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      Sasha’s life hasn’t always been easy and when she turns up at Fell’s door, it’s hardly a surprise when she wakes up with stitches and in a cast. How she got there is a mystery that he to solve, but he knows that if he pushes her she might just run away.

      Fell has a few mysteries of his own. He knows darkness, he’d sought out love and found only pain. Now he lives in the darkness with that pain, a recluse on his mountain. Together they might be able to heal each other, but only if they can both go beyond their pain and make a brand new start. Together.

      Can Bear Club heal a woman with a broken past, and a shifter with a broken heart? Let the magic begin…

      Warning: This novella contains scenes of violence and blood that might disturb some readers. As an author, I thought I’d give you the courtesy of that heads up. There are parts of this installment of Bear Club’s universe that can be disturbing. Otherwise, this book contains scenes that are for mature audiences only and also contains some of those rather delicious bad words. Just so you know. Wink! Happy reading, readerland!

    

  


  
    
      To my mother, who encouraged her daughter to be a badass warrior, not a dumbass that needed to be saved...
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      A knock at the door made me grumble words that might have been come in, or might have been fuck off, I didn’t care. If it was my clan and not one of the forest animals, they’d come in. I was arm deep in gutting a V-Twin engine and didn’t care what was happening to the world outside of my cabin.

      “Fell? It’s Sabina. We need some help here, honey.” Her voice came through the simple pine boards of my door, and I glared. She was one tempting woman, one I didn’t want to want, but she was temptation all but wrapped up in a bow. The fact that her smile made me grin stupidly didn’t help.

      “Fine, but only because it’s you.” I muttered out loud as I went to the door and opened it, to see that Sabina and her new mate, Tavin, held a woman up between them. “We found her…”

      “In the parking lot. I know, bring her in.” I was the closest thing my clan had to a doctor for more serious cases of injury and a sometimes psychiatrist to those in need. The woman that hung limply between them had been beaten to within an inch of her life. And she was human. My eyes narrowed as I shifted into medic mode. “Put her on the table.”

      Sabina knew I meant the exam table in a back bedroom and guided her mate and the woman back there.

      I looked out into the forest beyond the door to the world spread out in the distance. Another injured human in need. How many times could the dumb fuckers hurt each other like this and go on functioning? I knew the answer to that more than others, so I just shut the door, and walked back to my exam room.

      Something started to buzz in my head as I walked closer to the woman and looked down at her battered face. You couldn’t see much through the swollen mess of her blood-soaked face, but I knew one thing the moment I looked down at her.

      Mate.

      Dammit!

      I swore under my breath and clenched my fists together against the rush of awareness that shot up my spine. I’d never expected to feel that surge of energy, hadn’t wanted it after a while. I’d gone out to look for my mate once upon a time, and the consequences had led to a solitary life where I didn’t have to deal with screams, death, and despair. Now, my mate was here, and it was the last thing on Earth I wanted.

      Not now, not when I’d finally found some peace. Not when she looked closer to death than to life. I looked away and swore again. Now I was going to have to kill some stupid son of a bitch for this battered human woman. Great. Just fucking great.

      I looked at Sabina and saw her curiosity. I gave her a look that said ‘I’m screwed’.

      “Oh.” She said. “Ohhhhhhhhhhhhh…”

      “What, what did I miss?” Tavin looked between us, lost, but curious.

      “This, my darling mate, is the ever so hot Fell’s mate.” I growled when she winked at me teasingly. “Our reclusive mountain bear has just met his match.”

      Why can’t I just die now and get it over with?

      I sighed and got to work, instead. I settled a mask over the long dark beard on my face and a cloth over the dark brown hair that came down to around my chin. I needed to keep her wounds clean. I looked down at her battered face, the blood stains that covered her top, and wondered if she’d survive.

      I sighed as I put on a pair of latex gloves and grabbed some cotton padding and a bottle of alcohol to wipe away the blood. I couldn’t tell where exactly her injuries were all from with the amount of blood on her.

      “He’s so grouchy when he’s saving people’s lives.” Sabina teased, an impish grin made her beautiful face even more beautiful.

      I hate company, I thought to myself, I like my books and my engines. This stranger, so determined to bleed out on the table was my mate, not just company. Damn, why did I have to have a mate? Why couldn’t I be one of the lucky ones of my kind that died alone?

      My huge hands looked massive as I pulled her shirt up to find out why the white spandex top was covered in blood. I probed at the knife wound there on her left side, my fingers far more gentle than their size said I should be capable of.

      “There’s no tear in the top; she wasn’t wearing this when she was stabbed.” I pointed out to no one in particular. I said it to make sure I remembered it later, when I put the whole picture together. Sabina found a pen and some paper and started to make notes anyway. My first observation must have prompted her.

      The redhead was pretty, beneath the blood and dirt on her face. I think. I couldn’t tell for sure as I cut away her clothes and began the process of examining her for more injuries. I viewed her body with a detached gaze. I was in medical mode, not male mode, so while I noted she had a nice shape, I didn’t really pay it much attention. I needed to find all of her injuries before she bled out.

      From the looks of her, she’d either lost a lot of blood or somebody else had joined in to bleed all over her.

      “What’s her blood pressure, Sabina?” I prompted the other woman in the room to move. She pulled a blood pressure cuff from the cabinet where the medical supplies were stored and took the measurement.

      “That sounds good, I guess some of this blood isn’t hers. Her blood pressure would be much lower.”

      She had a laceration to her right arm that would need stitching, a fracture in her left arm, three broken ribs on the left, and a tear above her right eye that would probably need stitches too. Her feet were covered in bruises and scratches that would need to be cleansed but nothing that would need stitches. She’d come a long way on bare feet, that was obvious.

      “Sabina, I need you to prepare the materials to make a cast for her arm and find the bandages I’ll need to wrap her ribs up. Tavin, can you hold her left arm for me so I can turn her over?” I looked up and the handsome devil that had bewitched Sabina complied without complaint. He was a decent guy, after all.

      We turned her and all three of us gasped. Her back was covered in scars, infected burn wounds, bruises, and more lacerations. She had been abused for a very long time. Anger surged through me, but I kept my cool as I let her roll back to her back.

      “Alright, you two. This is going to be tough, but I need your help.” They both looked as angry as I felt for the poor woman and did what they could to help me.

      I probed the knife wound in her side, cleaned it out when I found it wasn’t too deep, stitched it up, then moved on to the cut above her eye. Sabina handed me the tools to irrigate the lacertaion and stitch that wound up as well, before we tended to the fracture in her arm. We then moved on to her back.

      “Are those cigarette burns?” Tavin asked, a wobble to his voice that I could tell was suppressed anger.

      “Could be. Looks like it.” I cleaned each wound, 32 in all, but didn’t count the healed wounds. I had to stitch up three of the longest lacerations on her back, they were too deep not to, and then bandaged it all as well as I could.

      “Are you a doctor?” Tavin finally asked as I started an IV line and administered pain medication and antibiotics. Now was a fine time to ask, I thought with a smirk that didn’t reach my face.

      “No, our old veterinarian trained me. Back in the day we kept a lot of farm animals, but those days are gone and I take care of the injured that make their way to our doors now. I’ve done some studying of human medicine since then. We had to have someone once outsiders started to show up.”

      “I see.” Tavin said from his spot in a simple pine chair in the room. “Necessity made you a medic?”

      “Yeah, something like that.” I pulled the mask away that had covered my face as I worked over the injured young woman and sat down in a chair of my own.

      “I’ll tell you the proper story one day. For now, we have to wait and see if she can fight her way through this. On their own, her injuries aren’t fatal, but together? And with infection settled into some of them?” I paused and stared at the woman with the dirty face. I didn’t think I needed to say out loud that the woman had a slim chance of recovery. Especially if the infection in the burns had spread to her blood. She didn’t have a temperature, so that was a good sign.

      “What about the rest of her?” Sabina asked and I looked down at the woman’s legs. She was right. I needed to inspect all of her. With a sigh I stood up. Sabina helped me and we soon had the woman covered with a blanket to hide her nudity as I inspected her for further injury.

      “Nothing that I can see. How about you, Sabina?” Sabina was on the woman’s other side inspecting her closely.

      “Nothing, not even a bruise.”

      “She has a scrape on her right knee and her ankle on this side is swollen. Nothing major.” We settled the blanket on her and I sat down again.

      “I guess that’s all for now. You two want to report to Tavin, Quinn, and the rest of the Ursas?” I didn’t want to go down there, I rarely did and luckily, Sabina knew all about it. She would, though, I was the reason her parents were dead.

      “Yeah, I’ll fill them in. You come get me if you need me, you hear?” Her look was pointed and I shook my head in agreement. “Yeah, I will.”

      I followed them out of my small cabin and lit a cigarette as I watched them go. The dream of Sabina had ended long ago for me. I was older than her, by 20 years, and she’d always been too wild of a spirit, even for me. Then she’d found Tavin and he was exactly what she needed. The woman smiled most of the time now, instead of her normal frown, and that made Tavin okay in my book.

      I flicked the cigarette into a coffee tin filled with sand and went back in to check my patient. The drugs would keep her out for a while, but I wouldn’t leave her alone. A woman that abused would wake up terrified, I’m sure.

      “What happened to you, sweetheart?” I asked, and sat down in the chair at the side of the bed we’d placed her in once we had her all sewed, bandaged, and cleaned up. I looked at her and wondered what she looked like under the bruises on her face and her swollen lips. I’d cleaned the blood and dirt away earlier to reveal more purple and red splotches. She had an old scar, about four inches long that ran down the hairline on the right side of her face. I couldn’t tell how old it was, but it didn’t look very old. Not like something she’d had since childhood. The jagged edges also told me it had never been cared for properly.

      Her injuries had all been recent, but the burns and that scar on her face? Those told me she’d been in pain for a long time. The woman had been through a war of some kind. I stared down at her to will her chest to rise and fall, I knew that at some point, whoever did this to her would die. Because I was going to kill that fucker.

      I propped my feet on the table beside her in the small room, and leaned back to close my eyes. The cabin was small, two bedrooms, a bathroom, and a larger room I used as a living room and kitchen/workshop. This was a guest room, though the only guests that had ever used it were also patients. The place didn’t seem so empty now, with her quiet breaths to whisper noise into the air.

      I dozed off for a few minutes but jerked awake when a noise caught my attention. She was awake and had tried to sit up, but her painful ribs wouldn’t let her. She looked as I’d expected, brown eyes terrified, full of fear and pain. There was something else too, determination. To escape?

      “You’re safe now, sugar. Relax.” I grabbed her right hand by instinct, careful not to move it around too much. That laceration was deep and looked painfully raw when I cleaned it.

      “Help...” Her voice cracked and I reached for the bottle of water I saw there. Sabina must have left it.

      “You’re safe, sweetheart. I promise. I’m Fell. Nothing’s going to hurt you now. I promise.” I made those promises with the intention to keep them. I’d protect her to my last breath. She was my mate, after all.

      I moved the bottle of water to her lips and warm brown eyes looked into my cold gray ones. I felt heat flow through my veins, warmth unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. I didn’t realize I’d stopped all movement until she moved her right hand up to mine.

      I tilted the bottle then, and my eyes focused on her lips. Soft, plump, peach colored lips trembled beneath a bruise that shouldn’t be there. She took a drink, choked a little, and then swallowed before she sat back on the pillows again.

      “Is that enough?” I asked her, not sure it was, but she was asleep again already. Auburn lashes rested against swollen cheeks and I wanted to stroke her face, but it looked too painful to touch.

      I wanted to know her story too, I wanted to know who it was I had to kill, but I’d have to wait for those answers. She needed the oblivion only sleep could bring. I checked her medicine bottles and went to check my equipment and supplies to let her rest in quiet for a bit. Travis and Quinn managed to get me everything I might need for emergency cases, anything more serious would have to go to a hospital. I’d learned a lot over my decades as the clan’s healer/medic, and most things I could handle. I wasn’t so cocky I’d try to save someone that I knew I shouldn’t, but I knew my limits.

      I could keep this woman alive, if I could keep the infection at bay. And if her spirit was strong enough. I remember the fierce determination in her eyes, a reddish color that wasn’t just brown, and knew she had the will to live. Now, I just needed to make sure she had the medicine that would help her win the fight.

      I had enough antibiotics on hand, and in a variety that would treat a variety of problems. I’d have to order more of the ones I had her on now though, she’d go through them before this was over. I made a note on a form, and then went back in to work on the engine I’d dissected earlier in the day.

      It needed a little TLC but I’d been in the process of reassembly when Sabina showed up with my new mate. Mate. Damn.

      I put the parts in my hands down and looked back in the direction of the woman’s room. It was down a short hallway and to the right of where I sat on the left side of the kitchen by the only doorway. I didn’t need a mate, but it seemed I had one. I wasn’t one to shy away from facts, and I had to face this one in a huge way. She was my mate, and someone had obviously tried to kill her.

      How did I deal with that? Let it go? Kill them? Yeah, kill them sounded like the most satisfying option. Even if their actions had brought her to me, at last, I knew that whoever broke her like that would pay. I’d make sure of it with my own bare hands, even if I did have to go out into the human world to do it.

      I hadn’t stepped foot in that world since the day Sabina’s parents had died. My head dropped at the memory, but I pushed it away. When I sat back up, my head high, my eyes blazed with a determination of my own and anger that would not be quenched. Just as soon as she was better and could give me a name, I’d face my biggest regret, and whoever had dared to touch her with anger.
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      There was a sound, a soft, soothing sound somewhere in the darkness. I tried to ignore it. The dark was warm, safe, a place to hide in, away from pain. Reality hurt, it screamed, it burned. I didn’t want to be there anymore. I wanted to be in the darkness.

      A new sound, sharper, a sound that grated, made me stop the fight to remain unconscious and open my eyes. I saw to my right a bowl with a spoon on the side table and a man’s legs. My eyes screwed shut of their own will and I felt my breath catch in my throat. Oh no, he’s here.

      I gasped out as fingers reached out to soothe the way my forehead wrinkled, and peace flooded into me. I cracked one eye and saw a stranger there. A rather wooly but very handsome stranger. “Who are you?”

      I couldn’t believe how raspy my voice sounded, but he seemed to have expected it. He handed me a mug full of what smelled like chamomile tea. “I’m Fell Sigurdson. You’re safe here.”

      “Oh.” I took the mug, but he helped me to hold it to my mouth as I sipped at it. I swallowed, a task that was painful with my throat as raw as it was. How long had I screamed?

      I shied away from that thought and looked at him again. Tall, well over six foot tall, he was a giant, with a shock of hair so dark it was almost back with a hint of gray at his temples and a beard unlike anything I’ve ever seen before. Full and soft, his beard looked silky where most looked coarse and rough. It looked...sensual.

      I looked away, fear a sudden, but familiar sensation that constricted my chest. “Where’s Jim?”

      “Who’s Jim?” He pulled the cup away suddenly and tensed, as if on alert.

      I wanted to move, but pain filled me every time I breathed too deeply, I knew movement would be next to impossible. “Jim’s, um.”

      “Who is he?” His tone was stern, tense. I knew he wouldn’t let up until I answered.

      “He’s my brother.” I felt deflated after that and closed my eyes. Jim, a nightmare even when I was awake.

      “Ah.” He seemed to deflate. Good, he didn’t realize sometimes brothers could be your worst enemy. “And may I ask your name, since you’re in my bed?”

      That part came with a chuckle. I felt a tug at my own lips, perhaps a smile? It had been so long since I’d smiled, I thought I’d forgot how to do it. How long had it been exactly?

      Don’t think about it, I reminded myself, you aren’t there now. Somehow.

      “Uh, oh, right, what’s my name? That’s what you asked.” I used my less painful arm, the right one, to push hair out of my face. Strands of it had slid down as I spoke and fell into my mouth. I looked at the white bandage around my arm in horror. What had Jim done to me?

      “It’s okay, sweetie. Take your time. That will heal, just like your other arm. Now, what’s your name?”

      “Sorry, my head is swimming.” I breathed softly in through my nose, and out again.

      “It’s okay, you’ve obviously been through the wringer. Take your time.”

      “My name is Sasha Earls. I’m from a little town called Tazewell, up in Virginia, and I currently have no idea where I am.” I paused as tears stung my eyes. “I was kidnapped.”

      His fingers found mine once again, gentle, warm, yet hard and strong. I looked over at him and up as he sat in the chair beside me. His eyes were crystal gray, and I’d thought they were cold, but now I saw warmth in them. Compassion.

      “I kind of figured that might be the case. You’re on Ursa Major land now, in a small county in Georgia. You’re safe here.”

      “What’s Ursa Major land?” I didn’t understand what that meant at all.

      “It’s a, uh, motorcycle club, so to speak. We’ve built a community here.” He stopped, as if to think about how to put it all exactly. “Kind of like a commune.”

      “Oh, cool. Thank you. How did I get here?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

      “A woman named Sabina found you and brought you to me. I’m the medic around here.” Words that sounded like he’d said them before, they came out so smoothly, without thought.

      “I see.” I didn’t really. Mainly because I didn’t want to. I’d have to think about the rest of it all if I did. “Why didn’t you call the police?”

      I didn’t know the question was about to come out; it just did.

      “That’s not our way. We handle our problems ourselves.” He looked at me, a fire burned in his eyes that should have given me chills but only made me feel safer.

      “I’m not your problem, though.” That made him close his eyes for some reason, but I couldn’t figure out what I’d said wrong.

      “You’re on our land; you are our concern. Not a problem at all.” He sat up, and reached for the bowl. “You need to eat, instead of all of this talking. I didn’t know if you were a vegetarian or something, so I made you some vegetarian soup.”

      He started to spoon it into my mouth before I could tell him I wasn’t, or before I could even say I wasn’t hungry. As soon as the broth hit my tongue I was ravenous, so I let him feed me. Jim hadn’t fed me for days before our final contact, and the only liquid I’d had was a small bottle was from one of the small bottles of water that looked as if he’d stolen them off an airplane catering service they were so tiny. Nope, not going there, I said to myself and I looked up at Fell again.

      “Does your name have some significance? I don’t understand it.” I managed to get the words out before a spoon full of hot soup was put in my mouth again.

      “It means mountain. My parents were descendants of Norwegians and had learned the language of their ancestors. They decided to give me a strong name and thought there was little that could move a mountain, and so I was named.” He smiled, a self-conscious but lovely smile.

      I looked away, my heart had started to race when he smiled. Now was not the time for that nonsense! I felt my entire body twinge as I jerked my head away from him. The burns on my back! Had he seen those? Had he seen just how psychotic my brother was?

      “Why don’t you rest now, Sasha. I don’t have a television or anything, but I can bring you in a book or something if you want?”

      “Actually, no, I’m not tired. I think I hurt too much to sleep. Could you stay in here with me?” I didn’t know him at all, but something about his calm manner and quiet ways made me trust him. Made me feel safe, even in a tiny room with no windows.

      “Oh. Uh, you sure? I bet when that food hits your belly good you’ll get sleepy. I can stay with you, though.”

      “If you have something you need to do...”I let the words trail off and waited. I didn’t want him to go. I had a feeling I’d never want to be alone ever again. Not after Jim turned my world into a living nightmare.

      “No, nothing important.” He looked uncomfortable, and I had no idea what to say to him. I didn’t want to talk about what had happened, not yet. When I could sit up without pain maybe I’d be able to think about it all, but right now, I focused my strength on the present. I’d fall into sobs if I let myself remember too much and I needed to heal. So I could make sure my brother got what he deserved.

      “What is this place exactly?” I only asked to break the silence.

      “It’s a refuge; I suppose. It’s been here a long time.” He paused, and I looked over at him. I knew he thought it was odd that I hadn’t demanded he call an ambulance or the police, but at the same time, he lived in a commune. Maybe he didn’t find it odd at all.

      “Right. A place to escape the big bad world?” I hadn’t meant to sound so flippant and rushed to clarify. “The kind of place I needed, I mean.”

      “Yeah, something like that.” He stood up. “Let me check your vitals while you’re awake.”

      He walked quietly for such a big man, a man made of muscle if the hard feel of his shoulders was any indication. He had to turn me to check my bandages on my back and I’d gripped his shoulders as pain tore through every nerve in my body. He’d barely even made a sound as my nails dug into his plaid shirt, he’d just taken the tight grip and then rolled me gently back to my back. He’d seen my back then.

      I guess he’d seen all of me. I didn’t have pants on either. I’d noticed that when he’d rolled me over. I’d felt the heat of his palm against the back of one thigh as he placed his hand there, to push my body a little farther over to inspect my back. I felt heat bring the bruises on my cheeks to life and knew I must look like a battered wife. I wasn’t that at all, I was a sister that stood in the way of her brother’s plans for our parents fortune. I was the sister of a very sick man bent on murder.

      He wrote notes on a form, and I closed my eyes against the tears that fell from my clamped eyelids. “Tell me when you’re ready, Sasha. I’ll be here to help, in whatever way you need.”

      I let his words wash over me, and tried not to sob.

      We both fell quiet again, and before I knew it, the darkness closed in to take me to a place where the pain disappeared altogether.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I woke up from a dreamless sleep, I found a woman in the place Fell had been in before. She was lovely, with long dark hair, blue eyes, and a smile made of magic. That might have been the drugs Fell gave me, but she was beautiful.

      “Hi, Sasha, I’m Sabina. I found you in the parking lot of the club just down the mountain here. My brothers and I own it. Uh. Is there someone you want me to call?”

      “No! Don’t call anyone!” I didn’t mean to react I just did. I felt pain twinge again, in all of the places I hadn’t realized were excruciatingly painful but were.

      “I won’t. I promise.” They liked to make promises around here, then. I let my head fall back on the pillows.

      “Sorry, I just don’t want to involve anybody until I can walk on my own two feet.” I could see from the slight nod of her head that she got that.

      I needed to be able to face all of this myself before I moved forward. I couldn’t move forward until I could actually move, so for now, I’d let sleeping dogs lie. Then, I’d figure out what to do about my brother.

      “Could I ask a favor?” I didn’t want to, but it would be worse to ask Fell.

      “That’s why I’m here, sweet cheeks! You need the bathroom right?” She stood up, grabbed a black silk robe, and helped me to sit up. I didn’t scream, but it was a close thing. She helped to slide the wide sleeves over the cast on my left arm and then helped me slide my legs over the edge of the bed.

      A low wail creaked out of my throat when I tried to stand, but she didn’t flinch and I didn’t stop. The saline, tea, and soup had made it impossible to lie there any longer without a bathroom break.

      “At least the bed isn’t so high you have to jump down and jump back up.” Sabina offered as she put her arm around my waist. She was really strong for such a delicate looking woman.

      We were fairly matched in height, but she was much more slim than me, and her warm black sweater hid just how strong she was. She led me to the bathroom and waited for me. I did what I needed to do and then cleaned myself up awkwardly. I might have been beaten down and broken, but I was not totally defeated. I was not going to force someone else to wipe me off when I’d peed. My right arm wasn’t too bad just sore and the area covered by a bandage twinged a lot, but I managed it.

      How was I going to clean myself up like this though? I had a feeling the bandages meant no bath, or shower, and I wasn’t one to go without bathing.

      “Thanks, Sabina.” I said once she’d squirted some hand sanitizer in my hands and helped me up.

      “No problem, girl. How do you feel?” She chuckled a little then spoke again. “Like a truck hit you I assume, but is the pain manageable? Fell might have something stronger if you’re in too much pain.”

      “It’s not...oh!” I had to stop, a pain lanced through my ribs that stole my breath away, but it passed after a moment. “Jesus, it hurts, but it’s not so bad now.”

      “I think you need something stronger.” She said, more to herself than to me.

      “No, I don’t want to sleep the next few days away, though I’m tempted to. I need to be awake. In case…,” but I stopped myself, I didn’t want to say that out loud.

      “In case what? In case whoever did this comes back? Don’t you worry about that baby girl, we have guards all around the house. Nobody is getting to you, not as long as your on Ursa Major land.” She helped me to pull my legs into the bed and pulled the covers up over me. I still had the robe on and felt as if I was clothed now, anyway. I didn’t feel so exposed.

      “Thanks. I don’t know what I did to deserve this kindness, but I will pay back it back, somehow.”

      “Eh, it’s what we do, baby. Now, I have to go check on my husband, but if you need me again, send Fell down okay? I’ll be up for hours yet.”

      I had no idea what time it was, but knew what she meant. “Thanks.”

