
        
            
                
            
        

    



 
Begin Reading
Table of Contents
About the Author
Copyright Page
 
Thank you for buying this
St. Martin’s Press ebook.
 
To receive special offers, bonus content,
and info on new releases and other great reads,
sign up for our newsletters.
 

Or visit us online at
us.macmillan.com/newslettersignup
 
For email updates on the author, click here.



 
The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you for your personal use only. You may not make this e-book publicly available in any way. Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: us.macmillanusa.com/piracy.



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 that 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
The Stateside Assembly—body of shifters selected to help govern the Shadow Shifters living in the United States
Stateside Assembly Leader—(Roman Reynolds) the shifter that has been selected to lead their people, guided by social equality and dedicated to upholding the laws of the Ètica
Stateside Shifter Hierarchy
Stateside Assembly Leader—Roman Reynolds
Mountain Zone Faction Leader—Sebastian Perry
Pacific Zone Faction Leader—Jace Maybon
Central Zone Faction Leader—Cole Linden
Eastern Zone Lead Enforcer—Dominick Delgado
Eastern Zone Lead Enforcer—Xavier Santos Markland
Lead Guards—Ezra & Elijah Preston



CHAPTER 8
Chaos had broken out so quickly and definitively that Nivea had only a second to catch her breath from being extremely aroused to ready for battle. Every guard in the ballroom was on alert the moment she stepped from the stairwell alone.
Obviously she was the only one getting the memo a day late. At any rate, she was ready for whatever was going down in the next moments. Inhaling deeply, she searched for whatever had warned Eli. Her body trembled as the scent filtered through her. It was strikingly familiar, so much so she’d placed a hand to her heart to still its rapid beating. Swallowing deeply, she looked around again to make sure she’d seen the other guards on alert as well.
X and Ezra were on their feet at the back of the room near the table where Rome, Kalina, Caprise, Nick, and Ary were still seated. Jax, Leo, Zach, and Tobias flanked that table. There was an identical EXIT door across the room and Nivea noticed the guard standing there was poised for battle as well. Then her neck snapped to the left, her nose twitching as that familiar scent grew stronger. For one heart-stopping second she thought she’d see him standing there, dressed in that perfect suit, fitting him as if it had been made just for his expertly cut body. She found herself searching for those damned sunglasses, the tight line of his lips as he glared at her impatiently, the warmth that emanated from any place his hands touched her. Eli. The name was a whisper in her head.
But he wasn’t the one she saw. He wasn’t the owner of the scent. It was the enemy.
“Three o’clock. Black pants, white dinner jacket, long curling auburn hair, and green eyes. Glowing, green eyes,” she spoke into her com link, already moving toward the target.
Out of the corner of her eye she saw the other guards moving in the same direction, following her lead.
“Do not engage,” she heard loudly through her earpiece. “Do not engage, Cannon!”
The directive was from Ezra. She clenched her teeth, totally prepared to ignore the Lead Guard. This wasn’t an invited guest, she knew that instinctively. She also knew without any doubt in her mind that whoever this was, he was somehow connected to Eli, or had been in contact with him in some way. Why else would they share the same scent?
She didn’t stop moving, had no intention of not saying something to this person, trying to find out what his connection to Eli was. But as she grew closer, and as he turned to her, locking her gaze with his own, she started to reconsider her plan. Taking deep breaths and slowing her steps minutely she figured she’d approach him as if he were just a man and she was just a woman. She would talk to him, get information from him, then turn him over to the other guards—the ones that were moving through the guests as quickly and discreetly as they possibly could.
But the moment she reached him, her plan changed, for the worse.
The man opened his mouth, baring sharp teeth and a long thick tongue that rolled out as if on command. The growl was loud and rattled the chandeliers above. At first the guests froze, then they screamed, and panic ensued.
He reached for her, grabbing her arm with claws that immediately locked into her skin. Nivea didn’t think about how powerful this sonofabitch was, or how she planned to take him down. All she could do was react. With her left hand, her claws bared, she sliced at the man’s neck, twisting her body so that he would release her arm. He didn’t, so ultimately it felt like he was actually ripping her shoulder from its joint. With a slight bend she was able to propel herself into the air, turning quickly so that her free arm could wrap around his neck. Locking on she pulled and pulled, all while searing pain radiated from her other shoulder. When he still didn’t let go she bent forward, teeth bared now, and bit the side of his face. The next roar was of rage, not pain, she was almost certain. The beast reared back and Nivea was once again air bound, falling back to what she was sure would momentarily be the floor.
If so, it was the best-smelling and warmest floor she’d ever encountered as strong arms wrapped immediately around her, holding until her feet were able to touch the floor.
“Stay back!” Eli yelled in her face before pushing her behind him and running straight at the beast.
Fuck that! she thought, rolling her head on her shoulders and mentally getting herself back in order. When she turned again Eli and Ezra were tag-teaming the beast, the two stronger guards attacking with timed precision. Eli knelt to the ground, sweeping the beast’s legs from beneath it while seconds later, Ezra straddled its neck as it hit the floor, punches raining over its face.
“Below the ear!” she heard Eli yell. “Get it below the ear!”
Nivea was already moving, not sure if Ezra had heard Eli or not. She came around the left side of the beast, the other guards shuttling away the guests that were too shocked to run out of the ballroom. As the beast continued to roar, slamming its huge fists into the floor causing the entire room to shake, Ezra continued punching it in the face, his thighs covering the beast’s neck. But she glimpsed something, a crack just beneath its ear.
“Get the hell back!” she heard Eli yelling. Knowing he was talking to her and clearly prepared to ignore it, Nivea’s clawed hand was in the air swinging downward, just missing Ezra’s cheek by an inch or so, before landing right along the line of the crack in the beast’s neck.
Its mouth opened, tongue lolling to the side as it made a half-roar sound and green ooze shot up into the air. Ezra and Eli both yelled as the ooze splattered on them. Nivea backed up but still managed to get splashed.
“What the fuck is that?” Nick asked, pushing past the two guards that had helped to form a circle around where the beast, Nivea, Ezra, and Eli now stood.
“I’m guessing what serves as the blood of a hybrid,” Ezra said, coming to his feet and removing the tuxedo jacket he’d been wearing.
Eli had already pulled his jacket off, the seams of both arms ripped after all his movements. He had it balled up and was currently using it to wipe his face, just before he looked over to her with what she’d already deemed his death-glare. He was angry with her because she hadn’t listened to what he’d told her to do. She knew that just as she knew she’d hear an earful at some point tonight. Funny how he was never suffering from lack of words when it came to chewing her out about something. But after they’d made love—radio silence. Typical arrogant shifter behavior? No, typical Eli Preston behavior.
“Two more down in the bathroom,” Brayden announced, entering the room with his brothers flanking him.
Rome cursed. The First Female was right beside him, placing a hand on his shoulder, her light complexion in stark contrast to the black of his tuxedo jacket. She wore a shimmering silver gown that earlier this evening had caught every twinkle in her hazel-colored eyes. Now, those eyes looked worried.
Ary Delgado also stood beside her mate, her gaze transfixed on the hybrid while Nick scowled.
Caprise Delgado—a woman and shifter that Nivea admired for her strength, beauty, and tenacity—had already walked up to the hybrid, kicking the now disintegrating carcass, frowning when that part of its leg melted into ashes.
“They aren’t worth the tainted DNA they’re using to make them,” she stated.
“How many were outside?” Rome asked sternly.
“One,” Eli replied. “One big-ass motherfucker with only one objective—to kill.”
“What makes you say that?” X asked him.
“Its eyes,” Eli told him, tossing the jacket onto the closest table. “There’s no comprehension there, no movement or focus. They’re blank, like a robot. A programmed robot that was coming for us but able to take out anything in its path.”
“They’ve been tagged,” Aidan said to Rome. “Each one of them had this little pin just beneath the right ear.”
“So, the crack beneath the left ear—the one that makes them look a little like Frankenstein—is their Achilles’ heel and the pin at the right ear is their GPS?” Nick asked, his eyebrows drawn so close it looked as if he had one wicked unibrow.
Aidan nodded. “Right. We’re going to take these and work our magic. Meet you back at Havenway,” he said concisely, but still waited for Rome to respond.
Rome looked to the younger shifter that he’d brought into the fold. “Good. I want a full report within the hour.”
Aidan’s reply was a tight nod to Rome, and another one to his brothers as he turned and headed for the doors. Caleb and Brayden followed him out.
“Get Priya on the phone. I want a conference with her and all of the other FLs the moment we arrive at Havenway. Jax, take someone to get the vehicles and bring them around to the service entrance. We’ll be there in ten minutes.”
Jax mimicked Aidan’s previous nod, turn, and walk-out motion as Eli immediately moved to Rome’s side. With Kalina’s guard gone, he would assume protection detail for both the Assembly Leader and First Female. Without being asked, Nivea went to stand at Kalina’s side, noting the First Female’s nod of acceptance as she moved past her.
“X, I want you to stay behind to make sure all of this is cleaned up. Nobody gets in this ballroom until it’s done. And check those bathrooms before you leave,” Rome directed. “Caprise will ride with Nick.”
Nivea almost thought Caprise would say something in response, but in the months since she’d come to Havenway and mated with X, the female shifter had begun to take the hierarchy seriously. Nivea had worked hard to train herself for the same allegiance, but taking Eli’s orders was becoming harder and harder the more personal their relationship became.
“Their DNA is still unstable. They’ll turn to ash to be swept up,” Ezra told Rome.
The Assembly Leader looked down at the floor where the beast that was terrorizing them just minutes before was now nothing more than a steaming pile of gray ash. “Make sure we take care of it. I don’t want any human sweeping it up and trying to figure out what it was. It’s apparent that Crowe somehow got his hands on a shifter through our carelessness. I’m not used to making the same mistake twice.”
With that, X moved to whisper something to one of the other guards. They in turn left the room, no doubt to find a broom and trash bag to sweep up the ash, Nivea thought.
“The trucks are here,” Eli said to Rome.
“Fifteen minutes after we’re at Havenway I want all of you in the debriefing room,” Rome told Nick and X.
Eli and Ezra would attend as the Lead Guards. Nivea would not be in attendance, which meant she’d have to wait to find out what their next step would be. As she walked behind Rome and Kalina—Eli moving quickly in front of them—she thought there would be definitive next steps in finding out where Crowe was so they could stop him. Apparently what happened in Arizona had not slowed the man down one bit.
*   *   *
“What the hell did you think you were doing? I told you to stay back!” Eli yelled the moment he’d found Nivea and pulled her out into the hallway at Havenway.
The conference call was over, and to say the shifters that had been in the room were running high on tension was a vast understatement. He was angry and irritated beyond belief that because of her he’d been distracted in the meeting. When he should have been listening intently to every word that was being said, every facet of the new game plan being laid out, he was instead thinking of what that beast could have done to her.
As it stood now, the image of her being twisted around the beast’s back, her arm about to totally dislocate from her body, had him simmering with rage. He’d wanted to rip that bastard apart with his bare hands and only because he might have injured her in the process did he hold tight to the heated rage that bubbled inside of him. He couldn’t take it if something happened to Nivea. That, for Eli, would be the last straw, the third strike where females in his life were concerned and he had no idea what he’d do after that.
“I was doing my job,” was her calm reply.
She’d been sitting in the cafeteria, her hands holding a cup of coffee, her gaze forward. He’d wondered what she was thinking so intently about but had been more attuned to the scent he’d picked up the moment he entered the room. It was the first time he’d scented her in he didn’t know how long, the first time his body reacted before he’d actually seen her. Did that mean his senses were back on point? Was whatever had been going on with him over now? He couldn’t tell, but was certainly hoping for that.
“I told you to stay back. I am your superior!” he yelled at her.
“You’re an asshole,” she snapped back. “I did what I was trained to do and I helped take that bastard down. So why don’t you just say what’s really on your mind, Eli? Tell me why you’re really so angry with me, so intent on pushing me away.”
He loved to watch her lips move, to see the sparks of emotion in her eyes when she was angry or aroused. He did not like what she was insinuating.
“It was dangerous out there tonight. You don’t know anything about those hybrids. Nobody does,” he countered.
“You knew where to strike to take it down. How is that?” she asked, her back still pressed against the wall. “This was your first time seeing one, right? How did you know what to do?”
Eli took a step back. He wanted to look away, to regroup, but he couldn’t. Her hair was curly at the ends, hanging loose down her back. She’d changed from that sexy-as-hell dress to sweats and a loose-fitting T-shirt and yet he still wanted to wrap her legs around his waist and pound into her warm, wet pussy until his mind cleared, until his body and his cat felt finally free.
At his sides his fists clenched, jaw ticking with the pressure of gritting his teeth. “Instinct,” he told her. “I’ve been training longer than you. It was just instinct.” Only Eli wasn’t so certain that was it entirely. He’d seen the spot beneath the beast’s left ear and then he’d seen the beast falling, crumpling to the ground and he knew. In the next moment he acted. It was as simple and perplexing as that.
Nivea shook her head, the left corner of her mouth lifting slightly. “Another thing you suck at is lying, Eli. You knew something about that hybrid. And now, I do too.”
“What?” He stepped closer to her again because staying away was just futile. “What do you know?”
She looked around then, her head moving from side to side, her gaze searching for someone. Finally she came up on tiptoe, pressing her lips to his ear and whispered, “It shared your scent. I thought it was you but it wasn’t. Why is that, Eli?”
He jerked away as if her words had somehow scorched him.
“Why did that killer smell like you and how did you know how to kill it?” she asked again.
Eli kept moving back, trying desperately to get away this time. Not from her, he thought, as his legs continued to move. From everything.
“You know, don’t you? You can tell me, Eli. You can trust me.”
“No!” he yelled. He couldn’t trust her. She was just like the other females that had come and gone from his life. They were soft and smelled like heaven. Highly sexual and desirable and he wanted them. No, correct that, he needed them. For the moments it took for him to get off and to move on, he thought finally. Because now, after all he’d been through, Eli would never allow anything more.
With his mind in check once more, Eli took a steadying step toward her. Then another and another, until her breasts rubbed against his lower chest. He waited until she looked up at him, as he knew she would. There was never any backing down from her, never any turning away because things got tough. For a second he wondered if that would be true in any case.
Then he blinked and realized he didn’t give a damn. None of that mattered.
“What I want to trust you to do is be a better guard,” he said sternly. “To take the orders given to you and to protect the ones you’re assigned to. Do you think you can do that, Cannon?”
She swallowed, her lips thinning only slightly before she replied, “I can do that, Preston.”



