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GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Shadow Shifter Tribes

Topètenia—the jaguars

Croesteriia—the cheetahs

Lormenia—the white Bengal tigers

Bosinia—the cougars

Serfins—the white lions

Acordado—the awakening, the Shadow Shifter’s first shift

Alma—the name of the spa at Perryville Resorts Sedona. Means “soul” in Portuguese

Amizade—annex to the Elders’ Grounds used as a fellowship hall

Companheiro—mate

Companheiro calor—the scent shared between mates

Curandero—the medicinal and spiritual healer of the tribes

Elders—senior members of the tribe

Ètica—the Shadow Shifter Code of Ethics

Joining—the union of mated Shifters

La Selva—the name of the restaurant at Perryville Resorts. Means “the jungle” in Portuguese

Pessoal—secondary building of the Elders’ Grounds which houses the personal rooms of each Elder

Rogue—a Shadow Shifter who has turned from the tribes, refusing to follow the Ètica, in an effort to become their own distinct species

Santa Casa—main building of the Elders’ Grounds that is the holy house of the Elders

The Assembly—three Elders from each tribe that make up the governing council of shifters in the Gungi


PROLOGUE

“The time has come.” Baxter Utiera spoke solemnly. His folded hands were weathered from the years, the manual labor, the strain of working within these tribes his entire life. This morning his chest was heavy, his temples throbbing slowly from all the deep contemplation he had done over the past few weeks.

Across the table Umberto Alamar, one of the tribe’s Elders, stared at him knowingly. But he did not speak.

“Magdalena has foreseen it. The time is coming and I do not think there’s anything we can do to stop it,” Baxter continued. His eyes hurt, gritty from lack of sleep, his shoulders squared but aching from stress.

“We should not have come here. We should have stayed in the Gungi.” Umberto spoke, his voice heavy and stilted with his Portuguese accent.

Baxter shook his head. “Hiding was never an option.”

“They have vantage. They will luta. Derramamento de sangue e morte virá. Derramamento de sangue e morte virá,” the Elder repeated until Baxter stood from the table, going to him and placing a hand on his shoulder.

“It may not be helped,” Baxter told him, the words not comforting but alarming to them both. “This is what they were created for, this battle that now comes. It is all that they have prepared for. They will prevail.”

“They will die,” Alamar stated solemnly. “We will all die if this is not handled correctly. Everything is on his shoulders now. How will he lead?”

Baxter frowned slightly, finally pulling his glasses from his face, using his thumb and finger to squeeze the bridge of his nose. This was not an easy assignment. He’d known when it was handed down to him that it would not be. There had been good times, moments when he thought maybe the presence of the shifters in the United States would be a good thing, that maybe they would be able to fit in as the Reynoldses had hoped and worked toward before their untimely deaths. Now it was their son, Roman, who led the Stateside Assembly. He’d put together a good group of shifters to carve out the blueprint of the democracy that would govern their species. Rome had also begun to forge alliances with human leaders, in hopes that when and if the time came, they would stand alongside the shifters and not against.

They would need that alliance sooner rather than later. They would need all the connections they could muster, including ones with their neighboring tribes. So far the Topètenia had been at the forefront of the Assembly. Now, however, they would need the strength of all the Shadow Shifters, they would need a united front to keep the bloodshed and death Umberto had predicted at bay.

In short, they would need a miracle.


CHAPTER 1

He bolted up in bed, sweat pouring from his face, his bare chest heaving with the rapid rhythm of his heart. The conversation replayed in his mind as if it were occurring right at this very moment.

Breathing heavily, Eli dragged a hand over his damp face and cursed. Elder Alamar and Baxter, the Overseer, had chosen to meet before dawn in a conference room adjacent to Eli’s bedroom on the lower level of Havenway. The fact that Eli had been awake that night, as well as so many before and after, was not a pertinent issue. Still, he would admit that his senses had been in overdrive as a result of lack of sleep and lack of sex.

Upon pressing his ear closer to the wall, straining with all his power he’d heard only whispers and murmuring, nothing coherent and nothing more about the bloodshed and death Magdalena had foreseen for the Stateside Shifters.

He’d cursed his shifter senses that had been off for weeks now. One minute they were magnified so that he could scent a person who was outside of Havenway, while he was inside the training facility with new recruits. And in the next, Eli was trembling with exhaustion and fatigue, plagued with a longing such as he’d never felt before. It was strong and most times at night, debilitating, as his limbs actually weakened, his erection so hard it was painful.

All signs that he expertly ignored.

Until the moment he’d needed to hear what was being said in the room next to him, because as long as he only had bits and pieces of the conversation, Eli would keep it to himself. There was no need to alert the Assembly Leader until he had all the facts lined up neatly. Roman was a stickler for accurate information being presented to him in a studious and efficient manner. As his guard for more than ten years now, Eli knew him almost better than the only other two closer to Rome—Kalina, the First Female, and Baxter, Rome’s longtime butler. He knew that the Leader would want all the details of this conversation, especially with the situation the shifters now faced.

And he hadn’t told him. Not yet anyway.

Since sleep was clearly a pointless endeavor, Eli pushed back the sheets as if they’d offended him in some way and climbed out of the king-sized bed. His room, the spacious corner dwelling in the lower east wing of Havenway, only had one window that didn’t even span the length of his broad shoulders. All the windows in Havenway were small to prevent any break-ins. That was merely one of the security measures that X and Nick, the Eastern Zone Lead Enforcers, had designed to keep the shifters safe in their U.S. headquarters. The facility sat on six hundred acres of land just beyond Great Falls National Park in Arlington, Virginia. From the outside it looked like nothing more than an old dilapidated building, circled by an eight-foot-high electronic fence, marked PRIVATE PROPERTY. Inside, it was a technological fortress that housed over one hundred active shifter soldiers, including the First Family and their private security detail.

Eli didn’t mind living here. On a personal level, he liked the solitude he found in his room. A secret stairwell accessed through a door in Eli’s bathroom led directly to an entrance into Rome’s living space, facilitating his job as Lead Guard perfectly. To that end, he also wore a newly designed e-band that allowed Rome to communicate with him without using the global com links that would broadcast to all on-duty guards.

He made sure said band was in place on his right wrist after he slipped on sweatpants, a T-shirt, and his tennis shoes. In the next few moments he was outside of his room, walking along the steel-lined walls of the hallways that circled the facility’s U shape until arriving at the training area. It was still too early for anyone to be here, but Eli punched in the code and pushed through the glass doors until he was inside the large room with all the latest weight and fitness equipment.

The treadmill was his goal because he wanted to run, and run fast. In truth, he wanted to shift into the cat and soar through the forest without stopping, but he knew that was dangerous. The United States government, through what they called the Genesis Project, now had a genuine shifter in their custody. With that shifter they’d produced a supersoldier prototype, aptly named ADAM, that Eli’s twin brother, Ezra, had already destroyed. Considering those facts, they were all being extra cautious, even though Eli was aching to come across one of the supersoldiers so he could show him just what a born Shadow Shifter could do to a genetically engineered wannabe.

He was in a steady stride when he felt the first tingle at the base of his neck. It was just a ruffle of sensation that Eli let sit for a few moments. He continued to pump his arms, his breathing barely increasing as he entered into mile number one of his workout. His feet pounded the running belt, fists clenched, eyes focused straight ahead to the mirrored wall.

She was there. He couldn’t see or scent her, but he could feel her presence and his teeth clenched with that knowledge alone. He’d been feeling this particular female for far too long, but not scenting her, which was the normal route of acknowledgment for a shifter. He’d ignored both those facts for he wasn’t sure how long. Today, he wasn’t in the mood to dismiss her.

He continued his run, working the full thirty minutes that he’d punched into the control panel. All while she watched.

When he stepped off the treadmill he stood in front of the mirror, stretching—which he should have done first, but having been so eager to burn the energy simmering inside, he’d bypassed that part of the workout ritual. Now he bent forward, came up, tilted backward. He lunged first to the left, then to the right, stretching his hamstring to its full capacity, loving the burn of the muscles inside. He stood up straight, put his hands on his hips, and did one squat before disappearing across the room.

The move had been quick, a practiced one he’d perfected for times just like these. Okay, she wasn’t exactly the person he’d ever thought of using that little trick on, but since she was here and he was feeling particularly aroused by her scent this morning, he figured what the hell. When his feet stopped moving he was in front of her where she stood all the way at the other end of the training room, against the wall, hidden in the shadows.

She gasped when his hand went around her neck, the front of his body pressing tightly against the front of hers.

“Spying on me, guard?” he asked, his lips so close they rubbed along her earlobe as he leaned in to talk. “I’m not your assignment.”

“No,” she replied, her rich, throaty voice sending spikes of heat through his torso and downward until resting along the length of his dick. “You’re supposed to be my trainer.”

His thumb moved along her collarbone, smooth skin enticing him further, while his other hand found her waist, again skin touching skin. She wasn’t naked, wouldn’t dare leave her room and walk around a facility full of virile and virtually always aroused shifters without being fully dressed. He lowered his fingers quickly to confirm, feeling the band of her exercise pants and breathing a concealed sigh of relief.

“Then take notes because I’m about to teach you one of the first rules of spying on someone.”

Eli didn’t give her a moment to speak, but wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her into a quick turn, then using his foot, clipped hers and fell to the mat on top of her without so much as a grunt. She let out a small gasp before she did what she probably thought was taking control of the situation and flipped them so that she was now on top.

“What rule is that, Mr. Preston?” she asked, looking down at him with a definite smirk of triumph on her face.

“Don’t get caught,” he said, seconds before grabbing the back of her neck and pulling her down to him. His lips took hers in a hungry connection that could have drawn blood if she hadn’t reacted fast and opened her mouth to him. His tongue thrust forward taking hers for a wicked tangle while his other hand cupped her ass, pressing her hot little pussy right up against his rock hard dick—just where she belonged.


CHAPTER 2

Nivea loved Eli’s eyes. He didn’t reveal them often, wearing those infuriating shades all the time. Most likely he knew how irresistibly hot they made him look.

Now, she thought with a quick catch of breath before sinking into an absolute abyss once more, there was another part of him to love—his mouth.

It was a clever mouth too, knowing and masterful, owning hers, directing, leading, guiding, actually fucking with complete potency. That was no exaggeration. From his kiss alone her already aroused center had reacted immediately. The tender folds were plump and now damp as her essence dripped from inside, just as his fingers had splayed over her ass and were now traveling downward. His tongue should be qualified as a weapon as he speared it in and out of her mouth, tangling with hers until she felt like he was doing the same thing between her legs. Or maybe that’s just what she wanted him to do. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered at this moment except that Eli was kissing her, finally.

How long had she waited for this moment?

Six long, grueling years.

She’d watched him as a new recruit, mesmerized by the sound of his voice—deep, yet smooth like fine wine. The slow and methodical way he taught every aspect of being a shifter guard. While she hadn’t been in any of his squads, ever, she’d always watched him and learned from the way he moved, the way he carried himself, how she should act as a shifter.

Whatever she’d done to warrant him being assigned to personally further her training these last few weeks, Nivea had no idea, but she would be forever grateful to whatever deity was responsible.

Her knees planted on the mat, she straddled Eli, her pussy rubbing over his engorged length, weeping with wanting. The blunt tip of his fingers rubbed against her scalp as he tore free the band she had holding her hair back. She barely registered him wrapping her hair around his hand, until he pulled, drawing her face away from his.

There were those eyes again, as green as the deepest depths of the sea, stormy and turbulent as they stared back at her.

“Your subject must never know you’re watching them. If they do you’re as good as dead,” he told her seriously.

Well, she wasn’t dead at the moment, but damn if she didn’t feel close to having a heart attack. Her body was on fire, every part of her sensitive to his touch, her skin tingling at the sound of his voice. She was trying to catch her breath as he released his grip on her hair, his other hand pausing between her legs. Her thighs shook and she wanted to close them tight, to hold his hand right there until the aching subsided.

Instead, Nivea backed away. She came to a standing position, taking deep steadying breaths, concentrating on not showing him how much his kiss and his touch had rattled her. After years of being around Eli Preston, she knew him very well. He’d kissed her passionately, touched her like he wanted her, and then reprimanded her. This was not the way she wanted him.

“First, I didn’t give my location away. You knew I would be here because we’ve been having these private training sessions every morning for the past few weeks, per your instruction,” she told him, her pulse steadying with each word, eyes narrowing as he came to his feet just a few steps away from her.

His left eyebrow arched, something she’d seen only rarely since the sunglasses were normally his protocol. Her center clenched, minutely, at the action.

“Check your watch, sir. I’m right on time,” she finished before he could speak.

He didn’t look down at his e-band. No, his gaze stayed focused on her, which was uncommon, since during the weeks they’d been assigned to work together Eli had done everything in his power to only look at her when absolutely necessary. The same went for his touching her—the kissing part had been completely out of character. Nivea decided she would contemplate these inconsistencies later. She would keep everything professional, play on his level. That’s the way she would handle Eli Preston, for now.

“Shall we begin?”

His response was to walk away, stopping in the center of the room where they usually began their sparring matches. As she walked to meet him she thought about the years she’d been obsessing over this particular shifter, all the hours she’d spent dreaming about the moment they would finally come together physically. It would be hot, no doubt, and intense, filled with all the emotion and energy they’d stored up over the years. And it would result in their mating, the beginning of all the most important goals in Nivea’s life.

This assignment was a sign that her patience was about to pay off. The quick attack Eli launched when she was close enough to him was a sign that her calm dismissal of the kiss had ticked him off. Even as she worked through the maneuvers, countering his attacks, taking the falls to the mat while gritting her teeth, landing solid punches with a measure of pride, she knew he was off this morning. Something else was going on with Eli and it no doubt involved the Shadow Shifters.

*   *   *

Amina Cannon lounged on the small couch across from Nivea’s bed absently flipping through a fashion magazine as Nivea changed into the newly designed guard uniforms they all had to wear—navy blue mission pants and a lighter blue button-down shirt. Her boots lay across the room on the floor, where she’d left them last night. Immediately Eli’s words echoed in her head.

“Guards should always be in uniform, Cannon,” he’d said in that low, laced-with-death voice of his.

During this morning’s workout she’d worn tennis shoes and exercise clothes. This had been in direct contrast to the will and the way of Eli Preston. Nivea had simply nodded in response, smiling as she walked out of the training facility because she knew he’d liked seeing her in her spandex capris and sports bra. His actions had spoken much louder than his words, in that regard. Still, she had no intention of disobeying him again, not so soon anyway. There was a meeting in the auditorium in twenty minutes. Not only did she plan to be there early, she planned to be wearing her crisp new uniform and to look damned hot doing so.