      I tried to smile, but the pain was almost unbearable again. “You’re welcome. Let me get Fell to bring you something stronger.”

      She disappeared and I couldn’t protest. The walk to the bathroom and back had flared every nick, cut, and burn in my flesh into life and it hurt more than I could take. I had my right hand gripped into the sheet when Fell came in, another hypodermic in hand. He inserted it into a section of my IV, some part that looked like it was made for that purpose, and tsked under his breath.

      “No this will never do. Somebody has to pay for this angel’s pain.”

      I wanted to say something; thank you, I’ll help you kill him, anything, but the medicine quickly ran through my veins and the world went purple and then black. Oblivion.
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      The next morning found my latest patient awake, but in a lot of pain still. I made it worse when I checked the wounds, cleaned them, and then changed her bandages. There wasn’t anything else I could for her left arm, the fracture was along the bone so I’d reset it and now it was in a cast. I asked her if she wanted to go to a real hospital or for me to take her to the police, but I got a glance from her that shut me up quickly. No to a real hospital then.

      “Just so long as you know you aren’t a prisoner here, Sasha. You can leave any time you want to.” I thought about that and added more. “Not that I’m trying to get rid of you, I’m just saying, you can go any time you want to.”

      I think she was still in too much pain to care about what I thought but she didn’t complain. She spent several days asleep, and when she’d wake up, I’d buzz Sabina to help her in the bathroom. Sabina was a huge help, and I know it made Sasha a lot more comfortable with me. I’d noticed she was at ease with me, but there are some things a girl just wants to do on her own. I might be a man, but I’m not stupid.

      I didn’t push her to give me details, but I gave her a pen and paper when she asked for them. It was hard for her to write with her right hand, she was left handed I noticed, but she did what she could and wrote down whatever it was she wanted to write down. She’d put it all away in the side table, but I didn’t bother it. She’d tell me when she was ready to tell her story. Until then, I let her heal, fed her, and tried to keep her pain free.

      I was in bed three days after her arrival, my thoughts on her face now that some of the swelling had started to go down. Her skin was that kind of porcelain women envied, and men adored. It was currently yellow, purple, red, and green in a variety of places, but you could see how pale and smooth it was beneath the bruises. A whimper from her room caught my attention. She had nightmares sometimes and I figured that’s all it was. Until she screamed.

      “Jim, no!” It was a scream of anger, a scream of pain and terror, and I shot from the bed in only my boxer shorts to run into the room. Had someone got in? I flicked on the light, my gaze flicked over every inch of the room but all I saw was Sasha, her head buried under a pillow.

      I turned the light off and went to sit on the edge of the bed next to her. “Are you alright, Sasha?”

      I could hear her as she sobbed into the pillow and saw the way her shoulders shook. Her ribs had healed, but they were still too painful for her to move too much. The pillow was over her face, and I took it away to hand her a towel I’d retrieved from a hook on the wall. “Here, come on. It’s alright Sasha.”

      “It may never be alright again.” She moaned into the pillow but I was able to make it out.

      “It will be hard, I’m not going to lie to you, Sasha, you’ve been through hell, but you know, sometimes surviving is like that. Some days you think it would be better if you’d died rather than live through your trauma, but, well, then you start to have days that are better, until those days start to outweigh the bad ones. Then, one day, you don’t want to think about it anymore, so you don’t.”

      I paused and wondered if I’d put her to sleep with my speech. I looked over when she lowered the pillow.

      “How come it sounds like you know all of that from experience?” She looked at me with squinted eyes, as if she wanted to see into my brain.

      “Because that’s exactly where I know all of that from. It’s not been an easy life for me, that’s part of the reason I live up on here on my own. I like my own company, too, so that helps when you decide to be a hermit.” I gave her a soft smile that made my beard twist around on my face and she smiled back.

      One tooth was chipped on the upper right side, but it only gave her smile more charm. If it had been a perfect smile, Sasha might have been too perfect. That little flaw made her seem real. I knew it was probably a result of her ordeal, but still, it brought her down to earth for me.

      “Do you want something? A cup of tea or something to eat? A heating pad?” The nights were cold now, and the heat would not only keep her warm, but might ease some of her ache.

      “The heating pad sounds nice.” She gave me a watery smile and I decided a cup of tea would take that wobble away. I went into the kitchen, put on a kettle of water, and left it to boil. I took the heating pad into her room, plugged it in, and handed it to her. She wrapped it over her belly, and sighed when the heat started to kick in. “That is so nice.”

      She sighed, and I went to make her a cup of tea. I took a swig of bourbon from a bottle I had in the back of a cabinet, for medicinal purposes only, and then took her the tea. “Drink this, it will warm you up too.”

      “Thanks, Fell. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you for all of your kindness, but I hope I will be able to one day.”

      “Don’t worry about it, sweetie. Get some rest.” I took one final look at her, and walked out of the room.

      The bear in me wanted to crawl into that tiny bed with her and keep her safe and warm, but I knew that’s wasn’t what she needed. Not just because I was a stranger, but because of her injuries. She still needed to heal.

      The mating bond would draw her to me, the longer we were together, but for now, she was in too much pain to notice most of it. Unfortunately for me, the only pain I had was in my groin area, and there was nothing I could do about that, not with her in the house, and not with her at all. It just wasn’t the time for things like that.

      Sasha needed time to heal, mentally and physically, before I exposed her to anything that had to with my world. A woman that had just been traumatized didn’t need the further trauma of finding out shifters existed and that she was settled into a nest of them. Outsiders didn’t always take the news well, and even when we cared for an injured person, we tried to keep the reality of our world from them. Unless they were our mate, then we told them. Eventually. When we were a little more certain they wouldn’t just run away in terror.

      I tried to sleep, but couldn’t get her and those full peach colored lips of hers out of my head. I listened for the sound of her light snores, and then left the house as quietly as possible. I kicked off my boxer shorts, held my arms out to my side, lifted my face to the moon, and shifted. I needed to run.

      I needed to snuffle under logs, scratch at trees, and mainly, I just needed to not think. I let full bear-mode take over my brain and ran through the forest. It was cold on my paws, but the thick skin there, and the brown fur of the Grizzly bear that covered my body, kept me mostly warm. There were no grizzlies in Georgia, but I was descended from a foreign clan, one with Grizzly genes, so a Grizzly I was, when I shifted. I let all of the angst out with every harsh breath, the old sadness, the old fear, and the new anger as I loped over fallen trees and scrabbled up loose rocks to climb the mountain behind my cabin.

      This was all I needed, all I wanted right now, this climb, this use of energy and strength to accomplish something. I got to the bare ridge at the top, lifeless, treeless, just a bald expanse of windswept rock, and let out a roar. The roar took away the frustration and the rage that had filled me since the first moment I’d seen Sasha’s battered form.

      Running was good, my bear brain thought, running was so good. I ran back down the mountain and found a tree I’d seen earlier. There was an old honey comb in the fallen tree and I dug at it with sharp claws to get the sweet nectar from the wood that held it. I licked it from my claws and my paws before I carried on down the hill. I raced back, the need to completely exhaust myself hadn’t escaped me and I’d added to my energy reserve with that little dose of honey.

      I raced around trees, I skidded for yards as my left paw caught a rock on the wet ground and I couldn’t stop the slide. I came to slow halt as I reached the bottom and stared at the cabin. All of the lights were off still, so she was either asleep or hadn’t moved. I sat on my wide bottom and just watched the darkness around me.

      I knew the person that had done that to Sasha would likely never find Bear Club, not even if they were in need. That’s just the way our world worked. If you were a human and you hurt someone inside our world, you weren’t as likely to find it. You could only find it if you needed it anyway, so a human that had injured someone inside our world would have to be at death’s door to find us. Still, there were guards anyway, just in case.

      We didn’t know who had hurt her, after all.

      Other shifters would be able to get in, we’d stand out to them easily. It was only the humans that we hid from, after all. I didn’t want to, but I knew I needed to shift and get to sleep. Sasha would need me early, I’d have to change her medicines and check her bandages again. With a sigh of acceptance, I shifted back into my human form and left my bear behind me in the forest.

      Soon enough, I might be able to change my mate into a shifter hybrid, but for now, I had a wounded and terrified human on my hands. I heard her in her bedroom, her soft snores broke the silence. I smiled, added wood to the wood stove that gave us heat, and slid into my own bed. Soon, I’d try to find out what had happened to her. I had plans to make, after all.
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      Life slowly came back into my body and my brain. The fear started to ease, fear that had haunted me for a long time. After a week with Fell, my body started to heal and I had all the bed rest I’d ever need. He’d only let me up to go to the bathroom and I started to get restless.

      “Good morning, Sasha, how are you today?” He asked me that every morning and for the first few days I’d just stared at him blankly. Today, it made me smile.

      “I’m okay.” I meant it in more than one way. I felt better physically and mentally.

      “Good, let’s have a look at those stitches, I think we can take most of them out. They’ll cause an uglier scar the longer we leave them in, so I especially want to get those on your face out.” He put on a pair of gloves, grabbed a pair of suture scissors from the closet where he kept the medical supplies, and wiped the wound down with alcohol. He adjusted the bedside lamp to point in the direction of my face and inspected the sutures.

      “Yep, those can come out. Let me see your arm.” He held his hand out and I handed him my arm. He pulled the bandage off and inspected that one too. “No infection, it looks closed, let’s get those out too.”

      “My stomach now, I guess?” I eased up the nightgown Sabina had brought to me, one of a set of gowns she’d brought me and more clothes for later.

      “Yes.” He drew the word out, and I swear his cheeks turned red as I pulled the gown up higher. Normally, he was so professional, distracted, but today his eyes zeroed in on my stomach and then moved higher. I watched, fascinated with his reaction.

      He was my hero, and I’d worship him to the day I died for saving my life, but more than that, he was attractive in appearance and demeanor. I’d tried to remind myself of that over the days I’d spent in this bed, but with little to do and a lot of time on my hands, my thoughts had often turned to the man that cared for my body.

      I could feel how wide my eyes were as his fingers came out to brush over my stomach. I’d worn bikinis before, shirts that bared my stomach too, but there was still something intimate about being touched there. It wasn’t like my arm or my face, those were always on display and far from intimate, but my stomach?

      I felt a shiver pass through me as his fingers came into contact with the warm skin, and my eyes went straight back to his face. Something deep inside me throbbed at the look he gave me and I inhaled deeply. He broke the gaze first and bent his head down to my stomach. I’m not exactly sure what happened there, but I know what his eyes said it was. Need.

      His fingers probed at the bandage until it came away and then he inspected the wound there. “No, these have to stay a while longer. I can see some redness there. I’ll keep you on the antibiotics a little while longer too, just to make sure.”

      “I understand.” It was all I could think to say.

      “Now, let’s see your back, sweetie. I know you don’t like it, but I have to look at the stitches there too, and the wounds.”

      “Okay.” He was right, I didn’t want anyone to see it. I didn’t want to see it either. Still, I winced through the pain in my ribs to turn over. It wasn’t so bad now and I could do it on my own.

      “Much better.” He observed, but I wasn’t sure if he meant my back or how much easier it was for me to roll now.

      He hesitated when he moved to push my nightgown up, but then his fingers slid under it to brush it away from my back. His fingers touched the skin between my shoulders and I jerked involuntarily.

      “Easy, it’s only me.” His words whispered along my skin and I knew he was close as he inspected my wounds. I felt his beard brush along an untouched spot and shivered. “It’s okay, Sasha, it’s only me.”

      I couldn’t tell him it wasn’t fear that made me react, but desire. It blazed through me as he touched the damaged landscape of my back, forced out the memories of what had caused the mess there, and erased all of the pain I still felt. Fell’s touch made me feel alive again, and that might be dangerous.

      I’d only been with him for a week, how could I want him so much? How could a virtual stranger make me forget the Hell I’d just been through, even if it was only a momentary lapse in memory.

      “Okay, we need to have you sitting up more often now. These wounds aren’t healing well at all. I would have to guess it’s because you are on your back so often.” That, for some reason, made me snort. “What?”

      “Nothing.” I bit my lip to bite down on a burst of laughter, on my back so often. Jesus, maybe I was cracking up? Why else would such an innocent comment become a dirty comment in my brain and make me want to laugh? Maybe I was hysterical.

      “Okay, these are all clean now, but let’s get you out of this bed shall we? Do you want that robe or do you want clothes?” I rolled back over to see him take his gloves off and put away supplies.

      I thought about his question and decided that jeans and a t shirt might be too much for me to try to get into right now.

      “I’ll just take the robe.” I sat up and slid my legs over the edge of the bed.

      “I tell you what, let’s get that IV out now. You can take the antibiotics orally. If the infection gets worse or comes back, we’ll put another line in.” He’d had to replace it once already, the vein collapsed, so I didn’t want another one, but at least he’d used the smaller butterfly IV, not the kind they used in the hospital.

      He took that out, taped a cotton ball down tightly on my arm, and bent my arm up. Of course, it was my right arm, my left arm still had the cast on. He helped me to stand up and we walked together into his living room. It was a large room, that was obviously decorated by a man. An old futon took up one side, though it must have been of good quality when it was new. The colors had faded now into a muted gold, olive green, and pink of Hindu designs. There was a matching chair, that I guessed would also fold out into a bed of sorts, and a couple of tables.

      On the kitchen side there was an oak table polished to a shine, with four chairs, a stove, sink, and a fridge. It was all outdated, but a man like Fell wouldn’t be overly concerned with new gadgets. He’d want things that worked and continued to work. He didn’t seem like the kind that bought things just to throw them away, he wanted things that lasted. Although, as I sat down on the couch, I decided he wasn’t the kind of man that wanted much anyway. There were no pictures on the walls, no knickknacks to collect dust, only the things that he likely used every day. Tools in cases, books on a variety of topics from fiction to science, a motorcycle helmet, medical equipment, and clean dishes neatly stacked on a bookshelf.

      Fell, obviously, didn’t need a lot to get by in life, and I knew this man lived a simple life. Even if he did seem a bit complicated. He put a few pillows around me, one under my arm, another at my ribs where I pressed into the arm of the futon that looked more like a couch than a futon, and one under my broken arm. I was well-padded against life.

      “What now?” I asked, with a smile that twitched at my lips. “Do we play board games and talk about boys we like?”

      “Pardon?” His handsome face, always so quiet and somber, was a mask of confusion now.

      “It’s like we’re having a slumber party. I’ve even got my robe on.” I paused and gave up the joke that apparently wasn’t funny. “Sorry, I was just trying to make you laugh.”

      “Oh.” His frown of confusion deepened and then smoothed out. He sat down on the other end of the futon and gazed out of the window. “I guess I can be a little intimidating sometimes.”

      “Oh, it isn’t that, you aren’t intimidating to me.” That was the truth, he didn’t frighten me at all. “I just wanted to see you smile, that’s all. You’ve worked so hard to take care of me. I think you deserve at least one smile, you know?”

      “I’m fine, really. I’m usually up here on my own. You’ve been, a distraction...er, something to keep my brain occupied?” He looked at me to see if that was insulting, his eyebrow raised. When he saw I was about to laugh he relaxed. “Yeah, it’s been rough, but you’re better. When I watch you walk out of here, I’ll really smile. Until then, just rest.”

      “I’ll try. I’m not used to the quiet though. It’s kind of unnerving. The only noise I hear is from the fridge most of the time.” I pointed at the large fridge in the corner of the kitchen area. The door was over there. “If only it was warm enough to sit outside.”

      “I think it’ll snow tonight.” He cut in to my words abruptly, as if to talk me out of my outdoor trek. “It’s really cold out there. Colder than it looks.”

      “I thought it might be. I thought Georgia was supposed to be warm.” I stared out at the mountains. We really were at the top of a mountain.

      “Yeah, not up in this part of the mountains here, it can and does snow.” He stood up and wiped his hands down his pants. “I’ll uh, make sure we have enough firewood to get us through the next couple of days.”

      I guess he’d need dry hands to swing an ax. I didn’t say much as he put on a coat, a black knit cap that did really awesome things for his eyes, and found a pair of gloves. He went outside and before I knew it, I could hear the dull sound of metal striking and splitting wood. I needed something to do, so I stood up. I’d intended to look through his books, but instead found myself at the window. There were several on the kitchen side of the cabin and I  went to the nearest one to watch him.

      He’d taken his coat off after a while, but that didn’t help ease the heat he felt. His long black t-shirt stuck to his skin as he continued to work, powerful arms swung up, then down, in a steady rhythm. He’d kick the split pieces away, plop a new piece onto a stump he used to split the new pieces, and swing again.

      He was strong, healthy, and used to hard work. A much different man to my brother then. My brother, the crazy fucker that nearly killed me. I inhaled deeply as the thoughts flooded my mind. I’d avoided all of it for so long, I’d pushed it away, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to for much longer.

      Fell wanted to know what had happened to me, and I’m sure he wanted to call the police, but it was better if he didn’t. If my brother, Jim, didn’t know where I was, he couldn’t find me. If I went to the police, he’d find a way to get me in his clutches once again. I’d fought long and hard to get away from him. I didn’t want to end up in that cage again. No, it was best to keep my mouth shut for now.

      I looked down at my left arm, in the simple white plaster cast Fell wrapped it in. My brother did that. Most brothers would kill someone if they hurt their sister like that, but not my brother. My brother would have probably asked to film it.

      He’d always been a little unbalanced, even before our parents died. When they’d died in a plane crash in some country whose name I couldn’t even pronounce, he’d lost all of his marbles. How could the children of the same two people be so different, I had to wonder.

      I sighed again and went over to the stack of books to see if there was anything worth reading. I didn’t really find anything that caught my attention, but I did learn that Fell had read about motorcycle engine repair, the medicinal plants of this part of Georgia, homesteading, and quite a lot on human medicine. There were a couple of books on astronomy, an old history book about the state, and one very old, but interesting book in a language I didn’t understand and had never seen before. Probably some geek computer game or something, I thought, and walked back to the couch.

      Fell came in to stack the wood by the fire to the left of the couch and I felt bad. He had sweat on his forehead and he looked tired, but he smiled as he made each pass. The wall was stacked two piles deep before he finished and I’d just sat on the couch and watched him. Some guest I was. Did we need all of that wood?

      “That ought to last all winter, surely?” I gazed at the amount of wood skeptically.

      “Girl, I thought you grew up in Virginia?” He scoffed and looked at me with his right side of his face scrunched in disbelief.

      “I did, but I grew up with electric and gas heat. We never used wood or coal to keep the house warm.” I didn’t mention that I grew up in a mansion and Daddy paid good money to make sure we were never without power. We had our own solar panels and everything to keep the power on.

      “That sounds like you were pampered then.” He said it as an observation, not a criticism, I could see. He looked back at the wood, then back at me before he went to get a glass of water. “No, that will last maybe five days, depends on how cold it gets exactly, and how long the snow lasts. I want to make sure I don’t have to go digging around in snow for wood.”

      “Wow, I had no idea.”

      I watched him drink the water down in one gulp, and wondered what his beard would feel like. I’d felt it along my shoulder and back when he’d cleaned my wounds, but I’d never felt it with my fingers. I also wondered what his face would look like without all of that hair, but the beard suited him. The dark hair brought out his eyes significantly.

      “What do you want for dinner tonight? I can make a chili or soup, or something else.” It was small talk, but what else could we talk about?

      I refused to talk about what happened to me and he was too polite to push. “Chili sounds nice.”

      “Good, I’m fairly decent at that.” He gave me a wink and went back to the bathroom. Before long I heard the shower and knew he’d be gone for a few minutes.

      I was about to go stir crazy with nothing to do. What did he do all day, I wondered. I knew the wood had to be chopped and stacked, food had to be made, but what else did he do? He never left the area around the cabin, and people didn’t come to visit. Or had his routine changed because I was here?

      I’d ask, but normally people like to ask their own questions after they’ve answered a few. I wasn’t prepared to answer much at the moment. I might have to, though, if I wanted answers of my own.

      “Do you want to help get this chili started?” He asked when he came out of the bathroom a few minutes later.

      “Sure, what can I do?”

      “Hmm.” He scrutinized me for a moment, my left arm in a cast, my right still healing from the cut there. “Not much, I don’t think. Keep me company I guess.”

      “I can totally do that.” I grinned at him, but I still felt like a freeloader. He’d given me a place to recover, medical care, food, and everything else I needed, and I didn’t give him anything in return but gratitude.

      “What do you do?” He asked as he pulled vegetables from the fridge and started to wash them.

      Oh, straight for the hard questions huh?

      “I, um, well, not a lot really.”

      “What do you mean?” He paused as he chopped carrots and looked up at me.

      “I was studying when...” I let the words trail off because memories pounded into my brain, unstoppable. I gasped as I lived through every moment of it in an instant.

      “You’re safe, Sasha. Don’t be afraid.” He went back to his carrots and left me to get a grasp on my emotions.

      Somehow he knew that a hug was not what I needed just then. I’d thank him for that at some point.

      “I was going to be a singer.” I let the words out softly, as if to test out how accurate they were. “I had a recording contract, and an agent, I was going to make a record.”

      “Oh? What do you sing?” He looked me over as if trying to decide what flavor of music suited me.

      “Country, of course, darlin’!” I said with a goofy grin and a twang in my voice. “I’m from Virginia, what else would I sing?”

      “Suitable.” He said in a monotone voice, but I saw how his lips twitched.

      “I’d worked hard for years, did some gigs in little out of the way places, had started doing the circuits with state fairs and stuff. I’d built up a small following, I was just on the verge of breaking big, and then...well, all of this happened.” I waved my hands around my body and looked down at my nails. I picked at one that had split at some point, as a way to distract myself.

      “What a shit time to be kidnapped.” My gaze popped up to meet his, was he teasing me?

      “It was, yeah.” I saw understanding there, and blunt honesty in those gray eyes. No, his words hadn’t been spoken to make fun of me, they were commiseration. “You’re a good guy, Fell.”

      He didn’t look up, but I saw his eyes go tight around the edges. What had I said wrong? “I wasn’t always, but I try.”

      Now, what did that mean?
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      I didn’t want to talk about my past any more than she did, so I let it go and went about the day. I put the ingredients for the special brand of chili I liked to make in a pot on the cast iron woodstove to cook, and before I knew it, the day turned into evening. By the time it was totally dark, the entire world outside had turned white. A foot of snow had fallen in those short hours of the day and it wasn’t totally surprising that the power went off. What was surprising was the thunder that came with the snow.

      Lightning blazed across the sky and when it lit up the snow, the world became a surreal place. It always was when it snowed anyway, but with the lightning, it was just a little bit intimidating. Sabina had brought up a stack of books for Sasha to read before the snow started, and she was curled up on the couch now, on her uninjured side. She had her right hand tucked under her head, propped up by pillows, and a blanket over her body. My mother had knitted that blanket many decades ago from white and green wool.

      I cherished it and brought it out only when it was really cold. I’d caught Sasha shivering earlier as she watched the snow and pulled it out of my closet for her. She’d thanked me, wrapped herself in the blanket, and gone back to her book. It must be nice for her, to lose herself for a little while.

      I’d lit the lanterns I always kept on hand as soon as twilight fell, and now the room was bright enough to read by. Life could be hard up here on the mountain, my power supply came from the bar below, so if it went off down there, or something happened to the line in between, I’d be without power too. I’d learned a long time ago to have more than one way to light the cabin and to cook. In the summers, I’d use a fire-pit I’d built outside, times like now, when I’d have to dig out the pit, I used the wood-stove.

      I pulled cornbread out of a cast iron skillet I’d used with a lid and put it on a plate. That went on the tray with the chili I spooned out of the pot. With a glass of apple juice, the tray was complete and I put it down for Sasha on the plain pine table in front of the futon.

      “Oh, thanks, Fell! I was lost in that book. Let me sit up and you can sit with me while we eat.” She shifted her legs and I set my own tray on the table while she tasted the chili.

      “Oh my God, it’s so spicy, but so good!” She wore a pleased expression and I felt warmth spread in my chest.

      “Thanks.” I don’t know why it mattered that she complimented my cooking but it did.

      “No, don’t thank me, thank you! Wow, this is amazing!” She crumbled up the corn bread into the chili and began to eat with more energy than I’d seen her use since she came here. When she asked for another bowl, I smiled. She was on the mend at least.