CHAPTER 9
“He asked about you,” Amina said simply, her voice sounding strained as she spoke over the phone.
The fingers that had been drumming over her steering wheel while Nivea sat outside the barbershop on the corner stilled.
“Why?” she asked after a few seconds of silence.
“I wondered that myself,” her sister told her. “It’s been years since he’s even acknowledged you existed. Then out of the blue he asks, ‘Have you heard from Nivea?’”
“And what did you say?”
“What was I supposed to say? He is my father. And yours too. Whatever falling out you had with them all those years ago was probably silly and should not have kept you all from speaking or seeing each other for all this time.”
This wasn’t the first time Amina had shared her views on what she thought was Nivea’s chosen exile from the Cannon family. It was normally Nivea’s practice to simply ignore her sister, changing the topic and moving on. Today, Eli’s questions from a week ago resonated in her mind. Why was Richard Cannon giving money to the Comastaz Labs?
“It just is, Amina. We’ve been over this before.”
“Right. And before I always let it go because you seemed happy and so did they. But he wanted to know when the last time I saw and talked to you was. He wanted to know where you were, what you were doing and I thought, maybe?”
A car sped past and Nivea looked up and out the side window. She tried to keep her breathing steady and remain alert. The press had been all over what happened at the charity ball. Even with Priya’s statements on behalf of Reynolds & Delgado, LLC, that there was a disagreement arising from hotel guests that were not on the invite list and things quickly escalated, the whispers of “cat people” were circulating once more.
“Maybe what?” she asked her sister, trying to keep her personal life from overlapping with her work, and not 100 percent certain that was going to remain a possibility for much longer.
“Maybe you would like to come home,” she said slowly. “Just for dinner, I mean,” she quickly added.
“No!” Nivea replied just as fast. Going back to New York—not home because that place would never be Nivea’s home again—was not an option.
“But—” Amina started.
Nivea was shaking her head even though she knew her sister couldn’t see her. “But nothing. I’m never going back there. Ever,” she added adamantly. “Look, Amina, I have to go. I’ll call you later.”
Nivea immediately took the phone from her ear and ended the call, her fingers shaking as she held it in her hand. Lowering her head until her brow rested on the steering wheel, Nivea closed her eyes and continued to focus on her breathing.
In slowly, out even slower. In and out until her heart rate steadied and her temples ceased throbbing. That’s what the shrink had taught her. Whenever the memories came on hard and swift, to breathe her way through them and to remember, no matter what, that it wasn’t her fault. It was Richard’s.
Still, the weakness each memory provoked was all hers and Nivea hated it, each and every time.
“Dammit!” she whispered vehemently. “Just goddammit!”
Shaking her head slowly as if the motion could actually clear all the dark and degrading memories that lived inside her, she rose up until her spine was straight. Her cat, also rising to its full length, filled her human body until she felt every ounce of its courage and strength pouring through her veins like some sort of intravenous injection.
With pursed lips she thought about Eli’s questions once more. Was Richard Cannon somehow involved with the creation of the hybrids? And if so, how was she going to handle that? She was sure that Rome and the others thought she might not remain loyal to them, even though—to their credit—none of them treated her any differently than they had before.
Leaving the ballroom a few nights ago she’d been able to assist in guarding Rome and Kalina as they’d left. She’d ridden in the truck with them and had seen Kalina back to her private rooms.
“Thank you very much for taking the initiative,” Kalina had said to Nivea before ducking into her room.
Nivea had felt prouder than she had in a very long time because this was what she wanted to do with her life. To protect those that she was loyal to, to uphold the laws of their kind, and to work with the other guards doing the same. She was not a traitor, or a murderer—or anything else that made up the complex composition of Richard Cannon. No matter that his blood ran hot through her veins. She was nothing like him. But she did know him better than probably anyone else on this earth. He’d made it that way the moment he’d pulled his nine-year-old daughter into his adult world with that first inappropriate touch to her bare shoulder and visiting her nightly for the next seven years.
Hence the reason she could never go back.
Unless she really had no other choice.
Nivea prayed she would have another choice, her gaze moving to the door of the barbershop as she stopped fighting the indecision over whether or not to go inside. Eli owned the barbershop and three others just like it throughout the city. He employed men that he’d met over the years, ones that had fallen in some way and needed a helping hand. She’d admired that about Eli, the compassion he had for people. The fact that it seemed to be all people besides her only stung a little. Well, a lot, but she wasn’t about to start with that complaint at the moment.
Instead, she slipped her cell phone into her jacket pocket alongside the keys she’d previously taken out of the ignition. She climbed out of her car and seconds later was opening the door to the barbershop, all while trying not to think about Eli’s reaction to her being there.
They weren’t out on assignment today because Dorian Wilson had seemingly disappeared. After the incident at the cabin they hadn’t seen him at his house and X’s friend at the Bureau had confirmed he hadn’t shown up for work. He wasn’t dead, Eli had seemed certain of that fact when she’d suggested that maybe he’d been shot at the cabin but managed to drive away, thus dying someplace else. But he didn’t seem to be in D.C. either. And after the incident at the charity ball, Rome wanted all shifters focused on training to deal with the hybrids, since it seemed apparent that Crowe wasn’t stopping his development of the species.
Eli had left Havenway hours ago and she’d been—like a stalker—following him around the city. Why? She’d asked herself that question several times today and had only been able to come up with one answer—he was her mate.
Nivea was as sure of this as she was of her name. Especially after their little tryst, no matter how long ago that seemed to be. The shrink said she’d one day be able to love and trust and care for someone the way she was supposed to have been loved and cared for, and she believed it wholeheartedly. Just as she was certain that Eli was the one, if he could ever get past that chip the size of a boulder on his shoulder.
The moment she walked into the shop a couple of things greeted her. The quiet: a barbershop, similar to a beauty salon, was rarely ever quiet. The people: all eight of them were standing at the back of the shop, huddled together, staring toward something behind her. And as she finally turned her head to the left, she saw the knife that was being held to Eli’s neck.
*   *   *
“Fuck!” Eli murmured the moment he saw Cannon walk through the door.
Up until this moment he’d had the situation under control. Or at least he was getting there.
Pedro Rimas—the man currently holding the sharp blade to his neck—had been stopping by the barbershop, leaving messages for Eli for the past two weeks. Malik Drake, Priya’s brother who had been kidnapped two months ago and was still attending outpatient rehab for his decades-long drug addiction, had taken each message and made sure Eli knew about them instantly.
Eli’s first inclination was to ignore the messages. To forget that time in his life, the weeks when he wasn’t sure if he’d be sentenced to human jail for the rest of his life. Or if his cat would overrule the justice system entirely and carry them back to the forest. Nine years ago he’d killed Rimas’s brother, Lonzo, in a pool hall because the bastard had hit Leanne Campbell, Eli’s ex-girlfriend, knocking her unconscious. Rimas had been in jail at the time. Today, now that he was clearly finished serving his time, Rimas had come after Eli for revenge. Eli understood that motivation all too well.
“We don’t do your kind of hair,” Eli managed to say to Cannon, glaring at her from the bent back, headlock position Rimas had him in.
“Shut the hell up!” Rimas yelled, his arm tightening around Eli’s neck, the hand with the knife shaking so that the tip of the blade nipped Eli’s skin.
Blinking, Eli opened his eyes again to see Cannon’s lips moving but no sound coming out. Dammit, she was speaking into her com link, alerting the others that he was in trouble. They’d be here in no time, especially Ezra. He had to diffuse this situation and quickly. It wasn’t as if Rimas was stronger than him, or his cat, for that matter. But Eli had been trying his best to handle this situation differently, to not react the way he had the night he’d killed Rimas’s brother. It had been taking a hell of a lot of his strength but he’d thought he was making progress since the nutcase hadn’t sliced Eli’s neck open as of yet. Then, she showed up.
“I want you all to get out of here,” she said, moving back and opening the door.
She was talking to the barbers and clients that a few minutes before Eli had ordered into the back of the shop.
“Come on, get out now!” she continued, moving her arms to direct them.
She stood with her back to him and Rimas while she waved the people out. Malik had looked at Eli, then to Cannon in question.
“Get moving. I’ve got this,” she told him.
From behind her, Eli nodded, telling Malik it was okay to listen to this unarmed female. Well, Malik would think she was just an unarmed female. Only Eli knew better.
“This doesn’t concern you, bitch!” Rimas yelled at Cannon when everyone else had cleared out of the room.
She turned slowly, refusing to look at Eli.
“He’s right,” Eli said. “This doesn’t concern you.”
A brow arched, the right side of her mouth lifting in a partial smile as she took a step forward. Nobody looked as sexy as she did in that guard’s uniform. Even with her hair pulled back tight in her signature ponytail, she was every bit as alluring as any model on the front page of a fashion magazine. Only better because there was an edge to her along with a bit of poise that he only now admitted had been the first thing to attract him to her.
Now that personality trait might be what got her killed. No, he corrected himself instantly, he’d never let that happen. Not again.
“Looks like we’re having some type of disagreement here,” she said calmly. “And hey, if he overcharged you, I can believe it. He’s a shady character if I’ve ever met one.”
Eli frowned as she talked to Rimas, ignoring him and probably thinking she was helping. Inside his cat growled, ready to strike, needing desperately to shift. His spine tingled, moving beneath his shirt, all too ready to bend and conform to the cat’s will. But he couldn’t. Exposure to this human at this time would be too detrimental for the shifters. Besides that, once the cat was released, Eli would lose all control, just as he had before.
“I’m not going to tell you again,” he said tightly. “Get. The. Hell. Out of here!”
She didn’t even look at him as she took that next step, didn’t seem to care what she was walking into.
“We can resolve this without violence,” she told Rimas.
“He’s dying here today. I’m gonna gut him the same way he did my brother and if you don’t get lost I’m gonna do the same to you!” Rimas yelled at her and something inside Eli vibrated, his body shaking with its intensity.
“Are you going to let him get away with that?” she asked Eli, finally looking at him.
Her intention to diffuse this situation was clear in the set of her shoulders and the glare of her eyes. Eli watched with growing trepidation. He stood up straight then, pulling Rimas’s arms with him.
“Keep still, you prick!” Rimas yelled. He was shaking and yet trying to keep his hold on Eli.
It was useless. Eli flexed his back muscles, jerking free of Rimas’s hold, simultaneously elbowing the guy in the gut. All actions he could have taken before. He hadn’t because to do so would have further enraged Rimas and possibly pushed Eli to shift into his cat to take care of the bastard once and for all. That was not a scenario he wished to play out, not here and not now that the shifters had so many other issues going on.
Just as he was patting himself on the back for keeping the worst from happening in front of his staff and customers, Rimas came up quickly, lunging forward, knife held high. Eli leaned to the side to avoid the stick of the knife and punched him again in the jaw. His claws had extended, leaving a long scratch across the man’s face that leaked with blood immediately.
He frowned, trying like hell to bite back all that boiled inside, the anger mixed with the power. Eli took a step back, praying the cat and all the darkness from that stupid shaman treatment kept it together. They had to work together, the three entities to keep the peace, the balance …
There was a movement behind him and the next thing he saw was Cannon lifting a leg to kick at Rimas. The man grabbed her leg quickly, bending it and stepping into her, thrusting the knife deep into her shoulder before Eli could even blink.
But blink he finally did and when his eyes opened again, they were the cat’s. On a deep inhale he picked up the scent of her blood, rich and acidic, and fury darkened his gaze, pumping into every muscle of his body. Eli lunged, cat’s teeth and full claws bared, only his prey in his sights.
He swiped at Rimas from behind, pulling him by the shirt off of Cannon and tossing him into the wall with such force the drywall caved with the outline of his body. Rimas slid to the floor and Eli was on him, swinging and striking, seeing nothing but blood red.
Eli’s vision blurred for a moment as his fists continued to batter the man on the floor. When it cleared there was blood everywhere. It filled the room, ran down the walls onto the dirt floor. Acacia’s body was limp and still they’d attacked. The sting of betrayal had only been the tip of the iceberg. The shaman’s potion laced with damiana had reportedly enhanced the warrior instinct the twin shifters had been born with, turning it into something darker, deeper, more tainted than either of them had foreseen. They’d killed her men too, just before taking Acacia down, so that their bodies were drenched in blood, their chests heaving with the exertion, cats roaring at the conquest.
“Stop, Eli! Stop!”
It was Ezra yelling into his ear, holding onto his arms, and pulling him across the room. The room that was no longer in the Sierra Leone. Eli’s back slammed against the wall, his heart pounding against his rib cage as his vision finally cleared, the curtain of red slipping away so that his brother’s sea-green eyes stared back at him, a grim look on his face.