“Marriage is about love,” Amina was saying when Nivea actually decided to tune in to her sister’s conversation. “It’s about respect and commonalities. It is not about a perfect union of the two biggest advertising agencies in the country.”

Nivea shimmied into her pants, tucking her tank top in before buttoning them up and looking over at her sister.

“Shifters mate, Mina, they don’t get married. The official ceremony is called ‘joining’ and it’s far more intense than any human contract. That’s what your argument to Mom and Dad should be,” Nivea told her.

“Yes.” Amina sighed. “Because that’s exactly what the Cannons of New York want to hear. Talk about their origin in the dirty, sweaty Amazonian jungle instead of their rich and haughty new lifestyle that plants them firmly on the Forbes’ most influential and wealthiest couples list year after year.”

Nivea knew her words were absolutely correct. Richard and Michele Cannon wanted nothing to do with their Topètenia heritage. On paper they looked to be model citizens, successfully building and maintaining the Cannon Group and even starting a nonprofit agency that provided aid to underprivileged children. A good portion of those children were orphaned shifters. They looked like they were doing all the right things in this world. But Nivea knew better. She knew things her sisters did not and had made a deal with the devil himself to keep them from being exposed. Walking away and keeping her mouth shut about all that she’d endured had been the deal, and she’d taken it happily.

The older Cannons had come to the States as teenagers. After witnessing how humans of different races were treated, degraded, and dismissed, they knew without a doubt that a shifter would never be accepted as a part of this society. With that thought in mind Richard and Michele knew there would never be tolerance or acceptance in this country for their kind. The humans would brand them as outcasts and either kill or humiliate them until they wished they were dead. They swore then to build something bigger and better for their family, something normal, no matter what the cost.

Serene, the middle sister, had wholeheartedly subscribed to their parents’ way of living, while Amina tried to straddle the fence as much as she could to keep the peace. Nivea, on the other hand, had always been extremely vocal about her disagreement with the way her parents chose to live. The day she’d gone to her parents with what would be her final and most disturbing complaint, the Cannons had decided to let their youngest daughter go. Forever.

“So what are you going to do? Not marry him? Walk away from the agreement, from your job at the agency, from your million-dollar penthouse, the BMW, the parties, the clothes? Are you really going to give all that up in your quest for true love?” Nivea wished daily that her sister would do exactly this.

Still, she knew without a doubt the answer to that question was no. With that in mind, she was having a hard time entertaining her sister’s mostly contrived dilemma because Amina was the most materialistic person Nivea knew. Case in point: today her sister wore a pink silk jumper—her favorite color—silver stilettoes no doubt made by some extremely overpriced designer, diamonds in her ears and on her fingers, she had her hair perfectly coiffed, and a limousine was sitting outside the front entrance to Havenway, waiting patiently for Amina to finish with her visit and leave. Amina wasn’t yelling about traveling to Havenway, which was essentially located in the center of a national park, but when she’d first come in she had scoffed at the size of Nivea’s room, calling it “a glorified jail cell,” even though she’d never seen a jail cell in her entire thirty-one years of life.

“I might,” she exclaimed.

Nivea chuckled. “You won’t.”

“Look at you,” Amina said as Nivea moved to where her boots were, leaning over to shove her foot into one and then the other. “All dressed up in your war clothes, ready to go out and fight.”

Amina waved her hand and the silver bangles at her wrist clinked.

“We fight the rogues, Mina,” Nivea said with chagrin. It still bothered her that her own family didn’t give a damn about the battle the shifters were in for their lives, for the lives of those coming after them. These were precarious times, Nivea knew that. Her family, however, refused to accept it. That fact made her sad, almost as much as the years-long crush she’d had on Lead Guard Eli Preston.

“Yeah, I know,” her sister replied. “But I don’t know why. They aren’t bothering us. Besides, there’s crime all over the world, killings and beatings, robberies, and all other sorts of evils lurking around out there. The Shadow Shifters can’t expect to defeat them all. That’s a futile mission if I’ve ever heard one.”

Pulling her hair back into her favorite black band, Nivea shook her head at her sister. The band and the ponytail were the norm, the curliness of her hair and the soft flirty way it fell down her back was not.

“It’s not that simple, not anymore. You should really tell Mom. She needs to come to the next Assembly meeting. There’s a lot going on now that all of you should know about and get prepared for,” she told her.

“That presentation came in the mail a few weeks ago. Dad didn’t bother to look at it and forbade any of us from doing so either. But I did, at least some of it anyway. The new building is nice, much better than this dungeon-like place. Why don’t you move there?” Amina suggested hopefully.

Snapping her utility belt around her waist, Nivea resisted rolling her eyes. Of course Richard wouldn’t look at anything coming from Rome’s law firm. He knew Rome was the Assembly Leader but since he hated all things to do with the shifters, he refused to respect that leadership or whatever came with it. He also knew that Nivea was working here with Rome, yet another reason Nivea was certain he wouldn’t want to have anything to do with Havenway.

But Mina wasn’t referring to that situation. How could she? No one but Richard, Michele, and Nivea knew the reason for her leaving New York and never looking back. No, her sister’s remarks were much more basic. Yes, the state-of-the art facility that had just been completed in Prince George’s County, Maryland that was the official Assembly Building with offices for visiting Elders and Faction Leaders and formal meeting space, was a gorgeous glass-and-brass structure. But it was so much more. Glancing down at her e-band, Nivea saw she didn’t have the time to try and explain it completely to her sister, not that Amina really cared either way.

“Listen, I have to get to this meeting,” Nivea told her as she picked up a bottle of perfume and spritzed.

Amina stood then, dropping her magazine to the floor as she came to stand behind Nivea. She looked at her sister through the mirror. “What?” Nivea asked.

Amina touched a hand to Nivea’s ponytail, letting the long, fat curls fall from her elegant fingers. She smiled as she continued to survey her and Nivea shifted uncomfortably.

“What are you looking at?”

“You, little sister,” was Amina’s soft response. “Perfume, glossed lips, slightly shadowed eyes. You’re a pretty little guard, huh?”

“Cut it out,” Nivea said, swatting at Amina’s hand and moving from the mirror.

“Got your eye on someone, sis? Another guard maybe?”

“No!” Nivea replied, loudly. Too loudly. “Dinner before you go back to New York?” she asked, changing the subject as they both headed for the door.

Amina continued to smile. “Sure thing. But not here. You have to get dressed in real clothes and we’ll go to a nice restaurant. I’ll send the car back to get you around seven.”

Nivea nodded. “Okay, I’ll be ready.”

She gave her sister a quick hug then ran down the opposite hallway, knowing she wouldn’t be as early as she’d planned, but still hoping to get there before Eli. It was silly, she knew, and well on the side of playing feminine games, which she’d prided herself on never having to do. But as she’d attempted to tell her sister, things were different now. The position of the shifters was more than precarious, and as she would probably learn more about at this meeting, at a very critical state. If she didn’t go for what she wanted now, would she get another chance? Would the shifters? She didn’t have those answers and she wasn’t about to take the risk.

*   *   *

“Captain Lawrence Crowe is the man behind the Genesis Project.” Roman Reynolds, Stateside Assembly Leader, spoke to the three hundred and fifty guards that made up the primary defense unit of local Shadow Shifters.

Up and down the East Coast there were thousands more that were prepared to fight for the shifters’ secret to be kept. But these were the men and women closest to the Assembly Leader, some that he’d trained himself—namely the Sanchez brothers—and others that had been trained by Xavier Santos Markland and Nicholas Delgado, Lead Enforcers, and Eli and Ezra Preston, Lead Guards in the Eastern Zone. Basically, these were the best of the best.

Nivea’s heart hammered in her chest as she realized this. How long had she worked to get to this point? And how foolish did her parents think she was for doing so? Who was she kidding? Richard and Michele Cannon were thinking about everything else in their socially elite and financially secure world, but not about their youngest child. No, that wasn’t quite true, Richard would never forget her, just as she couldn’t possibly forget him. Her chest ached at that thought, fists clenching in her lap.

In an effort to relax, to forget, Nivea moved uncomfortably in her seat, settling her gaze on the Assembly Leader and what he was now saying.

“We believe the goal of the Genesis Project is to successfully develop hybrid soldiers using shifter DNA to enhance their abilities. So far Crowe has only come close to achieving this goal. His latest attempt was disposed of in Arizona, where the project may or may not be continuing. Crowe has not been detained.”

Rome looked up from the podium then, letting his gaze fall on as many of the guards as he possibly could. There’d always been a very personal feel to everything that happened here at Havenway. Even though the Stateside Assembly was now larger than most corporations, Rome had managed to keep this headquarters as relaxed and family-oriented as he possibly could. The Leader knew most, if not all, of the guards by name, as he often came down to the training center to watch them when time allowed. That had grown less frequent in the past couple of weeks, but everyone knew that was not to be helped.

The kidnapping of Shya Delgado, Nick and Ary’s daughter, to try and obtain her DNA to aid in the Genesis Project, had put everyone on edge. Now, sitting here listening to even more information about this project that could force the exposure of the Shadow Shifters was more than a little alarming. And yet there was one person that didn’t look distressed at all.

Rayna Corpeta sat in one of the seats along the side wall of the auditorium, closer to the stage than Nivea had been offered. The Lormenia shifter wore her uniform pants two sizes tighter than any other female guard, her shirt always unbuttoned to expose her cleavage, leaving nothing to the imagination about her voluptuous breasts. She looked exotic, talked with an accent, and fought almost as well as a portion of the new recruits.

And Nivea didn’t trust her as far as she could toss the annoying bitch.

Rayna had one long leg crossed over the other, one hand with fingers running along the line of her throat while the other toyed with her long bronze-tinted hair. She looked around the room almost as if she were bored and Nivea barely resisted the urge to run up and kick the chair from beneath her. Just barely.

“Our number one goal from this point on is finding Crowe and whoever is helping him in this project. Although we are not sure of the others involved, we do know that somehow Crowe managed to obtain shifter DNA. If he has done it once, there is a likelihood that he will do it again, meaning other shifters are at risk. We are confident, however, that once we bring Crowe down this project and all he may be working with will crumble. To that end, I want him found and brought in,” Rome said, looking among them once more, his voice ominous as the microphone immediately amplified and silenced it. “Dead or alive,” were his final words, spoken with determination and clarity, albeit softer than his previous comments.

With perfectly synched movements, Nick and X fell into step right beside Rome as he walked down from the platform. Kalina, the First Female, stood from her seat in the first row to walk beside her mate as her personal guard, Jax, fell in with the others. As they neared the door Ezra and Eli joined in the ranks, slipping into the line behind Nick and X.

Nivea stood with all the other guards as they always did the moment the Assembly Leader was on the floor. Their hands remained tucked behind their backs, chins up, eyes focused on the Leader as they silently declared their loyalty and service. Only this time her gaze shifted back a bit, until it rested on him.

His glasses were too dark to see his eyes, not even an outline of them, his chin held high, steps coordinated, strength oozing from every movement of his legs, his arms, his shoulders. She swallowed hard and had to be tapped on the shoulder when her row was ready to file out of the auditorium. She was just about to head to the gym to work off some of this energy she felt running wildly through her body when a touch to her elbow had her jumping.

Fists raised automatically to fight back, she turned, only to have those sunglasses glaring down at her, lips of medium thickness held in a stern line.

“Let’s go,” Eli told her. “We’re running late.”

Nivea didn’t even bother to speak, wasn’t 100 percent sure her voice would cooperate if she wanted to. There were times—like earlier this morning—when she’d been able to hold tight to her attraction to him. And then, there were times like now when just the sight of him made her feel like coming, right then, right there, just letting the abundance of his sexuality take over.

She hated that part. Damn, did she hate it.


CHAPTER 3

“So Captain Lawrence Crowe is now Public Enemy Number One for the Shadow Shifters,” Nivea said, climbing into the passenger side of Eli’s Assembly-issued Jeep Wrangler.

The vehicle was silver with windows tinted so dark nothing on the inside could be seen. Each vehicle was specially designed to assist guards in doing their jobs with skill and ease. They had been retrofitted with bulletproof steel. Weapons and ammunition were stored in side-door compartments that were specially lined to go undetected should the vehicles ever be searched. They even had a self-destruct mechanism that, once activated, would cause a chemical explosion that would destroy all evidence of the additions made to the vehicle as well as any other items that may have been inside.

They were pretty slick to look at too.

Nivea hadn’t been issued one of her own yet. If Eli recommended her for this promotion, she would. If he didn’t she would continue to drive the older-model Jeep with minimal security features that might at some point get her killed. Pulling out of the parking spot, Eli tried not to think along those lines. His job was to train her, to observe as she completed the assignment of investigating Agent Dorian Wilson. It was not to take care of her, protect her, or any of the other bullshit that had been roaming around in his mind where she was concerned lately.

“He’s not working alone, we’re positive of that fact. Still, the sooner we find Crowe, the sooner we can kill this supersoldier project before it goes any further,” Eli told her as he turned right onto the trail that led out of the forest to the main highway.

She’d finished adjusting herself, pulling the lever at the bottom of the seat so that it was a little closer to the dashboard, snapping her seat belt into place, and pushing down the headrest. He had to admit it was too high up for anyone who wasn’t at least six feet tall. Eli watched all her movements out of the corner of his eye, unable to keep his attention 100 percent focused on something as menial as driving the damn Jeep when she was around.

“I still can’t believe he cloned a shifter. Who would ever think to do something like that, without considering the repercussions?”

The last had been spoken quietly but Eli ignored that. Denying the ability to pinpoint changes in her voice, her demeanor, her hairstyle, was all about self-preservation. It was about coming out of this assignment in one piece, without change. It was how he needed to proceed.

“Believe it,” Eli said tightly, taking the Jeep into the busy midmorning traffic on Route 193. “It took Ezra, Bas, and Jacques, three pretty damned powerful shifters, to stop that bastard from killing every shifter in the police department out West.”

In his front pocket his cell phone vibrated. Retrieving it, Eli read the message from one of his staff at the barbershop he owned and frowned. He’d been receiving similar ones for days now and chose to ignore them all. Gritting his teeth, his fingers gripped the steering wheel as he refocused his thoughts on the scenario his twin brother had described with the first hybrid.