      I settled back down on the couch and ate another bowl of the chili. I spent more time in observation of her than actually eating my dinner, though. Sasha was obviously a fighter. She’d fought for her life when she was attacked and she’d fought for her life since she came to me. It wasn’t easy to heal from the amount of wounds she had, especially those burn wounds on her back. She’d been stabbed, beaten, and burned; I was amazed that she could even sit down and have a normal conversation.

      I had my own ghosts, but nothing as bad as what had happened to Sasha. The woman had been tormented, her body testified to that. I wanted to know her story. She was brave, I knew that, but she couldn’t face those demons yet. I know how that goes, so I didn’t push her.

      “What’s for dessert?” She put the bowl down on her tray and grinned.

      “Are you serious?” I blinked at her. She must be on the mend if she’s still hungry.

      “Completely.” She didn’t even pretend to be full. My kind of lady.

      “I didn’t make anything, but I’m sure I can find something else.” I looked in the direction of the kitchen, not sure what I could make.

      “I have the best recipe for brownies memorized if you have the ingredients. Help me up, I’ll have a look.”

      I helped her to get to her feet and I wasn’t the least bit surprised to feel a jolt of awareness race up my arm. It always happened when I touched her. She didn’t feel it, though, at least, she never let on that she did.

      I know bears could be mated to humans. It happens sometimes, more often lately than in the past, but for some reason, Sasha seemed completely oblivious to it all. Of course, she had just escaped what looked to be a very sadistic bastard. I didn’t care if it was her husband, a lover, her father, or her brother, whoever did this to her would pay, but for right now, I’d make sure she was looked after.

      “There’s chocolate and cocoa bars in the cupboard here, flour is in this tub, sugar here...” I went through the shelf and pointed things out to her that I thought she might need. Neither of us mentioned the bottle of bourbon in the back. As I said, it was for medicinal purposes and I’d only had about three shots out of it since I’d bought it a few weeks ago. I hadn’t needed it so much since Sasha came along.

      She kept my brain occupied.

      “Right, I’ll tell you the recipe if you can measure and mix it all together for me. Can we do it on the top of the wood-stove, like you did the cornbread?” She had her head tilted to one side and her eyes sparkled in the light of the lanterns.

      “Yeah, uh, let me just...” I couldn’t take my eyes off of her for a minute. Her bruises were faded but still visible, and the cut above her eyes was definitely there, but the flaws made just how beautiful she was really stand out. I didn’t even notice her chipped tooth anymore, it was just a part of her smile now.

      “Let you what, Fell?” Her lips quirked into a smile I’m certain she didn’t mean to be sensual, but it still was.

      “What?” I leaned down to her, not a lurch, but just a bend down to let her know I missed what she’d said.

      “You said to let you just and then you stopped talking.” Her left eyebrow lifted and the way it made her look, all saucy and playful, went straight down to my…

      “Oh, let me clean the pan!” I turned around quickly, I didn’t want her to see just what that eyebrow had done to me. The poor woman had enough trauma to deal with. The fact that we were spirit mates might send her over the edge.

      I went to the stove, cleaned the pan out with a paper towel to get the cornbread crumbs out of it, and took it to her.

      “You’ve taken care of this really well. My mom never could get them to turn out this well.” She looked over the cast iron pan.

      “Yeah, my mom started that one when I was a kid and she taught me how to take care of them in the long winter months. There was no girl chores or boy chores in her house. There was just chores.” I smiled at the memory, the first time I’d been able to talk about someone from my past without guilt driving me to my medicine bottle.

      “She sounds like my kind of girl!”

      “You would have liked her, I think.” It was a subtle hint, but one she understood quickly.

      Her eyebrows fell a little and her eyes took on a hint of sadness.

      “I’m sorry. I know what it’s like to lose your parents.” She didn’t move, didn’t offer anything else, just understanding. That was enough for me.

      “Thanks, she was a great lady. Now, what do we do next?”

      I wanted to take that sadness out of her eyes and I’d learned from day one that distraction worked best with Sasha.

      I poured the ingredients as she instructed into the mixing bowl, stirred it all up, and put it into the pan. She was happy, distracted, and the brownies smelled fantastic.

      “I’ve never made these like this before. Only from a box.”

      “Never? It’s so easy! I used to make them when Mom and Dad were gone on long trips and…,” but she stopped and I knew there was something there she didn’t want to reveal, or think about, right now.

      I took the pan to the stove, set it on a cast iron trivet, and set the pan with the lid on top of that. It would work perfect as an oven. I wanted to ask her more, but was it the right time?

      “They uh, they used to go out on a lot of trips when I was kid. Tazewell, where I grew up, is mainly farming and a little bit of spillover from the coal industry. My parents had a lot of money, and I guess Tazewell was where Dad wanted to hide from the world. He was a politician, you see. He was governor of Virginia, for a little while. Before I came along.”

      “I see.” What did you say to that? “So you spent a lot of time on your own?”

      A darkness came over her then, a shroud that was almost visible. Her whole demeanor changed suddenly, but she did stop her answers.

      “Kind of. Jim was there. He was always there.” The desolate tone of her voice told me that wasn’t a good thing.

      “You mentioned Jim the night you were brought here.” I paused to gauge her reaction. She didn’t even blink. “Is he the one that did this?”

      I held my breath and waited for her answer. Would she finally talk about it and get that evil out of her soul? It would consume her if she didn’t. I knew that for a fact.

      I finally had to breathe, but her eyes were still on mine, so I didn’t move, I just inhaled softly, and waited.

      “Yes.” It was a simple answer, but I saw the way her eyes changed, the stoic bravery turned to pain, sadness, and something that overwhelmed her. Shame? Regret? I couldn’t tell, but I knew she didn’t need to feel either.

      “None of it is your fault, Sasha, you know that, don’t you?”

      “He thinks so.” She paused, swiped at her mouth with her fingers, and then wrapped them around the back of her neck. A protective move.

      “It doesn’t matter what he thinks, nothing you could have done deserved that.” I waved in general, there was too much to point out only one injury. “Do you want to tell me about it?”

      “Those brownies are going to take a while. I guess I might as well.” She didn’t look convinced as we sat down on the couch, one on each end. I waited for her to start, I didn’t want to push her.

      “My brother is ten years older than me, I was a happy surprise for my parents. They only wanted Jim, only planned for him, and they spoiled him before I came along.” She took a deep breath before she carried on. “He didn’t take my existence very well from the beginning. He carried me out into the snow and left me there the day they brought me home from the hospital.”

      “Damn, that’s just...”

      “Cold?” She interrupted, her face enigmatic. “Yeah, Dad found me screaming when he snuck out to have a cigarette. Mom was already asleep, but he woke her up when he found me.”

      “Your Dad was a secret smoker, too?” I liked that I had something in common with her dad.

      “Yeah, you smoke?” She looked surprised.

      “When I’m stressed, or had a long day. Not often, it’s not a habit. Just a way to unwind. I like the ritual of it.”

      “I understand, he did too. It doesn’t bother me, I don’t smoke, probably because it reminds me of him. We always knew, especially in the winter. He’d come in from these short walks stinking of it. You know the way it smells on your clothes in the cold?”

      “Yeah, not the best smell in the world.”

      “No, but it always reminds me of him. Mom knew, we all did, but we pretended not to.” She stopped, and I think she realized she’d wandered off-topic. “Anyway, Jim did not like me, at all.”

      “Not even when you both got older?”

      “No, it only grew worse. They sent him away to boarding school when they found rat poison in his room.” Her gaze was steady, but I could see the hurt there.

      “Fucking hell. They didn’t send him to a doctor?”

      “No, they were worried a psychiatric record might hurt his chance at being a governor himself one day.”

      “Jesus, Sasha!” How could they do that to her? The kid had obviously needed professional help.

      “It only got worse, after they died.”

      I watched her, my eyes round, as her face fell for a moment. Then she continued, and I almost wish she hadn’t.
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      I didn’t want to do this, I wanted to eat brownies, and laugh, and forget the world outside existed. Except for the snow, that looked magical. I couldn’t see it, the light from the lanterns reflected in the glass but I’d watched as the snow blanketed the mountain. It was all pure and white now, every last inch of it.

      “That snow hasn’t got a mark on it yet, to break the magic of it all.” I said, my mind on my own body. “Unlike me, it’s unmarred, pure.”

      “You will have a few scars, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t pure, or damaged, Sasha.”

      He said it quietly and his eyes stared into mine intently. I knew he meant it, but I didn’t feel it. I couldn’t when I still had so many painful places to remind me of just how damaged I was.

      “Jim started really tormenting me when I was three. He’d hide in my closet and under my bed, he was the boogeyman that never went away. He’d run when I screamed in the night, before my parents could catch him, but they knew what had made me scream, they’d hear him as he ran. They wanted to put a lock on my door, so he couldn’t get in, but they were afraid of fires.”

      “How did you learn all that?”

      “I heard them talking a lot of the time. They’d forget I was in the room, or think I was asleep. It got so bad, they wouldn’t leave me alone at all. Mom started to sleep in my room, and it was only when they were gone that it was really bad. They came home one time and he’d held me down and shaved all of my hair off. He wanted to electrocute me and had seen in a movie that they used to shave a prisoner’s head before they electrocuted him.”

      “They left you alone with that little monster?” I could understand his shock, but that wasn’t the half of it.

      “No, he was supposed to be with a guardian, but he’d always sneak out of there at night.”

      “Some guardian, then!” Fell looked like he wanted to strangle somebody. I kind of felt like that myself.

      “Yeah, it wasn’t great. They started a year-round boarding school after that. He was never home then. Jim was always gone after that, and I finally had some peace. He left the school at 18, before graduation, and took off somewhere. Mom and Dad would get phone calls from him, demanding more money, or something else he wanted, but he didn’t come back home. Not until they died last year.”

      “What happened?” I wasn’t sure if he’d asked the question about my parents or about me. I went with the former and then the latter.

      “They were on some mission trip, something they’d started after they joined a local church, and their plane crashed. They were found a few miles from the plane. They’d been thrown out or sucked out, something. I was never told which happened for sure. I don’t think I want to know. It was all horrible, and I wanted to curl up and mourn them in peace, but then Jim finally came home.”

      “How old are you now, Sasha?” He didn’t meet my eyes, but I answered anyway.

      “I’m 25, why?” Something had changed, something in me, when he asked me that. I guess it was that I finally had to acknowledge that I was attracted to him, and that I hoped he was to me.

      “I just wondered.”

      “Are you too old for me?” I felt my lips quirk to the left, and gave him a long look.

      “Pardon?” He looked stunned, and my smile deepened.

      “Are you too old for me?” I repeated the words slowly, and leaned towards him, my eyes held a gleam of a dare.

      “I’m 45, you tell me?” Oh, a dare back. I liked that.

      “Not at all, Fell.” I looked him over, the muscled body, the gorgeous eyes, that beard I itched to touch, and knew I wanted him. It wasn’t just a distraction technique, or some byproduct of him being my savior, I really wanted him.

      “Maybe later, Sasha. For now,” he paused, his finger came out to stroke my jaw, down to my chin. My heart raced as his finger traced down my skin and made me shiver. I wanted those strong fingers on me in other places, to press into much more sensitive areas. He knew practically every inch of me anyway, he might as well carry on. I had a feeling he wouldn’t though. His next words proved that. “For now, let’s talk.”

      I felt my body deflate, but knew he was right. Sex was not what I needed right now. I had to finish this, or I’d never tell him all of it. “Fine. What else do you want to know.”

      “What happened when Jim came back?” He didn’t miss a beat.

      “He skipped the funeral, the hard parts, you know? He wasn’t there when their bodies came back on the plane, he wasn’t there when I had to pick out their caskets. He left me to deal with all of that. He did show up when the will was read though. That he was there for.”

      I could still feel the anger and resentment I’d carried with me over the callous way Jim had acted. Then he’d made it a whole lot worse.

      “He threw a fit when most of the estate was left to me. He’d been their favorite, he screamed at the lawyer, he was the one that deserved it all. I was just some brat that had come along when they couldn’t control themselves one night. An accident he didn’t want to have to deal with anymore.”

      “That was rather harsh.”

      “It got worse, the cops had to be called, and he was arrested for public disorder. He got out somehow, I didn’t post his bail, but he showed up at the house the next day.” I had to stop then, take a deep breath, and calm my heart before it raced out of my chest. Panic started to make me tense as the hardest part of this tale drew closer.

      “What happened?” He didn’t say I could stop, or tell me it was enough, he had to know it all. I saw it in his eyes too, he needed to know it all, I just wasn’t sure why.

      “He dragged me out of my bed in the middle of the night, tied me up, carried me out to the van, and then drove. It felt like days. He’d give me water, but he didn’t feed me. I don’t know how long I was back there, but by the time he stopped at some hovel in the woods, I was disgusting. He hadn’t let me out of the van, at all.”

      “Fucking hell.”

      “I know. He dragged me to a cave, which I guess was better than the shack I’d seen, and locked me in a dog kennel. At least it was one for large breeds.” I had to try to get through this, no matter how much my brain wanted me to just get up and stop the words, the memories, that flowed out. “He used to come out once a week or so. He’d bring me food, water, some wet wipes to clean myself up with. He kept me there for over a year. I know because this is the second time I’ve seen snow here. It was summer when he took me. The snow came, and it’s back, so I know it was over a year.”

      “Fuck.” He didn’t say anything else, he didn’t have to. I saw how his hands were clenched in his lap, how tight his jaw was. Fell was angry.

      “The supplies started to dwindle a while back, I don’t know how long, I’m still not exactly sure of the date...” I looked over at him for an answer.

      “It’s almost Christmas. We don’t normally get this much snow here, but I guess the weather decided to give you something nice to look at.” His smile was tentative, as if he was afraid he’d say the wrong thing.

      “I’ve always loved the snow, so maybe you’re right.” He let my brain rest for a minute and went to check the brownies. He came back and sat down on the couch, his left leg up on the couch so he could prop his arm on the back to watch me.

      “How did you end up here?” The question stole my breath. I knew it was bound to come, but it still stung. The memories were so painful.

      “He thought he’d starve me to death, or that the infections from his playtime cigarette burns would kill me. He’d given me clothes, but they were filthy and rags. He used to tease me, he’d put warm clothes on a boulder when it was cold, just out of my reach. I can still remember it all, like I’m still there. The dry smell of the cave, the cold air that blew in, the way I’d shiver when it was cold and he’d only given me a sleeping bag to protect myself. It was like...” I paused, the words not coming to me.

      “Like what, Sasha?” Fell prompted, his gaze intent.

      “Like he wanted me to suffer before I died. Like he couldn’t make up his mind. He’d scream with joy and tell me how much he liked to burn me, how he loved my screams, but then he’d barely feed me, or give me protection from the elements. I couldn’t understand it.”

      “He’s insane, Sasha, you’ll never understand that.” His hand came out then, and he offered me his comfort, at last.

      I let my fingertips twine with his, my eyes glued to his. “He dropped a knife one day.”

      “Okay?”

      I stopped, again. Deep breath. More words. Carry on, Sasha.

      “For over a year he’d kept me there, tortured me, and he’d never made a single mistake. He brought me granola bars and dried food, food that I could barely eat, but he left me plenty of water in bottles, just on one side of my kennel. It was always cold food, but at least it was food. Then he dropped that knife one day. It fell out of his pocket and bounced into my sleeping bag before he saw it. I saw it, though, and I sat on it so he wouldn’t know he’d lost it.”

      “Smart girl.” His fingertips stroked mine, and I felt calm flow from the point out into every part of me. Somehow, his touch took away all the fear, the anxiety, the sheer terror.

      “It took me a couple of days to break the lock on the kennel, that’s actually how I got this. The knife slipped.” I pointed at my arm and his gaze followed. His eyes asked about the rest without words. “Those are from him.”

      I gulped, gave his fingers a squeeze, and continued.

      “He drove up, just as I was about to step out of the kennel. There was nowhere for me to hide, so I tried to run past him. He caught me and slammed me into the cave wall.” I pointed at the cut above my forehead. “He broke my arm when I fell, he dropped down onto it with his knee and wrenched it up at the same time.”

      “That explains both bones being fractured.”

      “I guess. I had the knife in a belt I’d made from a rag that used to be a shirt, and tried to get it with my other hand. I managed to get it lose just as he started to hit me, over and over again. I stayed conscious long enough to stab him in his chest, but he didn’t stop. He took the knife from me and...”

      “Take your time, Sasha.” His fingers enveloped my hand this time and the calm soothed me. I took a deep breath and carried on.

      “He stayed conscious long enough to try to stab me in the back, but he couldn’t seem to do anything more than wound me. He flipped me over, I was too hurt to resist by then, and he tried to stab me in the abdomen but must have passed out before he did too much damage.” I took another deep breath. “I passed out when he fell on top of me, but I woke up before he did. I looked for his car keys, but couldn’t find them. I grabbed the clothes he’d left there, those I had on when I got here, and ran. Did I have shoes on?”

      I couldn’t remember now, I’d grabbed a pair of trainers but I couldn’t remember if I put them on.

      “No, you didn’t have shoes on.” Even that made him angry. I’d had to run without the benefit of shoes, as injured as I already was. “What about this scar?”

      He ran his other fingers down my hairline, where the other scar was on the right side of my face.

      “Oh. That was a little experiment of Jim’s. To show me that nobody could hear my screams. He glued it up with super glue, and not the medical grade stuff. It might have been worse than leaving it alone. I haven’t looked in the mirror yet, so I don’t know how bad the damage is. I can’t bring myself to do it.” Sabina always came in to help me bathe and to make sure my back was washed properly, if gingerly. She usually rushed me in, and rushed me out, in an effort to preserve some of my dignity.

      I really liked the other woman, and appreciated all the things she’d done for me. She always smiled and seemed happy when she came up to help me, and I knew she had to be a special kind of person to be so unflappable about cleaning a stranger the way she did. She never complained, never made me feel like I was a nuisance, and she always had a smile for me.

      “You’re distracting yourself again.” A tug at my fingers and his words brought the world back to me.

      “You’re right. I somehow morphed into thoughts about Sabina. She’s so pretty. And nice.” I glanced at him, but saw there was no change in his expression.

      “She’s changed since her mate came along.” He flushed a little. “I mean her husband. They’re married now. I always forget.”

      “She deserves to be happy, the way she looks after me. I must be hideous to look at. I’m covered in scars, and wounds, and damn, he really fucked me over!” I swiped at tears, angry with myself, with Jim, with the world that allowed this to happen. “He should have been in jail a long time ago, or a mental institution, but he was free.”

      “Life sucks hard sometimes, baby girl. I know it does.” His fingers stroked at mine, but he never completely let them go.

      “Too hard. I often wondered why nobody looked for me.” My words trailed off as my brain went through a list of people that should have looked. The agent, the record company, the lawyer, a few friends. Not anybody too close, but people that should have noticed my lack of activity on social networks.

      I never was one to make close friends, something always held me back from opening up to people. I’d always been kind of reserved, but here, maybe it was the situation, but here I didn’t feel like I needed to be so distant, from any of them

      “Maybe they did and you just don’t know it. Or maybe he told them you left, took your money and went on vacation.” He looked doubtful, but still offered the explanation.

      “Could be, that sounds like something he’d do.” The more I thought about it, the more I thought he must be right. “Anyway, you know the rest of the story. At some point, I stayed awake long enough to put the clean clothes on, threw the rags I’d worn in a hole in a tree I found, and tried to find my way out of the woods. I saw some lights after a while, and kept walking. I could barely see them by the time I felt gravel under my feet, the lights kept blending into one big blur, but before I fell for the last time, I saw the sign. Ursa Majors. I’ll remember that for the rest of my life.”

      It had always been the Big Dipper to me, but I knew it was properly named Ursa Major. Just when I’d needed relief, the place came along to quench my thirst and offer me protection and aid. It had lived up to both names so far.
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      I knew that she’d get around to my own story at some point, so I stood up, checked the brownies, and pulled them from the stove. “These are done. Do you want some now?”

      “Do you have ice cream?”

      “Oh man, you found out my one weakness. Mint chocolate chip ice cream. Sorry, but it’s all I have. Do you want some?”

      “Are you kidding? Of course I do! That’s my favorite too!” She looked pleased, and I felt my pulse race. I could find other ways to get that look on her face. Much more pleasurable ways. Well, mint chocolate chip ice cream was pretty heady stuff.

      “One final question, Sasha, then I won’t ask you any more.” I waited for her to nod her head and then continued. “Was he alive when you left him?”

      “I don’t know. I was afraid to touch him. In movies, you always see dumb people going up and poking the killer. I ran, I didn’t have time to worry about whether he was going to get back up and stab me again. I just ran.”

      “You did the right thing. You’re safe here, no matter what happens. I doubt he’d be able to find the place anyway. We aren’t exactly on the beaten path.” I couldn’t tell her we’d only be found by humans that needed us. A man bent on murder would never find his way here.

      “Good. I’d hate to have to stab him again.” I wanted to think she was joking, but her face said otherwise. I can’t say that I blame her. She’d been through hell. “What’s to stop him from finding it? I did.”

      “You were stumbling around in a lot of pain and barely able to stay conscious, Sasha. I’d say that’s why you found us, by accident.” It wasn’t a lie, but not exactly the truth. She’d found us because she needed us.

      She thought it over, and must have decided it was a plausible explanation. “True.”

      Her face fell a little then, and I saw the sheen of tears in her eyes.

      “Do you want a hug, Sasha?” It was odd to ask, I know, but after all she’d been through, I knew she wouldn’t like to be touched without warning.

      “I’d love a hug, Fell. I really would.” She gave me a watery smile. “I’m just afraid that if I take it, I won’t let go. I’ll be too busy flooding the world with tears.”

      “Oh, baby girl, if that’s what you need to do, that’s what you need to do. Come here.” I pulled at her hand and she melted into my arms. Her face pressed into my neck as her body slid into place against mine. We fit together like a key into a lock, perfect and matched.

      I wanted to touch her, to feel every single inch of her with my fingers, but I held still. I barely even breathed as she settled into my shape like paint flooding into an embossed design on glass. She gave a sigh of relief at our contact, and I still didn’t move. I didn’t want to frighten her, or make her think I was some kind of pervert.

      “You feel so good, Fell. Like you were made for me.” I let my hand fall to her hair, a light red that sometimes looked blond and sometimes looked like rusted gold. It ran down her back in a silky wave that my fingers followed with glee.

      I couldn’t tell her I was made for her, not yet. She was still far too fragile for that part of me.

      “Human contact can be a good thing.” I said, and didn’t realize that I’d made a mistake.

      “Then why do you live up here on your own, away from everybody?” Her fingers danced along the buttons of my flannel shirt, as if she hadn’t just asked a question that always made my world tilt.

      “Because once upon a time...” I started but paused. It was my own turn to hesitate over my words, to think carefully before I answered. “Once upon a time, I was selfish, and it cost a lot of people their lives.”

      “What?” She pushed back a little to look at my face. “What do you mean?”

      “I was in love, I thought. Not far from here, a farmer had a daughter that I thought loved me. I was told to leave her alone, that she wasn’t my, ahem, that she wasn’t meant for me, but I wouldn’t listen. I thought I knew better. I talked some friends into going out for a, uh, walk, and it didn’t go exactly as I’d planned. I thought we’d be alright, I only wanted some friends with me when I asked her to marry me, to come and live with me.”

      This was hard to do with someone from my own clan, attempting to tell someone not of my world without giving away vital information was even harder. I danced around truths, around admissions I could not yet make. It wasn’t an easy story to tell anyway, trying to keep parts hidden from her just made it worse by a thousand-fold.

      “What happened?”

      “The farmer thought we were there to cause problems.” That was the best way to explain it without the whole truth. The man had thought a herd of bears had invaded his property, of course he’d shoot at us all. “He panicked, shot a bunch of people. A lot died.”

      “That’s terrible!” She gasped out. “What happened to him?”

      “Not a lot. He called the law when he realized what he’d done, and then he went into his house and shot himself.” I had to stop, to let the shame and guilt wash away before I could continue. “He killed Quinn, Travis, and Sabina’s parents, among others. We lost quite a few people that night. Because I knew better, or thought I did.”

      “You can’t blame yourself, Fell! The farmer got confused. He thought you were there to make trouble, which I think is just stupid, but whatever. It’s sad, the whole tale is just sad. What happened to the woman?”