His cat roared, so loud the sound vibrated throughout Eli’s entire body and he closed his eyes tight to endure the tremors. Then the scent wafted into his nostrils and his eyes shot open. There was blood, again, this time dripping onto the floor from her arm as she stood. She was looking at him and Eli bolted up onto his feet. In seconds he was on her, his hands shaking as he took her arm, felt the warmth of the pouring blood, and saw the angry gash at her shoulder.
“She’s going to be okay,” he heard a voice from behind. “Aidan’s on his way with a truck now. He was the closest to us when I headed this way. He’ll take her back to Havenway and Ary will fix her up.”
He knew the voice. His brother, his twin. Alongside the voice was another sound. A heartbeat, Ezra’s maybe? Eli felt totally open, vulnerable to every emotion, every nuance of being a shifter and then some. But it wasn’t Ezra’s heartbeat he heard echoing in his ears. It was Nivea’s, he knew because he was touching her and the sound matched the pulsing at her wrist.
“He hurt you,” Eli said, his forehead furrowing as he couldn’t tear his gaze away from her wound.
“I’m okay,” she said with a nervous chuckle. “Just a little cut.”
She was trying to reassure him. It wasn’t working. He turned from her then, his teeth bared, the cat’s roar sounding loudly throughout the room.
“Just hold on,” Ezra said. “Hold the hell on! She’s going to be okay. And he’s alive.”
The latter wasn’t what Eli wanted to hear. He lunged forward, ready to complete the task he’d begun, but Ezra was there, blocking his body with his own, pushing Eli back. This time Eli didn’t fall away so easily. He pushed against his brother’s barrier, trying to get to the bastard that had hurt Nivea. She was bleeding, a lot, and the sight had Eli’s stomach churning, his temples throbbing with the need to retaliate, to kill.
“Take care of her, Eli! Go back to Havenway and take care of her!” Ezra continued to yell into his brother’s face.
Eli roared again, his claws clicking against each other as his fingers clenched and retracted. His chest felt full, like the breath coming through was a terrific struggle. He wanted to yell “no,” to tell Ezra to get the hell out of his way or end up on the floor as well. But he couldn’t. He roared again, this time in disappointment and confusion. He wanted the death, felt the power of it rippling through his veins. Inside him lived a killer—all he had to do was unleash it completely. It would be so simple to let go and move forward, to take the life that had harmed hers. To end it as it had begun, with violence.
Then his entire body warmed and he stilled, the war raging within him ceasing immediately. She had a hand on his shoulder. It was her good arm, the other one slack at her side, drenched in blood.
“Let’s go home,” she said quietly. “The truck’s out back. We can leave right now.”
He didn’t want to leave, and yet, there was a part of him that did. It wasn’t running, no, he convinced himself that wasn’t the case. But he could walk away with her, with Nivea, and not have to see her die because of events he’d set in motion. Not this time. She would still be alive. Unlike Acacia, and eventually Leanne.
Eli took a step.
“I’ve got you,” he said, bending slightly and picking her up in his arms. “We’ll go back and get you some help.”
She looked like she was about to say something, but in the end, simply nodded. He walked to the back of the barbershop and out the door to the waiting SUV. Aidan had already gotten out and was holding the back door open. Eli only nodded to the other shifter before climbing onto the backseat with Nivea still held tightly against his chest. With each inhale he smelled her blood. That scent permeated every crevice of his body, until his heart pounded, his cat hissed, and the thought of ever losing her settled like a dark cloud in his mind.
*   *   *
“Your bath is ready,” Eli said an hour after they’d been at Havenway.
Ezra had been correct, and Ary had neatly sewn the gash in Nivea’s shoulder closed. In a day or so it would heal completely, the stitches dissolving on their own and Nivea’s shoulder returning to normal. That was the way Shadows healed, fast and neat, unless the injury was fatal; then they died just as any ordinary human. Other than that, cancer was the only human ailment that could also kill a shifter. It was complex, the ins and outs of their genetic makeup, which made him realize how foolish it was to ever try and duplicate it. Unfortunately, Captain Crowe was obviously not privy to that same knowledge. Either that or he simply did not care, which Eli was personally putting his money on.
Nivea was sitting on the side of Eli’s bed where he’d left her. She’d wanted to go to her own area, had said she was perfectly capable of taking care of herself. Still, he’d brought her here. Her room at Havenway was on the other side of the complex, near the western exit and supply room. He wouldn’t hear her if she cried out in pain from all the way over there. With his shifter senses, he probably should have, but he wouldn’t. Or at least he wasn’t certain he would, and so that had not been an option.
When she didn’t move immediately he went to the bed, reaching for her hand to lead her.
“It wasn’t your fault, you know,” she said when she looked up at him.
Blood still stained her clothes. Half the white tank top she’d worn beneath the guard T-shirt was red. The skin along her chest and one arm was stained with the color. Even the side of her face and jaw had blood on them. It made him frown, even though the cat had long since calmed to an almost normal state.
“It shouldn’t have happened,” he told her frankly. “Now, let’s get your bath.”
She took his hand then, her fingers feeling thinner than he ever remembered before. Rising from the bed she moved only a fraction slower than normal and she walked with the same sure steps. Still, Eli held onto her, forcing himself to move with her and ushering her through the bathroom door before him.
His hands were steady as he bent down to untie her laces. She leaned into him while he pulled off each boot, putting them to the side. Her ankle socks rolled off easily and he held the heel of her foot in his hand for just a second longer than he should have. With resignation he undid the buckle of her pants, unzipped, and began pushing them down her legs.
“Really, Eli, I can do this myself,” she told him, her tone steady.
It wasn’t that she was modest, he already knew that wasn’t true. The physical contact between them wasn’t an issue either, because they’d been there and done that and if he wasn’t completely off the mark, she would be willing to do it all over again. As much as the case should be different, he had to admit to himself that he was in the same boat. He wanted her again, and again.
“Be quiet and let me get this done,” he implored. If she could just do that he’d have her in and out of the tub and tucked securely into his bed in no time. Then he could find Ezra and learn what happened to Rimas.
He hadn’t killed him, Eli was certain. But he’d been on his way to that end, he knew without a doubt. Drawing his lips tightly, he pushed down Nivea’s pants and panties at the same time, averting his gaze so that the clean-shaven triangle between her legs didn’t tempt him any more than the memory of how slick and plump the skin was there. When he touched the rim of the T-shirt he felt his brow knot, his shoulders tensing as the damp cloth rubbed along his skin. Hurriedly he yanked the material apart, not wanting to ask her to lift her arm. The sports bra she was wearing came off the same way, ripped and unable to be worn again.
Nivea didn’t seem to mind as she turned and was ready to climb into the tub. Of course Eli reached out to pick her up, moving close before kneeling to set her into the tub. There were no bubbles, only hot water to soothe the aching muscles he was sure she probably had.
When she sat back, sighing as the steam immediately went to work on her body, Eli was about to stand up and walk away. He would go to the sink to retrieve the cloth and soap to wash her. Then he would carry her out and cover her delectable body up before he did something he knew was selfish considering the circumstances.
“Why did he want to kill you?”
The question stilled him instantly.
“He said you’d killed his brother. Who was he?”
Eli did not want to answer either of those questions. He did not want to talk about this situation, especially not with her. But how could he deny her? She’d taken a knife in the shoulder because of what he’d done all those years ago. How could he not tell her everything that had led up to the moment she’d been assaulted?
To keep his thoughts focused Eli moved across the room to obtain the cloth and soap. Going to his knees beside the tub he dipped them both into the water until the cloth was soaped then proceeded to rub gently at the blood on her cheek.
“His name is Pedro Rimas,” he said, speaking quietly. “His brother was Lonzo and he’d been involved with a woman named Leanne.”
Eli hadn’t said her name for so long it felt awkward slipping past his lips. He moved the cloth down her neck, rubbing softly until the streaks were gone.
“One night I witnessed Lonzo assaulting Leanne. He knocked her out cold like she was some guy on the street. I just reacted,” he said, not shrugging the way he felt like doing. Instead he kept his gaze on the cloth and all the places that blood needed to be cleaned from.
The words were coming and he was minutely grateful, because denying her this explanation was just simply not an option. But his mind was quickly losing focus. The darkness of his past combined with the sensual feeling of the present. He’d never bathed a woman before, never wanted to do something so intimate, and yet, right now, all he wanted was to wash her completely clean of all the anger and rage he’d sent her way this afternoon.
Clearing his throat of the lump that had slowly begun to form there, he continued.
“Leanne and I dated for almost a year. Then it was over and eventually she began seeing Lonzo. When I saw them that night it was the first time in months. And when he hit her I just reacted.”
Dipping the cloth into the water then lifting it up to her shoulder, he let the water drip down her chest and arms. If she was uncomfortable, it only showed in the quick jolt of her chest. She never spoke a word. Eli continued to rinse the upper portion of her body, then soaped the cloth again and washed the lower parts, being as gentle as he had been before. He did not continue with his explanation even though there was more in his mind about what happened, more thoughts, concerns, regrets. He’d reenacted that scene so many times.
From the moment he’d first struck Lonzo, until the last punch to the back of the man’s head as he was crawling on the floor. It was straight to his skull, his sharp teeth bared but not penetrating—because while he was the cat in every other aspect, his human body was still intact. The man had died and Eli had been arrested that night. Two weeks later, while he was out on bail, he’d gone to see Leanne, apologies on his lips. But it was too late. That’s what her letter said, the one that lay next to her lifeless body strewn naked across her bed. She’d overdosed on pain pills. And the guilt had hung around Eli’s neck like metal chains.
“You killed him to protect her.”
Her voice was soft, her fingers wet as they touched his cheek. He’d been staring down into the water for who knew how long. But when he heard her speak he’d looked up slowly to see her gaze intent on him.
“And she killed herself to get away from me,” he admitted for the first time in all these years. “I couldn’t give her what she wanted or needed so she turned to him. Then I killed him and she had nothing. So she died.”
“And your penance is to continue to have nothing because that’s what you think you deserve,” she said while shaking her head. “Oh, Eli.”
“It is done,” he said, moving so abruptly water splashed over the side of the tub. He stood then, walking to the small closet and pulling out a towel. “Let’s get you into bed. You should rest.”
“I don’t need to rest,” she said disdainfully, coming to a stand in the tub so that water dripped in quick succession over her lush nakedness.
He breathed in deep, his chest constricting, temples throbbing incessantly as he wrestled with imminent desire and constant inner betrayal. He shouldn’t want Nivea. He’d decided long ago that there would never be another female in his life that could ultimately end up hurt or worse. Yet, he did want her, and in the last few hours felt as if he wouldn’t take another breath if something happened to her.
“And I don’t need you handling me with kid gloves,” she exclaimed, extending an arm to grab the towel he’d been holding with a death grip from his hands.
Wrapping the towel around her, shielding all that he wanted from his view, Nivea stepped out of the tub.
“This is ridiculous and then again, it’s not. I completely understand your guilt, but I’m here to tell you it’s unnecessary. You can’t live your life blaming yourself for other people’s faults or actions.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about, so it’s probably best to stop talking altogether,” he told her.
“Is that your way of telling me to shut up?”
His reply was to walk out of the bathroom, leaving her and whatever else she thought she wanted to say to him, alone. In his room Eli ran his hands down his face. He tried to steady his breathing, to get a grip on all that was going on around him and to stop thinking about fucking her again and again!
“Okay, let’s just talk about this. Something really bad happened to you and you reacted. But it doesn’t make you an awful person, Eli. You’re stronger than this. I know you are.”
“You don’t know anything about me!” he yelled.
Then he clapped his lips shut and turned away from her. He tried counting from one hundred, taking in slow and deep breaths, each method of relaxation that was supposed to work. He did not want to talk about his past, and most of all not with her. Eli was certain she wouldn’t understand. Hell, there was still so much he didn’t understand himself.
“You will not go into the field until I say so. You are officially on medical leave,” he said, walking to the door with every intention of locking her inside if that’s what it took to keep her safe.
“What?” she yelled back. “Are you out of your damned mind? I’m not a child that you can just dictate to, Eli. I’m an adult and I’m—”
Whatever she was going to say was lost in the next three seconds as Eli spun around, crossed the room, and grabbed her into his arms, smashing his lips down over hers in a hungry kiss that stole his breath, his mind, and almost every single dark part of him at once.