Ezra had been there to save the woman that was now glued to his hip, the human named Dawn that Ezra had claimed as his mate. That was part of the reason why Ezra’s new relationship status irritated the hell out of Eli. For one, Eli didn’t believe in the mating concept of the shifters. The notion that there was one perfect female for every male was to Eli a lie, plain and simple. His past was living proof of that fact.

The other reason he wasn’t jumping with glee at Ezra and Dawn’s union was that his brother was the second highest-ranking shifter to not only reveal himself to a human, but to fall for one and bring her into the shifter fold. Sure, there’d been two younger couples—two of the three Sanchez brothers that made up one of Rome’s newest elite groups of guards—that had mated with humans. The Assembly Leader thought the relationships might go sour and cause big problems for the shifters, but Bas and Ezra were the first two to openly defy the laws of the Ètica. Rome hadn’t tried to cover up either of those relationships, instead he’d made Bas’s mate, Priya, the official spokesperson for the shifters and had welcomed Dawn, the one with all the secrets, into the fold as well. Simply put, more situations that put the shifters at risk and pissed Eli the hell off.

“I heard about that,” Nivea said with more enthusiasm than he wanted to hear. “They said Ezra almost ripped his head right off. I guess I can imagine how he felt knowing this ‘thing’ was going after his mate.”

Eli spared her a glance before turning his attention back to the road. “Don’t sound so excited about someone getting their head ripped off. You’re a female, remember.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

He sighed, wanting this conversation to be over, wanting this stupid assignment to be over, once and for all. “It means that you might want to start acting more like a female than a G.I. Jane. From the time you wake up in the morning until you close yourself off in your room after dinner, you’re either in the field looking for a fight, or in the cafeteria picking a fight, or just always looking for some way to be physical. That’s not what females do.”

And saying what he’d just said to a female such as Nivea was the dumbest thing he could have ever done. She was a great guard and he respected that. On the other hand, she was a female, one who could be hurt or even killed being a guard. His thoughts were so conflicted when it came to Nivea Cannon and Eli didn’t know why. Or rather, he didn’t want to entertain the thought of why. All he knew for certain was that there was a war going on inside him where this particular shifter was concerned. A feeling he’d never felt with any other female in his life—the ones he’d allowed to get close or the ones he’d kept away. Nivea was unlike any of them, a fact that was more than a little disconcerting for Eli.

“First of all,” she said, slapping a palm on the dashboard as she turned sideways in the seat. “I can do whatever the hell I want to do. And second, I’m as good a fighter, maybe even better, than half the guards back at Havenway. And if you don’t like how I spend my days then stop paying so much attention to what I’m doing with them.”

Eli wished like hell it could be that simple. If he could just tell himself to stop thinking about her, stop watching her whenever they were in the same room together, and even going so far as to follow her a time or two, he would have done it months ago. Unfortunately, like Nivea, he tended to do whatever it was he wanted.

“Calm down. Nobody’s saying you’re not a good guard. I’m just saying you could do other things with yourself instead of focusing so much on the job.”

“Oh, really? What other things would you suggest I do, Mr. Preston?”

She could slide across the seat and straddle him, the memory of her soft globes in the palm of his hand was still fresh in his mind. He’d wanted to get his hands on her tight little ass for a long time and this morning, he’d finally had the chance. He almost cursed with the urgency to repeat the action. Or, for the sake of safety since he was driving, she could simply lean over, unzip his pants, and put her smart little mouth over his already engorged tip. She could suck until his release shot out of him in heavy tension-relieving jets. She could grip his length with her strong and capable hands and let him pump mercilessly into her mouth.

Beeping horns snapped him from his erogenous thoughts and Eli realized he’d swerved into the other lane while distracted by things like Nivea’s mouth. He turned the wheel in the opposite direction, jerking her across the seat until one of her hands rested on his bicep.

“Need a driving lesson?” she asked sweetly. “Surely, a male shifter would know how to handle his vehicle. Or do you need a female to drive for you instead?”

“Funny,” he replied tightly. “Just stay over there in your seat and be ready when we see Wilson. Rome thinks he might be connected to Crowe somehow, feeding him information he may have gathered from looking so closely into Rome and Nick.”

“That would make sense,” she added, immediately sobering to the business mode. “It’s like he has no other cases to work on. All he does every day is sit outside of the law firm. Then when Rome or Nick leaves, he follows them. Never says anything to them, just watches wherever they go and whoever they meet with.”

“And what’s he doing with all that information?” Eli asked her.

She stared ahead, thinking, he surmised. Nivea Cannon was definitely a thinker. Sure, she was all about action, but there was never a situation she didn’t contemplate, didn’t analyze until the very last detail. She’d been tailing Agent Wilson for two months now so he was positive she knew everything there was to know about this guy, but so far none of that knowledge had made any difference in how they dealt with the man.

“He keeps a file, one of those Redweld folders. I don’t think he trusts computers because I’ve never seen him with a laptop or a tablet or anything more technical than his cell phone. And even that’s an earlier, out-of-date model. Pencils are all over his car along with balled-up pieces of paper. He’s writing his notes longhand and the ones he keeps he puts into that Redweld.”

“Notes about shifters?”

“Notes about everything he sees that he doesn’t think is normal. I think he’s beyond looking at Rome as if he’s embezzling money or helping any drug cartel. I think he suspects something bigger.”

Eli nodded. “Something like supersoldiers.”

*   *   *

They’d been sitting in the truck for two hours outside of a cabin in northern Maryland where they’d followed Agent Wilson and two other agents that had exited the Bureau building with him late this afternoon. It was just after nine now, evening draped around the tree-lined ski resort with the whistle of a cool breeze outside.

Nivea answered another one of Mina’s angry texts; standing her sister up for dinner was something she would never live down. That thought was soothed by their location and the fact that Nivea loved to ski. She adored the feel of the snow slipping with icy tingles through her fingers whenever she took off her gloves. There was a freedom she enjoyed while flying down the side of a mountain, cold air cutting against the skin of her face, the exhilaration that soared through each part of her body.

Those were good memories. They were the positive thoughts she’d sworn she would have during her time with Eli. It was imperative that she did not allow Eli, or anyone else for that matter, to dictate how she would feel or think or work. She would not be controlled or handled, not ever again.

Eli had stopped the Jeep about thirty feet to the left of the cabin Agent Wilson had entered with his two guests. He’d parked alongside two other vehicles that they figured belonged to the occupants of the second cabin, a little farther down the hill.

“How long do you think they’ll stay in there?” Nivea asked, already tired of sitting in the Jeep.

As much as she treasured her job as a guard, she absolutely despised any type of stakeout. Her legs ached from being bent in the sitting position for so long, her arms from being basically immobile. She’d never liked remaining still, preferring to move, to function, and to live. Still, she knew this was a part of the job.

“Depends on what they’re doing,” Eli replied finally, pulling his phone out of his jacket pocket.

“Three guys in a secluded cabin, hmm. I would say poker but it would be better with a fourth. Could be a guys’ night out, but wouldn’t they at least want a female for hire?”

Eli stopped pushing buttons on his phone to look over at her.

“Naughty thoughts always run rampant through your mind when you’re on a stakeout?”

Only when I’m on a stake-out with you, she thought, but definitely did not speak.

Instead, she shrugged. “Just thinking out loud.”

There was once again silence. It seemed they’d had a lot of that for long stretches throughout today. That was weird since they could have easily talked about this morning’s meeting and the priority search for Captain Crowe. They could have also talked about this morning’s hot as hell kiss and the way his hands had explored her body with some type of ownership. She had a feeling that was the last thing Eli wanted to discuss.

Which was all the more reason she should bring it up.

“When you’re finished letting Ezra and the others know our location for the third time since we’ve been here, maybe you can tell me why this morning. Why in all the time we’ve known each other did you decide this morning was the time to make your move?”

Eli’s fingers stilled over the phone. He pressed the button to lock the screen and stuffed it back into his pocket before turning to her.

“It happened. It’s over. There’s nothing more to talk about,” he stated, completely expecting her to accept and move on.

He had no idea who he was dealing with.

“It happened. It felt really good. And if we’re not going to talk about it, are we at least going to take it a step further?”

He froze.

Nivea felt a small bit of triumph at being able to cause that reaction in him. Nothing ever took Eli off guard. He was always prepared for any- and everything, always had an answer, always knew what to do and when. Except for right at this very moment. He looked at her as if he didn’t know whether to formulate another cool dismissive remark, or to give in to the arousal that crowded them both in the cab of the SUV.

“No,” he said slowly, solemnly.

She frowned. “No it didn’t feel good? Because I can easily amend that to ‘great.’ It felt great.”

The word came immediately and a bit more forcefully this time. “No, Cannon. We are not going there. Not ever again.”

She could take his words as rejection and keep her hurt feelings and tingling nipples to herself. Or she could be the one to acknowledge that what happened this morning had been inevitable and that in the foreseeable future it would happen again. It was like taking that first tentative bite of chocolate, or sipping from that glass of champagne and feeling the bubbles fizz against your nostrils—one taste was never going to be enough.

With that thought, Nivea leapt from her seat. She moved over the console, planted her legs on either side of Eli, and lowered herself to a straddling position in about ten seconds flat. The shock combined with a slightly annoyed look on his face said he wasn’t impressed. That was fine because she wasn’t finished yet.

“This morning was about you, in your time, and on your terms.” She cupped his face in her palms as she spoke. “That was cool, but I’m a take-charge type of female. When I hunt I don’t settle for not catching my prey.”

He opened his mouth to speak and she dove in, taking his tongue into her mouth and sucking deeply, until she felt his hands at her lower back, going even lower to cup her ass. She loved that feeling, loved how his fingers dug right into her skin, squeezing, owning. She lifted slightly, giving him the access to move his hands deeper, so that even as he gripped her cheeks, the tips of his fingers rubbed along her center, causing her pussy to pulsate with need.

“I said,” he mumbled when she let her head fall back, absolutely loving the feel of his hands on her. “We are not doing this.”

Nivea nodded, rotating her hips over the finger he’d now moved to rub right along her clit. “Yeah, you said that,” she whispered, wanting desperately to step out of those damned mission pants so she could feel him, skin on blessed skin.

She leaned in once again, nipping his lip before reminding him, “But we are.”

Her tongue found his again and Nivea felt like she was drowning. He tasted like peppermint, probably because he always kept some type of mint on him.

She moved her hands down to grip his shoulders, strong and rigid, which she’d already known from all the sparring they’d done in the last few weeks. Eli had a great body, all chiseled and muscled, glorious to look at and even more enticing to feel. Nivea pressed against him then, pushing her breasts into his chest, her pussy into his dick. He held her there, thrusting upward as the kiss deepened, their moans filling the interior of the truck.

Then the gunshots sounded and they both jumped.

Her face stayed poised just a couple of inches from his, her mouth still parted as she panted out her breath. His hands stayed on her ass but his gaze immediately went to the left, hers going in the opposite direction, their bodies taut. In the next second they were both out of the Jeep, weapons drawn as they made their way to the next sound of guns being discharged. Eli had yelled “shots fired” into his com link, the sound of his voice exploding in Nivea’s ear. Breaking out into a run, they stopped at the back entrance of the second cabin, backs plastered against the wooded walls, arms up, guns in hand.

Every guard on duty would be patched in and would hear the call. They’d check with the controllers at Havenway for the location and head this way as soon as they confirmed. In the meantime, Eli nodded at Nivea. She took the sign and fell to her knees, coming up right beneath a back window. There was a light on so she could look inside. She held back a curse and held up two fingers indicating that there were two men, lying facedown on the floor, blood pooling from their heads.

They were just about to move again, possibly to gain entrance through the back door when there was noise and voices. In seconds, three others joined the party. Agent Wilson entered with his gun drawn, along with the two men that had accompanied him out here. They entered the room of the cabin where the dead bodies lay.

“Let’s go.”

Nivea heard the words but still did not move.

“Now, Cannon!” Eli said louder. “This isn’t our party.”

“They’re dead,” she told him as she got to her feet. “Those men are dead and we’re just leaving them.”

Eli stopped, turning so that he was now in her face. He grabbed the front of her shirt, pulling her up on tiptoe so that his nose was practically touching hers. “They’re humans. Let them take care of their own. We have to move before more of them arrive and question why we, ones that Wilson will already know are connected to Rome and Nick, are here in the first place.”

He was right. She knew it. But those men were dead. They’d been killed and Nivea wanted to know by whom. She wanted to know why. Mostly, after seeing the familiar tattoo on one of the dead men’s wrists, she wanted to confirm that it had nothing to do with her father and the people he’d been working with for the last ten years.


CHAPTER 4

Eli was pulling out of the driveway before Nivea had a chance to put her seat belt on. Whoever had been doing the shooting inside that cabin had come running out just seconds after they’d moved from the window. Their guns were immediately raised and even more shots fired.

Did he want to pull his own weapon and shoot back? Hell yes! But Cannon was with him and if he pulled his weapon she was likely to do the same thing. Then they’d both be up against who knew how many flying bullets and if one hit her … he clenched his teeth at the thought.

“Why are we the ones running? We have guns too!” she exclaimed about ten seconds after he’d pressed his foot so hard on the gas pedal he thought he might actually break it.

“We’re also all the way out here with no backup!” Eli yelled back at her, simultaneously looking into the rearview mirror to see that not only had the guys shot at them, but they were now chasing them in their car.

“Fuck!” he yelled, making a quick turn off the main road. If he could keep them in the mountain terrain, cutting through the worn paths in and out of the trees, maybe he could lose them.

He cut the lights to the Jeep and spoke into the com link. “Being pursued, can’t get back onto main road. I repeat, being pursued.”

The first shots to hit the Jeep cracked the back windshield, which meant they had to be using a hell of a powerful gun or rifle. The windows to all the Assembly vehicles were lined with one-and-a-half-inch bulletproof acrylic. It didn’t break completely but there was an indentation with spidery cracks instantly breaking away from it and the force rocked the vehicle as they sped over rocky terrain.

“To hell with this!” Nivea yelled.

“No!” Eli yelled right at her, but to no avail.

She’d already drawn her weapon and lowered her window. In the next second she was hanging out of it, aiming and pulling the trigger, bullets firing in rapid succession.

“Get your ass back in here, guard! Cease your fire! That’s a direct order!” he yelled.

Nivea kept right on firing while Eli continued to swerve from hitting trees, fallen branches, and all other woodland paraphernalia that he wished like hell weren’t in his way at this very moment. There was another direct hit to the back window and the Jeep faltered once more. Eli knew if they sustained another assault like that the window would completely shatter and they’d be vulnerable. Either something had to stop them from shooting or he had to find somewhere to hide. The odds of either one were slim.