      Her fingers stroked my cheek, just above my beard, and I couldn’t think for a minute. All I could see was her eyes, those mesmerizing brown eyes of hers. She exhaled sharply, and my attention went to those peach colored lips. She was so beautiful. My mate. I stroked her lips with my fingertip, shaped the outline and the ridge of the apex of her top lip. So full, so kissable.

      “Fell?” She asked, as if in a dream. I heard her voice, but wasn’t really aware.

      “Yeah, Sasha?” My eyes flicked back to hers, but my fingers were still on lips I wanted to taste.

      “What happened to the woman?”

      “She moved away, I don’t know what happened after that. She wouldn’t return my calls and just left. I got one letter from her. It was only one sentence.” I sat back, the spell broken for a moment. The words still haunted me. “Leave me alone. That’s all it said in big letters across the page. Leave me alone.”

      “It must have been very hard for all of you.” Her fingers traced my lips this time. “It wasn’t anyone’s fault, but all of you carry the blame.”

      “We do.” The spell was cast once more and I felt a pulse of need burn through me. Was she the one that would make it all disappear, that would make me feel like I had a right to live again?

      “And you feel like you have to seclude yourself from the world now? That you don’t deserve to be a part of the living with all of your friends dead?” She said it bluntly, the words I’d hidden in my own head for so long, never spoken, but always there.

      “It’s why I heal those that come to my door now. I can never make up for what I did, but I can make sure those in need get what they deserve. A little help.”

      “That’s why you took me in?” She held her breath, our eyes dancing together, our finger tips touching lips.

      “Of course. But, you’re also special. You’re mine.” The words slipped out, I couldn’t take them back.

      A scarlet eyebrow lifted and her eyes went round. “Am I?”

      “Since you were carried onto my porch, Sasha. I don’t know how to explain it, but one day I will. I knew the moment I saw you.”

      Her breath stopped and she leaned in a little bit closer. Our lips weren’t close enough to touch, but if she breathed deep enough, or spoke they would be.

      “Then I’m yours, I suppose, Mr. Mountain Man.” Her lips brushed against mine at last and I was as hard as rock. She teased me, her eyes on fire, as she rubbed her soft mouth against mine, not a kiss, but a promise.

      “You are.” Was she ready? Was it now?

      Her right hand buried in my beard and she pulled my face those last centimeters, until our lips were fused. “Fell...”

      Her lips whispered against mine. I shut her up with a swipe of my tongue. Her mouth opened, and I found heat, wet heat that was pure heaven. I sank into her mouth as I pulled her against me, carefully, but tight to me. She gave a helpless moan as I ran my tongue along her teeth.

      Her hands came up, not shy at all, and pulled buttons out of their holes. She worked quickly and pulled away long enough to drop the robe and let her nightgown pool around her waist. Then, those glorious breasts she’d revealed were pressed against my skin.

      Smooth skin against the light patch of hair on my chest and we both groaned as our lips found their way back together. Her fingers dug into my ribs and she moved. Desire flared between us, intense and hot, and we both stopped the game of pretend. We knew what we wanted, what we needed.

      The oil in the lanterns started to burn out as she straddled me, until there was only one left. Like magic the cabin went dark save for the light of one last lamp. Long red hair snaked down her back, and I wanted to trace it, but I knew she still had pain in her back and her ribs. I’d let her take the lead.

      “You sure about this, baby girl?” The words rumbled out of my chest against her breasts. I felt her nipples go tight against my skin and clenched my fingers on her hips. She had to feel how much I wanted her.

      “I want you, Fell. I want you to make me feel like the world is alright again.” She looked uncertain for a moment and sat up. She was barely a weight on me, but enough that my dick knew exactly where she was. In the right place.

      “What’s wrong?” I traced a finger down her neck, along her collar bone, and then down. It traced the swell of her breast before it came to her nipple, a tight little bud that became darker as my finger stroked over it.

      “I thought there was a spark in your eyes for a minute. This is all so odd. I don’t normally...”

      “Fuck men you barely know?” The way her cheeks flamed gave her away. “It’s alright, Sasha. I think we both need this, don’t you?”

      “I do need it, Fell. I need you.”

      “Then worry about the rest some other time. For now, I’m yours and I’d be the last person to judge you, ever.”

      I saw a spark in her own eyes then, a spark of gratitude. She answered by way of another kiss, one that quickly turned hot. For a moment, her frenzied response, the way she inhaled sharply at every touch of my fingers, told me she wanted me to just take her, to make her forget everything, but then she slowed down, pulled away.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, my body followed hers automatically as she walked away.

      “Nothing, I just want to fuck you on a bed, not a futon that may or may not collapse beneath us. Because I don’t want some gentle little sigh of a fuck from you, Fell. I want the full experience. Of all of you.” Something about her words told me she knew there was a dark edge to my passion, an edge she felt in return.

      I followed her to the doorway, and watched as she climbed up on the bed. A candle on a table lit the darkness, but barely. She settled on her knees, her gown gone completely, her naked body on full display. Taut breasts, a flat stomach that was more from the poor diet her brother had fed her, a bandage over the stitches in her abdomen, a narrow waist, flared hips just right for my hands. Sasha in all of her imperfect perfection.

      She was just right and all mine. Her hand came up, reached for me, and I took it. I traced a finger down her right side, looked her over with heavy lidded eyes. “You sure?”

      “I wouldn’t be naked otherwise, Fell.” The intensity of her eyes told me she knew exactly what she was going to get and wanted it.

      My fingers wound in her hair, pulled her head back roughly, and she gasped. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, Fell!” Her eyes begged me.

      So, I gave her what she wanted. My lips found her mouth as my fingers found the hidden core of her. Slick and hot, she was already ready for me, but not quite yet. I wanted to hear more of her pleas, I wanted her voice to drown out the memory of screams.

      “Right there, Fell. Fuck.” She groaned out the last part as my fingers danced up to her clit, to the part of her that throbbed for more.

      “Harder.” She panted out the word and her hips twisted in time with the circle of my fingers.

      “More?” I asked, a smile on my face as I began to trace the path of her neck. She had a long, beautiful neck, and I lingered. I kissed both sides until I found the spot that made her breath hitch.

      “There.” It was a breath, a command, and I listened. I sank my teeth gently into the spot and felt the shiver that made her skin react. I listened, I watched, I inhaled every one of her responses until I knew how she wanted to be touched.

      My left hand cupped a breast, teased it until her hips stopped and she quit breathing. I wanted to look into her face, but I didn’t want to let this spot on her neck go. My need to watch her explode drove me to look up, and I breathed in her pleasure. Her body rocked, it twisted, and she cried out my name as pleasure shot through her like lightning.

      For a moment, my little refugee, my mate, felt nothing but pleasure. I drank it in, every last drop of it, until she sank down on her knees. Her hair hung over her face, her shoulders slumped, but she wasn’t defeated. Just lost in the aftermath of it.

      Then she looked up at me, and the world tilted. I’d never seen that look of wonder on her face. It was all I ever wanted to see again. If I went blind now, I’d go happily.
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      He was so big, tall and broad, every inch muscled and ready for action. I looked up at him, on his knees. This was how I wanted him. On his knees, waiting for me to climb him. I felt a final surge of pleasure ripple through me and moved.

      I wanted to face him as he sank into me, but I couldn’t do that on my back, the pain would be too much of a distraction. Instead, we moved together, until I was over him while he was still on his knees. He could lean back if he wanted to, but I think he wanted to face me as much as I wanted to face him.

      I reached between us, felt him thick and hard, and didn’t let myself think. I just sank down onto him. Our eyes were locked together, but I felt mine go out of focus as he filled me. An inch, then another, split me open, made me his. I didn’t think, I only felt. Wherever he touched me, wherever he stroked me, that was what I knew.

      I knew his eyes, the feel of his lips on mine, the way his arms wrapped around my waist to settle on my ass. He pulled me tight to his body and thrust into me.

      “Fell.” I could say his name forever. If it was the only word I ever said again, I’d be good with that. As long as he touched me as I said it.

      At first, his hands stopped me from movement, but as he moved deeper, further into the tight heat of me, he let go. His face looked up to mine, and I found his rhythm. We danced, until we found the stars. Literally, as it turned out.

      Fell moved me, his fingers explored me in a dozen places, and he filled me, until the friction, the pleasure of it all, exploded into black lit by silver stars. The world shifted and for the first time in my life, I really felt like I was a part of my lover. I was a part of Fell and he was a part of me. I found him there in the darkness, my fingers clutched into his strong biceps, and then we fused into something even more.

      He pulsed deep inside of me and a deep moan that sounded like it was pulled from his very soul made my insides quiver again. I could feel the way my body fluttered around him, milked him to drain every last drop of his essence from his body. The sensation of being somewhere else didn’t end though, it only took us deeper, and I clutched at him, lost in a place that should be barren but was filled with the sparkle of light. His light, our light.

      I heard a whimper, realized it was my own, and then did it again. What was this? It was more than pleasure, it was a dark place, a place where only we existed, as one. Then, with sudden, breath-taking speed, I was looking into his eyes, panting to catch my breath.

      “What the fuck was that?”

      “That was our place, Sasha. That was this land. I told you, you’re mine. The Mother decided I needed you, she made you for me and me for you. She brought you to me, at last.”

      “The mother? What?” I sank down from his body, confused, but not frightened.

      “This land, baby girl. It’s the land of the bear mother, the place where the story began. Ursa Major? The nymph that promised to remain a virgin, only she didn’t and bore a son? This is where she chose to make her presence known once she was sent into sky.”

      “Uh. What?” That made me look at him with disbelief. Fuck a man and he turns into a nutter? Is that what had just happened?

      “That’s the myth, Sasha.” I felt relief when he laughed. “She bore a son and a goddess turned her into the constellation Ursa Major as punishment for losing her chastity. That’s where we take our name for this place from.”

      Relief flooded me. Okay, that made sense. I knew this was some kind of commune, but wasn’t sure how far they had gone into cult status. The fact that they knew the story was a myth, and didn’t bang on about it being fact was a relief. I wasn’t religious, period. I had no time for any of it. Especially not a myth that said women could be turned into bears. That was just crazy.

      I went to him, wrapped my arms around his shoulders, and kissed him again. “So long as it’s only a myth.”

      “And if it wasn’t?” He teased me, I could see it in his eyes.

      “Then I’d have to deal with it, wouldn’t I?” What else could I do?

      “I suppose you would. Do you want more brownies? I bet they’re even better cooled off.”

      I pulled away from him and ran for the living room. My ribs still ached, and I doubt my back is ever going to not hurt ever again, but it was nice to laugh when he caught me and pulled me close. My laughter died when I saw his eyes, and how he longed for me.

      There was desire in his eyes, need, that my body immediately answered. I throbbed with need. “Brownies?”

      “If you must.” He growled, his beard nuzzled into my neck to tickle me. “I’d rather have more of you.”

      “In a minute. Brownies!” I turned to the pan and scooped some in my fingers. They were still a little warm and gooey. “Here, taste it.”

      He sucked the hot confection from my finger, and it felt so good. I didn’t think a man sucking your finger could be sexual, but the way he did it made me hum in response. His tongue swiped and his cheeks sucked. His lips let my finger go, but then he took it once more, just to make sure he’d removed all of the chocolate.

      “You taste so good.” He whispered the words, and my thoughts went south.

      “Then you should taste the rest of me.” I raised an eyebrow at him and grinned.

      “I think I just might.” Fell dropped down to his knees in front of me, a position I quite liked him in, and proceeded to worship every inch of me he could reach.

      I was the one in control this time. My hand in his hair directed his tongue, his sensual lips, and I rode his face like I’d never been off of it. I soon learned that the scrape of his beard against my sensitive inner thighs was a delight, and that the prickly hair of his mustache could be a unique, but utterly pleasurable, entertainment.

      Sometime between the moment I sank into his arms on the futon and now, I’d become a temptress, at least in my own head, and I felt a low laugh of power bubble in my chest. I’d never felt so in control, like I had all of the power. Fell gave me that, and gave it gladly.

      When his fingers delved into my center and found just the right spot, the world exploded, only for me, only for the woman I was at that point. Fell hummed a sound of delight, and that sent me further into the darkness. I pulsed with pleasure, I glowed with power, and he gave every bit of it to me. This wasn’t just some token effort to make me feel better, to take my mind off of my troubles and terrors, this was a real gift, one he gave to me.

      I gasped as waves rolled up to my brain, waves that pulsed with liquid hedonism. There were no rules here, there was no right or wrong, there was only pleasure. I rode it out, his tongue never still, and waited, my breath held, as it came once more.

      I could almost hear Fell tell me to ride it out, to have it all, but he couldn’t speak, his lips were busy in the silky folds between my thighs. I sank down to my own knees as the waves finally passed, spent yet again.

      “When do I have to leave?” I asked, my heart still pounded in my chest.

      “You don’t, baby girl. That’s the best part, you never have to leave, if you don’t want to.” His fingers were on my cheek, a gentle touch of reassurance.

      “I don’t think I will then. I’ll just stay here, and let you do that to me over and over again.”

      “It would be my pleasure.” He gave me a cocky smirk, and I knew he was pleased that I’d enjoyed his attentions. “Would you sing for me, Sasha?”

      I looked at him sharply. “I haven’t sung anything in a long time, Fell. I probably sound terrible now. I’m out of practice.”

      “I’d like to hear you sing anyway. I won’t laugh, or judge you, I promise.” He pulled me over to the couch, but I didn’t sit down. I needed to stand to sing.

      “Well. I’ll sing you an old song then. A really old song, from around the 1900s. My grandmother used to sing it to my mother and she used to sing it to me.”

      “What’s it called?” Fell asked once he settled in and pulled a blanket over his lap.

      “Bird in a Gilded Cage. I always took it as a warning to leave rich men alone.” I laughed, and then began to sing.

      My voice was raw, a bit off-key, but before the song was over, and the lady of fashion that had married for wealth ended up in her grave, I had it all under control. Fell looked impressed, stunned even.

      It was a short song, one that was simple enough, but I saw the way he watched me. He liked my voice. I looked down at my hands, and tried not to be embarrassed. I stood there, naked and bare in more ways than one.

      “That was amazing, Sasha. Really. I see we have to get you healed so you can do more of that. Maybe you can sing down in the bar?”

      “Oh, I’m sure nobody really wants to hear my kind of music.” I waved away the suggestion, even though I’d had a contract at one point. I’m sure all of that was behind me now. After my sudden disappearance I doubted anyone would want to work with me anyway.

      “And I’m sure they do. You definitely belong in country music. You have such a beautiful voice. It’s haunting really.” He held out his hand to me and pulled me under the blanket with him.

      “I’m glad you like it. It’s all I have going for me, really. I don’t have any other skills. I always focused on singing, playing the guitar, and the piano. I never really thought about anything else. Not until Jim took all of that away from me.”

      “We have to deal with that, you know? We have to find out if he’s still in that cave or if he made it out. He has to be put away for what he did to you, Sasha. He could do it to someone else.”

      “I know. What do we need to do? Call the police?”

      “No, just tell me what you know about where you were. Describe it to me. I doubt it was too far away if you made it here on foot. How long did it take you?”

      “Well, he showed up in the morning and I guess by the time I made it here the sun was going down or already down?”

      “Yeah, it was late afternoon, early evening. So a few hours. But you weren’t awake the whole time, right?”

      “No, I passed out a lot. I know I followed a creek down off the mountain, a little thing you know? Not a river, but bigger than a stream.”

      “Yeah, I think I might now the place. It’s just on the outskirts of our land. I think we can find it.”

      “I’d like to go with you.”

      “If you want, but it’ll be hard.”

      “I know that. I have to know as much as you do.” I waited, then asked something else. “When will you go?”

      “Tomorrow, probably. Once the snow has stopped. I think you should wait here, your stitches need to do their work a little bit more and hiking might be too much of a strain.”

      “Maybe you’re right. We’ll look in the morning, shall we?” I wanted to say we should go to bed, but I felt too energetic, too alive.

      By rights, I should already be passed out and asleep, but one look at Fell and that notion flew out of the window. We weren’t done yet. Not by a long shot.
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      I woke up the next morning and knew something was different. It wasn’t that I woke up with a smile on my face, even though I did. It wasn’t that there was a beautiful woman in bed beside me, because there was, and she was deliciously warm and asleep. It wasn’t that I felt satisfied, at peace, and maybe even in love.

      It wasn’t any of that. It was that I felt Sasha. Her brain was asleep, her heart worked in her chest, her stomach worked to let her know she was hungry. I felt all of that, if I was quiet and breathed softly. I felt her heart beat, and her emotions as she dreamed. When she felt anxiety in her dream, I felt it, and it made my breath come faster. I couldn’t hear her then, so I made myself calm.

      She was there, she was real, and it hadn’t all been a dream. I also felt something that made me uneasy. Her body had started to change. I’d given her my essence, my bear, and now she was about to change. Her wounds had healed in her sleep, her ribs repaired and even her arm was now fully mended. Everything had changed, in her sleep. How was I supposed to explain this to her?

      I slid out of the bed, ran into the bathroom for a quick shower, and then made breakfast. By the time she got up and walked into the kitchen, her eyes squinted against the gleam of sunlight that bounced off of the snow outside, I had breakfast made.

      “Something’s different.” She muttered as she came up to kiss me. I held her in my arms for a moment and wondered if she’d still be around when she found out, or if she’d run away.

      “You’re madly in love and the world is a beautiful place?” I asked, with a kiss on the tip of her nose. I turned away, I didn’t want to see her reaction.

      “Maybe. But that’s not it. Look at my arm...” Sasha held her right arm out for my inspection. The laceration had healed to a fine thin line that was barely even noticeable now. Another benefit of Bear blood; we healed nicely.

      “Okay?” I went to the table with plates of biscuits, sausage, and a bowl of gravy.

      “I’m certain my other arm is healed too. It feels fine, and there’s no pain. Anywhere.”

      “No? I’ll have to check it all later. After breakfast. Come on, sit down and eat, baby girl. You’re going to need your strength today if we’re going hiking.”

      “Alright. But I want you to look at my back later.” She was distracted throughout the meal and soon had me in her room, her nightgown thrown on the edge of the bed, but not for sex. Nope, she wanted me to look at her wounds.

      They were all healed, even the scars had started to fade. I removed the stitches from her deepest lacerations, took out the ones from her stomach, and hoped she didn’t notice just how healed it all was. It was kind of hard to get some of the threads out, she’d healed so well.

      “You’re, um, all better, Sasha. I guess we don’t need to worry about you much, then.” I hopped off the bed and dressed quickly. “I’ll just run down and see if anybody wants to join us from below.”

      “Wait, what the hell has happened to me, Fell?” She looked upset, and I couldn’t blame her, but I also couldn’t explain right now.

      “I don’t know exactly, but we need to go out while there’s still daylight, Sasha or we’ll be coming back in the dark.”

      “Fell! Stop!” I just kept walking though. I couldn’t give her an answer right now.

      Twenty minutes later I came back with Quinn and Travis, both wanted to join us. Sabina had kept both informed about Sasha’s condition and they were just as eager as I was to find out what her brother’s fate had been.

      “You ready?” I asked when she came outside dressed in some warm clothes and a coat that Sabina had brought up for her a while back.

      “Yes, but I’m not through with you yet, buddy.” She walked by me, her nose in the air, but I could feel her emotions. She was hurt, but she wasn’t mad. I had to live with that for now.

      We walked for a couple of hours, and I’d started to wonder if coming out with snow on the ground was a bad idea. Everything would look different to Sasha in the snow.

      “I think…,” she paused and walked around two pine trees that had grown around a boulder. “Yes, down here...”

      She wandered off a little ways and found a larger tree, and stuck her hand in a hole I hadn’t seen. She drew out rags and a pair of trainers.

      “Yes, this is the way.” She looked at me and I felt how her heart had started to race. She was close to panic, but smothered it without any help from me. My girl wasn’t a weakling, after all.

      “This way.” We followed behind her, our feet crunched through snow so loudly that it  would warn anyone within hearing distance that we were coming. That part was a bit annoying, but Sasha seemed to know her way now.

      Her emotions buffeted me as we moved closer to a trail that led up the mountain a little. She moved through anger, defeat, and determination before she went back to anger once more. She wanted to find her brother there, and bang his head into the cave wall. She wanted to scream at him until he curled into a ball and cried for her to stop. Mainly, she wanted to make him stop his campaign of jealousy and leave her alone.

      “Sasha.” I called out to her when my eyes caught a glimpse of a cave entry ahead. “Let Quinn and Travis go in first.”

      She stopped, a little miffed about it, but saw the sense in it. If he was dead, she didn’t need to see it. We’d take care of the body and that would be the end of it.

      “How deep does that cave go?” I asked and pulled a cigarette from a pack I found in my coat pocket. I lit the tip and inhaled deeply. I blew out the tension I felt with the smoke and relaxed a little.

      “I don’t know, I was near to the front, in that kennel, and I never saw him go to the back. We were always close to the entrance.”

      “That may be all there is to it. There’s cave systems all through this mountain range.” I looked around at the forest that covered most of the mountain, it was all covered in snow.

      “Hey, there’s nobody in there.” Travis said as he came out, his head covered in a black knit cap.

      “Any sign that he’s been there lately?” Sasha called out, her eyes on the cave entrance, not on Travis.

      “No, just some rags covered in blood. He must have tried to clean himself up before he left.” Travis glanced out where I knew a dirt road should be. “That’s the road into town isn’t it? The one that crosses our land?”

      “Yeah, he drove up it when he came that night. I should have tried to take the car, but I didn’t want to waste time looking for keys.” Sasha explained, her eyes on the path that was now covered.

      “You made it out alive, Sasha, that’s all that matters. Not how you did it.” I took her hand in mine, her left one now that her cast was gone, and squeezed it. She looked back at me with gratitude.

      “You always know what to say.” She came into my arms and I held her, but I didn’t stop looking around.

      Quinn came out of the cave and he and Travis came back to us. The sun was out but I could still see our breath in the air. Sasha’s cheeks were pink and her nose was red. We’d have to get home soon or we’d all be too cold to move.

      “Let’s head back. I don’t think he’s there. The place hasn’t been used in a couple of days, at least.” Quinn squinted up at the cave. “I’ll find out where he is. We’ll take care of him.”

      I didn’t bother to ask what that meant. I didn’t need to. Quinn would contact one of the other clans, the ones that lived in the outside world, and Jim would likely disappear from the face of the earth. Nobody would be able to trace it back to Sasha and none of the fallout would fall on her.

      We trekked back to the cabin in silence. I had questions to answer and it wasn’t going to be easy. In fact, I dreaded it. I had no idea how she was going to react, and I didn’t want to break her heart, or hurt her, or give her any more reason to hate the world. She didn’t deserve that.

      I waved at Quinn and Travis as they left us and headed down the mountain to the bar. I knew I needed to bite the bullet and just reveal the truth to her. Now was as good a time as any.

      “Sasha?” I called out to her and shifted, my bear form an immediate change that didn’t involve a lot of blood and snot and pain. It just was. It felt as if I’d just stepped into another form, like I’d changed clothes, not become an entirely different species.

      “Fuck, a bear!” She screamed and tripped as she ran to the house. To be fair to her, she did scream my name as she ran. I didn’t move and she had time to get up out of the snow  with a desperate look around and one more scream of my name.

      I waved my massive head around in amusement and followed along behind her at a slow lope.

      “Oh my God, a bear!” She screamed again and ran up on the porch. She threw open the door, ran in, slammed the door shut, and leaned against the panels.

      If I was a real bear, the thin panels wouldn’t do much to keep me out, but “real” bears didn’t bother to come onto our land. I waited until I saw her face in the window, eyes wide and her face pale, and then I pawed open the door. When I loped inside she went quiet, but backed up until she fell onto the futon.

      “Don’t eat me, please don’t eat me.” She said quietly, her hands up to defend herself. I was massive, over 12 feet tall when I stood up, and with the weight to match. I wasn’t a tiny man, and certainly not a tiny bear.

      With little more than a blink I shifted back into my human shape and sat on the floor in front of her. “This is me, Sasha. All of me.”

      “What…?”

      I shifted again and she stood up with a squeak. She was brave, though, as I always knew she was, and came up to me. Her hand reached out and, despite a slight tremor, reached out to touch my fur.

      “It’s so soft. I always thought bear fur would feel coarse.”

      “I use a good conditioner.” I laughed as I shifted again.

      “How?” Sasha asked and sat down on the floor with me.