CHAPTER 10
Kissing Eli was like being engulfed by a raging storm. He took everything from her, air, thought, inhibitions, it all melted away with each stroke of his tongue. She fell into him at that moment, being dragged under and struggling to breathe. His strong hands cupped her face and she grabbed his wrists to keep herself standing upright. His teeth scraped along her lips, her chin, then his tongue was plunging deep again. Their breathing was erratic, hearts beating wildly as hunger threatened to consume them both.
Then she was lifted off her feet and dropped onto the bed, the towel she’d been holding around her body falling to the side, coolness from the air-conditioned room slapping against her exposed skin. He grabbed her ankles then, pulling them apart and pushing them back until her legs bent, feet planted on the bed. She hissed his name, but he ignored her, leaned down until his lips were touching her plump folds, his tongue delving deep into her center, swirling around until her hips jolted up off the bed. When she shivered all over his tongue moved upward, circling around her clit until she was biting her bottom lip, the cat inside purring with complete glory.
Nivea couldn’t close her eyes. She couldn’t fall into the pleasure, the warrior in her held her from succumbing so easily. “I won’t do as you command,” she said through clenched teeth.
He barely paused, but his attention slipped from front to back, his tongue swirling over her anus, dampening her there. Her teeth chattered, fingers gripping the sheets of the bed. All the while she shook her head, refusing to let his words stand. She would not allow him to control her. Regardless of whether or not Eli Preston was her mate, he would not dictate what she could or could not do in her life. She’d vowed after leaving New York to never live that way again.
“I won’t,” she whispered.
He pulled his mouth away from her and Nivea felt like the wind had been knocked out of her. She missed his mouth on her immediately, but would not make a sound.
“You want to act tough?” he asked, not looking up at her, his gaze still locked on her soaking wet pussy, on the remnants of his clever ministrations.
“You want to tempt me and yet defy me,” he continued, rubbing a finger up and down her slit until her entire body trembled. He circled her clit, rubbing in teasing circles until her pussy pulsated, her essence dripping onto the bed.
“I won’t see you hurt,” he told her, his voice tight, restrained. He dipped a finger inside of her, pressing deep then pulling back. In went two fingers this time, stretching inside her, pressing with delicious pleasure against her walls.
“You can’t … control … me,” she gasped, her chest heaving, eyes still focused on the top of his head.
He looked up then, their gazes locking, holding, simmering. His fingers slipped from her center, down, back, until one wet digit was pressing into her anus, stretching the sensitive skin there, breaching a barrier Nivea had never known the feeling of before. She drew in a breath, loving the feel of how tight her body sucked on his finger.
“You sure about that, my little hellcat?” he asked, one of his thick brows rising.
Nivea struggled to keep herself still, her eyes open and her gaze focused on him. This was a battle for control, for everything she’d ever worked for and she felt like she was losing. Her body wanted this pleasure. The cat inside wanted everything Eli, its mate, was offering her at this moment. But was that enough? The human in her knew it wasn’t, it knew the game Eli was playing. He would use her pleasure to control her, just as Richard had once used her innocence to keep her quiet.
“No!” she yelled at him. Then with all the strength she could muster she closed her legs, rolling to the side until his finger was dislodged, her shoulder throbbing with the pressure of being pushed into the mattress.
He’d been about to say something, to rebut the single word she’d been able to speak, when there was a knock at the door. A soft, tentative knock, as if someone knew he’d need a moment to respond. Nivea inhaled deeply, their companheiro
calor so strong and assaulting to her senses that she almost wanted to cry out. Instead Nivea rolled completely off the bed, grabbing the towel, and headed back into the bathroom, leaving Eli and the anger surrounding him like a cloak behind.
*   *   *
“The press is all over what happened today,” Rome said solemnly. “Ezra dropped Rimas off at the hospital. His wounds were deep scratches in a clawlike pattern. He’s mumbling about hearing growling, seeing weird animal eyes and long sharp teeth. As of about ten minutes ago the police had finally been allowed back into the room to question him more. Reporters are all over the hospital and your barbershop. They’re looking for a connection to the reports of loud, animal-like growling the night of the charity ball. The rumor of the cat people grows stronger every day.”
Only a leader such as Rome could make a statement that long seem like one single death sentence. There were equal measures of compassion mixed with the bitter sting of guilt being thrust at him for what he’d done. He’d run out into the open to confront the hybrid the night of the charity ball. He and the Sanchez brothers engaged it without thought to who might have been on the streets to see them. And today, he’d seen that knife sink into Nivea’s skin, smelled the strong scent of her blood, could almost taste it in the back of his throat as he watched it drip down her arm, and he’d reacted. It was that simple. And Eli could truthfully say that if put in the same circumstances, he would do it again.
“I didn’t shift and I didn’t kill him,” was what he finally said to the shifter he’d grown to care for and respect a great deal.
“No. You didn’t, not this time,” Rome agreed.
Eli’s jaw clenched.
“I’m not here to blame you, Eli. Things are happening around us that none of us are able to control right now. But you are trained for this,” Rome continued. “You are a leader and you know the consequences.”
He stood up straight, squaring his shoulders and holding the Assembly Leader’s gaze. “You are correct.”
“There’s a press conference scheduled for tomorrow morning. You’re going to make a statement about the violence in your barbershop.”
“Why? Rimas is going to tell the cops tonight that I beat the crap out of him. They’re going to arrest me. Giving a press conference is admitting my guilt before the entire city.”
Nick stepped forward then, his face grim, cat’s eyes bared. “You were defending your shop against an intruder. Rimas had a knife, he held it to your neck for at least five minutes before Nivea came in. Then he stabbed her. You have witnesses so the self-defense is clear,” he told Eli.
“Just like it was clear when I killed Lonzo,” he replied.
“Don’t do that, man,” X said, moving around Rome to stand near Eli. “Don’t make this more personal than it is. That man came after you with the intent to kill you. The reason doesn’t matter. You did what you had to do to stay alive. Nobody is going to penalize you for that.”
“Unless I’m one of the cat people,” Eli added, then shook his head. “Look, I hear what you’re saying. I’ll do the press conference and whatever else I can to make this go away so we can focus on the important matters. You don’t have to worry about me.”
All three men looked at him skeptically and Eli felt like growling with rage. He hated their concerned and wary glances, the looks that said they thought he was completely losing it. And the feeling inside that they might actually be right. Clenching his fists at his sides, he turned away, moving to the nightstand, and looking down at the empty table. No clock, no pictures, nothing but the lamp that had been here when he moved in. His clothes hung in the closet and rested in the drawers but that was the extent of his belongings in this space. There was nothing else and had never been. Eli felt like this on the inside as well. He was a jaguar and a human, and at one point in his life he’d required something extra—the shaman’s healing potion. That was all that he was, nothing else.
“I’ll do the press conference and whatever is necessary to minimize the attention to the shifters,” he stated again. “I should have reacted differently.”
“No, he shouldn’t have,” Nivea said, coming out of the bathroom wearing one of his button-down shirts.
When he turned to see her he realized all she had were her pants and they were lying on the floor on the other side of the bed. The shirt she’d worn in here, he’d tossed into the trash can. For a mere flicker of an instant he was struck by how naturally beautiful she looked with her hair hanging down to her shoulders, her feet bare, and his shirt nearly reaching her knees. Something, other than his cat and the dark he was so used to being inside him, shifted with the sight of her. Irritation won over the unknown and Eli frowned.
“He was trying to diffuse the situation. He let that lunatic hold a knife to his throat for who knows how long before I came, in an attempt to protect our secret. The man meant to kill him, I saw it plain as day in his eyes. He would have tried to kill us both,” she told Rome and the others adamantly.
The room grew silent after her outburst and Eli, not really knowing why, had moved closer to her while she spoke. Now he stood right beside her, his body slightly in front of hers.
“You’re right.” X spoke up first. “He wanted to kill Eli and he would have tried his damnedest to kill you both. I know you reacted the only way you could,” X said, looking at Eli. “But now the situation is more precarious than it was before. We’re dealing with exposure from so many outlets at this point.”
“Including from you,” Nick said, his gaze aimed directly at Nivea.
“I’m no threat to the Shadows,” she told him vehemently. Her body had lurched forward slightly and Eli had extended his arm to block her from moving any farther, and also ready to prevent anyone from striking out at her.
“I’ve trained for years to defend us and our secret. I don’t care what you think you know, I’m no traitor,” she finished confidently.
Eli believed her. In that moment he knew what she’d said was the absolute truth. While he had no idea what was going on with her parents and their apparent connection to Comastaz, he knew without any doubt that Nivea was not involved.
“She’s telling the truth,” he told them. “She doesn’t know what her parents are up to.”
Nick frowned. Rome folded his arms over his chest, his hand lifting to rub along his bearded chin.
“Whether that’s true or not, you should know we’re keeping a close eye on them,” he told Nivea.
“That’s not my concern,” she replied coolly.
“Your issue to deal with,” he told her. “Right now, one of my issues is that you were injured today, pretty badly from what Ary told me. So you’re on security monitor duty for the next week, until that shoulder is completely healed. Eli will do the press conference and continue to try to find out what the hell went down at that cabin and where Agent Wilson ran off to. The Sanchez brothers are also on hand to help with tracking Crowe.”
Eli heard her intake of breath over Rome’s orders and knew she was about to go off.
“We’ve already had that discussion,” he interjected. “She knows she will not be going out into the field until I say she’s cleared.”
“What the hell? Are you all crazy? I’m fine!” Nivea yelled. “You know how quickly we heal. I’ll be ready to go out tomorrow. Why are you doing this to me?”
“Enough!” Rome yelled, raising his voice for the first time since coming into this room. “One week in the security monitoring room. And you, press conference at ten tomorrow morning. Tonight, both of you need to get some rest.”
The Assembly Leader turned and walked out of the room before another word could be spoken. Nick followed right behind him without looking back, while X gave Eli what was as compassionate a look as the big man could offer.
“You’re an idiot!” She rounded on him the moment they were alone. “Why didn’t you tell them that I’m okay? That I can go out tomorrow?”
“Because you’re not and you can’t,” he said somberly. “Look, I know that you’re feeling okay. I don’t like not being able to go back out tonight either. But I understand their reasoning. We’re too pumped up right now, the cats are too close to the surface, ready to pounce. We need to lay low for a minute.”
“Your minute consists of one day while mine is a week. How is that fair, Eli?”
“It’s fair because you’re the one who had a stab wound that went so deep that bastard nicked your bone!” he yelled at her. “You lost a crap-load of blood and … and…” He couldn’t finish because the memory was too clear, the pain searing through his body at the sight flicking through his mind once more. It was too much to bear.
“Look, just hang around Havenway and do what he says for the week. I’ll be following up on some things with the Sanchez brothers and I may need your eyes and ears here,” he told her, suddenly exhausted from the events of the day, from this unnamed emotion rippling through his veins like an infusion.
“I’m a guard. I fight for these shifters every damned day,” was her solemn retort.
Eli looked at her then, stared right into her light brown eyes and felt like her gaze was reaching deep inside of him, pulling something out he’d long since buried. “You’re a damned good guard and you do fight for the shifters every day. I’ll be first to vouch for you. But part of being a good fighter is knowing when to sit and wait.”
When she didn’t respond Eli took a deep breath, letting it out in a whoosh and dragging his hands down his face. “I’m going to grab a shower,” he said, turning away from her and heading to the bathroom door. He had no idea why he stopped and couldn’t really bring himself to turn around, but before going inside he said, “I don’t know if I can protect you if you go back to your room. If you need me in the middle of the night … I just don’t know,” he admitted, his voice so quiet he didn’t even think she’d heard him.
“Ask me to stay, Eli,” she replied.
He gritted his teeth then, his cat scratching at his insides as if eager for his human mouth to let the words slip free. He didn’t know how to ask, what to say, how to do this male-and-female dance with her. All Eli knew for certain was that when he came out of the bathroom, he wanted to see her sitting on his bed. When he lay down to go to sleep, he wanted to feel her beside him. And when he awoke in the morning, he wanted to roll over and see her there.
“Stay,” he finally replied, not waiting for an answer but going into the bathroom and closing the door quietly behind him.