Except Cannon continued shooting, and as much as he hated to admit it, whatever she aimed at, she hit. They were going downhill now at an extremely fast rate of speed. He pressed gently on the brake and yelled to her once more. “Either kill them or get your ass back in this truck, Cannon!”

She didn’t acknowledge him in any way, just kept shooting until there was a loud noise and an explosion of light behind them. Eli swerved at the sight of the burning car twenty feet from them, his heart hammering in his chest. He turned the wheel so hard this time the entire vehicle jerked and jollied down the mountain. The vehicle was swerving now, going whichever way it wanted as Eli had lost full control. Because he had no headlights on, he saw nothing through the front windshield but darkness and heard nothing from behind but the remnants of the burning car falling to the ground, the flames cracking against the night air.

He reached across the seat, grabbing Cannon by her waist and pulling her back inside. Of course she couldn’t come quietly, or limply, for that matter. She kicked and screamed and yelled and he ignored every second of it, opening the driver’s side door and rolling out with her wrapped tightly in his arms, only seconds before the Jeep crashed into a tree, creating another loud noise and burst of fiery light on the mountaintop.

*   *   *

She was beneath him again.

For the second time in less than twenty-four hours, Nivea Cannon’s strong, athletic body with all its barely there curves that enticed him more than he wanted to admit, was flush against his harder, tougher body, wreaking holy hell all over the place.

The tall licking flames coming from two downed vehicles had already invaded the mountaintop range. Eli moved, spreading his legs wider, grabbing the back of her neck and tucking it tightly into his chest. The heat surrounding them was palpable, sweat rolled down the back of his neck and spine prompting him to hold onto her even tighter. There was a crash and he figured tree limbs were burning and breaking, falling to the ground where, if unattended, this accident might actually turn into a catastrophe. But he couldn’t think about a forest fire right now, couldn’t think along the lines of being trapped between the flames and the night elements—which were quickly turning chilly. His truck was gone and with it, backup clothes, weapons, and a first-aid kit he thought he might need soon.

Still, he didn’t let Cannon go.

Until she squirmed.

She moved beneath him and goddammit, Eli felt like she was gyrating, like she was pushing her pussy up to meet his raging hard dick in an effort to join the two forevermore. His temples pounded at the thought. His temples and his dick throbbed while inside, his cat hissed.

They weren’t safe. They were definitely not safe enough for him to be lying here thinking about fucking his trainee when he should have been thinking about how to get them out of here sooner rather than later.

“… me.”

The solitary word broke through his thoughts and he looked down to see the top of her head. Her hair was mussed, he thought with a frown. Then out of the corner of his eye he saw flames reaching higher into the evening sky and cursed.

“… off!”

It was the next word he heard before he felt something rising between his legs. Something that wasn’t what he wanted to rise down there at this particular time. He moved the lower half of his body to the side just in time to avoid the knee she had raised.

“What the hell?” he asked, looking down at her again.

This time she pushed at his chest until she was able to lift her head and glare back up at him.

“Get off me, you idiot! I can’t breathe.”

“You can’t breathe because there’s fire and smoke all over the place and if you hadn’t noticed, I’m trying to protect your ass from that.”

In reply she pushed at him again, this time with much more force. Cannon was not a weak woman. In fact, she was stronger than a lot of the guards Eli had trained. He’d always known that about her, just hadn’t liked admitting it too much, and never to her. She was still no match for him, but he did move a bit to oblige her efforts. She let out a whoosh of breath and squirmed a little more, until he could swear he felt the tight buds of her nipples moving across his chest. But that was just TMI—too much imagination—on his part.

“They’re dead,” she said solemnly, her dark eyes looking up at him.

There was no emotion there and he hadn’t expected to find anything. Cannon was, above all else, a professional at what she did. She took her job as a guard more seriously than he thought he did sometimes. With any other woman he would have expected tears or fear or whichever emotion she chose to cope with what had just gone down. But not Cannon.

Her eyes were focused, her hands steady as they pushed at him again, her voice clear and concise. She was right at this moment—aside from wanting him to get the hell off her—assessing the situation to see how they could get out of there before anyone showed up to ask questions.

“I gave them our location when we first heard the shots,” he began. “They would have pulled up the Jeep’s tracking immediately.”

“The Jeep’s gone,” she said, coming up to a sitting position and looking around.

Eli looked around too. He glanced at the side reflection of her face—no cuts or bruises. Farther down his eyes raked over her body looking for blood or burns, anything to say that he’d been off in his protection and she’d gotten hurt anyway. A lump formed in his throat as he waited for the final results.

She was saying something but he didn’t hear her, he was too busy grabbing her jaw and turning her so that he could see her whole face at once. Smooth caramel-toned skin, thick eyebrows arched perfectly, long lashes, high cheekbones, thin lips—the lower one plumper than the top, long neck … she was unharmed, he thought with a blink or two to get his mind back in the right place.

“I’m fine,” she said with a little bite. “We can’t sit here. The smoke’s getting thick and the police and rescue units will be here soon. We weren’t far enough away from the resort for no one to have seen or heard anything.”

Eli nodded. “You’re right. Can you walk?” he asked as he got to his feet.

She stood, reaching behind to pull her backup gun free from the band of her pants. “Can you?”

He removed his gun from his side, trying like hell not to notice how totally sexy she looked just now. “Highway’s this way,” he told her, turning his back on her and walking in the direction he wanted her to follow. “They’ll come through the main roads to find us.”

“Yeah, but they’ll find the cops first. We should call them and give them an alternate route,” she was saying from behind.

“You know an alternative route?” he asked.

“No,” she replied after a few hesitant seconds.

“Then we’ll head for the highway.”

*   *   *

It seemed like they were walking forever and getting absolutely nowhere. The terrain consisted of branches and dirt-impacted leaves riddling the ground. It was rough going downhill, up a winding incline, and then back to level ground once more. Yet Nivea wasn’t tired. Adrenaline buzzed through her body with a uniform rhythm.

Her muscles were bunched, her senses heightened, her steps sure and purposeful while moving through the night. Above, the trees weren’t as thick and tangled to create a canopy like in the Gungi, but they were full and mature, standing like guardians to the area, protecting what wildlife it could. Only they weren’t humans and the hike to the highway was much longer than they’d anticipated.

Eli the Great would never admit that, nor would he stop to regroup or possibly ask her thoughts on which way they should go. He was following his instincts, she knew, but her instincts were telling her something else. They were warning her that this little escape was about to turn bad, quick.

“Stop!” she said finally, halting her own steps, knowing that if he chose to ignore her words, he’d hear that she wasn’t crunching along the ground behind him.

It was well-known that Eli’s and his brother’s senses were much more acute than any of the other shifters. Nobody was really sure why, and the twins weren’t the type to wear their secrets on their sleeves. Yet they were renowned for their added awareness and much more powerful shifters because of it. Nivea didn’t think that made a difference in how she felt about Eli … until he kept walking.

“Eli?” She yelled to him once. “Eli!”

He finally turned, already about fifteen feet away from her.

“What is it?” he asked. “Why are you stopping?”

Even through the night she could see his features plainly, the sharp cut of his jaw and the light sprinkle of his goatee. His eyes were blocked as usual, but the wrinkle in his forehead told her he was worried. The muscle ticking in his jaw said he was angry on top of that worry. And the rigid stance he took when he was looking at her with nothing short of irritation said that now might not be the best time to question him.

Still, Nivea had never been known to take the easy way out.

“I think we might be lost,” she told him.

“I don’t get lost.”

She nodded, knowing that was what he was going to say.

“I didn’t say ‘you’ were lost, I said ‘we.’”

He frowned.

“Look around you, there’s no road in sight, nor is there any illumination from a streetlight.”

“No streetlights on the highway,” he corrected her grimly.

“Fine, but when’s the last time you heard a vehicle driving by, saw some headlights?”

“In case you failed to notice, we’re in the forest,” he told her. “How would we hear cars or see headlights, if we’re in the goddamned forest, Cannon? Think!” he yelled at her.

Nivea didn’t speak, she was thinking, and not because he said so. She was very aware of everything around them, down to the creaking of the crickets pouncing about on the forest floor and in the trees. She could still scent the burning of the gas in the truck that had crashed, hear the crackle of fire that wasn’t too far behind them. She could taste the rain as a shower was imminent and she hadn’t heard any vehicles on the road or seen any headlights. If she was aware of all those things, why wasn’t Eli?

She walked to him then, feeling the rage and something she couldn’t quite name surrounding him like a barrier.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

He huffed. “I’d be better if we weren’t standing here having a futile conversation. There’s an extraction team on their way for us. We should keep moving.”

“Maybe we should take a rest. The team will be able to locate us through our e-bands. We don’t have to keep trekking around this forest, going in circles. I think we’re deep enough in to have sufficient cover. Besides, nobody’s following us.”

“How the hell do you know that?” he asked, gritting his teeth.

“Because I don’t smell them,” she said slowly, eyeing him carefully. “Do you?”

Eli remained quiet, his lips tight, shoulders strained. “If you were tired of walking all you had to do was say so,” he told her roughly, pushing past her and heading back to where they’d just passed a grouping of trees with protruding roots.

“Come,” he demanded. “Sit here and rest.”

Nivea didn’t like his tone and might have considered arguing if he weren’t her commanding officer. Her mind was also whirling around the possibility that Eli’s senses weren’t working as well as they should be, and what that might imply.

She walked over and lowered herself to the ground, folding her legs beneath her as she sat. Eli still stood, staring down at her like she was a disobedient child.

“Your turn,” she told him, patting the spot next to her.

His movements were much more reluctant than hers but in seconds Eli’s six-foot-three, two-hundred-and-twenty-five-pound body was folding down beside hers. He didn’t cross his legs as she had done. Instead his long limbs were extended in front of him, his palms resting on his thighs.

“What do you think happened back there?” she asked, looking away from him and staring ahead into the night.

“Somebody was shot,” he snapped.

“Don’t be obtuse,” was her quick comeback. “Dorian Wilson wasn’t one of the dead bodies, but we saw him go into that cabin. So was he one of the shooters? And why? He’s an FBI agent, not a murderer, at least not that I’ve seen in all the time I’ve been watching him. What if something changed? If somehow, now he is growing desperate.”

“Assess the situation, Cannon,” Eli said after a heavy sigh. “Three men went into the cabin, we saw two lying on the floor covered in blood. Wilson wasn’t one of them.”

“Wilson also wasn’t the one chasing us in that truck. So there had to be more than just those three men. Somebody had already been at the cabin waiting for Wilson and the others.”

“And what did all these men have to do with us? How are they connected to Wilson’s investigation of the shifters?” Eli asked.

He wasn’t really expecting her to answer, Nivea knew. He was staring ahead also, contemplating. He didn’t know what had happened in that cabin just as she didn’t, but he was thinking about it, and he wasn’t happy about his thoughts.

“Wilson’s focus has always been on Rome and Nick. I didn’t recognize those men that were with him. What if they were military men? What if they were connected to Crowe?”

“Only focus on the positives, Cannon. Crowe’s our number one target, but Wilson’s a threat as well. We need to keep them separate, consider they have two different agendas and work both issues separately, yet with equal vigor.”

“Separate, but equal,” she said softly, thinking over his words and trying like hell to ignore the heat sizzling between them as he sat closely beside her.

It was becoming enough of a distraction that Nivea had almost forgotten the tattoo she’d seen on one of the dead men’s wrists before Eli had ordered her away from the window. She’d seen it before, the scaling length wrapping around the entire wrist, the head with its mouth open right at the vein of the man’s arm. It was an anaconda and represented a reminder of certain death.

“If Wilson has help in his little crusade we’re going to find out.” Eli had continued talking.

Nivea took a deep breath, sitting up straighter and forcing herself to deal with the matter at hand, to keep the issues in her life separate but equal.

“Right,” she said with a nod. “I’ve got a feeling he’s still playing this close to the vest and today’s little meeting may have shocked him as much as it did us.”

“Why do you say that?”

“He doesn’t strike me as an underhanded dealer. I mean, sure, he’s hunting Rome and Nick, but honestly, he has good reason. He’s a human and they’re not. He knows something is going on and he’s right. Hell, it’s been in the news for months now. I saw some newspaper clippings on the desk in his home office. So I know he’s following each one of those stories carefully, especially the one in Sedona where there were witnesses who actually gave statements of seeing large cats at the resort when it was burning down.”

“Whose side are you on, Cannon?” Eli asked with a rise in his tone.

She looked at him, still feeling the desire drawing them together like being sucked unknowingly into some hypnotic trance. His entire demeanor was guarded, defensive, angry, but he was too stubborn to admit why. The scent she always associated with him was notches higher than the normal fresh, earthy scent of the Shadows. No, Eli, had a scent of his own. It was stronger, headier than anything Nivea had ever encountered, whether here in the States or in her visits to the Gungi. It was power and strength and primal masculinity all combined with a robust musky flavor that never failed to arouse her.

“How dare you ask me that!” was her quick and slightly overreactive response. “I’m on the right side,” she continued. “I’m just stating the facts that I’ve gathered so far. Wilson is searching for the truth. He knows the answer is out there and that’s why he won’t stop.”

“Until I stop him.” Eli scowled back at her, a low grumble from his cat echoing through the clearing.

“We,” she corrected. “We’re in this together, remember?”

The way he cocked his head at her said he’d been trying to forget. But in the next instant his hand was at the back of her head, pulling her hard and fast to him, his lips taking possession instantly.


CHAPTER 5

Dammit! He was doing it again!

Why couldn’t he keep his hands … and mouth … off of her?

Eli knew why and he wanted like hell to ignore it, just as he had been ignoring all the other signs. It wasn’t easy, then again, nothing in his life had ever been easy. Not since he’d turned sixteen and experienced his first shift. From that moment on it had been downhill and only the cat within had ever been able to offer any solace.

But right now it wasn’t solace that the cat was offering, it was a long, ragged purr as Eli’s tongue stroked alongside Nivea’s. She kissed him back with such vigor and intensity, just as she did everything else. Her arms wrapped tightly around him, offering him everything he’d been giving her. As if they were equal opponents in fighting as well as kissing. That thought made his dick hard, his kiss grow hungrier as he used his tongue to lick over her lips, sucking hard on the lower one as she breathed deeply.

Her cat was also at the surface, sending a clear message that it was ready and available and just as needy as his. At that point Eli wanted to pull back. He did not want their cats joining forces, their animalistic urges meeting and combining. He did not want to be connected to Nivea in any way.