      “I don’t know. We carry the Mother Bear with us as an explanation of our story. She sent us down to keep the humans in check and to give the world some magic. We don’t know why we can do this, not scientifically, and we don’t want to know. Years ago, when the settlers came, we built this area as our own. It’s been here since the first white people showed up. Some were integrated, but the rest were kept away.”

      “We, so there are more of you?” She was stunned, I could feel it from her, but she’d get over it. She was calm, and would stay that way. My brave little fighter.

      “Quite a few, my dear. A whole clan of us, actually.” I traced her face with my fingertips. “I suspect you may be one now too. That would explain why your wounds have healed.”

      “Pardon?” She looked at my with a quirked eyebrow, her face slightly turned away, as if she didn’t believe me.

      “It’ll come in time. Sometimes it never does, you’ll just be strong, we’ll be able to communicate with each other in our heads, and you’ll heal quickly. Then again, tomorrow you might be sitting on the futon as a bear. It’s hard to say.” I didn’t know how she would take to her new bear life, it all depended on her and if she wanted to be a bear or not. She could suppress it if she really wanted to.

      “Oh.”

      “That’s it. Oh?” I’d been waiting on tears, threats, accusations, anything but a simple oh.

      “What else can I say? You’ve given me some kind of bear STD or something, and now I’ll be a shapeshifter. What else is there to say exactly?” She looked rattled but amused.

      “That I’m a bastard for doing this to you? That I should have protected you from it. Although, I should say that, as shifters, we don’t get ill, unless we’re separated from our mates. Otherwise, we don’t get STDs, cancer, viruses, any of it. We’re a hardy species.”

      “I’m calling it an STD.” She growled, her eyes squinted at me. “It’s the only way I can think of it, considering how it happened.”

      “Well, yes, it does seem that’s what caused it. I’m sorry, Sasha. Maybe I should have protected you from it more.”

      “It was my fault too. I should have said something about protection. I just wasn’t thinking, at all.”

      “No, I wasn’t either.” She took a deep breath then, and put her hand in mine.

      “Are we mates then? Is that why you said I was yours, that the mother made me for you?” Her head was tilted in curiosity now, her eyes bright and inquisitive.

      “Yes, that’s exactly why I said it. We’ll grow sick and die if we’re apart for too long, but otherwise, we will have a healthy life.”

      “And love? Does that come into it?” She looked away, out of the window above us, to the sky.

      “It can, it’s like an arranged marriage. Sometimes there is love, sometimes not. In our case, well, I think I already love you, Sasha. You’re bravery, your fight, and the beauty within you, it just amazes me after what you’ve been through.”

      “Your life hasn’t been easy, either, Fell. You are so, defiant!” She’d struggled to find the word and spit it out in the end. “You were so determined to make me better, to give me everything I needed, physically and emotionally. I just, you amaze me too. If that’s love, then I’m falling hard. If needing you with me, wanting to know all of you, wanting to be with you, is love, then I’ve already fallen and I’ve fallen hard. I never want to leave this place, or you, Fell. Ever.”

      “You don’t have to, Sasha. That’s the best part. You never have to leave me, at all.”

      I watched her until she stood up and took my hand. Where would she take me now?
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      Fell picked me up from the floor and set me on the dining table, my legs instantly wrapped around his waist. In the distance the moon came up behind us, I hadn’t realized that much time had passed. It was winter, though, the sun set quickly as the moon chased it from the sky.

      His hands pushed up the thick sweater I wore and pulled me closer to his hips to rub against the most sensitive place I had.

      “You still want me, don’t you, Sasha?” He asked, his voice betrayed his fear when it shook on my name.

      “I still want you, Fell. I need your touch, your love, your face, the way you make me feel, all of you. I still want and need every single part of you and who you are, bear or human.”

      “That’s cool.” He said with a jaunty smile and that made me gave a hint of a laugh at his humor.

      “I’m never going to leave you baby, not like that. I plan on being right here with you, for the rest of my life. It might be fast, but if we’re mates, and I’m going to start popping into bear mode at random times, it’s not like I can leave anyway, is it?” It was my turn to make us smile

      “That’s all I needed to hear, Sasha. I needed to know that you wanted to be a part of my life. I didn’t want you to be on your own but I’d have let you go if that’s what you’d wanted. It would have killed us both eventually, but that would have been our choice, right?”

      “I suppose you’re right. I’m just glad you waited for me.” I brushed my hand along his beard, pleased with how silky it was. Like his bear fur. Maybe he used conditioner on this too. I’d ask later.

      “I didn’t know if I’d ever meet my mate, I didn’t expect to. Not after that massacre. I’ve not been a saint, I never have been, but you’re here now and you’re everything I could have asked for in a mate. And you have great tits.” His lips found mine once more and I felt his smile against mine. We were done with words now. I knew his secrets and he knew mine.

      “Make me yours again, Fell. I need you so much it hurts.” I urged him with my words and my hands. I tore at the button of his jeans and he gave a low sound of satisfaction. The button resisted my will though, and he pulled my hands away.

      “My eager little cub.” He plucked the sweater from me and threw it away.

      I wore a white cotton camisole beneath my sweater and its thinness did little to mask Fell’s touch on my body. I might as well have been bare, because it felt like I had nothing between my skin and his as he teased my nipples to hard points. Fell’s lips were on my neck, sucking at the spot he’d discovered the night before and instantly my hips started to move.

      His fingers traced down to my jeans, pushed them away and off of me until he found my pussy.

      “How did I know I’d find you hot and wet for me already?” I didn’t have to look up to know he wore a smirk. “You’re so ready for me, Sasha. I’m going to fuck you right here, claim you right here on our table where anybody that walks by can see it if they care to look.”

      “Oh that is naughty.” I gave him a wicked wink and moved my hands to his jeans. I could see how hard he was beneath the faded denim. It must hurt. I had to set him free and ease that pain, didn’t I? The button resisted me again but then it finally opened and his cock was free, hot and silky smooth.

      The smooth stroke of my hand teased his cock for a moment. I hadn’t learned him all that well yet, but I have to say, the size of him impressed me. We moved together and my thighs fell open so he could enter me easily.

      I looked up into his crystal clear eyes, and my own narrowed. I felt the very tip of him as it edged between my folds. My lips parted, but I didn’t know what I wanted to say. Fuck me, make me scream your name? I wanted to say all of it, but I wanted to say love me, more than any of it.

      “Mine.” He said quietly, and then he was inside of me.

      Every thick inch of him.

      “Fell.” I moaned as he pulled out before he thrust back into me once more.

      Fell, thick and long, plunged into me over and over as he all but nailed me to the table. My legs wound around his waist to keep him close and my breasts were pressed to his chest as he fucked into me. I didn’t want to lean back, I wanted to feel all of him as he took me to our world.

      I looked down to the place where we were joined to see him slide into me over and over. It entranced me until he lifted my face. I lifted my eyes to his and smiled. He returned my playful smile with a wink.

      “I think you can give me more. If you bend me over the table.” I murmured to Fell.

      His eyes turned dark, an intense storm lived within his eyes now.

      “I’ll be getting to that next.” He said with a smirk and another wink.

      I raised an eyebrow but said nothing more as his lips came to mine. I inhaled his scent as our mouths fused together. Spice and the smell of pine branches that brushed against his beard. The smell of my man, the only man I’d ever need again. He was mine, now and forever. His tongue mingled with mine, his fingers went down to my clit as he started his pace once more.

      I cried out his name, my voice thick with my pleasure. I was unable to hold back my cries of delight as my shifter teased me. There was something sensual about knowing that my man wasn’t an ordinary man. Far from it, he was quite extraordinary.

      I wanted to turn inside out I felt so full of love and pleasure and I even managed not to scream when my orgasm started. Of course, Fell’s lips swallowed most of the sound, his tongue a slick stroke against mine as he continued to massage my pussy from the inside. He gritted his teeth through my orgasm, held himself back, until I finished. He wanted me to have a moment to myself, I sensed it, so I let it flow through me with glee.

      He picked me up, our bodies still joined, once I’d stopped, and carried me to the bed. I slid onto the bed, ready for whatever he wanted to give me next.

      Fell knelt over me, his hands going to my nipples as his lips came down on mine.

      Fell and I worked together, ramped up the desire we both felt, and used our fingers and tongues on each other with abandon.

      By the time Fell moved behind me I was bent over, and my moans had turned to almost sobs of need as his fingers dived into me.

      “I’m going to fuck you until you don’t want anything else but to have me always be inside of you, Sasha. You’ll never stop wanting to be fucked.”

      His fingers teased a stripe of awareness down my back that echoed somewhere deep inside of me, but only for a moment before he slid into me. He groaned and I wanted to tease him, I wanted to pull away and explore every inch of him, but I knew he needed this, he needed to empty himself into me. I felt his desperation in my own soul

      I decided I wasn’t going to tease him too much.

      He slid gently inside of me, a slow rhythm that had him moving softly against me.

      His warm body was its own pleasure but then he started to go faster, deeper, until he pushed my face into the bed, his hands grasped at my waist. I couldn’t keep up, I didn’t want to, I only wanted to feel as each thrust stroked me further into a heaven only he could give me. When I came, a hard orgasm that I could feel as a wave that traveled up my abdomen and then my breasts, Fell followed. His fingers clamped into my hips and held me still as he emptied himself into me. It didn’t stop the pleasure he gave me, that just went on.

      I felt a pulse run through his cock, deep inside of me, and knew he was coming hard and deep. An agonized groan of pleasure tore from his throat and that set me off like a rocket.

      It just made me hot for some reason, knowing that I’d got him off. I joined him in that heavenly place of black with silver stars one last time, for the moment. I knew there’d be more to come, much more.

      “Later. We have to do this again later, I’m going to lie here and die for right now.” I said as Fell pulled away from me and eased my hips out so I would be flat on the bed.

      “My poor baby girl, her pussy is hungry but her body begs for mercy.” His lips came to mine and I kissed him with an exhausted smile.

      He slumped down beside me, his hand on my ass possessively. I kind of liked that, even if I was normally an independent kind of girl. I’d learned to be after my parents died and Jim left me to deal with their deaths alone. And the rest of it. I hadn’t needed a man to help me escape, I’d just needed one to fuck up, and Jim had.

      “You kept me alive, Fell. Thank you.”

      “You weren’t doing too well when we got you. I think you’d have found a way to survive though. Nothing was going to stop you from getting away from your brother.”

      “No, you might be right. I wasn’t about to let him win. What will happen when he’s found?” I wasn’t afraid for him, just curious.

      “He’ll probably become gator food. We have them here, we even have swamps, in the lowlands. That’s likely where he’ll end up.”

      “I can’t say I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “No, I didn’t think you would be. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have told you.”

      “You know me so well.” I rolled over and propped my head up on my hand to look at him.

      “Experience, baby girl, that’s all. I know how I’d have liked to be treated after my own little tragedy. And you’re not a wimp, you want the truth, in all things. That’s not hard to deal with.”

      “Maybe. Do you think you’ll ever want to go back down the mountain?”

      “No. I have you know. I won’t be up here hiding away from the world because I feel like I deserve to be shunned. I know I deserve my seclusion now, because every moment I am up here will be with you.”

      “God, I love how you talk to me.”

      “Good, because I think I love you.” He grinned and his eyes closed. We were both tired.

      “I think I love you too, Fell.” I pecked a kiss on his nose and left the bed. I had a shower and then I took a chair and sat in front of Fell’s windows. My windows now.

      Out there, the world was hidden away underneath snow still. My brother was out there somewhere, but I wouldn’t have to deal with him. That bastard could rot for all I cared. After what I’d been through, I couldn’t feel even a pang of pity for him. He’d wanted to hurt me and he’d succeeded in many ways. Ways I didn’t want to think about, but I knew I had to. I couldn’t bury the memories or they’d bury me.

      I had Fell now and he’d help me through it all, the same as I’d help him cope with his own past. He was a man burdened by guilt, but now he had a reason to live. A reason to smile that beautiful smile. It took my breath away when he smiled.

      I kept up my vigil for a little while longer, and then I moved to the kitchen. I’d make a light supper for us, and then we’d talk. We had a lot to talk about; our future, what we wanted, what we’d do. Who all those people below were. What exactly happened in that club was another one I wanted answers to.

      I’d seen some of the outfits Sabina came up here in. They weren’t just serving drinks and shooting pool in that place. I wanted to see it, wanted to see why exactly she wore such tight leather tops and skin tight pants. I had a feeling there was a lot more than drinking going on down there, and the only person I wanted to explore it with was Fell.

      A new song came to me then, as I stared out at the mountain covered in snow and the lights of houses that gleamed far away. A song about love, devotion, and how a moment can change it all. I ran to find a pen and paper and jotted it down.

      I no longer wanted that record deal, or the fame and fortune, just my mountain bear and the life we could have together. I still wanted to write music and sing, but that other life was behind me now. I had Fell and that was all I was ever going to need now. The love of a man that saved my life, but only after I’d saved my own. And maybe another romp in bed or a million. I laughed and put the paper down. I had a beautiful life ahead of me, and so did Fell. I wouldn’t let it be anything else but that.
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      The man was tall, taller than any man I’ve ever seen and his eyes watched every move that was made in the bar. He’d been quiet all night, over there in his corner, while he sucked on the same bottle of beer I’d brought him an hour ago.

      “What ya need stranger?” I asked him as I walked back to his corner and kicked at a combat boot playfully. The boots made my insides turn to liquefied need. There was something about black leather encased feet that just set me off like that.

      “Another beer, please, ma’am.” He gave me a slight nod and turned back to his vigil.

      Well then, I guess he expects somebody to show up at the door. Did they stand him up? He’d been in the bar for a while now. “Anything else?”

      I tilted my head playfully but he didn’t even look at me.

      “No, thank you, ma’am.” Again with that ma’am thing. Did he think I was older than my 28 years here or something? I rolled my eyes and turned away. He was handsome, I’d give him that, and he’d caught my eye the moment he’d walked into the place, but I was obviously barking up a dead tree that held no life.

      I grabbed a bottle of beer from the cooler, took it over to his table, and had just set it down when the world exploded. First, the windows imploded, something whizzed by my head, and the stranger dove over me. For such a big fella, he sure was graceful. My head bounced off the floor as it met the wood surface and the world started to go dark as a wall of man fell over top of me.

      What the hell had I got myself into now was the last thought I had before the world disappeared completely.
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      Liza Matthews is dedicated to her job as a rare books cataloger at a local university.  When her most recent client, an eccentric wealthy philanthropist donates his collection to the college, Liza is given the chance of a lifetime to work with him.  There’s a catch though and that catch is in the form of a surprise visit from the philanthropist’s son, Maximus.  Unlike his father, Maximus is the epitome of masculinity and with cocky self-assuredness, he definitely knows it.  Immediately upon meeting, Liza is drawn to Maximus despite his arrogance.  He’s the quintessential rich, sexy alpha and Liza knows that she wants him and he wants her, there’s just one complication: Dominic.

      Liza meets Dominic in a most unconventional way.  She literally falls into his arms and once there she realizes that’s where she could possibly belong.  Dominic, a warm, handsome veteran also wants Liza to himself and Liza finds herself drawn to both men, unable to choose between them.  Then a crisis occurs that jeopardizes Liza’s safety and she soon finds out that both men harbor a unbelievable secret that maybe she would have been better off not knowing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Is it possible to love more than one man? I didn’t know, but as Dominic wrapped his arms around my waist and entered me gently from behind, not only did my body welcome him, but also my heart.  And as I moaned his name, he kissed my neck, all while trailing a path of pleasure down my spine with his warm, calloused hands.  I didn’t know about love, but I knew about lust.  And I was in lust with Dominic. At least I thought I was.

      My mind tried to ponder this, but then all thoughts ceased as the pleasure of Dominic reaching down between my legs and playing with my clit rendered me useless and then a deep masculine voice that wasn’t Dominic said from the shadows, “You’ve had your fun, Dominic, now it’s my turn.”
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      I remember it like it was yesterday. I walked excitedly into Mr. Cornwell’s office where the university was temporarily housing his private collection.  I wanted to continue cataloging my finds and instead of seeing Mr. Cornwell’s short stature and weathered features, I saw a powerfully built man with his back turned to me wearing a trench coat, peering pensively at the Cornwell Rare Books Collection that lined the wall directly to my right.

      Even though he was turned away from me I could tell that he was larger than most men that I had encountered anywhere.  I was an avid traveler so had been most places in the world.  I didn’t say this to be boastful.  It was just a fact.  My parents were anthropologists and hadn’t left my little brother or me to be raised by other family members or, as was popular in the neighborhoods I remembered as a child, nannies.  Hence, my brother and I traveled with them across the world, learning different languages, immersing ourselves in diverse cultures.

      My brother and I ultimately chose different paths.  He was a shiftless, unemployed gambler constantly in trouble.  I didn’t follow in our parents footsteps either; I became a librarian focused on preserving the rare collections and special discoveries of the local university where I was employed.  This was also the reason I was currently in Mr. Cornwell’s office staring at a stranger.  Mr. Cornwell, a good friend of the Chancellor, had made a generous gift to the university. The university gave me the exciting task of cataloging his sizeable donation.

      I cleared my throat and said, “Excuse me, sir, but I’m looking for Mr. Cornwell.  Have you seen him?”

      The man didn’t turn around; he continued staring at the hard covers.  His long graceful fingers traced across their fragile spines reverently, almost as if caressing a lover.  A shiver moved up my back and immediately I looked around to see if there were a draft in the room or if watching this man caress these books affected me in an intimate way.

      He didn’t turn around to speak; he just continued his perusal of what I now considered my books.  “Dad’s around somewhere.  If you see him, tell him that his son is waiting for him.  Would you?”  I was surprised.  This giant was Mr. Cornwell’s son?

      “I’m Liza Matthews, the rare books cataloger from the university in charge of every aspect of the transfer of the material from your father’s possession to our----.”

      “I know who you are; the attractive young librarian.”  He said this part matter-of-factly and I was thankful that my olive complexion tanned well.  With the summer heat, my skin was a light brown and so I was sure this man couldn’t see the blush that had crept up my cheeks.

      “I’m sorry.  I don’t think we’ve met.”

      “There was no reason to meet,” he said finally turning around to face me.

      What first caught my attention were his eyes.  They were the color of rich, dark molasses and then strangely enough my eyes fell to his lips.  They were as full as my own and showed no hint of a smile.  The guy might have been handsome, but he was clearly not the friendliest person, as he kept his expression aloof and impassive.

      “Are you done looking at my mouth?” He said and his lips curled up in a sardonic smile.  I decided right then that I would have rather he maintain his unfriendly expression than that mocking smile that made me immediately uncomfortable.

      “Please tell your father that I stopped by,” I found his boldness obnoxious and I turned on my heel to leave, but the stranger stopped me.

      “Forgive me.  I was rude.  Can we start again?”  He walked towards me. Something about the way he move captured my attention.  He was graceful in almost a predatory way.  It seemed as if he were a predator stalking his prey as he came to stop only inches from me.

      “I’m Maximus Cornwell.  It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person.  You have a reputation of being one of the best in your field.”

      He didn’t extend his hand. He only looked down at me with a curious expression in his dark eyes.  I nervously licked my lips, very much aware of the heat that seemed to emanate from Maximus’ body to overwhelm my own. His compliment flattered me.  I was one of the best, but I was too modest to admit it aloud.

      I raised my hand and extended it to him, “It’s a pleasure to meet you Maximus,” and he surprised me by bringing my hand to his lips and kissing the back of it.  He held my eyes as he did so; the aloof expression replaced by a hint of desire that triggered an instant physical response from me.  I felt heat rush from the flesh that he kissed and race up my arm.  Goosebumps appeared on my skin and he slowly brought my hand down but didn’t let it go.

      I hesitated and then pulled away from him.  I immediately missed his warmth and wondered if perhaps I had been in a sexual drought too long since I reacted rather embarrassingly to this stranger’s touch.  I studied him again. He was so tall, I thought to myself for the second time and his shoulders were massive as well.  Under the trench coat, he had on a three-piece suit, which apparently, was tailored to accommodate him since he was built like a professional athlete.  I imagined he could walk out on a field any day and start playing football with no practice needed; yet, he had the grace and sophistication of a man born into money.  That was no surprise given that his father was a very wealthy man, if not on the eccentric side.  Very interesting rumors surrounded Mr. Cornwell, but surprisingly none had mentioned a son.

      Maximus took that moment to shrug out of his trench coat and placed it over his father’s chair.  He brought his hand up to push his jet-black locks away from his face and I noticed how long his hair was.  It seemed to reach down to just above his shoulders.

      He crossed his arms over his chest and stared at me appraisingly.  I wasn’t sure what he saw when he looked at me, but I know what I saw this morning when I looked in the mirror:  A petite curvy, brunette, a little heavy-chested with no interest in fashion.  I pretty much wore sheath dresses and kitten heels every day because it was easy and I didn’t have to think much.  Pants were too much work.  They had to be ironed or dry-cleaned and I never knew what top to wear with which pants.  I simplified my life by just wearing dresses and low-heeled shoes.  It worked for me.  I always looked professional, and admittedly boring, since a black dress and black shoes were my standard go-tos.

      So I stood there, fresh-faced, without make-up, and probably blushing as Maximus studied me.

      “What?” I said raising my eyebrows; done feeling flustered by him.

      He raised his brows too, “Is this the point where you become hostile?”

      “Is this the point where you stop attempting to be a brooding, mysterious stranger?” I said back testily.  He seemed surprised by my words and then he smiled.  I wish he hadn’t done that.  He was even sexier when he smiled.  I admonished myself for thinking that and tried to find a decent excuse to use in order to escape his gaze.

      “Well, it was nice meeting you Maximus.  Tell your father---.”

      “Tell me what dear?” came Mr. Cornwell’s voice from behind me and I turned towards the older gentleman dressed in a suit as well and smiled.

      He was a sweet man and well read, of course.  I enjoyed his company, as he understood me better than most.

      “I was just about to leave.”

      “I see you met my son,” Mr. Cornwell said moving over to his desk and shuffling around a few papers.

      “Yes, I had the pleasure of meeting Maximus,” I said trying not to sound flippant, but I felt that I failed when Mr. Cornwell looked up at me with a tiny smile on his lips.

      “Maximus, you weren’t bothering Ms.  Matthews, were you?”

      “Never, Dad.  I was on my best behavior.  Wasn’t I Liza?”  I liked the way my name rolled off his lips.  He made it sound almost exotic and it was then that I noticed his slight accent.  I assumed he had been educated outside of the United States, but not in Europe.  I would guess in Australia or somewhere else on that side of the world.

      “I’m not sure what your best behavior looks like, Maximus, but I can guarantee that I didn’t see it displayed earlier.”  I said feeling the urge to rib him.

      Most people expected me to be shy and reserved, the stereotypical librarian, but I was anything but.  Maximus’ presence made me tongue-tied, but I still had my share of caustic comments to throw at him.

      “Well, I’ll be sure he makes up for his behavior at lunch.  Would you care to join us?”

      I opened my mouth to say no and then I saw Maximus’ expression.  He seemed amused, as if he expected me to say no and almost as if he dared me not to, I heard myself saying yes instead.

      “Great news,” Maximus said with a small smile, “I’m actually suddenly starving.  Ravished.”

      As he looked at me, I wondered if he were referring to a desire for food or something else completely.
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      Mr. Cornwell surprised me by choosing a bar and grill for our lunch date.  He told me he had a thing for American sports so we sat close to a bar with several flat screens.  When I saw the menu sporting such items as caviar, truffle French fries and burgers that started at fifty dollars, I knew this wasn’t your average pub food, and understood why most of the clientele sported suits.

      We ordered and our food arrived quickly.  It smelled heavenly and I happily dug in.  I sat across from Maximus as Cornwell Senior and I made meaningless chit chat, mostly talking about our favorite books from the collection.  At one point, he excused himself and left Maximus and me to our own devices.

      “You young people talk.  I’ll be back.”  He said moving to another table to greet a colleague.

      Without much to say, I concentrated my attention on pushing what little was left of my food around on my plate.

      “Do I make you uncomfortable, Liza?”

      I didn’t bother to answer him and reached for my glass.  I was still trying to become comfortable with his blunt manner of speaking.  I took a sip of water, taking my time.  He wasn’t going to rush me into this conversation.

      “What makes you think you make me uncomfortable?” I said at last.

      “You’ve barely said a word directly to me throughout our meal.”