CHAPTER 11
“This is where the signal stops,” Brayden said, coming up to the bushes at the backside of the estate they were looking for in Prince George’s County.
“Do you know who lives here?” Aidan asked, walking around his brother, flattening his hands on the brick structure and leaning forward to look into the window. “Lights are on in this hallway but I didn’t see any cars in the driveway.”
Caleb stood back from the others, tilting his head upward to look at the second floor of the structure. “No lights on upstairs. Probably some type of alarm system though. We’d have to disarm it before going in. Either that or get in and out in about ten minutes before the alarm company can dispatch the police.”
Eli stood farthest from the brothers, looking around the entire space. To his right was a thick line of trees about forty feet away, lush grass all around. To the left was the same scenario. Directly in front of them were patio doors, the windows Aidan had looked through, heading to the left side of the house. Above was a deck that wrapped around the right side. Behind them, an in-ground pool, more grassy acreage, and a thicker line of trees, tall and full for privacy. The driveway was in the front, going to the dead end part of the block, where they had parked and walked down. This was a pretty secluded neighborhood, high-end, but not gated. Dumbasses.
“We’ll take our chances,” Eli told the group. “Let’s go in.”
He knew exactly whose house this was as he walked closer to the patio door where Caleb had already begun picking the lock. In seconds they were in and sure enough, the shrill buzzing of an alarm went off. The shifters moved with stealth, not speaking but using hand signals to split up and head in different directions.
Eli took the main level, heading up the basement stairs and moving through the expansive space on quiet feet and using his nocturnal vision. There was an office and he immediately slipped inside, heading straight to the desk and the computer. Running his hands along the sides he searched for flash drives. He wanted all of them. There weren’t any, but when he opened the first drawer he smiled as a clear box with four flash drives inside came into view. He ditched the box and stuffed the drives into his pockets, not worried about leaving any fingerprints, since Shadows didn’t have them.
When he was satisfied the desk was clear and knew that their time was winding down, Eli was just moving around to the front of the desk when something caught his eye. He grabbed the piece of paper quickly and ran out of the room. Aidan had been coming from the upstairs, giving Eli a thumbs-down signal as they passed in the foyer and then headed back down the basement stairs.
Brayden was coming from the garage and joined them on the descent. Caleb had stayed in the basement and shook his head when they ran into him. But Brayden held up a small plastic black bag and smiled. They rushed out of the house, moving quietly and quickly down the street to where they’d parked the truck. While the alarm still blared there had been no movement or lights going on at either of the neighboring houses. He considered they might be still asleep since it was only around four in the morning and the sun had yet to rise.
“Cut through that clearing down there,” Caleb yelled from the backseat up to Aidan, who was driving.
“This street has no outlet. You have to turn around,” Brayden interjected.
Aidan tossed his brother a sly smile. “I can make one.”
“That’s what I’m talkin’ about!” Caleb yelled as Aidan took a hard right.
The truck rocked back and forth as its wheels rode up over the curb and onto the grassy property of the third clueless neighbor. They went straight through their backyard, coming out on another street and speeding away from the scene of the crime, while sirens blared in the distance.
Caleb and Aidan were high-fiving, Brayden was scowling, and Eli was trying not to smile at the younger shifters’ antics. That hidden smile turned into a frown the moment his phone vibrated in his pocket.
“Yeah?” he answered.
“Press conference is cancelled,” Ezra said gruffly.
There was a minor relief that was quickly followed by intense foreboding. “What happened?” Eli asked him.
“Rimas was killed sometime during the night. Papplin just arrived at the hospital for his shift and heard the news. Nurses went into the room to check his vitals at three a.m. and he was unresponsive.”
Eli’s teeth clenched as he listened, his cat awakening to press persistently against his spine. “What else?”
There was more, Eli was positive of that fact.
Ezra sighed heavily. “On a hunch, Papplin went to the room where Rimas was found. He picked up a rogue scent.”
“Fuck!” Eli yelled, and the background chatter in the interior of the truck ceased.
“Don’t go there, Eli,” Ezra warned immediately. “Wherever you are right now, head back to Havenway. Don’t go to the hospital or to your shop. Police are swarming both places. If you show up they’re going to question you and Nick doesn’t want you alone when they do.”
“I’m not going into hiding,” Eli countered.
“We’re all going to be in hiding soon if we don’t get a hold on this hybrid issue. Now that somebody’s clearly out to expose us, we don’t need to help them by flying off the handle and shifting right in front of them.”
“Is that what you think I did? You think I flew off the handle and beat the crap out of Rimas?” Eli asked.
“I think the man was trying to kill you and when Nivea showed up his assault on her pushed a sensitive button. I’m not blaming you but I’m warning you not to put yourself in a situation you can no longer control again.”
“Because I can’t possibly control myself due to the poison that I voluntarily breathed into my body the way you can now?” The words were bitter and matched the complete distaste for everything he and Ezra had been forced to do back in the Sierra Leone rain forest.
Ezra was silent and Eli was annoyed as hell.
Ezra’s revelation that his mate, the human named Dawn, had been his savior from Dagar’s tainted smoke, was a sore subject between the two. Eli refused to believe that relinquishing control of his feelings to a female, again, was necessary to live a normal life. The last thing he needed, after Acacia and Leanne, was to let another female claim any part of him. Besides, Eli wasn’t sure the symptoms he was experiencing had anything to do with the shaman’s potion, after all, Ezra had never complained about seeing things that weren’t presently right in front of him.
Yet even as he pressed the button to end the call with his brother he knew that he’d already made a possibly deadly mistake. He’d slept with Nivea Cannon. Not only had they had sex, acting on the attraction that had been brewing between them for years, but he’d actually slept in a bed with her curled into his arms last night. He’d fallen asleep with her scent permeating his senses and awakened to the same. And dammit, it had felt fucking fantastic!
Thrusting his phone back into his pocket, he filled the Sanchez brothers in on what was going on. “I need you to be my eyes and ears down there,” he told them. “Go to the hospital and see if you can get a lead on the rogue scent. Stop by the barbershop to see who might be there. If a rogue’s responsible for Rimas’s death, the question is why? If the answer is what I think it is, then we’re all screwed!”
*   *   *
Agent Dorian Wilson sat on the back deck of his older sister Miranda’s D.C. suburb house. On this early fall afternoon, he stared out at the two trees that were barely in their prime, yet already had golden leaves falling to the ground. The swing that his niece, Jasmine, loved to go higher and higher on, sat idle, as today was a school day. Miranda and her husband, Eric McCoy, the chief of the Metropolitan Police Department’s Homicide Division, were at work. They’d graciously welcomed Dorian into their home when he’d shown up in the early morning hours two weeks ago.
He hadn’t dared go back to his apartment. Wasn’t sure who was watching him now, in addition to the tail he’d already known he had. Taking a pull off the Budweiser he held in his right hand, Dorian recalled how he’d come to be in this place at this time.
A little over two years ago he’d begun investigating a money-laundering scheme originating at the Reynolds & Delgado law firm and stretching down to South America. At the same time, Eric had the murder of Senator Baines and his daughter on his hands. The connection had not come immediately to Dorian, but eventually he’d put some of the pieces together. Kalina Harper, the ex-cop turned wife of Roman Reynolds, hadn’t been able to come up with any hard evidence against the man or his law firm—no surprise there once she began sleeping with him. But talking with his brother-in-law one day at his office, Dorian had come across some strange pictures. He’d copied them and taken them back to his house where he’d begun his own investigation.
As if it had been yesterday, the images played back through his mind. It was of a man—the body, face, legs, arms of a man—with the claws of an animal. Dorian wasn’t naïve, he knew all about Photoshopping pictures and airbrushing images. But something told him this image wasn’t a fake. Or at the very least, if the claws were fake, they’d still been used in the commission of a crime.
Months later there’d been another murder, Diamond Turner, a stripper from Club Athena’s. The business card of Xavier Santos Markland found in Diamond’s purse had given Dorian another crack at Reynolds and his gang. Unfortunately, he’d hit another dead end. At that point he may have been willing to concede that he was chasing the ghost of a story, but then he’d seen it for himself. The eerie, glowing eyes of the female that had begun watching him on a daily basis. After much thought he’d finally figured out what the eyes reminded him of—a big cat. That revelation had pushed Dorian in a whole new direction with his investigation into Reynolds and as things began to unfold throughout the States, pieces of the puzzle that had been an enigma to him for the last two years had finally begun to fall into place.
In the last two months Dorian had been in touch with other agents across the state and just two weeks ago they’d finally agreed to meet at a clandestine location, to compare notes on the cat people and the connection to Roman Reynolds. There’d been reports as far out as Sedona, Arizona, where just a month ago there was a break-in at a government lab and one of Roman’s friends’, Sebastian Perry’s, resort had been burned to the ground. All amidst reports of animal roaring and vicious deaths.
The meeting location had been brilliant, a civilian-owned cabin in the western Maryland mountains. Nobody within the Bureau would find them there, and nobody else would be looking for them.
Dorian had been wrong. And he’d almost been killed.
One of the agents had stood up just a few minutes after their meeting had begun and started shooting. His name was Kegan Charles and he was stationed in Dallas. They’d just finished introductions and were each about to pull out their own files compiled on what had been going on in their jurisdiction when the shots rang out. Dorian had quickly rolled to the floor, clutching his Redweld to his chest. He’d crawled into one of the back bedrooms and escaped through a window. But not before seeing her again.
Nivea Cannon, graduate of George Washington University and otherwise unemployed. She was the one with the cat’s eyes, the one that had been following him for months now, and she’d been at the cabin with one of Rome’s bodyguards, Eli Preston, owner of two Southside barbershops in D.C. Taking a leave of absence from the Bureau and using these past days to dig deeper into the background of these new players had been how Dorian spent his time.
This case, these people, had been Dorian’s focus for almost a year now. At first it had just been another case, but once Kalina had entered the picture it had taken on another layer. The moment he learned that Kalina was sleeping with Roman Reynolds and had subsequently married the guy, Dorian knew without a doubt he had to find out what was going on. He’d never told Kalina how he felt about her and doubted that it mattered now, but if there was something he could do to save her life and possibly the lives of others, it was his sworn duty to do it. No matter how long it took.
With that in mind, this afternoon he was mulling over the loose ends, trying to piece it all together in his head before he could formulate a plan to expose them. Because now it wasn’t only a matter of his reputation but also of his sanity.
Speaking of which, Dorian had just taken another long swallow of beer when he saw her. He lowered his arm slowly, until the glass bottle clinked onto the metal top of the table sitting beside the deck chair. He blinked, not wearing his shades and wondering if the unseasonably high summerlike temperatures they’d been having the past couple of days were causing him to hallucinate.
No, she was real and she was gorgeous. So much so, his dick twitched as he watched the sway of her hips while she came closer. The high heels of her shoes clanked on the wooden steps leading up the deck, long tanned legs bringing her closer to him as if he’d beckoned her from some long lost wet dream. She wore her skirt short enough to make his mouth water. Her top was tight, like a second skin hugging breasts he knew would spill out of his now sweaty palms. Her hair was pulled back from her face, long dark brown tresses that fell in a sexy tumble of curls down the center of her back. And when she was finally on the deck, standing right in front of him, she looked at him, bringing her hand up to slip the wide-framed shades she wore down her nose a couple of inches until he could see her eyes.
“Agent Wilson, I have something you desire. And you can help get me what I want. I’d say that makes us a perfect team,” she said boldly. Sky-blue eyes too bright to be contacts and just eerie enough to be real, glistened against her sun-kissed skin.