Unlike what the other shifters wholeheartedly believed, there was no perfect mate for Eli. He’d realized that long ago. It seemed silly now to hang on to one of the human sayings for dear life, but he absolutely believed in the three strikes and you’re out philosophy. Acacia had been his first, Leanne, his second, and now … no, Nivea was not next. He was not going to put himself in that position, or take her through what his track record had proven was an ordeal. He could not do that to her.

And yet, he could not pull away, could not release this hold that his attraction to her seemed to have on him. For months he’d been trying to avoid her, going to whichever part of Havenway was farthest from her. Then Rome pushed them together, giving the assignment for him to see her through her final training, to see if she was ready for a promotion. Eli understood that and he knew what his job was. But damn, why couldn’t it have been another guard, any other guard? Why Nivea and why now?

“This isn’t going to stop,” she whispered through panting breaths as he bit along the line of her jaw. “We might as well accept it and get on with it.”

Fuck!

Why was she talking?

Eli went back for her mouth, sucking her tongue deep into his mouth, feeling only a small measure of triumph at silencing her, even though her words continued to echo in his head. His hands were moving then, searching for something to silence the words, the logic of what she’d said. He ran his finger up and down her spine, then around to where his thumbs brushed along the slight curve of her breasts. She had her uniform jacket and shirt on, too many damn layers for him to feel the warmth he knew was awaiting him beneath. He was just about to pull away, just about to curse all that was real and complicated about this world they lived in, when his body went still.

His cat went on alert and he whispered over her lips, “Don’t move.”

She blinked as if confused, but remained still. Eli did not blink, he kept his cat’s eyes open and focused on what, he didn’t quite know. And then he did, he could see it as clear as day.

Agent Wilson alive and well, driving a dark sedan down the highway, surpassing the speed limit.

Eli did blink then, trying to figure out what he was seeing and why. He heard another sound and in the next instant, was up. Jumping away from her, Eli had his gun drawn and pointed into what was now darkness, not a car driving down the highway. His heart hammered in his chest as he struggled to grasp what the hell was going on. He was lost in the goddamned forest and wanting Nivea like he’d never wanted another female before. And he was seeing crap he knew wasn’t there. He wanted to yell with the rage of helplessness, a feeling he despised more than fear, but admitted to feeling more of in the last few weeks.

It was as he was taking a deep breath, trying to convince himself that he was overreacting that Eli looked into the darkness once more, his finger tapping the trigger of his gun lightly, readily. That’s when the tall, broad form appeared.

“Mom isn’t going to appreciate it if you shoot me,” Ezra, Eli’s older twin, said glibly, taking the couple extra steps until they were face-to-face.

Eli lowered his arm with a scowl on his face. He’d heard the noise, the barest swipe of an arm against a tree trunk and he’d scented an intruder, the soft scent of warm chocolate. But he hadn’t known it was his brother, hadn’t picked up their blood connection, nor that of the other guards that came from the trees at that moment.

“She might be happy to finally get rid of you,” Eli quipped, clicking the safety back on his gun and slipping it down the back band of his pants. He’d already turned away from Ezra, not wanting his brother to see his querying look.

“I doubt that since I’m her favorite,” Ezra continued, moving past Eli to offer his hand to Nivea, who had shockingly remained seated on the tree stump.

Of course she refused the help, coming to her feet on her own and using her hands to dust the leaves and debris from her clothes. Eli watched her hands moving over taught thighs, the curve of her ass, then down her legs again. Cursing, he looked away from her as well.

“You ride with me and tell me everything that happened,” Nick Delgado, one of the Eastern Zone Lead Enforcers, said once he’d made his way over to where Eli was standing. “Let Nivea go in the other car with Zach and Tobias.”

“Where’s X and Caprise? Why aren’t their guards with them?” Eli questioned immediately. Ever since the first threats against Rome and Nick surfaced, each high-ranking Shadow had been assigned a personal guard. Zach was X’s and Tobias was X’s mate, Caprise’s, guard. If those two were here, then who was guarding the other Lead Enforcer and his mate?

“They’re at Havenway for the night so they’re covered,” Nick answered testily. “Now, follow me to the truck.”

Nick Delgado was not one to be questioned. He was the most volatile of the Eastern Zone Shadows, with a reputation for a temper that preceded him in and out of the courtroom. Considering it had only been about two weeks since his daughter, Shya, had been kidnapped and returned, the fact that he was in human form and not a cat looking for everyone at Comastaz Labs to kill, was a high point. Eli was irritated and carrying a certain attitude himself, but he wasn’t foolish enough to tempt the raging bull, so he followed Nick. But not before looking over to where Nivea was being led away by Zach.

“She’s cool,” Ezra said, clapping a hand on Eli’s shoulder. “They’ll get her side of the story and we’re all gonna meet up with Rome when we get back to Havenway.”

Falling in line beside his brother’s sure gait, Eli continued to frown, his gaze averted. “What’s with the divide-and-conquer routine?” he asked, being careful to keep his voice low since Nick was just a couple of feet ahead. Knowing the Lead Enforcer, he could probably still hear every word they were saying, but Eli wasn’t going to be overly concerned about that. He had a right to know what was going on, and what the higher-ups were thinking about tonight’s development.

“X got a tip from one of his FBI buddies that someone within the department has gone rogue and launched their own investigation into the law firm,” Ezra told him as they made their way through the trees.

Eli noted they were going in the opposite direction from where he and Nivea had been traveling. No doubt, she’d noticed the same thing and was eager to rub it in his face that he’d been going the wrong way. Bad sense of direction, faulty senses, heightened sex drive. Damn, he thought with a sigh. Just, fucking, damn!

“Another investigation into Rome and Nick? Why? Didn’t they already bark up that tree and get shot down?”

More than a year ago the First Female, Kalina, had been sent to investigate the firm that Rome and Nick ran together. She’d been unsuccessful in proving they were embezzling money, but positive in bringing out her true shifter form and joining with the current Assembly Leader.

“One of them never let go,” Ezra said solemnly.

Eli sighed. “Wilson. We followed him from his office out here tonight. That’s how this all got started.”

They’d just stepped through the trees onto the bank of grass that led up a small incline to where six black Jeeps and one Suburban—all filled with shifters—were parked along the shoulder of the highway.

“That’s why it’s imperative we figure out who was in that cabin with him. Rome wants to know who else Wilson has convinced to help him with this witch hunt.”

“He thinks it’s someone from Comastaz, doesn’t he?” Eli asked when they’d reached the SUV.

“Get in and we’ll talk about it,” Nick directed as he opened the passenger-side door.

Eli gave Ezra a questioning look but his brother only shrugged as he moved around to open the driver’s-side door. Eli climbed into the back, avoiding the urge to look back once more to make sure Cannon was safely tucked in one of those Jeeps behind him. She wasn’t his personal concern. There were other guards here now who’d be there if something should go down. They would protect her. Hell, she would probably end up protecting them, he thought, letting his hands fall to his knees as Ezra pulled out into traffic.

He had just about convinced himself not to think about her any more when once again she was thrust into the forefront of his mind.

“Tell me everything you know about Nivea Cannon and her investigation of Agent Dorian Wilson,” Nick said the moment the SUV was on the road.

*   *   *

Eli’s forehead touched the tiles of his shower as he rested his head, wondering not for the first time in the last few months what the hell was going on in the shifter world.

The conversation with Nick had been tense to say the very least. Most of that was attributed to the instantly defensive stance Eli had taken against Nick’s questioning of Nivea and her motives where Agent Wilson was concerned. No, correct that, the Lead Enforcer was hinting around at the fact that Nivea might not be as loyal to the shifters as she pretended to be.

“She’s one of the best damn guards we have at Havenway, sir,” Eli had responded tightly. “There’s no other guard as dedicated to fighting for us as Nivea is. I’d venture to say sometimes I think she’s too dedicated to her job and perhaps needs more of a personal life.”

Why he’d said the last, Eli had no idea. The words had immediately been regretted as Nick—astute and practiced litigator that he was—pounced instantly.

“My point exactly,” he replied. “All she does is work. Lately that’s consisted of following Agent Wilson. But today, her sister came to visit her. All the way from New York. Did you know about that?”

He hadn’t known.

“Should I have?” he replied instantly, drawing a look from Ezra through the rearview mirror and a glare from Nick as he turned in his seat.

“You were assigned to her for a reason, Eli. And that was to find out everything she knows,” Nick told him. He’d been looking at Eli as if he should have already known what his job was, and that his question, along with his ignorance, was not going over well.

“I thought my assignment was to give her additional training and to see if she was ready for a promotion,” he deadpanned.

“We can’t promote her if she’s working against us, now, can we?”

“What the hell do you mean working against us? Nivea’s been dedicated to the shifters since the first day she came here. If you doubt that why not call Bas and ask him. He’s known her since she was a kid.”

“And that makes him biased,” Nick snapped. “Besides, this intel we just received is about Nivea and the real reason she left New York. Considering how long I’ve known you I’ll let you slide this one time if you don’t know what that reason is. But I’m telling you right now that we need to know everything about her and her family and we need to know it soon. So do your job and get the information.”

“So you think I know why she left and I’m not telling you?” he asked Ezra specifically. “You really think I would do that to you or the tribe? If I knew something about her that affected us all, I would have told you already.”

Ezra turned in the seat, looking his twin directly in the eye as he spoke quietly this time. “You haven’t been yourself lately and you know it. Maybe she’s the one that will make this all go away for you. I don’t know, so forgive me for having to ask where your head is right now.”

Eli hadn’t replied to that. He hadn’t known what to say. Instead, he sat in the back of that truck for the next two hours, steaming over the fact that Nick actually believed there was something disingenuous about Nivea and that his brother obviously didn’t trust him.

He yanked the cloth and the sponge roughly from the rack beneath the showerhead and began to wash, all the while grumbling about the newly focused assignment he’d been given. It promised to bring him even closer to Nivea Cannon, when in all actuality he’d been trying like hell to stay away from her.

There was no other choice for him where she was concerned. If she were dangerous to anyone at Havenway, it was Eli. Ezra’s comment in the truck proved he still believed all that BS the shaman Dagar had told them after blowing that foul-assed black smoke into their lungs. Eli, on the other hand, believed none of it. He’d agreed to the shaman’s treatment to ebb their sexual desire when they were in the Sierra Leone because the addiction to Acacia had gotten out of hand. It was interfering with their goal to become guards and their family’s reputation. Not to mention, they’d learned that to Acacia it had all been just a sick joke anyway.

The damned smoke hadn’t even worked. Eli had lain in his bed that night still wanting to touch Acacia, to taste her, to fuck her one more time. And when her minions had summoned him and Ezra, Eli had gone willingly. Just as he’d killed her readily when it was clear that she planned to kill him and Ezra.

The black smoke did not possess him as Ezra believed it did him. It did not control Eli’s already acute senses—the senses that were jacked the hell up at this very moment. And the supposed remnants of that smoke in his system damn sure weren’t going to subside and do his bidding the moment he came across his so-called mate. That was all myth and fairy tales that Ezra chose to believe because it worked well for his situation. Eli, fortunately, had learned long ago that if there was going to be a change in his circumstances, he would be the one to make it. He was the one in control of his destiny, not some spirit-filled holy man or his drug-induced treatments.

Even with all that he’d learned over the past years, everything that he’d come to terms with, Eli could not deny the obvious. There was something going on with him. Just as Ezra said in the truck, he hadn’t been himself lately. He knew that and hated the fact almost as much as he hated his brother being the first to vocalize it.

Slamming his palm against the faucet, Eli turned off the water and stalked naked out of the shower and straight into his bedroom, yanking the towel off the edge of the bed. He was bent over, drying his calves when he paused, his head turning toward the door, his focus trained on who was approaching. He couldn’t scent anyone, and wasn’t expecting any company. Yet, he knew she was there.

The sound of her footsteps was muffled, but if he closed his eyes Eli knew he’d see her as clearly as if she were standing right in front of him. He knew because he’d done so before. Her boots came up to the quarter point of her leg, black leather tied precisely. The bottoms of her uniform pants would be tucked neatly inside the top half of the boots. Her pants fit her tightly, had just enough space for her to run, kick, and jump comfortably and still managed to outline her delectable little ass in the sweetest way. Her dark blue T-shirt was more form-fitting, cupping hand-sized breasts and holding them high. She wouldn’t be wearing her top shirt with the buttons and right breast pocket while inside Havenway and certainly not at this time of night. Her hair would be pulled back into that ponytail that drove him insane with the need to tear it free and watch the thick strands fall wildly around her face.

Coming to a standing position, Eli inhaled deeply, slowly, his eyes fastened on the door. On the exhale, about twenty seconds after he’d first sensed her presence, there was a sturdy knock.

He dropped the towel and walked slowly to the door, turning the knob and pulling it open just as she was about to knock again. She looked into his eyes, then down to his chest, then to his groin where his dick was growing steadily aroused in response.

“You gonna stand and stare or did you want to come in?” he asked after another few seconds of watching her appreciate him.

If he were a different type of man that appreciation would have gone a long way. It would have puffed his ego, maybe made him smile, and most certainly would have aroused him even more. As it was, Eli, the deeply scared shifter, was only wary of her look, of the desire she so quickly tossed his way. He had good reason to be cautious, to want to keep her as far away as he possibly could. But still he stepped to the side, inhaling deeply as she walked by.

Her scent was there now, when he should have picked it up before. Shifters relied 100 percent on their scenting abilities, of enemies, feelings, situations … mates, or in Eli’s case, simply females. Gritting his teeth once more at the anomaly he was presently experiencing, Eli closed the door, locked it, and turned to once again find her staring at him.

“I want to know what they said to you in the truck tonight,” she said, holding her hands down at her sides, looking into his eyes this time, as if she wasn’t as sexually aware of him as he knew she was.

Eli walked to her. It wasn’t by choice, he swore it wasn’t. The cat within was instantly drawn to her feline, reaching out for the similar being, wanting desperately to forge a connection. The man knew better, he knew what would result from this and yet, he couldn’t stay away. He’d never been able to listen to the warning and stay away.

“I don’t think that’s what you really want, Cannon,” he told her seriously, standing so close to her now the buckle of her belt brushed against his thick length. The touch was cool and sent spikes of desire flaring quickly throughout Eli’s body.

Every muscle tensed, every nerve stood on end, his breath growing more labored as he tried once again to make the effort. Pull away, back up, grab that damned towel, and get rid of her!

“I’m not here to play your games, Eli. Not tonight,” she replied, breaking his concentration with the deep husky sound of her voice.