      “I have things on my mind.”

      “Like what? A boyfriend?”

      “No.”

      “So you’re not seeing anyone?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      He placed his hands on the table and I realized then how large they were and he looked at me intently and said, “You’re right.  It’s none of my business, but I would like to make it my business.  I would like to make you my business.”

      I felt my cheeks turn red and I avoided his meaningful gaze.

      “Maybe I do have someone.”

      “Wouldn’t matter if you do or not.  It wouldn’t be much of a deterrent as far as I’m concerned.”

      I looked at him and said, “A deterrent from what?”

      He smiled at me and said, “Pursuing you.”

      “What makes you think I want to be pursued by you?”

      He leaned back and his face was impassive as he said the next words, “The way your pupils dilate when I get close to you or the way you emanate heat just being in my presence.  The way you’re unable to take your eyes off my hands as if you wonder what they would feel like on your body, touching you, caressing you.  It could be the way you can’t take your eyes off my lips and you know you would like to feel them on you…” His voice grew deeper as he said, “Everywhere.”

      I didn’t know what to say.  Was I that easy to read? He was so bold, so cocky and I wanted to tell him that he was wrong, that he didn’t excite me, but that would be a lie.

      “Am I wrong?” he said as if bored and he leaned back away from me, breaking the increasingly sexually heated moment. He then smiled in the direction of his father who suddenly appeared at the table.

      “Thank you for joining us for lunch, Liza.  Hopefully my son wasn’t too insufferable.”

      I smiled at Mr. Cornwell shakily, “No, thank you for inviting me.  And I have to say, your son was actually very insufferable so thank you for coming to my rescue.”

      Mr. Cornwell chuckled, assuming that I was joking and said, “Isn’t she a funny girl?”

      “Hilarious,” Maximus said lightly, but his tone was distracted as he looked towards a large flat screen television hanging over the restaurant’s bar.  I looked up at the television, thinking he was distracted by something related to sports and realized that it was actually the news.  There was something about a tiger sighting in the suburbs and Maximus frowned deeply.  Mr. Cornwell also seemed engrossed by the sensationalism.

      I said, “It must have been someone’s pet.  That’s a wealthy area of town.  Many celebrities live there.  Don’t you live in that area Mr. Cornwell? You know how certain celebrities own wild animals.  I bet someone’s pet got loose and was terrifying the neighbors.  Be careful when you go home tonight.”

      Mr. Cornwell glanced briefly in my direction and said with a gracious smile, “You’re probably right my dear; there are so many eccentric people in my neck of the woods, but I think we’ll be safe.”  He and Maximus then exchanged a look I didn’t understand.

      I didn’t dwell on it and quickly forgot about it as Mr. Cornwell promptly paid the check and we walked back in the direction of the library.  I had a meeting later that afternoon and didn’t want to waste too much time.  I hadn’t been able to prep for it the night before, so I was looking forward to doing the prep now.

      As we neared the building, I said, “Mr. Cornwell, I will catch up with you later.”  I then turned to Maximus and nodded an acknowledgment of him, “It was a pleasure meeting you Maximus.”

      “The pleasure’s all mine.”  He said softly and the tone of his voice sounded actually genuine as if he regretted that our time together was cut short.

      I tried not to read too much into it as I turned and walked quickly up the stairs, but part of me wanted to get one last look at him, so I glanced over my shoulder and saw him standing there not really listening to his father who was talking animatedly.

      Maximus had his eyes trained on me as I climbed the stairs and I held his gaze briefly. My heartbeat quickened and I found myself growing warm before shaking my head at the power this stranger seemed to hold over me before I broke eye contact and walked purposefully away.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I listened to my boss drone on and on about budgets and the fiscal year, but I wasn’t really listening.  My mind was on my encounter with Maximus earlier. I had to get him out of my head, I thought to myself as the meeting finally ended and I was able to escape without making too much idle chitchat with my coworkers.  I loved my job, but I hated the meetings.

      I promptly headed to my car and as I approached my little sedan, I saw Maximus standing there, leaning casually against it.

      “What do you want, Maximus?”  I pretending he didn’t excite my body just being near.

      “You don’t sound too happy to see me.”

      “Are you a stalker?”

      “I try not to be.” He continued leaning against my car, making no sign of being ready to move.

      Before I could order him to go away, he said, “I would like to get to know you better, Liza.  Outside of work. Would you like that?”

      He moved away from the car then and came to stand in front of me.  He reached up and trailed a hand down my cheek.  The soft movement seemed almost intimate and I wanted to rub my face against his hand.

      “It’s ridiculous how attractive I find you when your manner is borderline offensive and fully obnoxious.” I said instead. He was too shocked to say anything back and I liked for once that I had startled him into not being able to speak. I nudged him out of the way and unlocked my car while he just stood there a pleased little smile on his face.  I then got in behind the wheel and he squatted down next to the door, looking at me through the window.

      I rolled it down and said, “I might consider seeing you again.  Maybe.  What did you have in mind?”

      He gave me a slow broad smile and I was reminded of how sexy he was again, “You’re so sassy.  I think I might actually like it.  How about we get together sometime this weekend?”

      I pretended to think about it before answering in the affirmative.

      “Your father has my personal number, I’m sure.  Give me a call.  We’ll make plans.”  Not waiting for him to move, I backed the car up and he jumped lithely out of the way.

      I smiled evilly to myself, honked the horn twice in good-bye, and drove away. I couldn’t resist the urge to look behind me and I smiled to myself at the imposing perfection that was Maximus as I completely disappeared from view.
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      “Lady Belle.  Come down from there, right now! I’m serious.  Right now!” I hissed at my cat that was up in a tree in front of my home, leisurely licking her paws as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

      I looked around me hoping that I wasn’t waking the neighbors.  I didn’t see anyone, so I fastened my robe tighter to my body, and then giving one last look over my shoulder, I shimmied up the tree.  It took a few bad starts, but five minutes later, I was hanging from a larger branch that stuck out to the right of the tree reaching for my cat Lady Belle, who was obviously anything but a lady, I thought somewhat bitterly.

      She made no move to make it easier for me and instead just rolled over on her back, exposing her belly, situated precariously on the edge of a large limb.

      “No! I’m not going to rub your tummy.  Come here! Come here, sweetie!”  I beckoned her.

      She blatantly ignored me and then made a move to jump down.  I figured I would be able to stop her so I also pivoted forward and then promptly swiped her into my arms.  It wasn’t until I was falling through the air that I realized I had over corrected and a scream tore from my throat as I tumbled towards the ground.  I abruptly stopped screaming when I landed with a thump in the arms of a man I had seen before from a distance.  Even from a distance, I figured he would be attractive, but I hadn’t been expecting this.

      Up close, his eyes were light blue, almost grey and he smiled at the bemused look on my face.

      “Thank you,” I said trying to maintain some dignity as I adjusted my robe and attempted to stand up.  I had accidentally flashed him since I wasn’t wearing a bra beneath it and he was gentlemanly enough to pretend not to notice.  I briefly thought how Maximus would have most likely gone out of his way to comment upon seeing my breasts.

      This man though only eased me down and I did my best to fix my disheveled clothing with a frisky cat still in my hand.

      “I’m a cat person, clearly.”  I said to ease my embarrassment.

      “No kidding?  A woman after my own heart.”  He said softly and I realized that as he stepped out of the shadows into the streetlight he was wearing jogging shorts, running shoes and nothing else.  He was all lean muscle and smooth lightly tanned skin.  He placed his hands on his hips, I practically salivated as the small motion made his pecs flex, and I could see every detail of his chiseled perfect abs.  The guy was built like a deity.  I couldn’t believe my luck; two sexy men all in the same week?

      I felt suddenly shy around him, given that he was so scarcely dressed.   He didn’t seem to be in a rush to go anywhere so I awkwardly said, “I’m sorry to disturb your jog. Run. Umm…your workout.”

      He shrugged and gave me a boyish smile, “No big deal.  I like to help damsels in distress.  My name’s Dominic, by the way. You’re new to the neighborhood too, right?”

      I nodded, “I’m Liza.  I’ve only lived here for a few months. You live near Patterson Street, right? I thought I recognized you.”

      He nodded.  “I’m having a housewarming party, by the way.  Just a few friends.  You should stop by, if you’re not too busy.”  The offer surprised me.  I assumed my current state of undress might have had something to do with it.

      Interested, I said, “When is it?”

      “This weekend.  Saturday night.”

      I thought briefly about Maximus and wondered if he actually planned to call anytime soon.  I then told myself that I was being ridiculous; I could accept an invitation with another man.  It wasn’t as if I was dating Maximus, he hadn’t even called, and it had been a few days since I had seen him in his father’s office.

      “I’ll try to make it,” I said in a noncommittal tone and he looked disappointed.

      “Come on, say yes,” and there was something about the beckoning, yet teasing tone of his voice that made me want to give in.  He wasn’t as intense as Maximus, I could tell that instantly from the warmth of his voice and his open expression but something about him was just as enthralling and demanded my attention.  His blue eyes slowly searched my own being reminded again of how different he was from Maximus.  I knew Dominic was tempted to let his eyes travel over my body, but he resisted out of politeness, while Maximus didn’t care at all obviously about propriety.

      “You’re a very beautiful woman, Liza.”  He said suddenly and I blinked, not expecting the compliment.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled and his pupils seemed to dilate a little bit.  I assumed it was my eyes playing tricks on me.  I ignored it; the man was gorgeous with his short cut hair and muscular shoulders.  He looked like he belonged in the military or on the cover of a men’s fitness magazine. Everything about him seemed to be a study in perfection and his eyes were his crowning glory, a stunning shade of blue that seemed to alternate between blue and gray, as they surveyed me.

      “Well, it was a pleasure meeting you, Liza.  Maybe we’ll run into each other again.”

      And with that he teasingly saluted me and went back either to continue his jog or return home.  I called out, “Be safe,” and realized he was gone.  The man was seriously fast and clearly in great shape.

      I didn’t hear from Maximus at all and we didn’t run into each other as I thought we would when I went to the office.  When Saturday night approached, I got dressed to attend Dominic’s party.  I wasn’t so thrilled to be going, but I didn’t want to sit around  all Saturday night wishing I were doing something besides watching old movies streamed on my computer. I’d had enough weekends sitting on the couch just talking to Lady Belle and I was starting to feel like our one-sided conversations weren’t the best use of my free time.

      I slipped on a maxi dress and let my long hair fall in soft waves that trailed down my back.  I grabbed the gift card I had gotten Dominic for his housewarming gift and headed out.  It wasn’t quite dark yet.  It seemed like the sun would be setting in a few hours.

      I arrived at Dominic’s door, rang the doorbell, and felt suddenly nervous being there.  I didn’t know him at all and now I was going to hang out with him and his friends.  What if he was an obnoxious jerk?  Then what? I guess I could make an excuse about my cat being in the tree again and sneak away, I thought pitifully to myself.

      The door opened a second later and I scratched all ideas of running off to go sit on the couch with my cat when I saw Dominic standing there.  He was wearing a fitted white t-shirt and dark jeans.  He managed to look debonair and casual all at the same time and then he smiled at me as if he truly were happy that I was there.

      “Liza.  You made it. Come on in,” he said surprising me by ushering me in by placing his hand on my lower back.  It felt good there, especially since part of my dress was backless.  His hand lingered on my exposed skin just long enough to be a tad inappropriate and I was sorry when he moved his hand away and started pointing at the various guests there.

      It was a full crowd and he jokingly gestured towards one group, sitting next to his fireplace and said, “Those are the nerds.  Stay away from them: they’re talking about quantum physics and fiscal policy. Pretty boring subjects.”

      He then rotated me to the left and pointed out a group of people that were really animated and laughing.  I thought I heard the words, aliens and Star Wars at one point from them.

      “Those are my friends that I only allow over if they pay me.”  He said and I had to laugh.

      “Are they really that bad?”

      Dominic grimaced as if it pained him to admit it and I immediately loved his teasing personality.

      “Yes, they’re really that bad.  Right now, they’re talking about Tesla, government conspiracy theories, sci-fi movies and who had the most acne back in high school.  So far everyone agrees that it was me.”

      I laughed, “Well you couldn’t tell, your complexion’s beautiful now.”

      He smiled down at me, “Beautiful, huh? A woman before has never called me beautiful. I don’t know if I should feel emasculated or flattered.  Either way, I might just have to keep you.”

      “Trust me.  You don’t want that,” came a voice from behind us.  An older woman, around fifty with startling blue eyes and a soft smile on her face approached us and extended her hand, “I’m Patty, Dominic’s mother, and you must be the cute neighbor he mentioned inviting.”

      I blushed, “I certainly hope so.”

      “Well enjoy the party and tell me if my son gets out of hand.” She then walked away and started socializing with another woman her age.

      “I never get out of hand,” he said to me and then he leaned down so that his mouth was very close to my ear.  “I mean, unless you want me to.”  There was so much meaning behind his words, not to mention the way he looked at me as he pulled away, that I knew his version of out of hand most likely wasn’t rated PG. I would guess it was more along the lines of NC-17 or XXX.

      “Hey everybody!” He shouted suddenly over the crowd.  “This is my friend Liza!”

      Everyone stopped whatever they were doing and I received a ton of random greetings, “Hi, Liza!”  “Nice to meet you!” “Welcome to the party, sexy!”

      “That’s Allen, ignore him.  He doesn’t get out much,” Dominic said jokingly referring to the tall and lanky guy standing next to the drinks who had made the sexy comment.

      Allen heard him and said, “He’s not lying.  I don’t get out at all.”  He then winked at me and walked off.

      “Your friends are funny,” I said, starting to relax.

      “They’re okay, I guess. When they’re not eating all my food or drinking all my beer.  Speaking of which, what would you like to drink?”

      “I don’t know.  Soda, maybe?”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, just to start.” I didn’t like to drink around those I didn’t know.  It was a control and image thing.  I felt alcohol made me a little loose and I hated to be out of control.

      “Soda it is,” he disappeared for a second and came back with a drink.

      “Thank you,” He again allowed his hand to rest on my lower back as he started to introduce me personally to various people.  I found them interesting as a whole and it seemed a lot of them worked in science and technology.  It was a mixed group of friends and family, but I noticed when people talked about Dominic it was clear how much they respected him and how easy-going he was when chided.  It was nice to be around someone who didn’t take himself too seriously.

      As the night grew later, I gave a big yawn while talking to Allen and he said, “Am I boring you?”

      I shook my head embarrassed and then he yawned as well, “Oh no, it’s contagious.”

      I had to laugh and then Dominic appeared and Allen excused himself.

      “Are you having a good time?”

      “A great time.”

      “I caught you yawning. Tell the truth.”  He said this while trailing his hand down my arm.  The simple motion served to turn me on.

      “Maybe I’m just a little tired.”  I confessed, leaning in closer to him, wanting him to touch me again.

      He brought his hand up and ran it through my hair and down my cheek. “I can walk you home.”

      “No way.  I’m not ready to go home yet.”

      “Then maybe you’ll consider sitting outside with me.  Come check out the backyard: I have a breathtaking view of the mountains from there.”

      “Lead the way,” I said enthusiastically.

      He was right.  His view was stunning.  Not only that, but he had a swimming pool; an infinity pool that sat in the middle of his perfectly landscaped backyard.  I noted that the whole house had been a study in understated elegance and the backyard continued that theme with the stunning outdoor kitchen and patio area.

      He sat down and patted a seat next to him.

      “I’ve wanted to steal you away all evening.”

      “Really?”  I said faking surprise as I sat down next to him.  I was aware of his thigh pressing against mine and the scent of his aftershave.  I wanted to curl up in his lap and do things to him that I probably shouldn’t have been thinking about.

      “No. I’m lying,” I looked up at him startled and saw that he was looking down at me with a smile.

      I smiled back and went to say something in return when he brought his arm around my waist and pulled me closer, “I’ve actually wanted to kiss you all evening.  Do you mind?”

      I pretended to think about it.  As I went to say yes, his lips closed over mine.  He didn’t bother to wait for an answer.  The kiss was warm and so were his hands as they worked their way up and down my exposed spine.  He let his hands go briefly under the little bit of cloth that was there.  He stroked my skin and I shifted a little, trying to allow him more access.

      He reached into my dress and ran his hands along the waistband of my panties.  I thought I should pull away but I didn’t, instead I wrapped my arms around his neck and when he abandoned my mouth to place kisses up and down my neck, I let him.  When he brought his hands up to palm my breasts through the fabric, I wanted him to be closer.  I wanted to feel his skin against mine, but our clothes were unfortunately in the way.

      I said in between sighs, “Maybe we should stop...because of your guests.”

      “Do you want me to stop?”

      “No.”

      He surprised me by pulling away suddenly and picking me up instead.

      “Let’s go somewhere more private.”

      I nodded, liking the idea. He carried me a few feet to a door I hadn’t noticed before. It seemed to be a small changing room for the pool area or a guest room situated right off his backyard.  He placed me on the small bed there and stepped back.

      I could see the moonlight peeking through the shades that covered the windows, as Dominic stripped down to nothing, his strong, virile body on full display.

      I watched, growing wetter each second as he walked over to where I sat on the bed, holding myself up by my elbows.

      I stood up and slowly began to undress in front of him.  I slid my dress down in a single motion and stepped out of it. I didn’t have on a bra, so all I had left were my panties.

      He sat down on the bed and his member stood up proudly.  I licked my lips in anticipation.  I wanted him inside me.  I didn’t know where this fierce need to have this man came from, but I was willingly going to give in to it.

      Slowly I slid my now wet panties down my legs and sat down in Dominic’s lap.

      He wrapped his arms around my narrow waist.  His member pressed up against my sex and I rocked my hips against it, and then as he groaned I raised my hips up, grabbed his shaft in my hand and guided it inside of me.  I locked my arms around his neck and rose up and down, loving the way he stretched me.  He was big, but I was wet, so taking him into me was no problem at all.  I shook as I slid further down his sex and my muscles pulsed around his manhood, already tensing, my body prepping for orgasm.  I felt as if my entire being was gripped by sexual tension and I tried to maintain control as he stretched me even more, his shaft thickening inside of me.

      Since I was naked in front of him, my breasts exposed to his touch.  He sighed in pleasure as he let his mouth close over one nipple and then the other.  I started to climax.  He aroused me so much that it didn’t take much.  As I began to climax, he stroked my clit with his finger and started kissing my ears.

      The gentleness of his kisses paired with the feel of his sensual mouth was enough to push me over the edge.

      “Dominic!” I screamed and he grunted as he gripped me tightly around the waist and thrust his hips up.  Warmth spilled inside of me and I collapsed against his chest, breathing heavily.

      There was silence as we luxuriated in post-coital bliss. I could somewhat hear his guests, but they sounded so far away. Almost hypnotically, Dominic rubbed his hands up and down my back. Finally he said when we were both steadily breathing again, “Maybe this is a little backwards, but how about lunch tomorrow?”

      I grinned and kissed him on the forehead, “Call me.”
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      “Hi, cutie,” Dominic said standing up to kiss me on my cheek. He looked so sexy wearing cargo pants and a blue shirt that matched the color of his eyes.  Several of the women in the restaurant had stopped to look.  He really was that handsome now that I could see him in the light of day.

      “Hi,” I said feeling suddenly shy around him now that we were seeing each other again after our impromptu sexual romp.

      He noticed it and said, “Is there any way to make this anymore awkward for you?”

      I had to laugh, “Let’s just get this out of the way.  I really enjoyed your party, especially the after party...next to the pool.”

      “And I enjoyed getting to know your body, thoroughly and I would like to get to know you and your body better.”

      “I think that could be arranged,” We enjoyed banter that is more playful and then we started to discuss what I considered quintessential first date topics: career, family, likes and dislikes.

      It turns out that Dominic was previously in the military and had started his own security company that catered to executives overseas and apparently, he enjoyed his work as his face lit up as he talked about it. It turned out that some of the people I had met the other night were not only his friends, but also his coworkers, as most of Dominic’s operations took place in the digital world.

      He seemed very interested in my job and asked a lot of questions about my favorite collections and rarest finds.

      I had no problem answering and felt myself opening up to him.  He was a great listener and a natural conversationalist.

      I was so engrossed in our conversation that I didn’t notice we had company until Dominic looked up and said, “Can I help you?”

      I looked up as well and was surprised to see Maximus standing at our table.  He was dressed impeccably in another three-piece suit.  He looked slightly annoyed by Dominic’s presence, but showed no signs of jealousy.  In fact, he outright ignored Dominic and instead spoke to me.

      “I didn’t expect to see you here.  Having a little lunch date with your friend?”

      “She sure is.  Is that a problem?” Dominic said, stopping me from answering.

      “I was talking to Liza, not to you.” He said to Dominic coldly and then turned back to me.

      “Are you not allowed to answer questions on your own anymore?”

      Dominic started to stand up and I grabbed his hand to prevent him from exacerbating the already tense situation.  Were two guys really about to fight over me?

      “Dominic this is Maximus.  Maximus this is Dominic.”

      Maximus didn’t say another word to Dominic.  “I have additions to the collection that I would like to discuss with you.  Contact me when you’re done playing with your boy toy here.”  He then left without another word.

      Dominic’s jaw began to twitch; he was gritting his teeth so hard.

      “Who’s that? An ex-boyfriend?”

      “Not even.  He’s my newest client’s son.”

      “Seems like a real ass-----.”

      I stopped him before he could continue, “Yes, he can be, but then again, I just met him last week.  So who really knows?  Anyway, I’m sorry for that.  Want to talk about something else?”

      He visibly relaxed and we chatted a little more before I had to get back.  He kissed my cheek and I promised to call him later.

      As I headed to my office, I saw a limo outside the university’s library.  I figured that Mr. Cornwell or Maximus was there.

      When I walked into the building, Maximus was sitting there chatting with the department secretary at her desk outside my office.  She seemed flattered by his attention and was giggling like a schoolgirl as she spoke to him.  I rolled my eyes and Maximus winked at me.

      “Oh! Ms. Matthews, Mr. Cornwell is here to see you.”

      “Thanks, Kim, I noticed.” I said with a smile in my voice.  “Come in, Maximus.”

      I was more amused by him that anything else.

      “So what is it about Dominic that you like?” Maximus said as he closed my office door behind him without bothering to ask my permission first.  I’m not sure why I expected anything less.

      “I thought you wanted to see me about the collection.”

      “The collection can wait.  So what is it about him that you like? You didn’t answer the question.”

      He sat down in the chair across from me and I couldn’t help but notice how he had an air of royalty about him.

      “We only just met.  I like that he’s funny and easy-going and sexy.”

      “I’m sexy.”  Maximus said matter-of-factly with a small smile forming on his face.

      “I noticed that you left out funny and easy-going.”

      “I’m a man, not a puppy.  If you want fun and easy-going, maybe you should get a Labrador.”

      “You’re being obnoxious.”

      “I’m being honest.” He then suddenly got up and came around the desk where I was sitting and sat down on it.

      “Get off my desk.”  I said poking at him.

      He grabbed my hand and said, “If you give me ten minutes, I’ll make you forget all about Danny Boy.”

      “Dominic.  His name is Dominic.”

      I tried to pull my hand away and instead with barely any effort, he pulled me from my chair and I was in his arms.

      “Ten minutes,” he said against my lips.  He kissed me hard on the mouth and said, “Time starts now.”  He punctuated each word with a kiss and then he led me to the small couch situated near a window in my office.

      “Five minutes, and maybe we should do this somewhere else.  My secretary’s right outside,”

      “I know.  Maybe she’ll walk in and join us.”

      “Maximus!”

      “I love it when you’re outraged.” He then didn’t waste time as he pushed me backwards, kneeled next to me, raised my skirt, and trailed his mouth across the edge of my panties.  I spread my legs and raised my hips as he pushed my panties to the side and started licking my clit.  I bit my lip to keep from moaning and he slowly rolled my panties down my legs.  I didn’t know where my reckless behavior was coming from, but I liked it.

      He pushed my thighs apart and my dress was around my waist as he buried his head in between my legs, sliding his tongue back and forth across my folds.  His name came out of my mouth, half moan, half whisper and I said for the record, “Four minutes.”

      He laughed roughly and pushed a finger inside of me.

      “Maximus!” I breathed harshly and started moving my hips forward so that his finger slid deeper into me.  He slowly removed his finger and stuck it in his mouth, licking my juices that were there.