CHAPTER 12
First Lady Kalina Harper wasn’t one to give in to pressure or stress. She’d survived growing up in an orphanage, a sexual assault, an undercover operation that had changed her life, and the realization that she was a Shadow Shifter. To say she was resilient was an understatement. But watching her mate deal with the biggest battle to ever face the shifters was rubbing her the wrong way.
For months she’d stood by Rome’s side as he’d taken on one bad announcement regarding the shifters after another. They’d both stood shaken to the core when they found out that Shya Delgado had been kidnapped and that the damiana inadvertently slipped into her bloodstream during her mother’s pregnancy might possibly kill her. Nick was one of Rome’s best friends so Shya was like their own child, and knowing she was in danger had led to countless sleepless nights for both of them.
Today, however, in the midst of everything that was going on around them, Kalina had desired at least an hour of normalcy. She wanted to have lunch with her mate, to sit at a restaurant with him and talk about their day like two normal humans.
That apparently was not to be.
“You’re hardly eating,” Rome said, snapping Kalina out of her reverie. “Lunch was your idea, remember?”
Giving up the pretense and letting her fork fall to the side of her plate, Kalina looked at her mate. “I scheduled lunch for one thirty,” she informed him. “It’s now almost three.”
He sat back in his chair, already finished with the North Carolina mountain trout entrée he ordered each time they visited the District Commons restaurant. Kalina’s first thought was how deliciously handsome this man was, all day, every day. From the root beer tone of his skin, to the broad build of his body that wore the custom-made suits like no other man she’d ever laid eyes on, to the way his eyes grew even darker when he stared at her hungrily, her heart did a flip-flop every time she looked at him. The cat inside purred with the knowledge that he belonged to her.
“I told you the meeting ran over, I had no other choice but to push our lunch back. Now, why don’t you tell me what’s really bothering you, because I know it’s not about the lunch that you’re not eating being a couple of hours late.”
Kalina inhaled deeply, watching him with eyes that were familiar with every inch of his body. He looked at her similarly, as if there was nothing she could hide from him, ever. And yet, there was.
“There’s something I need to tell you, Rome.” She took another breath, hoping to steady herself, to gather that confidence she was known for and to get this over with.
“I know that there’s been a lot going on with getting the Assembly Headquarters ready and all that’s been happening with these hybrids and Shya. I swear it feels like I’ve been on a roller-coaster ride ever since the first moment I met you.”
“Are you regretting that?” he asked seriously. “Do you wish we’d never met?”
“No,” she replied hurriedly, shaking her head as if to solidify the answer. “Never that. I just mean that it seems like we haven’t had a moment’s peace. I keep trying to think of the last normal dinner we had when you returned from the office, but they’re usually turned into meetings with Nick and X, or with the guards. And since Elder Alamar has taken up residence at Havenway and he and Baxter have been walking around whispering like conspiracy theorists, I haven’t had a moment alone with you.” Kalina sighed this time, feeling like this wasn’t going the way she’d wanted.
“I just want to be with my mate, my husband, and have a regular day, just like any other couple.”
Rome reached across the table then, signaling for her to give him her hand. She did, and he rubbed a finger over the diamond ring that he’d given her for their joining. “There’s nothing in this world more important to me than you, Kalina. Absolutely nothing,” he told her solemnly. “With that said, I do have a responsibility. And you’ve been more than accommodating in that regard. You’ve actually been a tremendous help in developing the Assembly and the plans for our future. But at the same time, I hear what you’re saying. Tell me what I can do to make this better for you.”
Kalina had just opened her mouth to speak when a wisp of cool air floated over their table. She looked up because a scent had traveled with the breeze, a soft, yet still undeniable smell that had both her and her cat going on instant alert.
Her dress was red, like a siren’s song in silk. The halter-top dress hugged her breasts, wrapped around her waist, and lay on her toned legs until midthigh. Alabaster skin was highlighted by shiny black hair, crystalline ice-blue eyes, and a smile that went straight for the gut … or the dick, Kalina wasn’t sure. Yet, she didn’t spare her mate a glance, keeping her gaze on the female interrupting their lunch date.
“Assembly Leader,” the female said with a slow nod to Rome. “First Female,” came next when she finally spared Kalina a glance.
“Rogue,” was Kalina’s quick response.
Rome remained still, his palms flattening on the table. Eli and Jax, who had been sitting at a table across from them, nursing a glass of water, stood immediately, but were slowed by the almost imperceptible shake of Rome’s head. The guards did not sit, but they did not approach either.
“They said you were smart,” the rogue continued. “I didn’t believe them.” She shrugged. “Still don’t.”
Kalina didn’t even blink. “Not smart would be walking into a room full of Shadows alone and believing that you’ll walk out unscathed.”
“What do you want, Bianca?” Rome asked, interrupting the stare-down between the females.
She’d heard that name before, Kalina thought with interest. Rome and the other FLs had mentioned it during one of their phone conferences. Afterward, there hadn’t been a lot of talk about her, but Kalina was certain now that she’d heard Jace Maybon, the Pacific Zone FL, bring her up because she’d been on his radar as a potential client in his talent agency. Looking her up and down again, Kalina was certain what Bianca Adani’s first and most prized talent would be.
The tramp leaned over then, flattening her palms on the table so that her cleavage was perfectly aligned with Rome’s line of sight. He kept his gaze on her eyes and Kalina’s chest swelled with pride.
“I have a message for you, Assembly Leader,” she said, her voice going to a hushed tone.
Out of the corner of her eye, Kalina saw Jax and Eli step closer, until they were directly behind Bianca. Their gazes locked on her but not in the sexual way the rogue may have intended.
“A message from whom?” Rome asked.
He would remain calm and play this entire scenario out. Rome was a leader through and through, so his actions would be carefully considered and as discreet as possible since they were sitting in a public restaurant.
Bianca chuckled, a deep, rich sound that was followed by a toss of her head, the sheet of her dark hair flipping over one shoulder with the motion. “The leader you never anticipated would return,” she replied cryptically.
Rome shrugged. “So what’s the message from this leader-in-hiding?”
His tone was nonchalant but Kalina knew he was on high alert, the rogue’s words piquing the interest of all four of the Shadows.
“Oh he’s definitely not hiding and neither are the rest of the tribes,” Bianca told Rome. “Not anymore. We’re all here, all around you. Lormenia, Serfins, Croesteriia, Bosinia, and even more Topètenia than you’d ever imagined. We’re here and we’re ready.”
Kalina did not gasp, but she did sit up straighter in her chair, her cat ready to lunge at the Bengal tiger. Rome reached forward then, letting his palm rest on Bianca’s, which he patted as if she were an insolent child. “If you’re ready to follow, you will be safe. If not, you should warn them to stand down.”
Bianca looked down at Rome’s hand on her own, then over her shoulder to Kalina whom she smiled at knowingly. Or at least the rogue thought it was knowingly. Kalina had no doubts where Rome the Leader or her mate were concerned. She showed that by smiling at the rogue in return.
When Bianca looked back at Rome it was with her seductive smile still in place. “We only follow one leader, and it is not you. Or your pregnant little cat over there.”
Rome’s gaze flew quickly to Kalina as Bianca stood up straight, looking over at Jax and Eli as she chuckled.
She took a step away from the table and then paused to add one more thing before leaving. “You’ve been warned.”
Eli followed Bianca out of the restaurant while Jax stayed close enough to the table to hear Rome’s surprised inquiry to his mate. “Pregnant?”
*   *   *
This had been one of the longest days in Nivea’s life. It was nearing dinnertime and she was bored out of her mind. For nine hours straight she’d sat in the tech room watching security monitors, reviewing news feeds, and monitoring the Internet for any mention of cat people, the shifters, or the hybrids. It was a daunting task, one she’d shared with forty other guards that for whatever reason actually enjoyed being cooped up in a room with no windows and jugs of coffee.
Earlier this morning she’d awakened alone to a note from Eli. She’d thought she would roll over and cuddle her face against his chest as she’d done frequently throughout the night, but the paper had crinkled against her skin, instantly waking her up.
He was going out in the field and would be in touch by cell phone. Initially she’d been pissed by the note and the fact that she’d been ordered to stay inside, even when her shoulder was relatively painless at the moment. Then, Nivea had lain back on the bed, reveling in not only where she was but how far she’d come. She’d slept with Eli Preston last night. Not had sex with him as they’d done before and then been sent on her merry way, but she’d lain in his arms while he held her close and they’d both slept, peacefully.
Once upon a time, so many of Nivea’s nights had been riddled with nightmares, with dark and disturbing memories that refused to let her go. She’d gone through years of therapy, possessing a determination her therapist had said she’d never seen in another female victim of sexual abuse before. But Nivea had wanted to be normal, she’d wanted desperately to move past the things that had happened that had not been her fault. She’d wanted to forget but to be smart enough to remember at the same time. Because remembering was what kept her sane and focused. It’s what kept her from killing the man who had tried to destroy her life.
Just before, Nivea had received two text messages and one picture message from Eli. The two texts were of an address and a list of the contents of a bag he’d found. She’d run everything through the computers, coming up with a name, Robert Slakeman of Slakeman Enterprises. Slakeman was a defense contractor. His weapons armed the U.S. military and some high-level cartel members, as recently alleged by a few FBI agents on the West Coast. Nivea had no idea what any of this had to do with the hybrids or what the shifters were dealing with now, but she certainly planned to ask Eli when he returned to Havenway.
She’d just finished viewing the picture message when there was a knock on the door. Her bed was on the far side of the room, her dresser and a desk closest to the door. She moved past both and pulled the door open, not in a million years expecting who was on the other side.
“Long time no see,” Richard Cannon said, making his way inside her room without an invitation.
Nivea’s heart immediately pounded and while she would have preferred he’d stayed out in the hallway, she wasn’t about to make a scene that would alert everyone that he was here. As she closed the door she wondered how he’d managed to get inside anyway, considering Rome and Nick were looking into his financial dealings. Maybe that wasn’t public knowledge as of yet, which would be the only reason the guards at the gate would have allowed him passage. That and the fact that he was a shifter and her father.
She sighed with that thought.
“What do you want?” was her question the moment the door was closed and she was relatively sure nobody would overhear what was going on.
Some would say he looked good for a fifty-seven-year-old man, with his black suit, crisp white shirt, and slate-gray tie. His hair was midnight black and combed back from his face so that his thick eyebrows and expertly cut mustache were prominent. Money really did do wonders, she thought, because the asshole that lived in those clothes would never be more than a dirty, scumbag pervert in her eyes, no matter what he wore.
“Is that any way to greet your father, whom you haven’t seen for years?” he asked, looking around her room as if there might be something there he had interest in.