He reached around her then, grabbing the band from her hair before she could think to stop him and yanking it free.

“This is far from a game,” he told her, watching with amazement as all that thick and wild hair fell loose, landing on her shoulders, framing her face. “Everything that happens from this point on will be serious and have consequences.”

She kept her gaze level with his. Never backing down. It just wasn’t in her nature to walk away from a fight or a challenge. How many times had he watched her in the sparring ring with shifters twice her size and weight? When she should have cowered or could have hidden beneath the “female” shield, she never did. She stood her ground and she fought, most times winning over the cocky male who thought far too little of her. Those thoughts made what Eli said next seem futile.

“If you plan to run away, now would be the time.”

She squared her shoulders. “I was never the one running, Eli. That was always you.”

Like dropping a match into a gallon of kerosene, her words sparked an inferno inside and Eli was immediately wrapping his arms around her waist, drawing her to him. “Not anymore,” he murmured before crushing his lips down over hers. “Not anymore,” he repeated as he pulled slightly away, only to plunge back inside again, his tongue taking hers in an intimate duel.

She tasted like fresh rain, like water to a parched thirst that threatened his speech. Her tongue was warm and tangled expertly with his. Her hands grasped his biceps, the palm of her right hand flat against the head of his cat tattoo. Heat pooled in his arm, grew into a ball of molten lava that seeped quickly throughout his bloodstream. The feeling was intense, immediate, and climactic. Inside Eli shook. Outside, he reacted.

He kissed down the line of her neck, loving the way she let her head fall back, giving him what he wanted without any argument. This wasn’t the usual way she reacted to him. And this wasn’t the usual way he treated her.

His hands gripped her breasts, loving the feel of the soft mounds against his palms. He squeezed and she hissed. He growled and she arched her back, giving him even more. Eli didn’t want her giving him anything. He didn’t want anybody giving him anything, not anymore. Not since Acacia had given him and Ezra all that they’d desired.

That thought spurred darkness to swirl around inside. To combat the ugly feeling Eli grabbed her by the wrist. She was standing with her legs slightly spread, her eyes half closed, mouth open as she sucked in a ragged breath each time he touched her. He glanced at her fingers—the same ones he’d watched handle a gun, dismembering it and then shooting its target precisely. When he hesitated, she continued, wrapping her hand around his thick and throbbing cock. Her fingers didn’t meet around the flesh but she didn’t seem concerned. Grabbing him at the base she jerked him once, then twice, then with a rhythm that had him pumping into her motions.

“That’s what you wanted, wasn’t it?” he said through clenched teeth. “You’ve wanted this for weeks, months even. Now’s your chance to take it,” he told her.

When she only kept her gaze fixed on his, her hand still working his length until drops of essence filled his tip, Eli yelled, “Take it!”

She lowered herself to her knees, still looking up at him, daring him to be the first to look away. Her fingers worked like magic had been infused in each tip, pulling from him every reason he’d had for staying away from her. She was dangerous. Being with her was going to lead to more trouble than it was worth. Eli knew this without a doubt, and yet he could … would not look away.

“Watch me,” she told him, licking her tongue over her lips until they were shiny and damp. “Watch me, Eli.”

She didn’t have to tell him. Damn, an earthquake or a full-on attack from those hybrids couldn’t stop him from watching her pretty fucking lips opening wide enough to fit the head of his throbbing cock inside. It was hot, goddammit, so freakin’ hot inside her mouth, and tight, the pressure was enough to make his balls swell. Pleasure zipped through his bloodstream like heroin through an addict’s veins and he loved it. Everything in his past be damned, he loved it. He was heady with the sensation, his cat purring incessantly inside, that dark that dared to rear its ugly head with memories pushed far away until there was nothing but the light in her eyes. Eli couldn’t look away from her any more than he could pull his dick from her mouth. He was stuck in this place, in this moment, regardless of how wrong he knew it was.

She used both hands now, pressing against the base of his cock, while her mouth worked the tip. She licked up and down the back and topside, letting her tongue play in the slit until she was slurping the remnants of his pre-cum. Her lips were drenched now, her fingers damp, her breathing erratic as she continued to work over him. And her eyes stayed on his.

That may have been the sexiest part of this interlude. The way her almond-shaped eyes remained open and stared at him, as if he were the only person in this room, this world that she wanted to see. His hips jutted forward and she relaxed her throat muscles to take him deeper, humming over the tip of his dick, bringing forth the release he figured she’d been waiting for.

Stop!

The word echoed in his mind but he didn’t speak it or move out of her way.

“You can’t have me,” he said impulsively. He had no idea why he’d made the declaration. Why at this moment he felt he had to say those very words to her. But it didn’t matter.

Nivea took them as a dare, as another one of his rebuffs that she planned to prove wrong. She locked her fingers around him, tilted her head, and flattened her tongue against the bottom of his cock. Then she sucked and sucked some more, her eyes glazed with pleasure. Eli felt it in his spine, his body vibrating with the intensity of the release ripping free. The next time she didn’t suck, she swallowed and Eli growled.


CHAPTER 6

Nivea was sure she’d lost every last piece of her mind. From the moment she’d been struck speechless by Eli’s gorgeously naked body standing in the doorway until the second she’d gone to her knees and taken him into her mouth, she’d been operating solely on autopilot.

“You can’t have me.”

There, he’d said it once more.

She shouldn’t have had to hear it again. Except his words never seemed to match his actions. He hadn’t walked away, hadn’t thrown her out. No, he’d stood right there, giving her … him. And she’d taken.

Just as she was now as he yanked her shirt over her head and ripped her bra from her chest. His lips were fastened to her in seconds, his hands squeezing her swollen mounds, while his teeth and tongue toyed with her nipple until her thighs trembled.

Nivea reached for her belt buckle, trying like hell to help this moment along. She’d waited so long, needed so desperately. His words drowned in the buzz of pleasure, the adrenaline rush of anticipation.

Eli swiped her hand away instantly. “I got this,” he growled, his incisors longer and sharper than they had been just moments before. Shadows looked like humans, from their head to their feet when they weren’t in full shift. They walked and talked like any other man or woman on the streets, hence the reason they’d been able to live amongst the humans without detection for so long.

But there’d always been something different about Eli. From the first day Nivea had laid eyes on him she’d noticed it. His jaw was stronger, more pronounced than his twin’s, his muscles more defined right down to the strength in his hands and the corded veins that never quite went away. While Stateside Shadows trained to keep their animalistic nature safely secure, Eli was the only one who wasn’t totally able to achieve that. Hence, the sunglasses to keep anyone from seeing the bright gold of his cat’s eyes. He exuded strength and power and the keen hunter’s instincts of the jaguar that he was inside. There was no amount of training or warning that could change that.

Nivea shivered at the thought.

His hands were rough as they hurriedly moved to the laces of her boots, pulling them off while she supported herself by holding onto his shoulder. When she would have allowed her fingers to wallow in the strength, the taut skin over trained muscle, Eli had a mission. He yanked her pants and underwear down, pulling them from her ankles before lifting her into his arms.

“You wanted it, now you’re going to get it,” he whispered in her ear just before biting down on the lobe.

The sting of pain was instant, rippling down her body in quick jolts. She couldn’t help but cry out, no matter how submissive she thought it made her sound. When he dropped her to the bed Nivea didn’t have a moment to catch her breath before he was over her. The hunter moving on its prey.

Later, she would swear his body glistened, skin the color of chocolate, smooth and decadent, perfectly sculpted and cut in all the right places. With his knee he pushed her thighs apart and she gulped at the stretch and bend of the muscles in his thighs and calves. Holding his weight on the palms of his hands his biceps bulged, pectorals lifting and falling with the steady rhythm of his breath. When he lifted his head, his gaze searching for hers, Nivea gasped.

“Don’t move,” he told her.

She licked her lips. “Don’t make me wait.”

For an instant Nivea thought he might back away. It was there and it shocked her to her core to see it, Eli Preston blinked. As she figured she’d caught him just out of the shower, he wasn’t wearing his shades, his turbulent green eyes had been keen, assessing but human. Until the second he’d touched her. The gold cat’s eyes had appeared, calling to her cat, letting it know the game was on. But in the moment she’d snapped back at his comment, his eyes had shifted again. A second, maybe two, his shoulders shook, gold, then green, then gold again.

He growled in the next instant, baring those sharp-ass teeth, basically telling her to hold on, the ride was about to begin. Nivea gripped the comforter in her hands tightly and tilted her hips, more than ready to receive him. She held his gaze. “Now.”

His thick, hot length was inside her so fast Nivea would swear she saw stars. The instant stretch of her skin, the fullness pressing quickly into her, sliding along the essence-coated walls, had her body shaking and her lips spreading in a grin. This was how she’d expected it to be, just what she’d known he would be like. It was perfect.

Until he wrapped an arm around her waist and lifted her up off the bed and onto his lap, quickly changing their positions. Her first instinct was to gasp as the length of his long, thick cock pressed farther inside her. Next was to hold onto his shoulders to keep from tipping over. Then, he bit her. Those sharp incisors touching the tender skin of her upper breast, just above her nipple. It was a strong enough sting, to ensure he’d broken skin, and lightning bolts of pleasure entered her bloodstream.

“Ride,” he ordered when he lifted his head, touching those teeth to her ear. “Ride me like you want everything I’ve got.”

It was an order and a dare, given in a way that only Eli could. There was no room for argument and if she cowered, there would be no living it down, no taking it back. Not that she wanted to. Nivea let her hands rub up and down Eli’s arms, right over the slight ripple in his skin where his tat was emblazoned. The connection had her own tat, on the back of her left calf, twitching. Cat connecting with cat. Coming up on the heels of her feet, she leveraged herself and began to move. Rising high, pulling off his cock until only the tip remained ensconced in her heated core, then dropping down, sucking him in completely once more. Eli didn’t make a sound, but his muscles bunched beneath her hands and she continued. Up and down, up and down, until her essence dripped down onto him, her breasts beginning to sweat, her breathing coming in quick pants.

Tossing her head back, Nivea rode the delicious wave that would soon carry her to complete bliss. Every nerve ending buzzed with the pleasure, the intense desire reaching its full culmination. This felt so right. He fit so securely inside her. He knew what she needed, just as she knew what he craved. He’d wanted hot and fast, she’d given him the exact scenario she’d dreamed of. When he closed his eyes and looked away she frowned, grinding her hips down on him.

“Look at me, Eli,” she told him.

“Just ride,” was his tight response.

Nivea shook her head. “No. You look at me. See that I’ve got you. Whether in the field or in this bed, I’ve got you, Eli. I want you and I’ve got you.”

“No!” he yelled instantly, lifting her off him before she had a chance to react, to defend.

Nivea instantly felt the loss, her heartbeat almost stopping at the disappearance of what she’d wanted for so long. She felt momentarily confused, blinking her eyes to try and refocus. But Eli didn’t give her the chance. He was off the bed, standing at the side, reaching for her once more. He pulled her by the ankle until she was sliding off the bed as well, his big hands moving roughly down her neck to her breasts where he cupped her tightly, then down her torso to her hips where he reached around and squeezed her ass. He slipped down the crease until she was bucking, opening for him. His fingers pressed hard, deep into her pussy, then coming out, spreading her essence back toward her ass. Over and over he did that until Nivea’s knees began to shake, her head lolling forward, forehead touching his shoulder.

As quickly as he’d moved before, he turned her so that his dick was pressed along the now-dampened crease. He put a hand to the small of her back and pressed her down toward the mattress.

“You never listen,” he told her. “No matter what I tell you, you are determined to do the opposite.”

“You wanted me too,” she countered.

“You’re fucking disobedient!” he yelled, spreading her cheeks, letting the tip of his dick rub from her anus to her core, still spreading her juices until the slick sound echoed in the room.

“You should be punished,” he continued. “Punished.”

The smack of his palm against her ass was quick, painful, and had Nivea coming with a rush that stole her breath.

“Eli,” she breathed finally.

He smacked the other cheek and her arms shook, threatening to buckle and send her face smashing into the bed.

“Just … just,” he started to say, then stopped, deciding to press his cock into her instead of completing the sentence.

He pounded hard, spearing in and out of her while holding tight to her hips with the same confidence and determination he trained his guards. The sound of his groin smacking into her ass was rhythmic, addictive as Nivea grabbed the comforter between her fingers again. With each thrust she moaned, with each retraction her cat growled. She’d tried to circle her hips, to meet his pumps, but he held her tighter, keeping her still while he worked.

“You don’t have me,” she vaguely heard him say through the haze of pleasure, the rise of her next release.

“You. Will. Never. Have. Me.” Each word was punctuated with a thrust, retract, then a thrust again.

For what may have been the first time in her life Nivea couldn’t respond. She couldn’t give a quick quip, couldn’t defend herself or tear him down with a smart retort. All she could do was grit her teeth to keep from screaming as her release rippled through her entire body.

He stilled behind her and she heard his cat purring, a soft curse falling from his lips as his dick pulsated inside her, his release escaping even though, she thought with faint alarm, he didn’t want it to.

*   *   *

The shower wasn’t meant for two. Each bathroom was utilitarian in design. So it was no wonder Eli felt claustrophobic as they both attempted to wash away the sweat resulting from their tryst. He’d done so with clear and present intent, while Nivea looked to be languishing in the moment.

She lifted one long arm, soaping the pit then up and down its length. Repeated those steps with the other arm. All the while her eyes remained closed, her breasts rising and falling with the act. When she soaped the high mounds it was with great slowness, her hands resting over her puckered nipples, slipping slowly down her torso, where a trail of soapy bubbles followed. The moment the trail ended at the V of her legs was when Eli finally looked away.

His fists balled at his sides as he thought of how he’d fallen to the weakness. He’d fought for what seemed like so long against touching her, taking her. And now, here they were. Not even a foot away she was naked, her body available and waiting for him. All he had to do was reach out and take, again.

But he didn’t. Instead he moved quickly to exit the stall, slamming the door behind him as he stepped into the coolness of the bathroom. The towel he’d used earlier was still in the bedroom, so he continued his hasty steps there, yanking the towel from the floor where he’d left it. Drying quickly he pulled on a pair of sweatpants and was just sticking his arms through a sleeveless undershirt when she emerged from the bathroom.

“So how are we going to deal with this?” she asked. “Uncomfortable silence? Awkward avoidance?”

She dried off her body as she talked, showing not an inch of modesty as she let the towel fall to the floor and reached for her clothes. Gritting his teeth, Eli refused to look at the lines and curves of her body as she moved, performing the simplest, yet most seductive task he’d ever seen.

