spring that has been wound too tightly for too long finally popping loose as he pumped into me, thrusting his cock as deeply into my pussy with each fierce motion as he could.
“Ben ... Ben!” I was calling his name, scratching his back, and thrusting back to meet him. I had no shame left in me anymore. No embarrassment at my wanton actions. The feel of his shaft inside me, the thrust and push of his cock inside my cunt, had stripped me down to a being made only of need and desire. I reveled in the feeling of being helpless beneath him. Of being spread, filled, fucked. Once more I felt the power building above me, and this time I made a conscious effort to focus it.
Ben pressed against me, every muscle in his big body tensing as he strained to fill me with himself. His eyes were the color of the firelight now -- pure gold. I locked my legs around his hips and arched my back, giving as good as I was getting, letting him know how much I needed him, how much I loved having him inside me.
“Dani!” he gasped, and I felt him swell within me, felt the broad head of his cock drive into me as deeply as he could, and I knew he was about to come. I pressed back against him, focusing all my energy, all my pleasure, all my need and desire on what I wanted. This was going to work. I knew it.
“Do it,” I urged him. “Fuck me, Ben. Come in me. Do it!”
He crushed me to him, pressing hard and deep into my open, willing cunt. I felt him holding rock solid and steady for a timeless instant and the hot rush as he filled me to overflowing, bathing my womb with his seed.
The feel of him coming inside me triggered a second orgasm in me as well. As I trembled and spasmed around him, I felt the power leave me like an arrow shot from a bow. I threaded my hands through his hair and pulled his face down to mine for a final, bruising kiss. The only thought in my mind was: finally.
* * * * *
We stayed locked together for a long time until at last Ben disengaged. “Are you all right?” he asked, looking at me anxiously as though I might spontaneously combust from the intense sex we’d just shared.
I hit him lightly on the shoulder. “I’m fine, you big lug. Better than fine.” I stretched like a cat and felt a smile curving the corners of my mouth. It felt so good to finally be together with my partner. To know that we were on the same page.
“I just thought ...” Ben shrugged. “Well, I don’t know. I didn’t mean to, but I thought I got a little rough there at the end.”
“Ben,” I said, mildly exasperated. “When are you going to realize that rough isn’t always a bad thing? Not where you and I are concerned.” I kissed him on the nose. “That was incredible. More than incredible. And you know something?”
“What?” He still looked a little anxious.
“I love you,” I said, and kissed him again, this time on the mouth. “I’m so sorry it took me so long to realize that.”
Ben’s strong features relaxed into a big smile. “God, I never thought I’d hear you say that. You know I’ve been in love with you from the first minute Craythorne introduced us?”
“Really? Then I guess you’re one up on me.” I kissed him again and he nuzzled closer and deepened the kiss for a long moment.
“God, Dani, I just --”
“Excuse me?” A tapping on the sliding glass door that led to my tiny lawn accompanied the high, worried voice.
“Oh, my God!” I jumped up and wrapped one of the quilts around me toga style and Ben did the same. I ran to the doors and yanked on the handle, sliding back the vertical blinds with the same motions.
A small, blond girl with pale blue eyes stood shivering in the cold outside. She had her arms wrapped around herself, and she was stamping her feet to keep warm. “Excuse me, but do you think you could let me in?” she asked, through blue lips. “It’s like freezing out here.”

Epilogue: Ben
 
Dani cried -- or anyway, there were tears in her eyes -- when we finally brought McKinsey back to her parents. Of course she couldn’t exactly tell them where she’d been or what had happened, but they seemed more than willing to accept her selective amnesia. They were just happy to wrap their arms around her and welcome her back to the fold. I knew how they felt.
That night after we took the lost girl home, I took Dani back to her place and spent the rest of the night making love to her. We were both worn out the next morning but it was a good kind of worn out -- the wonderful lazy calm that comes over you after giving yourself over and over to the person you want to spend the rest of your life with.
Forgive my purple prose, but didn’t I say I was a hopeless romantic? I guess I just couldn’t believe I finally had the right to touch Dani the way I wanted to touch her -- to taste her and stroke her and make her come while I looked in her eyes. Holding her and watching her gasp and moan at the moment of orgasm, well, it was the most beautiful sight I had ever seen. And I wanted to see a lot more of it, I can tell you.
We spent the next several months just getting used to our new relationship and I waited until just the right time to pop the question and show her the ring I’d bought. It wasn’t a typical engagement ring -- instead of a single stone, there was a thin ridge of diamonds that looked like the crescent moon curving around the spiky shape of a star which was set in the middle. I thought of it as a symbol of our love -- a reminder of the way we’d finally gotten together in the first place. Dani loved it, and it looked great on her too.
We’re talking about a date now, much to my mom’s joy and excitement. She’s already planning for grandchildren, and Dani is thinking about going off the pill. Of course, whether you call it a curse or a defective gene, we both realize that any boys we have will be weres, but that doesn’t bother me the way it once did. In fact, with Dani’s help, I’m actually beginning to accept the other half of my nature. The wild side I tried so hard to push into a corner of my mind and just forget is finally coming out.
I’m still not attending pack meetings and I have no intention of doing so, but Dani has convinced me to go with her into the woods and fields and change at least once a month on the night of the full moon. Afterwards, we make love under the sky, rolling in the grass together in some of the most passionate sex I’ve ever experienced. With an inducement like that, it hasn’t been hard for her to convince me to give my other nature a bit of breathing room once a month.
Dani continues to study with Molly, the priestess of the local pack. I think it’s more because her reporter’s mind is insatiably curious than out of a desire to actually become a Pagan, but every once in a while she comes up with a new ritual for us to perform that leaves me gasping. We’ve never again had such dramatic results as we had the night we turned McKinsey back to her rightful form, but making love to Dani is dramatic enough for me.
As we move forward into the future, I find myself happier and more fulfilled than I ever dreamed I could be. Sometimes Dani talks about the five long years she made me wait before she realized she loved me and I see regret clouding her beautiful green eyes. That’s when I take her in my arms and kiss her and tell her every minute of every day was worth it -- that I would wait a lifetime for her. Every time we make love in the moonlight, I know I will never regret what happened between us, no matter how terrible or difficult it seemed at the time.
For the first time in my life, I look forward to the full moon rising.
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