      “Three minutes.” I gasped as he buried his head between my legs and started sucking and licking at my clit.  He showed no mercy as he pressed down on my inner thighs.  As I started to climax, I didn’t think about minutes, seconds, or time at all.

      “That a girl,” Maximus said with a self-satisfied look on his face as he pulled back briefly and then with his eyes meeting mine, he sucked on my clit one last time and my whole body tensed up as I felt him now rubbing his light beard across my sex, as I came hoarsely shouting his name.

      “You taste so good.  I could do this all day,” he said as he lowered my skirt and gently closed my legs.

      He stood up and didn’t say anything more.  I let my gaze drift down his body and noticed that he was hard; his member pressing against his slim fitting pants.

      He followed the direction of my gaze and smiled, “Maybe later.”  Then he left my office, leaving the door open, calling good-bye to my secretary.
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      Maximus didn’t mention anything about seeing me outside of work and I figured he got what he wanted that day in my office.  Hence, I was surprised a week later when around midnight my phone rang and I blindly reached over and answered it.

      “Hello?” I said sleepily.

      “Are you with him?” said the dark voice on the phone that I instantly recognized as Maximus’.

      “With whom?” I was still groggy and my mind couldn’t keep up.

      “With Dominic.”  I looked over at Dominic’s sleeping form and drew the sheet back as I climbed out of bed and went off in search of a place far enough from Dominic that I could yell at Maximus for calling me so late.  I walked into my guest bedroom and closed the door.

      “What does it matter, Maximus? You and I aren’t an item. You don’t get to tell me whom I can or cannot see. It’s twelve o’clock in the morning.”

      There was silence.  “I’m coming over.”

      “Maximus, no! Don’t be silly.”  I also added feeling guilty for no real reason, “Dominic’s here.”

      Again, Maximus grew quiet and then he said words that served to both shock and arouse me.

      “I’m coming over, and when I get there, I’m not going to be as gentle as your precious Dominic.  I’m going to take you hard and fast.  I’m going to fuck you so hard that you’re going to scream my name and beg me over and over again to bury my cock inside you and to not stop.  Then when you’re screaming my name and can’t take anymore, I’m going to pull out and you’re going to wrap those precious full lips of yours around my dick until I come.”

      I felt my knees go weak and I had to sit down.  I shook not from fear, but from desire.  My sex practically hummed in anticipation of everything he said and my mouth couldn’t wait to taste him. I could feel myself growing wet at his words and my breathing quickened.  Without thinking, I found my own hand making its way between my legs and I moaned a little as I began to trace soft circles around my clit, pretending that my hand was Maximus’.  I must have made a sound because I could hear Maximus breathing softly in my ear and if I wasn’t mistaken; his voice was a little breathless as well when he spoke again.

      “Are you touching yourself?”

      “Yes,” I said breathlessly.

      “What are you touching?”

      “My clit.”

      “Push a finger in your pussy for me, Liza.  Slowly. Pretend it’s my tongue pushing into you instead.”

      I leaned back on the bed, opened my legs very wide, and did as he told me.  I moaned into the phone and said, “What do you want me to do now?”

      “Keep doing it.  And then take two fingers and push it deep into your pussy and pull them slowly out.”

      I did again as he said and I had to know, “Are you touching yourself too?”

      “Yes. I’m so hard right now; it’s painful.  I want you so bad, I don’t think I’ll make it through the night without you, but alas, I must.  I hate that Dominic’s there instead of me.  I hate it with a passion.”

      “Shhh,” I said, “I’m taking off my bra and stepping out of my panties. What do you want me to do next?”

      “Are your nipples hard?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can you touch them for me?”

      I brought my now shaking fingers up and began to squeeze my nipples.  I liked my breasts handled roughly and imagined that instead of my soft hands; a man who I wanted buried between my legs, Maximus, was gripping my breasts.

      “I love your nipples.  Are they really pink, my love?”

      “Yes.”

      “God.  Do you know what I want to do to you? I want to flip you over and first, spank you for even entertaining another man and then when I’m done punishing you, I’m going to push you against the wall, spread your legs and slide my dick into you. When you’re writhing against my cock, I’m going to pull it out slowly and slam it back into you.  And I’m going to fuck you until you can barely walk anymore, but you’re going to enjoy it, aren’t you?”

      I couldn’t answer.  I was too busy coming and as my breathing went back to normal; I closed my legs and sighed into the phone sleepily, but became immediately wide awake as Maximus said, “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”  The line disconnected.

      I knew he was serious so I rolled out of the guest bed and looked for my clothes.  Dominic didn’t wake up and I crept back out of my room and then through the door.  It was after two o’clock in the morning.  Our neighborhood was safe, but crazy things could happen anywhere, but there was no way, I was going to let Maximus in.  We would just have to face off on the front porch and I just hoped Dominic wouldn’t hear us.
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      As I stood there waiting for Maximus, I heard a sound in the shrubs to my left.  It almost sounded as if someone were breathing.   I quickly took a step back, startled enough to try to get away from the noise, but clumsily I forgot that the stairs to my porch dropped off abruptly and so I went down hard and felt pain reverberate across my body as my back hit the hard ground. My heart rate raced and I opened my mouth to scream when a hand gripped me around the ankle and pulled me towards the shrubs.

      I kicked and fought, screaming the whole time and I heard my would be assailant scream suddenly and saw Lady Belle clawing at his face.  He slapped her away and she landed with a sickening thud on the bottom step.

      “I hate cats,” the man growled stepping out of the shadows.  He was short and heavily muscular like a boxer and he radiated a stench from the sweat that pooled under his arms and across his wide chest.  I backed up, still on all fours, attempting to shake his grip on my leg as Lady Belle again went in for the attack.  He kicked at her and ignored her clawing at his leg as he easily disregarded her and reached down towards my shaking form.

      “Your brother owes us a debt and we intend to collect,” was all he said as he attempted to grab me by my shirt to keep me from struggling.  I knew my brother had been in some trouble from his gambling, but I would have never expected this.

      As he leaned down, I kicked out with all my might and caught him on the chin.  I attempted to run up my steps but he grabbed me and threw me down to the ground.  I jumped up and ran, winded but not giving up. I caught a glimpse of Lady Belle launching herself at his face and they tussled on the ground. I wasn’t looking where I was going, too busy looking back at the damage Lady Belle was fortunately causing, and I ran into a rock hard chest.  Maximus.

      “What’s---” he didn’t get any additional words out as he saw the man now coming towards us with a gun in his hand.

      “I’ll kill you both, but I just want the girl.”

      “That’s not going to happen.” Maximus said quietly and I screamed and stepped back as his face began to blur, to shift, and to change.  It was a horrific sight to see as his features distorted and his skin seemed to peel back.  I stood there frozen in place with horror and I caught sight of Dominic now on the front porch looking in our direction.  He saw what was going on and leapt gracefully off the porch.  Then to my horror, his face began to blur too.  I figured I was going crazy as I backed up and then I heard a growl as Maximus was now gone, but in his place was a large tiger with eyes the color of dark molasses.

      I screamed and stumbled back, but the tiger wasn’t interested in me as it jumped into the air and I heard the thug sputter and then fire two shots at the creature.  I was so frightened that I didn’t see where Dominic had gone.  I screamed when the tiger flying in the air didn’t get his prey, instead the thug was tackled from behind by another tiger and I knew then that I was going insane.  Where were these tigers coming from besides my imagination? This other tiger was pure white, an albino tiger it seemed and he mercilessly went for the screaming man’s jugular, tearing it out.

      I screamed and attempted to jump up, afraid for my life, but fear froze my limbs as the tigers simultaneously looked back at me and then sized up each other.  The albino tiger titled its head and growled and the other tiger just stared back, its eyes steady, dangerous.

      I motioned to stand up, afraid they would hear me and come after me when the albino tiger again looked in my direction and the other tiger used that moment to spring on him.  I got up and backed away slowly as they fought, growling and roaring.

      It was then that I saw the gun had landed close to me and I raised my hand, reached for it unsure which one to shoot.

      On shaky legs, I stood up and pointed, but promptly my hand lowered.  I couldn’t shoot them; something was stopping me. The tigers seemed to sense my earlier intentions and turned their attention back to me, but instead of coming towards me, they began to morph, changing shape in front of me.  The tigers’ skin began to stretch and instead of fur, there was sinewy muscle, human muscle and as their snouts began to form into human features, the white tiger became Dominic and the other tiger with the dark molasses eyes became Maximus.

      They approached me slowly, naked and impassive expressions on both their faces.

      “Drop the gun, Liza, or at the very least, point it towards Dominic.” Maximus said.

      “I’m just glad you’re alright,” Dominic said stepping closer to me.  “Stop scaring her Maximus.”

      “I wasn’t the one who ripped out a jugular in front of her.  By the way, you need to get rid of the body one way or another and I’m not particularly hungry.”  Maximus said matter-of-factly.

      With those words, I decided then to run.

      Dominic caught me easily and I started to scream as his arms came around me.  He covered my mouth and said, “I’m sorry, Liza, but we can’t wake the neighbors.”

      I could hear sirens as he dragged me back towards my house and Maximus sighed heavily and picked up the thug’s body.

      Dominic carried me kicking and screaming towards my bedroom.  Maximus disappeared into my kitchen with the thug’s body in tow.

      Dominic dropped me down on my bed and didn’t bother to close the door behind us.  I was breathing heavily, afraid to move, looking at the open door.

      “What are you?”

      “A shifter.”

      “What?”

      “A shifter.  You collect books.  You must have read about my kind.”

      “This is crazy.”

      “I would guess so, for you.”

      I just stared at him, wondering when I would wake up.  This had to be a dream or nightmare.

      “My kind can shift between animal form and human form.  Is that really so hard to believe given what you just saw?”

      “But there were two of you...”my voice trailed off.  I couldn’t believe I was entertaining this conversation.

      “Yes, Maximus was an unexpected, unwanted surprise.  I knew there was a reason I hated him instantly besides him being obnoxious.”

      He sat down next to me and I instantly backed up.  “You just killed a man,” I said.

      “Only because he was going to kill you.  Did you want me to give him the opportunity to do so? I saw an immediate threat and I eliminated it.”  I imagined this was simply a result of his military training, but even as my mind accepted that, I still had to fight back the nausea that clawed at me.

      He had a valid point and I felt my body shaking from the adrenaline.  He cautiously reached for my hand.  I didn’t pull away; his presence calmed me more than it frightened me.  I didn’t know why.

      He gradually brought me in his arms and said, “I’m just happy that you’re okay.”  It must have been the adrenaline or the need to do something primal that reaffirmed life, because I found myself running my hands over his still nude body.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” He asked cautiously.

      “Very sure.” I said against his lips.  I reached up and switched off the light.

      Things heated quickly and Dominic practically clawed my clothes off.  I didn’t care.  I wanted him badly.  Before I knew it, he was ripping my bra and panties from my body.  I knew I wouldn’t be wearing those again as I heard them literally rip in half as he threw them across the room.

      There was no foreplay, just a desire to have him inside of me, and so when he flipped me over, my whole body shuddered reveling in the feel of him.  My emotional and physical feelings eclipsed one another and I couldn’t tell if what I felt for him was love or lust.

      I didn’t have a chance to ponder anything else when I became aware of another presence in the room.

      Maximus just stood there, leaning casually against the wall watching.  He had his shaft in his hand and he lazily rubbed his startlingly large erect member up and down, playing with the tip, which seemed to glisten in the moonlight.  I watched him watching Dominic enter me so forcefully that my body rocked forward with each of his movements and then Dominic pulled out until just the tip of his dick was still inside of me and I screamed for him to give me more.

      “Dominic,” I gasped, “Please.”

      From the shadows, I could here, Maximus’s voice, “You’ve had your fun, Dominic, now it’s my turn.”

      My sex tightened around Dominic’s member at Maximus’s words, basking in the feel of Dominic, squeezing and clenching around his cock buried inside of me, while also getting wetter in anticipation of the delicious things I knew Maximus was capable of doing to me.

      I knew the image I made with my backside in the air, Dominic thrusting into me as I moaned and beckoned him to enter me to go deeper and faster than he had before, must be driving Maximus insane.  Dominic on the other hand was a different story.  Upon hearing Maximus enter, Dominic didn’t bother to stop.  I didn’t know if he was too focused on what he was doing to my body to acknowledge Maximus or if he just didn’t care enough about Maximus’ presence to stop.

      Then he turned and looked at Maximus and they exchanged a glance.  Maximus still nude from shifting earlier, approached me and then suddenly Dominic pulled out of me, rolled me on top of him, and nudged me up so that my sex was on his face.  Maximus grabbed me by my hair and brought my mouth down to his cock.  I greedily sucked it in while kneeling over Dominic’s face as his tongue and mouth worked ceaselessly to give me pleasure.  I began to bounce my hips up and down on his face and simultaneously I brought all of Maximus in my mouth and he said not a word.  He just kept my head locked in place, pushing my mouth up and down his cock as he breathed deeply.

      His member was so big it nearly choked me.  I tried to get it all in my mouth and when I couldn’t, I gave my attention to his balls, licking and sucking them into my mouth and then I bent down further and let my tongue trace a line to his taint.

      He snatched my hair back and said, “That’s enough.”

      Maximus snatched me off Dominic and tossed me across the bed. My sex still quivered and throbbed from the feel of Dominic’s tongue earlier and I wanted Maximus next.  I got my wish as he settled on top of me.  I couldn’t see him because the only source of light was the hall light that crept under the door, but I knew he was there, as he pinned my arms above my head and slid his thick, hot cock into me.  My eyes adjusted to the light as Maximus hammered into me; Dominic kneeled over my pinned arms. He trapped them between his knees as he leaned over me to play with my breasts. Pulling and kissing my nipples, being anything but gentle.

      I didn’t know whose name I called first.  Between the pleasures of Dominic playing with my breasts, to the feel of Maximus inside of me, I lost control and began to scream.  My body shook, my inner muscles tightened and my head felt like it was about to explode as my orgasm rippled across me.  Maximus threw his head back and grunted before coming inside of me.  My sex clenched and unclenched around him, massaging his dick, milking out every last drop of his cum and as I did, Dominic’s gentle kisses on my face, my mouth, my neck set fire to my skin.  He ran his fingers through my hair and I sighed feeling drowsy and spent.

      Maximus slowly pulled out of me and I immediately missed the feel of him.  Dominic gathered me in his arms and laid me against his chest.  I sleepily blinked at Maximus who stood near the foot of the bed looking down at us as he said, “I don’t spoon.  I’ll see you all in the morning.”

      Dominic didn’t say a word nor did I. I just rolled my eyes and settled into Dominic’s arms.  I knew I should have been focusing on contacting my brother or the fact that the two men who I just had inside of me weren’t human, but my body and mind were tired. I let myself gradually drift off into a deep, restful sleep.  The world wasn’t what I thought it was, but as for then, nestled safely in Dominic’s arms, all at least was right with me.
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      Ron knew he had to find somewhere to live but by the time he arrived in Alaine he was exhausted and he did not have the energy to go looking around for something he could afford. He couldn’t really afford a hotel either though, but he knew he didn’t have much of a choice if he wanted to stay here. He had heard good things about the town, and most importantly there had been a few job openings in the paper. Having to move around a lot, his resume was pathetic and he always had to start at the bottom, but he didn’t mind too much. Maybe Alaine was the town he would finally settle down in permanently.

      Looking around as he stood in the town square, he sighed at the knowledge that he didn’t have a choice but to find somewhere to rent because he really couldn’t afford a hotel room for even a night as long as he didn’t have a job. That knowledge alone spurred him on as he started to walk in the hope of seeing a sign that indicated something for rent, but he wasn’t having much luck as the only places he saw were out of his price range. He knew he should have called around for a place to live before coming, but he had panicked when his girlfriend had found out about him and he had packed up his belongings and left town.

      Just as he was about to give up and go find a cheap motel, he saw a small sign in a window of what looked like a normal home. It said there was a room for rent, but based on the size of the home he had no idea what they would ask for it. He doubted he could afford it but he knew he had to ask and he walked up to the front door, ringing the bell, before he could change his mind. As soon as the door opened and an incredibly good looking man stood in front of him, he felt his heart drop into his stomach. He had mostly dated women but he wasn’t blind that this man was beautiful. Tall and muscular, hair down to his shoulders and a genuinely nice smile. He immediately noticed the hazel eyes and slightly red lips and instantly forgot why he was there.

      “Can I help you?” the man finally asked.

      “Sorry, yes. I saw you had a sign that you are renting out a room?”

      “We are. My girlfriend and I have been living in this big house by ourselves and could use the extra income as well as the company. Do you want to see the room?”

      “How much is it a month? I’m on a bit of a budget and don’t want to waste your time.”

      “A hundred a month. You’ll have a private bathroom, but we share the kitchen and living areas. Would you like to see it?”

      “Absolutely,” Ron said, knowing he would accept it even if it was the size of a shoebox. A hundred a month was a third of what he had been paying on rent for several years and he would soon have enough saved that he could take the time to look for a halfway decent home. “I’m sorry, my name is Ron.”

      “Oh how rude of me. David. This is Julie. Our room will be on the opposite end of that hall, this one would be yours. You are welcome to have guests but discuss it first if at all possible.”

      “I doubt I will have any but thank you. This room is nice,” Ron said as he looked around his room. It wasn’t huge by any means but it was large enough that it had a queen sized bed, dresser and night stands. There was a built in closet and as he looked through the bathroom door he noticed a simple bathroom with shower, toilet and sink. “This is perfect. When would I be able to start renting?”

      “Whenever you’d like. Since it’s almost the first of the month we won’t charge you for the next week if you move in now and just start on the next month, if that works for you?”

      “Thank you, that would be amazing. I left my luggage in a locker at the bus station so I just need to go get it.”

      “A locker? That’s not a lot of belongings.”

      “I’ve moved a lot over the years and just kept downsizing. If you don’t mind I’ll be back in about thirty minutes?”

      “I’ll come with you and help you get your things, and we can have a key made for you,” David said, giving Ron a concerned look.

      Ron didn’t know that David was worried about his few belongings and how easily he had accepted the room without seeing the rest of the house. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days and didn’t stay anywhere long. It sounded too familiar for his liking and a glance at Julie indicated she had thought the same thing. Ron clearly needed some people in his life as well as a place to sleep and David almost felt bad charging him rent.

      “Sounds good. Thank you so much,” Ron said, smiling for the first time. “I’ll need to get some groceries while I’m out.”

      “Oh no, that’s included,” Julie said quickly, seeing an opening. “I love to cook and since I’m doing it anyway might as well cook for three. Anything you want outside of the regular three meals you can get yourself, as well as whatever you like to drink. For now, it is late so why don’t you get your things and then tomorrow we’ll show you where everything is in town?”

      “That would be great. I can’t thank you enough.”

      As they walked to the bus station, David kept glancing at Ron who looked like he was barely holding himself upright. He wanted to order the man back to the house and into bed but knew he couldn’t do that, so instead he remained silent.

      Ron in the meantime was wondering how he had gotten so lucky. David and Julie seemed genuinely nice and it was like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders. Nothing ever went this easy in his life and he had no doubt something would go wrong soon, but for now he counted his blessings.

      “How old are you?” David asked.

      “Twenty five. You?”

      “Thirty. Julie is twenty eight. What do you do for a living?”

      “Anything to pay the bills honestly. Right now I need to look for a job.”

      “Do you have savings?”

      “I’ll pay rent, don’t worry,” Ron replied quickly, thinking David thought he would be a bum and not pay.

      “That was not why I asked. It would do you well not to jump to conclusions around us. If you didn’t have savings, I would offer to hold rent until you got a job, at which point you could pay what you owed. I don’t know what kind of people you’ve encountered in your life, but I’d like to get the benefit of the doubt. Now, which locker is yours?”

      Ron almost cringed at the mild scolding, not wanting to anger his new landlord so quickly, and walked towards the locker with his belongings. When he pulled out the duffel bag, David looked at him in concern. “That’s it? Your entire life is in that bag?”

      “It is. Where do we go to get keys made?” Ron asked to get the attention off him and his bag.

      “Right over here. It looks like you need someone to get you to stay in one place long enough to accumulate more. Let me carry that bag,” David said, taking the bag while completely ignoring Ron’s complaints. He simply slung it over his shoulder and walked into the store to get a copy of the key made while Ron walked after him, shocked at David’s easy going ways.

      It didn’t take them long to get back home, a new key now in Ron’s pocket, and the smells of food came their way from the kitchen. “Ron, I made you some dinner. If you came on the bus I’m sure you’d like some.”

      “You didn’t have to do that Julie.”

      “It was my pleasure. Do you need the laundry room? I can show you where it is?”

      “I’ll deal with that tomorrow, thank you. I think I just want sleep.”

      “Eat first, then sleep. If you leave your clothes downstairs I’ll at least throw the first load in for you, save you some time,” Julie said easily as she put a plate on the table. Seeing David eying it she put a second, smaller, plate on the table as well and pointed. “Eat you hungry beast.”

      Once Ron had gone to bed, leaving his clothes behind despite his many protests, Julie quickly took it to the laundry room with David right behind her. “That boy needs someone to look after him. Look at these clothes, they won’t last him all that much longer. What does he do for a living?”

      “Nothing right now, he’s looking for a job. He said he does whatever work he can get. Something isn’t right but he gets very defensive very easily so we need to take it easy and not ask too many questions,” David said calmly. “I’ll make some inquires for a halfway decent job for him. He looks like a hard worker, at least once he’s had some sleep. I wonder where he came from but I think we’ll find out over time.”

      “You’re going to hate me for saying it, but he’s kind of cute,” Julie said as she closed the washer and turned around.

      “I thought the same and I don’t usually fall for guys. When I opened the door he clearly looked me over before realizing that he was checking out a guy. I could see all his thoughts right there on his face. It could be exactly what we’ve been missing.”

      “A threesome?”

      “Or at least someone else to flirt with, even if nothing happens.”

      “I’m fairly certain if I flirted with someone else you’d drag me to our bedroom to show me who I belong to,” Julie said with a chuckle as they made their way back to the living room.

      “Exactly right. We haven’t had heated sex like that in a while, you know that.”

      “True. What do we have recorded that we can watch?” Julie asked, clearly ending the conversation there. They both knew it wasn’t fair to Ron, but at the same time it could end up working well for all of them.
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      When Ron woke up he felt better than he had in a long time, and he knew it was because he hadn’t slept this peacefully in a long time. The building he had been living in before had been noisy and his girlfriend had been asking suspicious questions for a while which had him on edge. He had always counted himself lucky to not be a full vampire which meant he could eat normal foods even if he didn’t necessarily crave them and he could do without, which had always allowed him to pretend to be normal when with others. The other side of it meant that he needed sleep like normal people, while full vampires didn’t. Looking at the clock he saw that it was late morning and he knew he should get up before his new housemates came looking for him. He wasn’t sure if their nosiness was a good thing, but he had almost instantly taken a liking to them.

      As soon as he walked out of his room he almost tripped over the laundry basket sitting there, all his clothes clean and folded inside. He stared for a minute before putting it on his bed and heading down the stairs. “Julie? You didn’t have to do all my laundry. I could have done it.”

      “It was no problem! Are you hungry? You must be after missing breakfast!”

      “I’m actually not, but thank you. I should go out and look for a job, I’m sure David has told you by now.”

      “He did and he said not that long ago that he thought he had found you something. It’s not incredibly exciting but it pays well. I think he’s in his office.”

      David had been looking for a job for him? Ron thought as he walked to the office. Why would he do that for someone he had barely met and who clearly didn’t have clear skills? “David?”

      “Ron! Glad to see you awake. Any longer and I would have had to make sure you were alive. You must have been exhausted. Did you eat?”

      “Julie offered but I’m not hungry. She said you had found a job?”

      “Yes. It’s quite boring but it pays well. Our local hospital has huge archive rooms but everything is going to digital data now. They need someone who can scan in all the old patient files so they can be shredded. Are you interested?”

      “That does sound boring but at least it’s inside and out of the weather. I imagine it gets cold up here?”

      “It does, soon it will be winter and most other jobs are seasonal because of it. The hospital is always looking for workers so I had called and they told me about this one. They haven’t been able to fill it because it truly is boring, but they said they are willing to pay a little bit more if you can start right away? They said if you finish the backup scanning at any point, which would be a long time from now, they’d find you another job within the hospital.”