“I have some questions to ask you and then we’ll see,” he stated, taking a seat on the edge of the bed, with the now-rumpled comforter.

Their scent filled the room—the musk of sex, combined with the earthy shifter aroma. It was intoxicating, wafting through the air like some sort of hypnotic agent, convincing him that the more important thing to do at this moment was to stop her from getting dressed and to sink inside her hot, wet pussy once more.

“Questions about what?” was her response. He would have been a fool to believe she’d keep quiet and let him do the talking.

“Your parents and some donations they’ve made recently,” he told her, being careful to watch everything about her for a reaction.

It would be within the first few seconds of hearing his statement and digesting what he’d said. She would either look or smell guilty, or not. Seeing as his senses were operating at their own whim, Eli wasn’t sure what he would rely on.

“I have no idea what my parents do,” she replied slowly. Her hands had stilled only minutely as she stopped tucking her shirt into her pants and looked up at him. She hadn’t broken the eye contact and she didn’t look like she was guilty. As for the scent, Eli almost growled. All he could smell was their combined aroma, in all of its seductive and damning glory.

He frowned. “You’re their child, how can you not know what they do?”

She looked affronted. “Where are your parents right now? What are they having for dinner? What was the last business transaction they completed?” she fired back.

“I’m asking you a specific question,” he stated as calmly as he could because the attraction to her was slowly winning the battle over the serious nature of the conversation. On the one hand he was irritated as hell by the fact that Nick was questioning Nivea’s allegiance to the tribe. On the other, his dick was already hard, his body craving hers as if he hadn’t just been inside her a half hour ago.

“Why are your parents making contributions to the Comastaz Labs?”

There was an instant reaction to that question. Her eyes widened and she swallowed, clearly thinking about how she would respond before doing so. Eli stood, crossing the room until he was in front of her. He felt safe in doing so now only because she was fully dressed, except for her boots.

“Answer the question,” he prompted.

She lifted her hands, smoothing down her hair then letting her arms fall to her sides once again. “First,” she said after a deep breath and even deeper exhale. “As far as the romance and holding a girl through the afterglow of lovemaking, you suck.”

Eli didn’t even flinch at her words, not at all offended by her declaration. If there was one thing he didn’t want to be good at, especially as far as Nivea was concerned, it was romance.

“Second, in addition to their marketing firm, my parents own a couple of nonprofit foundations. I don’t know where any of their money goes or why.”

“How is that possible?” he queried, sounding as confused as he felt. He didn’t live with his parents but he knew that his father had just retired from the government aide position he’d held for more than thirty years and that his mother, still as pretty as ever, supervised a showing of artwork that had been in her family for centuries.

She blinked then stepped around him, bending down to pick up her boots before taking the spot he’d just vacated on the bed. “Look, I’m not close with my family. So I don’t know what they’re doing.”

“But you don’t sound at all surprised that they would give money to Comastaz.”

“It’s a government laboratory. I’m sure if there’s any type of monetary or social reward for their donation, that would be the reason they made it. My parents are really big on keeping up appearances.”

“Even at the cost of betraying the shifters?”

She looked up at him then, her lips drawn tightly. “I answered your question to the best of my ability. Are we done now?” She’d finished tying both boots and was standing again. “I’d like to get back to my room.”

“Before anybody sees that you were here, right?”

He had no idea why he’d asked her that question, or why he needed to be close to her again, but he moved forward. Lifting a finger he touched her chin, tilting her head up so he could see her eyes. What he saw in their depths left him breathless. Snatches of light and dark, pleasure and pain, suffering and turmoil. He wanted to yell in disgust, to force the images out of his head, but when she spoke, they all disappeared.

“You shouldn’t keep your eyes covered all the time, they’re beautiful,” she told him.

Eli looked away instantly, turning from her and going to the door. “Nick and Rome know about the money your parents are sending to Comastaz. With all that’s gone down they’re concerned. I told them you were trustworthy, that I would take care of the situation. Don’t make a liar out of me,” he warned, his teeth clenching.

She moved behind him, her steps soft but sure.

“I’m not my parents. I stand for what I believe and I believe in the shifters. Whether or not that makes me a liar is not my concern.”

She reached around him to turn the doorknob and walk out of his room, leaving him there to stare after her. To wonder and to regret. Eli closed the door with a growl that no doubt echoed throughout the entire dwelling.


CHAPTER 7

“We’re not ready to proceed with production. ADAM was unsuccessful but we’ve had some new developments. I need at least six months to produce another prototype,” Captain Lawrence Crowe said as he stood across from a huge mahogany desk.

To the left of the desk was the American flag, to the right the bright red flag of the U.S. Marine Corps. Lining the wall behind him were more citations and commendations than any one man should possess. All giving the impression of achievement and power, no doubt, only Lawrence knew better.

General Oscar Pierson, the tall, slim man with a sallow complexion and raspy voice, sat back in the executive office chair. He lifted a leg, resting an ankle on his knee, his fingers steepled in front of him.

Pierson was retired, had been for two years since the scandal erupted depicting him as the head honcho in the inhumane treatment of POWs in Iraq. Now, he worked closely with his partner-in-crime, Major Randall Guthrie, who had somehow escaped the scandal and still remained on active duty or at least active payroll.

They were all still being paid by the U.S. government, whether directly or through a government pension, even as they planned to betray that very entity.

“That’s not an option,” Pierson informed him. “The meeting’s scheduled for four weeks from now, at which time we are expected to present an expertly designed killing machine. Buyers from all over the world will be here looking to write a check for the best weapon on the market. There’s no margin for error and the stakes are succeed or be destroyed. Is that clear enough for you?”

Pierson had the political connections and the reputation to get him on foreign soil with the most powerful men in countries all over the world. Crowe was the mastermind, the seed that had put this little plan into motion. Guthrie was the muscle, or, more accurately, a fucking nuclear missile with its time clock ticking every second. The fact that he had been excluded from this meeting was cause for concern, but Crowe wasn’t afraid. He held all the cards here, not to mention the ace in the hole that neither Pierson nor Guthrie knew about.

“That’s too soon,” he countered. “Rushing this will be disastrous for us all.”

Pierson turned sharply, his cold gaze resting on Crowe. “You mean like the disaster you caused in Arizona? The press are still circling around the fire at Perryville Resorts and the break-in at your lab, like a bunch of vultures. Hell, your houses were even broken into and destroyed. Your name is wrapped in so much shit right now you should be wearing fishermen’s waders instead of combat boots!”

Crowe didn’t even flinch. “Exactly my point. ADAM wasn’t ready. If we go in front of the buyers without being one hundred percent there’s no telling what will happen.”

Lowering his leg, Pierson turned to lean his elbows on his desk, now giving Crowe what he knew was his dangerous commander look. “I’m going to tell you exactly what’s going to happen. You’re going to get your ass to work producing a number of viable prototypes. Not just one, but another one to pick up the slack if you fuck up again. And another one as backup to that one. This deal is going through in four weeks. That means you’re going to produce what you promised or I’m going to cut off your balls and feed them to you for breakfast. Are we clear, captain?”

Crowe gritted his teeth. He wanted to snap back, to tell the spindly old man that he wasn’t scaring anybody in this room. Crowe could kill him right now, with his bare hands, just as he’d almost done to Pierson’s whining and pampered son Sidney back in Arizona. But there was a bit of truth to the man’s words. This deal was important to all of them and it was a one-shot occurrence. Arranging for the top foreign leaders to be in one place at one time, promising them a product that would make the three of them billionaires, was a pretty big deal. It was the fucking biggest deal of Crowe’s life. He had to make it happen, there was no question about that.

He also had to stay alive.

“If this goes bad,” he started to say to Pierson.

“It had better not go bad,” Pierson interrupted.

Crowe nodded, knowing that if the prototypes didn’t perform there would be hell to pay. Hearing the ghostly laugh of Boden Estevez in the back of his mind only reinforced that fact. Because when—not if, he thought—this all went bad, the world as they all knew it would never be the same.

*   *   *

He let his head fall back and laughed. Deep, rich, loud, reverberating throughout the expanse of his suite at the Four Seasons. The chip he’d had installed in Crowe’s cell phone was proving to be one of the smartest things the beautiful Bianca had ever suggested.

Speaking of the goddess, she touched a hand to his shoulder, letting her long red-painted nails draw an imaginary path down his torso as she leaned in to whisper in his ear.

“He’s going to create more of them, faster than ever,” she said.

Boden chuckled again. “He sure is.”

She slipped around him then, lifting a leg so she could straddle him on the bed. “The Shadows are going to fall hard.”

“They are,” he replied, cupping the plump globes of her ass.

“And you’ll take your rightful place as ruler,” she whispered in his ear, thrusting her pussy against his growing erection.

“Right again,” he said, letting his hand slip under her dress and between her crease.

Everything Boden did was for the sake of revenge. First and foremost, against the Elders and the Shadow Shifters of the Gungi who had so easily and humiliatingly tossed him from the jungle and their tribe. The moment he’d arrived in Sierra Leone he’d begun to plan how he would take them down and eventually control the very tribes that despised him.

The next had come a while later, the twins that had so systematically taken away the one thing in the world Boden had ever cherished—his mate—by first using her body and then viciously killing her. Yes, that revenge would also be sweet.

“We’ll rule together,” she was saying, her tongue tracing provocative strokes over his ear and down his neck.

A growl rumbled in his chest, the jaguar quickly coming to life as three of his fingers pressed deep into Bianca’s hot, waiting center. She hissed and began pumping against his strong strokes immediately. Always ready for him, Bianca rarely bothered with underwear or pretenses. Since the first time he’d seen her lurking around his hut in the Sierra Leone rain forest, she’d been submissive to his every whim. His control of her had come easily and proven almost invaluable. She’d done excellent work infiltrating Sabar’s operation and securing the funds that would facilitate his highly secretive move from Sierra Leone to the States. However, he didn’t love her, was not capable of such a basic and useless emotion. And she wasn’t his mate—that ship had long since sailed the night Acacia was brutally murdered. No, everything Boden did in his life now was for a purpose, a bullet point being checked off on his long and sadistic to-do list.

When Bianca placed both hands on his shoulders, clenching as she continued to bounce up and down with the motion of his fingers, Boden’s sharp teeth bit into his lower lip, the acidic taste of his own blood making his dick bulge to painful proportions. With his other hand he squeezed the right side of her ass, his finger slipping assuredly down her seam and over her anus. She was so wet his digits slipped back and forth over her plump folds and back to that tight bud where he pressed firmly, until she was breached.

She shivered in response, loving whenever he was there with her, whenever he gave her pleasure. He looked into her eyes, the ice-blue orbs shadowed by long black lashes. Her mouth, plump pink-tinted lips, gaped as she struggled to hold on, feeling the pleasure build and circle inside her but not daring to let it rip free. She knew better.

The knowledge of the complete control he had over her made Boden smile, his dick dripping moisture that would stain his pants. With more deep strokes he worked her pussy and her anus, loving the tightness, the gripping, the wetness dripping down his wrists.

“You’ll continue to do what I say, my little tiger,” he told her, leaning forward to lick down the line of her throat. “Whatever I say, whenever I say.”

Her body jerked now, her long dark hair swaying with the erratic rhythm she’d begun in an attempt to keep up with his thrusts. “Yes!” she yelled. “Yes, sir, I will!”

He bit her then, his sharp teeth sinking into the tender and tasty skin of her neck until it was her blood that now flavored his tongue.

Come for me, now,” he instructed her. “Come for me, now Lormenian cat. Now!”

Bianca convulsed over him, her nails-turned-claws sinking deep into his shoulders, cutting right through the material of his dress shirt. Her body bucked, her pussy walls tightening as she dripped incessantly, growling deep inside her chest as her release ripped free.

*   *   *

One week later.

Eli’s head throbbed with every strand of the classical music that had been playing throughout the evening. For what felt like the billionth time tonight, he fiddled with the bow tie at his neck, rolling his head on his shoulders and tried to relax in the confining suit he’d been forced to wear.

“They’re grown-man clothes,” Ezra had told him when he’d shown up at Eli’s door.

“I’m not the grown-up you are, Ezra,” Eli had responded blandly, still not convinced he should wear the charcoal-gray suit and lighter toned shirt.

“It’s a formal gig and we’re all on duty since Rome, Nick, and X are going with their mates.” Ezra had crossed the room then, reaching into the clothes bag and tossing the black-and-white paisley-print bow tie at Eli.

“Now hurry up, we’re pulling out in twenty minutes.”

His older brother had left him alone then, to Eli’s relief.

Ezra was one of those men that could wear just about anything and women went out of their minds for him. Ezra was obsessed with designer clothes and accessories. Whatever the latest fashion was, he had it. And he worked it effortlessly, just as it seemed Ezra did many other things.

Ezra had come back from the Sierra Leone and trained like a shifter on a mission. He rose higher in the ranks with Eli right by his side, all the while meeting and sleeping with whatever woman he chose. He slept with them, he walked away, the next day he started again. Eli had only wished he could rebound as quickly.

Unfortunately, Eli had been drawn into Acacia’s web. A part of him had known she wasn’t for him, that what they shared would never be anything more than just sex, and another part had hoped. That hope had been dashed quickly with the revelation of Acacia’s true goals. She’d been using Eli and Ezra to get back at her father for sending her true mate away. Once they’d found out, they’d gone to the shaman for his miracle potion to kill the desire they both still had so deeply for this shifter. For Ezra that had worked. For Eli, not so much. He’d still wanted Acacia, up until the moment he knew she intended to kill them. Then his instincts had kicked in, simultaneously with Ezra’s, and they’d killed Acacia and her minions.

Eli came back to the States determined never to make that mistake again. Only to make another one far worse with Leanne.

That thought had Eli stumbling, his palms flattening on his dresser to keep his body upright. He blinked and all he could see was Leanne’s lifeless body lying on her bed, the envelope with his name scrawled across the front taped to the mirror on her dresser.

Eli dropped his head, felt his heartbeat thumping throughout every pore of his body. Shaking his head, he tried to clear his thoughts, to get that picture out of his mind. He’d had memories before and he’d dealt with them, but this was different. He felt strange, as if he were a spectator looking in on the scene. Exactly how he’d felt a week ago in the woods after they’d left that cabin. He’d seen Agent Wilson in that car driving away like it was a scene on television, playing out in front of him.

He took a deep breath and then another, until his legs had stopped shaking, his head ceased throbbing. And then, still without an answer and not caring to delve deeper, he got back to the matter at hand.