Nivea knew that was not true. There was nothing at Havenway that interested her father. Nothing the Shadow Shifters were doing that he wanted to be a part of. After all, his number one goal for the last thirty years had been to kill off whatever shifter children he could in an effort to end the breed entirely because he believed the world would never accept them. He was the biggest, sorriest kind of hypocrite there was. While his nonprofit foundation boasted how many children they helped and saved from abusive homes and sickly situations, the man—Richard Cannon—had the blood of thousands of shifters on his hands. The wretched bastard.
“No, but that’s how I greet the man who made me swear not to ever tell what he was doing to anyone or he’d terrorize my sisters the same way he did me,” she replied vehemently.
Richard didn’t even have the gall to look affronted by her comment. Actually, his shoulders almost lifted in a shrug, but he took that moment to step closer to her instead.
“I specifically recall telling you to keep your mouth shut. So imagine my surprise when I find out you’re now spreading your vicious lies to this so-called Assembly Leader you insist on following.”
She took a step back, hating that she couldn’t control the instinct to get as far away from him as she possibly could.
“You’re the last shifter I would waste my time talking about.” Nivea spat. “Now you can just take yourself back to New York.”
Richard shook his head, clicking his tongue against his teeth, creating a sound that echoed through her small room, sending wary shivers up and down her spine. He used to make that sound whenever she cried. When she’d run into the corner of her room, turning her back away from him, and thinking that would be enough to send him away. It hadn’t been, and the sound had represented his first show of disappointment in her. The leash around her neck had been the final clue. It had meant he could control her, that she was his to do with as he wanted. And he had.
“Someone’s been asking questions. They’ve been digging into my financials, talking to my shareholders, putting doubts in their heads. Your mother’s friends are acting as if they no longer want to talk to her. I think you know why.”
Nivea shook her head. “I don’t go back on my word. I don’t lie or betray like you and she did.”
“Just tell me what you told him and then we’ll go to him together and explain that you lied. That you’ve always been a liar, always a troublemaker looking for attention. We’ll tell him that and see just how long he wants to keep you here amongst this little army he believes he’s building.”
“I did not lie!” she yelled at him. “I didn’t lie when I told her what you were doing to me and I didn’t lie when I said if you put one hand on my sisters I would make you pay.”
“Don’t threaten me, you little bitch!” Richard yelled, stepping so close, so quickly that his chest pushed against hers.
The movement caught her off guard and she stumbled back a step. Trying to regain her composure, Nivea moved around Richard, going deeper into her room, her back to the wall but her front to the door, where she planned to kick his ass out in the next few seconds.
“Don’t talk to me like that! You are no longer allowed to talk to me like you own me. I’m an adult and I’m free from you,” she countered. “I don’t have to tell anybody a damned thing about you if I don’t want to. And guess what, I don’t want to. I don’t want to mention your disgusting name!”
The hand that came up to slap her was quick, but Nivea was quicker. She blocked the slap, grabbing hold of Richard’s wrist and twisting it until he frowned back at her. He didn’t yell out. No, Richard Cannon was too strong for that. She bristled at the fact that here was where her inner strength had originated. The very part of her that she’d relied on so heavily to get over all that he’d done to her, had come from him, the sick bastard.
“You think you’re so tough, but you’re not. Remember Amina and Serene are still with me. They’re still mine.”
“I kept my part of the deal,” she told him, releasing his hand as if it had been on fire. “I did what I promised so you would keep your filthy hands off of them. They don’t deserve what you did to me.”
“I did nothing that you didn’t want,” he taunted, his eyes filled with the same glint they always had when he came into her room, just before he …
“You were always front and center, singing the loudest in the school plays. Shining brighter than any other star in the Christmas play. You outran your sisters, outdanced them, and outlearned them. No matter what they did, you did better. And when I finally opened my eyes to that, when I finally gave you the attention you fought for, you cried foul, running to your mother of all people!”
“I was your daughter!” Nivea yelled, her chest heavy and heaving with each breath she struggled for. “You were not supposed to do those things to me.”
“You wanted it, Nivea,” he told her, taking a step closer to her. “Just like you want it now. You’re not getting the attention you want, maybe from one of these misguided shifters. That’s why you brought up my name, and it’s why you’re telling these lies about me. You want them to think you’re special, that you’re worthy.” Richard grinned. “They have no idea.”
Every muscle in her body trembled. With the blink of an eye Nivea was sixteen and back in the Manhattan condo where she’d lived with her sisters. She’d just come home from school—from track practice—and was all sweaty and tired and had already peeled off her shirt, toed off her tennis shoes, and was headed to the shower, when he’d walked into her room. It was daylight outside. He never came to her during the day, was never home. Why was he now?
Why was he here at Havenway?
She felt dizzy, her throat clogging, hands sweating. In her mind, she knew the difference. She knew the here and now, that she was a guard for the Shadow Shifter Assembly and that Havenway was more heavily protected than the humans’ White House. But another part of her, a part she’d thought she’d closed the door on long ago, had just been revealed. He was back and he was close and she was …
Richard was on her in the seconds she hesitated. She should have known better, should have never given him the moment to act. Nivea fell back onto her bed, the force of his quick launch knocking the air right out of her. With a gasp she looked up at the ceiling, at the plain dark-gray paint that covered all the walls in her room.
His body was pressing into hers, familiar and sickening all at the same time. He was hard and strong and she wanted to scream. No, she wanted to fight. All those years it had taken her to stand up to her father, to stop the cycle of his vicious abuse. She shouldn’t be in this spot now. He shouldn’t be here and she wasn’t about to take this shit from him again.
Nivea lifted a knee, aiming right at his groin, but he slid off her just in time to avoid the contact, wrapping his hands around her neck and squeezing as he rolled partially off of her.
“You were always too stubborn, thinking too damned much to do you any good. You should have just listened like your mother and sisters did, then I wouldn’t have had to punish you,” he told her, his hands tightening at her throat.
Nivea smacked at his wrists, kicking her legs up and down, struggling to breathe.
“I told your mother we should have taken care of you, but no. She wanted to make the deal. She said that even though you were the youngest, that you were the smartest of the three and you would do what was right. You would protect them all and thus keep our secret.” Sweat dripped from his forehead down onto her cheek. “I knew she was wrong. She wasn’t smart, not at all. I should never have listened to her. Should have … done … this … before!”
He continued to choke her and Nivea felt like she was falling, her limbs dangling in the wind as she plunged to her death. Then her hands wrapped around his wrists and she squeezed with all her might. Her watery eyes focused on his bulging, erratic ones, and she centered her mind and body on all that she’d learned, on how to kill this bastard.
*   *   *
Something inside Eli’s chest pounded, a hurried rhythm that moved from his shoulder blades all the way down to his ankles, propelling him forward from the moment he stepped out of his truck in the parking lot of Havenway. He moved quickly past Jax and Rome and Kalina, reaching the door to the side entrance before any of them. His fingers punched in the code so quickly they looked like a blur of movement.
Inside his cat hissed and swiped so that Eli’s human body reacted by moving even faster. In the back of his throat was a sour taste, similar to the night in the Sierra Leone rain forest when he’d been on his knees in the shaman’s hut, inhaling the thick smoke that he’d been promised would heal him. He swallowed deeply, hoping the memory of the taste would subside, but instead it increased and Eli’s heart pounded, his legs breaking into a run.
Without knowing exactly where he was going he moved through the hallways of the H-shaped structure, passing other guards who looked on with concern, cutting around the corner that separated the dining hall and training facilities from the guard quarters. His cat was chuffing now, announcing its arrival, which it never did. Jaguars stalked their prey, watched and circled until it was time to pounce. This was different, he wasn’t hunting, he was avenging.
Nivea’s face appeared clearly in his mind, her eyes wide with fear, mouth opened to scream but no sound coming out. Eli ran faster until stopping in front of a door. Taking a step back he kicked the steel-lined door with all his might. It creaked, then buckled, and his shoulder slamming into it next did the rest.
When his eyes focused on the room, on who was in it and what was going on, he knew he had to continue to react now, and think about the consequences later. He pounced on the back of the man, his sharp teeth biting down into the back of his neck. He pulled back, yanking his prey off the bed, pulling it to the floor.
“Eli! No! No!” she yelled.
Her voice was familiar, rubbing along the spine of his cat until it trembled. But it wasn’t enough. He shook his head, tossing the man caught in the grip of his strong jaws and sharp teeth from side to side.
“He’s not worth it, Eli,” Nivea continued. “He’s just not worth it.”
There was only darkness, only the heavy cloak of black and anger, pain and despair. He wanted to stop that, wanted to put an end to the pain and the abuse that he now knew she had suffered. In his mind’s eye he could see it clearly, could piece together Nivea’s reluctance to go home to her family in New York, to even talk about them. This man was her father, the blood seeping into Eli’s mouth was kin to his mate. With a stinging burn at the base of his spine, that word settled over him and Eli released his hold on the man, tossing his head back as he roared in the deepest despair he’d ever experienced in his life.
“It’s okay,” she was saying now. “Just let him go, Eli. It’s better if he just goes.”
Eli heard her words, had heard everything she’d said since barging into the room. Only now, her voice sounded different. Sad, no, desolate maybe. He didn’t look at her because he knew there was no way he could do what she’d just suggested, no matter how much he wanted to give her whatever she needed to make her sound happy again. Even if she were cussing at him, pressing adamantly against his authority as she did so often, anything but what he was hearing in her voice right now.
Taking another heaving breath, he moved to stand in front of the door just in case the asshole that now had blood running down his back got the sick notion in his head to run.
Eli dug into his pocket, pressing numbers quickly into his phone.
“Yeah. I need you down in Nivea’s room right now. Bring some cuffs and shackles, and another guard with you. We’ve got a prisoner.”
Disconnecting the call, Eli ignored the burn at the base of his spine that said the cat still wanted to break free. It recognized the scent of another shifter—the one lying on its stomach across from him—and one that had been in contact with rogues. The rogue scent could have been left over from the crazy as hell run-in he’d just watched Rome and Kalina experience with Bianca. But Eli was betting it was the cat across the room struggling to breathe that had recently been with a rogue shifter. His body moving with uneven breaths, the coward refused to stand. He wouldn’t get up to face Eli head-on like a man. No, he’d rather pick on a female. He’d thought he could pick on Nivea.
The older man had no idea how stupid a move that had been. There was nothing Eli wouldn’t do for this female. Absolutely nothing, he thought as he turned his attention to her, wanting to ensure that she was all right. He hadn’t anticipated anything less from Nivea, was actually counting on the superior strength this female shifter had that rivaled her other counterparts. But he’d been wrong, and the sight of her curled into a fetal position in a far corner of the room had rage boiling deep inside his gut once more.



CHAPTER 13
This was ridiculous.
This was not her.
She did not cry or give in or succumb.
She was stronger than this, had been for the last ten years. Nothing could get her back to that place in her life when everything had seemed so bleak and all that she’d believed in had crumbled so completely. Absolutely nothing.
Except him.
His hands had been on her again, rubbing along the bare skin of her arms, touching the curve of her hip. He’d pressed his body into hers and she’d felt everything about him, from the buckle of his pants to the sickening erection, even so deep as the vile blood running through his veins. She was nauseous, her stomach roiling at the mere memory and she curled up even tighter. Wondering if somehow she could be that fetus again, the unsuspecting and unknowing creature that had yet to breathe the same air as the asshole that had helped to create her.
A shower would rid her of the disgust, of the tainting marks that had to be left on her after he was finished. The signs that everyone would see how defiled she’d been. But it never worked. After hours beneath a stinging hot spray she’d still felt the touch of his fingers, his lips, and his tongue. She’d felt it and had been repulsed each and every time. It was a wonder she’d been able to be intimate with anyone else, with memories like that bouncing around in her head.
But that was because of her strength, because the jaguar living and breathing inside of her would not surrender.
Nivea reached for that strength, she called out to her cat, to save her, to bring her back. The fact that she hadn’t moved, her body still huddled tight in this corner said the call had fallen on deaf ears.
Then there was another touch. It was warm and comforting, so she didn’t bother to fight against it. She was being lifted, her entire body feeling light and trouble-free. They were moving, she and whoever carried her, to where she had no idea. She had no strength to question or even wonder. Her head lolled forward, the left side of her face resting against a muscled chest, eyes remaining closed, having seen far too much today.
She breathed in his scent, let it filter through her body like salve against an open wound. She hissed at first, then settled into the feeling of safety, and of home.
His voice still sounded in her head.
“You wanted it, Nivea,” he father had told her. “Just like you want it now. You’re not getting the attention you want…”
But this wasn’t what she wanted. It wasn’t how Nivea wanted to feel, how she wanted to live her life. Who in their right mind wanted their father touching them intimately with his hands and his mouth, doing things to them that at nine and ten years old nobody should be doing? That hadn’t been her request, hadn’t been her intention when she’d achieved good grades in school or performed well at a sport. She had never looked for that type of attention from him and she would not let him blame her!
“It’s not my fault!” she screamed out, just seconds after hearing a door click softly closed behind her. “It’s not!”
“No, it’s not,” Eli whispered quietly against the top of her head. “It’s not your fault, baby.”
Nivea kept her eyes closed. It was the only way to stop the tears. “It’s his fault,” she continued, her chest heaving with the effort of each word. “He’s the one that’s deficient, not me. He’s sick and he’s wrong and I’m, I’m just … his … victim.” The last word came out in a whisper, yet it still burned her throat to say.
“You are not his,” Eli replied vehemently. “Not one part of you belongs to him and I’ll be damned if he touches you ever again.”
His voice held only the slightest semblance of control, his arms tightening around her as he spoke them. Nivea couldn’t help it, she tilted her head back and looked up at him then. That muscle in his jaw was twitching, his lips held tight. She couldn’t see his eyes because of his shades and without thought, she reached up and pulled them off. He didn’t resist, did not complain, simply looked down at her. And she was lost.
Eli had the stormiest green eyes she’d ever seen. In them was all the turmoil and intensity that came with this man and beast. There had never been a time that she’d seen them and not felt the power of all that was inside him.
“You’re right,” she admitted. “I do not belong to him.”
They sat on Eli’s bed now, while he cradled her in his lap. A couple of hours ago, or maybe even yesterday, she might have thought this the most insane position. She would never have relinquished enough of herself to sit in his arms this way, to have him hold her as if she were his child to protect. But right now, hell, it felt damned good to have been protected, at least one time, from her father.
She took a deep breath, wondering for an instant if what she was about to do was a mistake or not. Instinct told her it wasn’t. For so long she’d known there was something different about Eli, something that existed only between the two of them. And while he’d yet to accept it, she had vowed not to run away from it, from him. So her words, which she was trying to consider carefully, were going to come, no matter the repercussions.
“It started when I was nine. I’d just finished my first piano recital and I was so excited that I’d received a standing ovation. Amina, that’s my oldest sister, she didn’t like the piano, but she loved the pretty pink dress she’d had to wear to the formal affair. Serene is my other sister, she’s older too and she was just happy that it was me playing the piano and not her. Reading was her thing. She lost herself in all those books she had. But me, I liked to shine.”
Nivea could admit that because it wasn’t a bad thing. She’d done good work in her life and there was nothing wrong with being proud of it. No matter what he’d said.
Eli pushed a strand of hair from her face, tucking it softly behind her ear.
“I was in my bedroom, getting ready for bed, when I heard the door open. I thought it was Amina because she was always sent to check on me. There were so many things my oldest sister did that my mother probably should have been doing.” Nivea sighed. “But it wasn’t Mina. It was my father. He congratulated me for doing such a wonderful job and for being his star daughter. He was so proud of me, so happy for me.”
She shivered with the memory.
“All the while he talked his hand rubbed over my bare shoulder. I’d already taken off my dress and now wore just my slip and my tights. I didn’t like how his hand felt on my shoulder, but I didn’t move because he hated having to tell me things twice. Always yelled that I was the most hardheaded of his daughters.”
Eli had gone completely still. Nivea didn’t look up at his face again, just kept staring off at nothing in particular. But she could feel how rigid he was even though his arms stayed wrapped around her. His anger was palpable and she hated that with each word she said, it continued to heighten. All she knew was that she had to get this out now, or she’d never be able to tell him. How would they build a future with something like this between them?
“He touched my shoulders then, and eventually removed the slip from my body. It seems he was right about one thing, I was his most stubborn and hard-to-control daughter. I questioned everything he was doing. I even told him I was pretty sure it was wrong. But he didn’t stop, not until I was naked. He touched me everywhere that night just with his hands, and then told me to go to bed.”
“Stop,” Eli said then, touching a finger to her lips. “Just stop before I leave this room to find where he is and break his fucking neck.”
Nivea shook her head. “You don’t understand,” she mumbled over his fingers, until she finally lifted her hand to move them. “I knew it was wrong but I let him do it because he said if I did he wouldn’t touch Amina and Serene. For years I accepted that as the excuse to endure all that nastiness. Then when I was older, when I turned seventeen, I found the files. I saw the tattoo and I knew I had him. I could make him stop, I could keep him from touching my sisters, I could get out, and I did. I confronted him about the papers I’d found in his office and threatened to go straight to the Elders if he didn’t let me go. I’d tried running away before but they always found me and when they did it … he … was worse.” She paused, taking a deep breath and releasing it slowly. “I made him promise to let me go and not come after me and to not touch my sisters because I knew they would never leave. He wanted my word that I would never speak of those papers or tell my sisters what had happened. I knew it was making a deal with the devil, but I didn’t think I had any other choice. I had to get out of there and I did. Eli, I got out and I healed and I’m not a victim anymore.”
“I never thought you were a victim,” he told her earnestly. “You’re the strongest, most sensible shifter I know. Never in my wildest dreams would the word victim be associated with you.”
And just like that, all the pain and misery Nivea had endured all those years of her childhood slipped away. She’d had other men in her life. It had been a part of her personal therapy, to become comfortable around men, to be able to talk to them and allow them to touch her, when she gave permission only. And she’d passed that test with flying colors, her hatred for her father seeming to give her even more strength to move forward. The knowledge that her sisters would forever be safe from his touch was even more of a reward. But Eli was different. Everything about him, right down to the way she’d finally ended up in his bed, was different and uncalculated and unplanned. She’d wanted him, yes, but she had no misconceptions about the fact that when they came together it would be because Eli made it happen. His concession had always been important to her, and now his honesty had released the grip around her heart.
Nivea let go of the breath that felt as if she’d been holding it forever. She stared down at her hands in her lap, then up at Eli.
“He thinks I told Rome and Nick about what he’s doing. I promised I wouldn’t. And he promised never to touch my sisters.”
“They’re adults now,” Eli countered.
“But they’re still under his thumb, still within his reach and I just don’t trust him.”
“What about your mother?”
She sucked in another breath. “She’s so brainwashed by him. She’ll never leave or betray him. Not even for her own child.”
Eli did something else that shocked her, as if she hadn’t experienced enough surprises for one day. He touched his fingers softly to the line of her jaw, tracing all the way around, then going slowly down her neck. It was a butterfly-soft touch that immediately silenced her words, but ramped up the beat of her heart.
“You’re so much more than I ever expected,” he told her. “Probably more than they anticipated as well.”
Nivea didn’t know what to say to that and she didn’t know what to do. The cat inside, however, knew what it wanted. It seemed to communicate with Eli’s cat because his eyes shot up to hers in that moment, changing from their human green to cat gold. Heat immediately circled around them, wrapping them in the sweetest embrace she could have ever imagined.
In that moment Nivea decided not to wait. She leaned into him, lowering her lids just a bit as she stared down at his mouth. He lunged before she could complete her mission, his lips crashing against hers. Their tongues touched instantly, circling in an age-old dance that never ceased to get her blood pumping. He had a hand to her back and the one still at her neck, pulling her closer as he practically devoured her.
Nivea arched into his embrace, loving the feeling of his power raining over her. She felt like she was about to be taken, but liberated at the same time. The anticipation was too strong, her heart pounding mercilessly in her chest, her pussy throbbing with expectation. She wrapped her arms around his neck, immediately pulling him closer, opening her mouth wider to him. When his hand slid down lower to cup her breast, squeezing until she arched and gasped, Nivea’s entire world shifted.
Feeling as if she were caught in a funnel, breathless and air bound, Nivea wondered what would happen when she landed. Would she confess her love to this shifter, putting herself and her heart on the line for him to do with as he pleased, or would she somehow keep the control she’d worked so hard to maintain?
Questions dissipated when he dragged his mouth from hers to clamp down on her nipple, his tongue soaking through the T-shirt and bra she wore. Her head fell back as she gave him all the access he wanted. Sharp teeth ripped at the shirt until it was in shreds, hanging off her arms. The bra snapped, the sound echoing throughout the room alongside that of Eli’s muffled growl. It all seemed so fast and so fevered, but he wasn’t rushing as his tongue lathed over her bared skin, flattening over her nipple, then licking up and down the curve of each breast.
She wanted to scream out his name, to declare that every part of her belonged to him, but Nivea held firm. She gasped and quivered in his arms but she did not speak, did not believe that she could just yet.
“I can’t get enough,” she heard him mumble. “I’m never going to get enough of you.”
His tone sounded troubled as if his words were true, but he hated that it was so. Nivea didn’t hate it. She loved hearing those words, loved knowing that he was drowning in all that was between them the same as she was.
“I’m not going anywhere,” she admitted, her own sharpened teeth biting into her lip before she gasped again. “I’m right here with you, Eli.”
He seemed to ignore her words, otherwise preoccupied with sucking as much of her breast into his mouth as he could. The feeling sent a rush of desire shooting straight to her pussy. Dampness filled her pants and she squirmed, letting the crotch of her underwear and the mission blues she still wore rub against her aching clit.
Still holding her tightly at the back, Eli used his other hand to rip the belt and buckle of her pants free. A part of her thought she’d be visiting the commissary for a replacement uniform in the morning, but she just didn’t give a damn. Instead, she opened her legs in anticipation of his touch, which came almost instantaneously. He yanked at the thin wisp of cloth that served as underwear, tossing the material aside.
Then he was there, his fingers parting her swollen folds, slipping slowly into the wetness and sending shivers up and down her body. With one arm she held firmly to Eli’s shoulders, hoping it helped her stay upright but almost certain it was more his strong hold that kept her from falling onto the floor. With her other hand she cupped her bare breast, loving the feel of the weight of it in her palm. There was something slickly erotic about her own hands on her body and the immediate pleasure spikes that came from the motion. While Eli continued his exploration of her tender folds, moving up to toy with her clit, then back, so far back he rimmed her with a quick, damp digit, she squeezed her breast harder, letting the turgid nipple roll between the tips of her fingers just as Eli had done before.
Her tongue licked along her bottom lip, and Eli slipped two thick fingers into her dripping center. Nivea tried to open her legs wider to take him in deeper, but her pants hindered that movement.
“I got you,” she heard him say. “I know what you need, baby, I know.”
If he did he wouldn’t be taking so damned long to give it to her. But Nivea was soon silenced when Eli’s fingers moved quicker, pressing deeper, drawing her essence out to drip over her folds, creating a slapping sound that echoed in her ears. She pumped into his hand fervently, grasping her breast with vigor as the climb to bliss had begun. She could see the end, could envision herself slipping right over that cliff of satiated relief. She wanted to run there, to not miss a step to getting there and grabbing every ounce of what promised to be a pleasurable release. Eli said he understood but she was almost sure he couldn’t possibly know, when his fingers slipped quickly from her center, back to her anus where he pressed certainly until her sphincter was breached and she gasped with relief.
The moment was now.
Her vision was blurry, her breaths racing to break free. The cat inside had long since roared its way to submission and now there was only this. The feel of him filling her there, so tight and yet so deliciously sweet. She wanted more, needed … needed …
He pulled out, pressed back in, spreading his two fingers as wide as he could inside her passageway and Nivea couldn’t stand it a moment longer. She screamed out his name, or was that a roar that sounded like his name? She had no idea, all she knew was that her body was being transformed, all that she’d known and ever experienced was in the past. This, right here, this deep-seated pleasure was the here and now and she was loving every minute of it!
*   *   *
The cat would not be ignored. The urge to take her, to own her, so far unheeded was now inevitable. Eli moved off the bed, carrying Nivea with him before letting her feet touch the floor. She looked spent, her cat’s eyes slanted and slightly blurry. Her chest heaved and for a moment his mouth watered with the thought of tasting her delicious breasts once more. But he was determined not to be distracted, not this time. The shreds of her shirt slipped from her arms as she moved them, her bra doing the same. Her pants and panties were partly down and Eli made quick work of pulling them completely off, getting stuck on her boots but yanking them free as well.
When she looked up at him, her lips wet from her licking them, eyes hooded from the release that had just overtaken her, he thought about tossing her onto the bed and slipping inside her wet pussy as soon as possible. But the cat wouldn’t let that be. It pawed at him, pressing insistently against every part of him, including his mind, that he’d been trying to keep the animal clear of.
It was too late.
That realization had him moving, yanking his shirt over his head, toeing off his own boots, hating when they were stuck because of the tight laces. Once they were off, his pants and boxers were finally freed and he was once again in front of her.
Nivea Cannon.
The guard that had taunted him with her compact body and resilience. She was smart and pretty and vicious on the battlefield—everything, he thought with a start. Nivea Cannon was everything to him.
With a growl that started deep in his gut, rumbling forward until it ripped right past his vocal cords, Eli grabbed her by the shoulders, turning her away from him.
“Eli?” She’d whispered his name but he didn’t reply.
He couldn’t.
Words would not do. They would not explain all that was soaring through his system at the moment. And most importantly, they wouldn’t change a damned thing.
His dick was so hard it hurt. The incessant throbbing, the burning need had him sliding his hand down Nivea’s spine, pushing her gently until her palms flattened on the bed.
He leaned forward, one hand gripping his thick length, and kissed her vertebrae, moving up one at a time, letting his tongue swirl in moist circles, coming back down again until he was dropping heated kisses over her upturned ass.
“On your knees,” he whispered over her smooth flesh. “I want you on your knees.”
Never in his life would Eli have described Nivea as obedient, but she moved without a word, planting both her knees on his bed, spreading her legs so wide the plumpness of her folds and every drop of moistness between her legs was visible. His mouth watered, his nostrils flaring as the cat enjoyed the scent of their mating.
Closing his eyes, Eli stepped forward. He held the tip of his dick to her, moved up and down, coating himself with her essence. She wiggled back against him and he purred. Her ass was perfect, the way she was arching her back and extending it out to him, offering him the world. The entire fucking world, he thought, right here before him.
He couldn’t resist. How could he have ever considered resisting?
His fingers had spread her wide for him, the remnants of her release having dripped all over until it was as wet on the tight pucker of her anus as on her pussy. He wanted her here, wanted to claim, to conquer, and for once in his life, to just be.
Eli pressed forward, the tip of his dick moving past her rim. He clenched his teeth, closed his eyes, and let his head lull back. He gave her a moment to adjust to the feel of him back there, the promise of what was to come. Then he pressed forward, loving the tight sheathing around his length. He felt like she was squeezing the life out of him, taking him for every last drop of breath he had.
Wait, wasn’t he supposed to be claiming her?
With a vicious shake of his head, Eli pulled out slightly, then thrust in with more pressure than before. She hissed, he saw her fingers clenching in the comforter, and then she backed up on him. He licked his lips, his hands going to her hips where he held firm. His hips began to move then, thrusting in, pulling out, matching her speed and velocity.
All the dark Eli had seen when he’d closed his eyes up until this point dissipated. Now, there was only light, and in that light was a cat. Nivea’s cat. She was waiting for him as if she’d always expected he would come.
Come.
Come.
The word echoed in his mind even as he stroked her harder and harder. She was so freakin’ wet, her excitement building all over again, her ass cheeks smacking back against his groin, his strokes went deep and long and made him feel like he was being milked of every hidden emotion he possessed. When his entire body had begun to shake, the cat’s shift running along the base of his spine, Eli couldn’t hold on any longer. His fingers dug into her skin the moment she whispered, “Come for me, companheiro. Vena para mi, por favor. Por favor.”
He hadn’t needed her words, but damn, they sounded good. With her voice, as her ass pressed back against him, her walls so tight around him, the release was sucked straight from his cock, along with the breath from his lungs.
*   *   *
Later that night Eli lay with Nivea stretched out so that half her body was across his, the other on the bed. They’d been sweaty from their last round of lovemaking but now the air had chilled his skin. But he didn’t dare move. His eyes closed even though the last thing he wanted to do was sleep. His body was acutely aware of hers and Eli wanted her again and again. He had no idea what the morning would bring for either of them so he’d wanted the night to last … forever.
But his eyes did finally close and the dream did eventually suck him in again.
He was back in the Sierra Leone rain forest, standing in front of Acacia’s hut once again. Ezra hadn’t wanted to come and on the outside, Eli had acted as if he agreed with his twin. But on the inside, this had been exactly where he wanted to be. Dagar’s potion was supposed to curb this hunger, to make them need her less so that they could finish the training they’d come here for and not embarrass their grandfather any further. Acacia had betrayed them. She’d taken them in and fucked both of them senseless, making them believe that the pleasure was mutual, when in actuality all she had been doing was using the jaguar twins to get back at her father for taking the other jaguar she’d loved, her true mate, from her.
Ezra was livid. Eli was too, but for an entirely different reason. He still wanted her, a part of him believing he could still claim her. So he and Ezra had followed Acacia’s minions when they’d come to collect them. They’d entered her hut knowing what they would find. Acacia was naked, her beautifully tanned skin glowing in the candles’ illumination. She’d wanted them and hell, Eli had wanted her. He was sure she’d read his mind. Ezra had immediately lashed out and she’d had him bound to the wall. But Eli, he’d remained calm, ready. She’d had him lie on the marble slab that he was used to. She loved having him there and he enjoyed it immensely. So when she climbed on top of him, lowering herself down onto his dick, Eli had almost instantaneously come. Yet, there was something different. The way she looked down at him, the scent in the air, the sound of the crickets chirping loudly from outside the hut … something that even to this day he wasn’t entirely sure of.
Acacia had just rotated her hips on his dick, sucking him deep into her pussy. Then she’d reached back and the next thing Eli saw was her arm arching over him, the glint of the knife she held in her hand clear as day.
Ezra roared, ripped free of his shackles, and grabbed Acacia by the back of her neck. At Eli’s angry growl his twin dropped Acacia to the floor. But in seconds her minions were on them and the next thing Eli knew, he’d shifted and he was killing them. Murdering them all, including Acacia. Only minutes ago, he and Ezra had walked into the hut with three other shifters. Now, the two cats paced around the dead carcasses of three shifters, blood and flesh littering the ground, the acrid stench rising quickly in the air.
Ezra’s cat had looked at Eli’s. Silence, but communication, as it always had been between the twins. They each regretted, each hated, each felt the boiling dark anger taking its rightful place inside them.
It was the same, this haunting memory. Each time it came, it left Eli breathless and sad from the continued streak it had created in his life. And yet, she had entered and taken her place in his destiny without him noticing, without him being able to stop her.
Nivea’s cat stood outside the hut when Eli’s cat exited in the dream this time, as if she’d been waiting for him all along. Again. Only this time when Eli went to her, when he let down his guard and gave in to the mating he felt inexplicably drawn to, Nivea turned to run away and before she could get far, she was captured. Grabbed at the base of her skull by a bigger, deadlier jaguar that was hell-bent on revenge.
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