Eli’s gun bulged beneath the back of his jacket and he cursed, hating the dress clothes even more. After three tries he’d finally gotten the bow tie done in a vaguely acceptable fashion. With a heavy expel of breath he looked into the mirror, hating what he saw once again. Reaching down to his dresser he picked up his shades, slipping them on slowly then looking in the mirror once more.

That was better, he thought with instant relief. His shoulders had relaxed a little, the wrinkles that appeared in his forehead when he frowned had cleared, and hey, the suit didn’t look half bad on him. His consensus about what had just happened, the memories and all that crap from the rain forest, was that they were all irrelevant.

Now all Eli wanted to do was find this Lawrence Crowe and hurt that SOB so bad he’d never be able to conceive another idea in his life, least of all an idea to create shifter supersoldiers.

*   *   *

Just when he thought the stigma of the fitted suit and too-tight bow tie would surely be the death of him, Eli walked into the ballroom of the Four Seasons where each table was filled with crystal and candles and classical music playing softly in the background. He felt like turning right around and running the hell out of there. But that wasn’t going to happen.

“Let’s check the room. Nick has another team checking the perimeter and vehicles parked within a three-block radius,” Ezra told Eli as they both stood in the doorway of the hall. “Once we confirm it’s clear we’ll go out and bring Rome and Nick and their mates inside.”

“Their mates, right,” Eli muttered. He’d just turned to the left, opting to take that side of the room first when Ezra’s words stopped him.

“You don’t think about mating anymore?”

Eli looked over his shoulder. His brother may have been walking around the room, checking under each table and chair, but he was definitely waiting for an answer.

“No. I don’t.”

“But you did before,” he continued.

Eli ran his hands along the fabric-covered wall near a doorway marked EXIT. He pushed the door open and looked up and down the mustard-painted hallway. He’d thought he’d put the memories of the rain forest and all that had happened there on the back burner for the night. He hadn’t anticipated Ezra bringing Leanne—another one of Eli’s failures—into the picture.

“That was a mistake,” Eli replied, more to himself than to Ezra, who was across the room anyway.

“We all make mistakes, you know. Then we get over them and we try again,” his twin responded.

Eli tried not to act surprised that Ezra heard him. Of course he would hear him no matter where he was in the room. They were twins with extrasensory abilities. It just so happened that Ezra’s were working perfectly and Eli’s, well, hadn’t he earlier declared that issue irrelevant?

“There’s no ‘try again’ in my world. Two strikes and I’m out,” he told his brother honestly and before Ezra could speak again, added, “Now, let’s just get the job done without the small talk, okay?”

Ezra touched Eli’s shoulder and Eli had to fight like hell to keep from jumping out of his skin and embarrassing the crap out of himself. He hadn’t heard Ezra’s approach, nor had he picked up his now-familiar companheiro calor.

“This isn’t a small issue, man. And ignoring it is not going to work forever. Hell, it’s probably not working now.”

Eli shook his head. “You don’t know what I’m going through.”

“I don’t?” Ezra asked, raising a brow. “You’re my brother. My twin. I know just as much about you as you do yourself.”

“If you knew so much about me, you’d understand that I’m still baffled about you having a mate,” Eli spat back without thinking of why he shouldn’t. Or possibly why now was not the best time to have this confrontation.

Ezra only blinked once, before a muscle in his jaw twitched. “That’s right. Dawn is my mate. I love her more than I’ve ever loved anything in this world and I would do anything to make her happy and to keep her safe. That’s what mating is about. That’s what shifters are supposed to find.”

“That’s a bunch of bullshit designed to make us just a little more unstable than we already are. I’m never taking part in that process, never putting myself in that position again.”

“That asshole bought his own death ticket, Eli. You were defending yourself and…” He paused. “You were defending a human.”

“Right! A human whose life I ruined!” he roared back. “By all accounts I should be in prison now, repenting for my crime. Instead I’m here and I’m walking around trying to do this job and you keep getting in my face about shit I don’t want to revisit.”

Ezra sighed and took a step back. “You’re right, Eli. You’re trying to do your job and you don’t need me in your face.”

There was a second or so of remorse for having yelled at Ezra, but it had to be said. Not only did he not want to be dragged down memory lane in the rain forest, Eli definitely did not want to remember the night he’d murdered a human and got off without any jail time thanks to Nick’s expert legal skills. He just didn’t want to deal with any of this shit, not tonight.

“Let’s just get this done,” he told his brother.

“Right,” a female voice added to the conversation. “X sent me inside to check on your progress. Neither of you were answering your radio calls.”

Eli immediately reached up to his ear to touch the small com link there. Then he pulled back his jacket sleeve to make sure he’d put his e-band on when he’d been donning this monkey suit. What he really was doing was trying like hell to keep his eyes off Nivea Cannon.

She looked like sex walking. In the few seconds he’d glanced at her every item of her clothing, or lack thereof, had been emblazoned in his memory. The shoes were sky-high, a natural color with a gold spiked heel. The dress was short—fucking crazy blindingly short—barely coming to her midthigh, a copper color that made him think instantly of new pennies. Her long hair was pulled over one shoulder, exposing the line of her neck and giving her a sultry, come-get-me look that had him wanting to race across the room to do just that.

Instead, he turned and resumed what he’d been doing. Fifteen minutes later he yelled, “All clear!” and then went back out of the room and to the parking lot where the SUVs were parked. He did not look at her again, could not.

*   *   *

Eli Preston was an ass.

An arrogant, pigheaded ass that needed some sense knocked into his head. An hour after arriving at Rome’s pro bono defense fund’s charity event of the year, she stood against the wall near the front entrance, watching the hundreds of people mill about, but only able to think about one.

He’d slept with her, then quickly crawled back into that shell he loved to hibernate in. In all the years she’d fantasized about how their first time would be, she’d never thought the word regret would surface. After the most exhilarating sex she’d ever had in her life, Nivea was afraid she might have to think twice about wanting anything more to do with that bastard shifter.

But then she picked up his scent and it was like déjà vu. She could feel his thick length pressing into her, the sting of his fingers as they dug deep into the skin of her hips while he worked inside of her. Each thrust had left her breathless, each retreat sending shooting pangs of loss throughout her entire body. And just like that she wanted him again, needed to feel all of him, if only one more time.

She hated that fact and at the same time refused to cower from it.

Following the scent she moved through the crowd. There were a few politicians in the room, some high-up law officials and of course, lawyers, all schmoozing around, eating great banquet food and hopefully writing huge checks to the pro bono fund. Briefly, she thought of her parents and of what they were doing. She hated having to keep their secret, especially when she knew without a doubt they were wrong. But telling would be worse, it would hurt the two people she cared most about in this world, her sisters.

With practiced restraint she pushed those thoughts aside. What the Cannons did was their business. That was the deal Nivea had made in return for the agreement to let her freely walk away from the freak show they called a family. No matter what Nick and Rome suspected she was loyal to them. She only wished she could show them by giving them information on her parents. But that would never happen.

She was across the room now, looking around, searching for the owner of the scent that had drawn her here. He was nowhere to be found. He’d looked so damned good in that tuxedo, she’d wanted to run to him and wrap her legs around his waist when she first saw him standing in the ballroom. But he and Ezra were arguing so the air was filled with tension and the undeniable scent of two male shifters, their cats dangerously close to the surface. By their hushed, but volatile tones, she suspected they’d been talking about what had happened to them in the Sierra Leone rain forest. For years she’d wondered what had made Eli the closed-off shifter he had become. She’d heard rumors about his time in the rain forest with the Lormenian and Serfin shifters and thought maybe he’d been thinking of defecting to one of those tribes, even though he was a jaguar. But no, Eli and Ezra were inseparable. He would never leave his brother, or Rome and Nick for that matter. He would, however, give her enough of a cold shoulder that she couldn’t wait to get out of his bedroom, when she should have been still lying in his arms, basking in the afterglow of sex.

Heart-stopping, invigorating sex—

Nivea’s thoughts were terminated abruptly, her arm grasped hard, and her body pulled back through a door, all before she could think a coherent thought.

“Fucking insane!” Eli roared into her ear after he’d slammed her back against the wall. “You’re driving me insane!”

Nivea finally caught her breath, about two seconds before Eli’s hand was up her dress, thrusting past the barrier of her thong to slip between her folds.

“Eli,” she breathed his name.

His head was down, his forehead resting on the bare skin of her shoulder as his fingers—oh god, his magnificently talented fingers—stroked her clit, then sank back into her center, and then went back to her clit again. She opened her legs wider, had no other choice really because it felt so damned good.

“Why won’t you stop it? Why won’t you just leave this alone?” he asked. His voice sounded as tortured and ragged as she suspected he felt inside.

She wrapped her arms around him, rubbing her palms over the back of his head.

“I can’t, Eli,” she admitted hoarsely. “I don’t know why, but I can’t.”

“No,” he told her, licking along the cleavage bared by the bodice of her dress. “I can’t. This can’t be,” he whispered. “It can’t be. I want it to stop. But if you leave—”

His words halted abruptly as he sucked on the plump bulge of her breast. He sucked so hard Nivea was sure there would be a mark. Then she felt his teeth, the sharp pinprick breaking her skin. She moaned deep and long and came all over his hand.

When he jerked back she wanted to reach out and punch him because she saw the look on his face. It was similar to the blasé look he’d had in his room. But then he opened his mouth and Nivea knew it was different.

“They’re here,” he said, his voice thick, eyes roaming the area. “They’re here, right goddamned now!”

*   *   *

Tall, muscled, and seething mad, the Sanchez brothers were already at the entrance to the ballroom. Rather, they blocked the entrance, backs facing the guests. The one in the middle, Caleb, the youngest, was built like a battering ram. This last year of training constantly at Havenway had beefed the younger shifter up, adding to his sharp Brazilian features and giving him a definite lethal look. To his left was Aidan, the oldest, his strong jaw locked, nostrils flaring as he held on to the shift that was battling for control. To the left stood Brayden, the strategist of the trio, the narrowing of his eyes a telltale sign that he was thinking of an attack plan.

“They’re in this room,” Eli said, coming up behind them.

Aidan nodded. “X and Ezra are in the back of the room. Whatever is in here will stay in here. Contained.”

“We’re going out to deal with whatever’s waiting,” Brayden told Eli.

“I’m going with you,” Eli announced sternly. His cat was scratching at the surface, the sure and certain scent arousing the hunter inside.

“There are too many humans here tonight. Too much collateral damage,” Caleb added.

“That’s why we’re going out, to minimize the damage,” Eli said, stepping around Aidan so that he was now in front, leading the guards as they went out to battle. “No shifting,” he said. Then he added with a wary look over his shoulder, “Unless absolutely necessary.”

The threesome nodded and they walked out of the ballroom, trusting their counterparts to deal with whatever was inside, while they handled whatever lurked out in the dark.

They were on the street in less than a minute, Eli’s shoulders bunching at the tension resting heavily over them. He inhaled deeply, knew that behind him the others were doing the same.

“It’s not quite a shifter,” he mumbled.

“No,” Aidan added. “It’s not.”

“Stinks just the same,” Caleb told them. “And the fucker’s coming right at us!”

The youngest guard was right, about twenty feet away and big as a bulldozer, what looked like a man stomped down Pennsylvania Avenue.

“Sonofabitch!” Brayden yelled. “They made another one.”

Eli rolled his head on his shoulders until his neck cracked. He felt the sting of his claws ripping through the skin of his fingers, the domino cracking of bones beneath that tight-ass suit he’d worn and growled in rage because he’d already ordered no shifting.

Instead he took off at a run, not bothering to listen for the steps behind him, knowing that the Sanchez brothers had been expertly trained to divide and conquer. They would move quickly, like blurs through the night and effectively disengage this scary-looking bastard before it had a chance to do whatever it planned to do.

As for Eli, all he saw were its eyes, an eerie green, bright and glowing. Its focus was intent, its goal death and destruction. Eli knew this because there was a strand running deep inside his body that was similar. The recognition was quick and cut through him like a heated blade, just as he rammed into the seven-foot monstrosity. It barely budged as Eli’s right shoulder yelled in agony from the contact.

The hybrid lifted an arm, swiping at Eli with his long and sharpened claws. They didn’t look normal, like that of a cat, but instead piercing and glinting, like steel. He’d escaped the cut of them by about three inches as he leaned as far back on his feet as he could without touching the ground. His right arm came around like a slash of lightning, his fist connecting with the hybrid’s chin, causing its head to jerk back at the assault. He followed with a left to the midsection and then another right to its face again. There was no sound of agony or even of contact. The thing simply reacted, throwing its own punches that slammed into Eli’s body like concrete blocks.

Inside his cat roared, teeth pressing sharply against his lips. His ears rang from the contact of each blow delivered by the hybrid, until what filled Eli’s mind was the sound of the rain forest, the scent infiltrating his nostrils now damp and tropical, his eyes seeing like the nocturnal cat through the human sunglasses he wore. There was a weakness in the hybrid, Eli sensed it and before the beast could strike him again he looked it up and down, assessing every spot he could for where it was until he found it. Right beneath its ear, where a thick green ooze had begun to drip. There was some sort of crack there, slicing down the hybrid’s neck and Eli simply reacted, not knowing for sure it would work.

With a vicious roar he came off his feet, claws bared, right arm reaching out and sinking into the hybrid’s cracked skin. More of the ooze spurted into the air, the hybrid releasing a sound that echoed through the night. At that very moment its legs were taken out, Brayden and Aidan used the strength they’d honed in their lower extremities to kick away the hybrid’s balance by attacking it at the knees. Caleb came next with a blow to its head and the monster crumpled to the ground. The ooze seemed to suck all of the insides out of the hybrid as right before their eyes it became a shell of a distorted body. Its face was a twisted mask of sharp teeth, whiskered muzzle, flared nostrils, and eerie eyes. The carcass still moved up and down as if breathing its last breath.

Eli caught himself mimicking the motion, air moving in and out through his lungs so that his chest moved in sync with the hybrid. Then the sirens sounded, screams erupted, and Eli turned back to see humans bursting through the doors.

“Shit!” he yelled and ran toward the hotel.

“Clean that up!” he shouted back to the Sanchez brothers, not wanting anyone to see what was left on the street. He wondered if there’d been any witnesses of the fight with the hybrid in the first place. He hadn’t thought for one second about spectators, only concentrating on dispatching the monstrosity before it could hurt any humans or shifters. Now, he raced toward the building praying that everyone was safe, and for the first time in he had no idea how many minutes, remembered he’d left Nivea inside.
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