      “At this point I just need a job. I can start tomorrow if they’d like. Should I call them?”

      “I will call. You’ll have to go in this afternoon for background and drug testing.”

      “I can do that. Thank you David.”

      “You’re welcome. So if you don’t mind me asking, where did you come from?”

      “Knoxville.”

      “Tennessee? You’ve come a long way then. What made you come here?”

      “I had heard good things about this town, and heard there were jobs here.” Ron didn’t add that he had heard about it when he was already in Minnesota, and that arriving in Minnesota had been because it was the cheapest bus ticket that got him a good distance from where he had lived.

      “Well I hope we can live up to that reputation, but we’re happy to help you. Is there anything you need?”

      “No thank you. I need to run errands and then I should head to the hospital.”

      “Dinner is at six, we expect you there,” David said firmly. “And I want to hear that you ate lunch at the very least.”

      “You do realize I’m a grown man, not a child?”

      “You are far too skinny. Just grab a sandwich and be at dinner, otherwise I have to listen to Julie complaining about you not eating.”

      Ron just nodded and headed out of the house, knowing he needed to go hunt before going to the hospital and being around all that blood. He hadn’t hunted in a few weeks and he needed it desperately, so when he saw a path out of town he walked down it to find it leading right into the woods. Closing his eyes he focused his senses until he caught the scent of a rabbit. It wasn’t much but it would do for now so he crept through the woods, hoping to catch it quickly. The longer he was there, the more time he would have to cover for if someone noticed him missing and he had the feeling that David and Julie would notice him missing. If the rent wasn’t so low he wouldn’t put up with it, but for now it was exactly what he needed. Sensing that he was closer to the rabbit, he paused before suddenly jumping right on it.

      His needs satisfied and feeling more at rest, he started his way out of the woods only to come face to face with David. “I think we should talk.”

      “I’ll pack my bags,” Ron said easily, feeling rejected at losing this opportunity so quickly.

      “Did I say you had to leave?”

      “I just assumed.”

      “You assume too much. Come on, I just don’t want to talk out in the open. I came after you because you left your wallet. Julie had found it in a pants pocket and put it on the hall table.”

      “Look, you are probably freaked out so let me just get my things and I’ll get out of your way.”

      “If you don’t stop assuming we’ll turn you away, I will tie you to a chair while you hear us out,” David said, now with an authoritative tone in his voice. “We are not going to kick you out.”

      Once inside, which didn’t take long, David pointed at the couch and called for Julie. “First, Julie. Ron here is a vampire.”

      Ron looked surprised when she didn’t even flinch or look shocked, before turning back to David. “Half-vampire actually. Why are neither of you shocked?”

      “We aren’t fully human either. Dragon shifters,” Julie answered with a smile as she plopped down on the couch next to Ron. “So you can eat like normal?”

      “Yes, though if I don’t I can live on blood alone but I have to do one or the other. I also need sleep like a normal person. I do have urges if I go without blood for too long, which is why I went into the woods this morning before going to the hospital. I can infect someone through two ways, either by biting them or by fathering a child.”

      “Interesting. Wonder if any children you and I would have would be dragon and vampire both,” Julie said thoughtfully.

      “You’re not going to find out,” David growled. “Though I agree that’s an interesting question. Is this why you’re always moving?”

      “Yes. My last girlfriend found out and threatened to get someone to shoot me. I’d rather live in safety.”

      “Makes sense. Nobody knows about us. We will keep your secret, you don’t have to worry about that, but if you get urges we need you to be honest. I don’t really want to be a dragon vampire shifter.”

      “You’re not as pale as I imagined vampires to be,” Julie said as she ran her hand over Ron’s cheek.

      “Julie, get your hands off him,” David threatened.

      “It explains your demanding ways,” Ron said as he looked at David. “Dragon shifters tend to be more dominant, right?”

      “We’re protective in different ways. It’s why Julie is always asking if you want to eat, she feels it’s her duty to protect us from ourselves by not eating or sleeping enough. I can get angry if Julie flirts with someone else too much or if something else threatens her or our relationship. Now you are part of this household I will probably be protective over you as well, but we’ll have to see how that plays out. I’ve never tested it.”

      “Just don’t tell me what to do.”

      “Then don’t do or say anything stupid.”

      “I need to get to the hospital. I’ll see you both for dinner, and yes, I will be here.”

      “Don’t you dare run. I will hunt you down,” David said just before Ron could walk out. He heard the threat but didn’t respond to it and started walking towards the hospital. He just wanted to get the paperwork done so he would have a job, and then he could worry about what to do next. He had no doubt David was serious and he had to be honest in saying he did not want to find out what David would do if he did run. He might be a vampire but he was no match for a decent sized dragon and based on David’s size, he was probably a large dragon.

      Paperwork, background and drug tests and other explanations took much longer than he expected and when he got home it was already six thirty. He knew he was late for dinner and the moment he sat down Julie cuffed him on the head before handing him a plate of food. “Glad to see you came back, I was getting worried there for a minute. Did you get everything taken care of?”

      “Yes, it just took longer. I start at eight tomorrow. Do you two work?”

      “I don’t,” Julie answered. “I do catering and baking, but that’s only part time.”

      “I own a construction company,” David said with a smile. “We are finishing up some projects now and then we are moving to smaller inside projects for people during the winter months. I’m usually not as involved with those and I can set my own schedule for the most part. This house is actually one I renovated, it was in pretty bad shape when I bought it years ago.”

      “That’s pretty cool. So how long have you known each other?”

      “Two years,” David answered. “She was new to town and getting involved with some fairly shady people so I told her to move in here. The rest is history I suppose, we’ve been together ever since.”

      “This town looks so peaceful, are there really that many shady people around?”

      “There are always a few, no matter where you go,” David said easily. “I take it you are used to either really small towns or big cities?”

      “For the most part. I’ve always preferred the big cities, there is less chance of anyone finding out anything. I usually avoid dating so that I don’t get close to anyone, but I had been in Tennessee for almost two years and it just happened. I never intended for it to get serious, and it didn’t, but she still got close enough that she noticed when I left town suddenly for a few hours. She was clingy but I never thought she’d resort to following me. As it turns out, she thought I was cheating on her which is why she followed me. Thinking back there were signs that not only was she following me, she was getting too close but hindsight is always twenty twenty. I packed my things, cancelled my apartment lease and left town within an hour of her confronting me. I don’t know if she understood what she saw but I wasn’t sticking around to find out.”

      “That was probably a good idea. It’s easier for us to hide since we don’t have any specific urge towards changing, so we can go longer times between it. The main thing we have is added strength but we can play that off as working out. We actually have a gym in the basement for that reason. What are your feelings about working around the smell of blood at the hospital?”

      “It’s overwhelming but I just need to make sure to go hunting more regularly. I’ve worked in a hospital once before and I didn’t hunt often enough and it became unbearable if there was a big trauma coming in.”

      “If at any point you feel that need, go hunt. Don’t worry about us and we can cover for you if need be. You’re not alone in this anymore, don’t forget that. Do you mind if I ask how you are a half-vampire?”

      “My father was a vampire, my mother wasn’t. It’s rare for a vampire to mate without turning his or her mate, but my father did. It’s odd because it means I don’t fully fit into the vampire communities but not really outside of it either.”

      “I had never heard of that being possible. Just communicate with us, alright? We will do the same. I’m fairly large once shifted so I can’t shift here, but if we ever leave to do so and you want to come, you are welcome to. We aren’t dangerous once shifted, we still recognize others.”

      “I won’t deny I’m curious to see a dragon. I’ll try to communicate but I’m terrible at it,” Ron replied, understanding what David was saying but knowing he would struggle with it. Ever since he had moved out of his father’s community after high school he had struggled with finding his own way and while it had been hard, it had also made him much more independent. Relying on others wasn’t something he did, and with his father angry at him for leaving what he believed the right place for him to be was, he had never wanted to go home either.

      While Ron wasn’t necessarily a shifter, he understood being different and he knew that David and Julie understood him on a level most people didn’t. Because he was so secretive about it he probably had encountered others at some point without realizing it, and he knew he would have likely done much better in some of the places he had lived if he had friends he could depend on. Looking at David he knew he could depend on the man, and that he would be there for him when he needed it. He had no idea why that made him twitch but seeing how Julie looked at David made him want Julie to look at him that way as well.

      “Stop undressing me with your eyes,” David said, amusement in his eyes.

      Ron flushed furiously but Julie just put a hand on his thigh, which increased his flush. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. He likes it,” Julie grinned. “Don’t you David?”

      “Well it is quite flattering but I’ve always been more attracted to women,” David laughed back. “Though if Ron wanted to watch, he’s welcome to.”

      Ron immediately started sputtering as Julie’s hand slid further up his thigh and he felt himself starting to grow hard. He wanted to curse himself for having these thoughts and feelings, which were clearly visible to both David and Julie. David suddenly stood up, pulled Julie off the chair and flipped her over his shoulder, swatting her butt hard. “That’s for that hand being where it shouldn’t be. Would you like to join us Ron?”

      “Uhh no thanks,” Ron finally said as David looked at him. It was very obvious that David was as hard as himself and what they were about to do, and as much as he wanted to watch, that was moving entirely too fast for his liking.

      “Just come in if you change your mind,” David said as he slapped Julie again before turning and walking out of the kitchen and up the stairs. To get his mind off what was happening upstairs he started clearing the table, but he couldn’t get his mind off the fact that he had just been invited to watch sex between two very sexy people. Dropping the silverware in the sink he started up the stairs, his mind made up. He heard noises and he was uncomfortably hard, and as much as he thought he should go to his own room and finish himself off, he wanted to watch. Opening the door quietly he slipped into the room and the second he saw what was going on in there he knew his pants had to be unbuttoned to make more space for his erection.

      There, on the bed, with their side to Ron, was Julie on all fours with David slamming into her from behind. Her breasts, which Ron thought were perfectly sized, were bouncing slightly and he could see David’s full length as it moved in and out of Julie, his balls slapping against her at each movement. David winked at him as he stepped back to lean against the wall and in one movement he had Julie flipped over so she was now on her back. Leaning down he kissed her passionately before running his tongue over her nipples, causing her to moan loudly.

      Ron thought he was going to come right then and there and he palmed himself through his jeans to try and stop himself. It was when they changed positions again, this time with David on his back, his erection sticking straight up, that Ron knew he was going to come whether he wanted to or not. David was huge, just like every other part of him, and as Julie straddled him while facing Ron and slowly slid down the entire length, Ron undid the rest of his pants and pulled himself out to find release. His own hand stroking himself as Julie topped David, he exploded fairly quickly. So focused on his release he didn’t notice that Julie and David had been watching him just as much and when Ron finally opened his eyes again Julie was next to David on the bed, both clearly having found their release.

      “You can watch anytime you want,” Julie said with a smile. “I won’t deny that was hot.”

      “Agreed,” David said, sounding slightly sleepy. “I never considered it but now I understand some of those clubs.”

      “I,” Ron started. “I have to go shower,” he finally said before almost running out of the room. He had still been standing there, his dick hanging out of his pants and he had suddenly realized what had happened. He had never come so hard, and yet it was so completely wrong. What if this ruined his relationship with them just after they had become friends?

      He didn’t bother with a shower, knowing he’d likely get sticky again dreaming about what he had just seen, and instead took off his clothes and slid under his covers. He couldn’t get to sleep though, and not wanting to go downstairs where he could walk into David or Julie he just laid there staring at the ceiling.
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      “Ron?” David’s voice came as the door softly opened. “Are you alright?”

      “Yes, just tired.”

      “Is that why you are in bed or are you avoiding us?”

      “I don’t know,” Ron said honestly.

      David sat down on the bed beside him and looked at him in concern. “Talk to me.”

      “I’m confused, just need some time to sort out my thoughts.”

      “You were turned on. We were turned on. We are consenting adults. There is nothing wrong with what we did, you know that right?”

      “I’m trying to convince myself of that.”

      “Ron, you were hard before you even came in.”

      “I know David, I know. And I came in there voluntarily and you had invited me. I am aware of all of that. Heck, I get hard just thinking about it again.”

      David’s hand reached over to touch Ron over the blankets, which weren’t very thick, at which point Ron shivered slightly. “David,” he half moaned.

      “If you want me to stop I will, otherwise, don’t.”

      David’s hand slid under the covers and Ron knew he wouldn’t stop him. This was even more wrong than watching them. What kind of love triangle had he ended up in? Once again thinking about Julie as she was riding David while looking at him, her breasts bouncing up and down, he let David palm him to completion. At one point Ron had moved the covers down and as he exploded into David’s hand it dripped onto his stomach as David grabbed some tissues from the nightstand and wiped his hand before wiping Ron’s stomach. “What two consenting adults do is never wrong. I just ask you never do anything with Julie when I’m not in the room. My instinct would be to beat you up and I don’t want that. Give me some time on that front, and I will let you two have some fun with me watching, alright?”

      “I can do that. Damn you’re good at that,” Ron groaned.

      David just smirked at him as he stood up. “Glad you think so. Now are you going to come down and watch a movie with us or are you going to hide up here and wallow in thoughts?”

      “I suppose I’ll come down. It’s not like I can sleep anyway. My legs feel like Jell-O.”

      David just continued smirking as he handed Ron a pair of boxers and started towards the door. “Don’t fall down the stairs. I’ll get the popcorn started.”

      Ron groaned as he flopped back onto his pillow, knowing he was lost. If this was how living here was going to be he would never leave. He could respect that David’s dragon form would protest Ron moving into his territory, but the fact that they clearly were going to have more encounters like this was enough for him for the moment. It apparently really had been a good thing that he had come to Alaine to start his life again. He quickly put on boxers and pajama pants, not caring about a shirt, and made his way down the stairs where David and Julie were already on the couch. As he made to sit in an armchair David pointed to the other side of him again. “Better view from over here, trust me.”

      Ron had a feeling David liked being in the middle, but he wasn’t going to complain and joined them on the couch instead. They were watching a movie Ron had never heard of before, and he wasn’t entirely sure he knew what the title was, but at the same time he didn’t care. He enjoyed the time spent with friends, the popcorn bowl that they kept fighting over, and Julie’s constant fussing to make sure he was warm enough and had a drink. In the end Ron fell asleep on the couch and he had no idea how, but he woke up in his bed the following morning. The thought that David had carried him to bed left him feeling confused again but he knew he had to forget about it and get ready for work if he wanted to be on time.

      He smiled at Julie as she handed him a sandwich and mug of coffee before shooing him out the door. “Go, you’re going to be late.”

      Saluting her with his sandwich he walked out the door, glad that it was a large travel mug as he enjoyed having coffee in the morning before doing anything else. He knew the day was going to be long and boring but as the snow started to come down he also knew he was glad to have a job that was inside.

      At the house David walked into the kitchen right after Ron had walked out, sitting down to the breakfast Julie had prepared for him. “You men need to start getting up in time.”

      “Ron is up isn’t he? I thought I heard him.”

      “He just walked out. I used your travel mug for him, I hope you don’t mind.”

      “It’s fine. He didn’t have breakfast?”

      “I gave him a sandwich. He’ll be fine and I’ll bring him lunch around noon since he didn’t take anything. Are you going into work today?”

      “I need to check the project over on Dover Street before signing off on it and then I have a few requests for estimates. I’ll take lunch with me to eat while driving.”

      “What do you think he is thinking?”

      “I think he is confused,” David said easily. “I do think this is exactly what was missing for us though. I mean, that was the best sex we’ve had in a while and neither of us can deny that.”

      “True. Watching him bring himself off while watching us was hot. I kind of wanted to touch him though.”

      “I know. I asked him, and I will ask you the same, not to do anything without me in the room. I don’t want to act on instinct.”

      “Don’t worry, we won’t. I never thought we’d get involved in some weird love triangle but I don’t mind it so much.”

      “I don’t either. I have to get going. I’ll pick up another travel mug on my way home, let me know if we need anything else,” David said as he got up and accepted the lunch Julie handed him. With a quick kiss he left the house, knowing it would be a long day and knowing he was just looking forward to the time he could go home again. One of his estimators was a seasonal employee who left for the mountains to work the ski resorts in the winter, so he always did the estimates himself in the winter. Sometimes there were so many he was swamped with work, like today, but he knew he had to do them if he wanted work.

      It was just before dinner that both Ron and David came home, both of them sinking down in their chairs at the table with matching sighs. “I swear I’m going to fall asleep at that job,” Ron complained. “I know it pays well but after about two hours I started counting down the minutes.”

      David wanted to smile but he was just too tired. “Do you want to come work for me? I need an estimator and if I had someone with me who could write down everything as we talk with the customer and then write down everything I say it would go twice as fast. My usual guy has just left for the mountains and won’t be back until March. With business picking up I’ve needed both of us for the past few months and if that continues I’ll need to hire another full time estimator.”

      “Are you sure?” Ron asked.

      “Definitely. I can’t do another day like today and I have just as many estimates scheduled for many days. Once I’ve gotten everything I need, I need to type up the actual estimate, look up material costs and so forth and that takes time too. I could really use the help.”

      “I would love that,” Ron said quickly. “Thank you. I need to get out of the gloomy records room.”

      “That’s settled then. I’ll call the hospital and just tell them I need help and you are perfect for the job. That way if you ever need a job there, they won’t blame this on you. You start tomorrow. This looks amazing Julie.”

      “Thank you. It’s experimental, let me know what you think. It’s for the Carter wedding.”

      “It’s the benefit of living here,” David said as he picked up his fork. “We get to try out all her new recipes and we get to be honest about what we think.”

      “What if it’s perfect?”

      “Then we tell her it’s perfect,” David said easily as he took a bite of his food, moaning in pleasure, “and this is perfect.”

      Ron started eating as well and he nodded in agreement. “It really is. They’d be crazy not to want this at their wedding.”

      “Thanks guys. It would be served on a buffet. Do you think it would be fine that way?”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?” Ron asked, confused.

      “Certain things don’t do as well when it has to stay warm for a while or when people serve it themselves,” Julie said easily.

      “I think this would be fine. I’m assuming there are some juices in the pan?” David asked.

      “Yes. They would serve themselves with a serving spoon that has holes.”

      “Then it will be fine. It won’t dry out that way and will stay good quite well. Are they testing it at some point?”

      “Yes, next week I’m giving them three option and they’ll tell me what they want. Two others I had created for another wedding but they went with something else, so this one plus those two will be my choices. That means you will have to get Chinese or something next Wednesday as I won’t be here.”

      “I think we’ll survive,” Ron grinned. “I actually love Chinese.”

      “We have an excellent Chinese takeout in town,” David said. “We’ll pick something up on our way home. Is there dessert?”

      “There should still be some apple pie if you want some?” Julie replied as she stood up.

      “Yes please.”

      “Not for me Julie,” Ron replied with a smile. “I’m going for a run, I’ll be back.”

      “You have two hours before we come looking for you,” David replied easily. “It’s getting dark out and it’s snowing.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “Two hours. There might be a reward if you obey, or punishment if you don’t.”

      Ron glanced at David to see how serious he was, and looking at him he wasn’t sure if he wanted the reward or the punishment. He had a feeling he would end up liking both. He ran out of the house, knowing he needed to clear his mind and also to hunt, and after an hour he stopped, panting hard. He wasn’t entirely sure where he was but turned back the way he came and started walking. He had caught a bunny again, and it was enough for the moment.

      By the time he found his way back he had been gone almost three hours and the glare David gave him sent shivers down his spine. “Go to your room,” David said sternly. The snow was coming down hard now and Ron was covered in it, and it had made it harder for him to find his way back. He wanted to protest but Julie was slightly shaking her head behind David to stop him, which he did. He started towards the stairs, yelping as David smacked his butt upon passing. He was aching and hard and had no idea what he was supposed to do in his room. Thankfully he didn’t have to wait very long.

      “Undress,” came the quick order from David, while Julie stood next to him watching with hungry eyes.

      Once he was fully naked in front of them he was told to lie down on the bed, on his back. Julie crawled onto the bed next to him and started stroking him with soft, gentle hands, which were more teasing than anything else yet still served to bring him closer and closer.

      Just before he fell over the edge, she stopped and looked at David. “Let’s go watch a movie. No, stay naked and no you may not come.”

      “You have to be kidding me!” Ron exclaimed. He wanted to come badly but as he reached his hand down to ensure that, David caught it easily.

      “Punishment. Come on, there’s a good movie on TV.”

      Ron glared at David, but he wanted to see what would happen if he obeyed so he followed them down to the living room, still completely naked and his erection pointing firmly ahead of him. This time he was in the middle on the couch, and every five minutes or so one of them would touch him just enough for him to remain hard but not enough to finish. It was starting to hurt and deciding that Ron had been punished enough, David nodded at Julie who suddenly lowered her head and closed her mouth around Ron. The second she did he exploded in her mouth, and she swallowed every last drop.

      “Can’t have it going all over the couch now can we?” David said as if it was the most normal thing in the world for his girlfriend to suck off another guy.

      “That was incredible,” Ron panted. “I’m fairly certain I’ve never come harder. I’ve never tried denial either, that was hard.”

      “It was intended to be. Next time, be on time and we’ll let you come,” David replied with a smile as he threw a blanket at Ron. “Just in case you are cold.”

      Before the movie was over Julie was straddling David, as they clearly had gotten turned on by what they had done to Ron, and Ron was already contemplating whether to obey or disobey next time as the wait to release had been worth it in the end. Ron left the room after a quick goodnight, and when he got to his room he fell asleep fairly quickly. Downstairs David was now fully inside Julie and she was moving at a fast pace.

      “Come for me Julie,” David whispered in her ear before kissing her passionately right as she exploded around him. She continued moving as she did and David soon followed, filling her deep inside. Even when she stopped moving she remained where she was and he didn’t make a move to slide out of her. She simply let her head rest on his shoulder as he had his arms around her back to hold her close. They both enjoyed being in the company of the other and when they started to fall asleep they moved to the bedroom where they continued cuddling. They knew that while they might both have feelings for Ron as well, what they had would always remain special no matter what happened. They also knew Ron knew this and he would never step across that boundary.
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      Ron loved helping David in his business, and when the winter was coming to a close David told him he wanted him to stay so he didn’t have to hire another estimator. He wanted to continue slowly training Ron in the business so he could eventually go out on his own, but for now they would go to jobs together so Ron could learn everything he needed to know. Julie continued working part time from home, and she loved taking care of her two men outside of that.

      At some point over the past few months Ron had moved into their bedroom with them and often Julie was in the middle while they slept. David was most definitely in control of the household, but both Julie and Ron enjoyed that. It was hard for Ron to occasionally let go of some controls, and he still struggled with obeying from time to time but David was quick to punish him for his disobedience. They all knew Ron enjoyed the punishments as much as everyone else, which was the purpose after all. He had become more outgoing and outspoken, and he had really integrated into life in Minnesota. They had introduced Ron to skiing and hiking, and on two occasions Ron had gone with them when they had transformed. He had been fascinated by it and looked forward to it each time.

      David sometimes went with Ron when he went hunting, mostly because Ron hadn’t known the area as well and had wanted to go further from town to catch something bigger. Ron had started using the gym in the basement, much to David’s amusement as the equipment had never been used before, and was bulking up quite a bit which made him stronger. Not that he needed the strength when hunting because he was fully acting on instinct then, but it helped him in everyday life especially when David saw fit to wrestle him. Whenever David thought Ron needed cheering up he would start tickling him, which always turned into wrestling fairly quickly and would leave both of them exhausted at the end while Julie mumbled about some men never growing up.

      None of them really had very many true friends, which meant that nobody knew how close they were. Out in public none of them acted as if they were in a relationship with anyone, and they were all fine with that. They didn’t mind that they had to hide, but they also knew there were other groups out there just like them. Julie had found a group online who communicated about their experiences in the lifestyle they enjoyed, and they knew that at some point they would probably meet some of them in person but for now they enjoyed the privacy the anonymity provided.

      A month prior Ron’s father had reached out to him. His mother was very ill and wanted him to come home. Ron had not wanted to, and when David had tried to talk to him about it he had thrown a raging fit. Instead of yelling back David had pulled him into a hug and simply held him as he cried about the injustice of his father calling now when he hadn’t for years. He wanted to see his mother without seeing the rest of his family, but he knew if he went he’d have to go alone because they would never accept David or Julie. They barely accepted him, since he was only half-vampire, and even then it was only because of his father. He had finally gotten over the rejection he had felt from them and didn’t want to go back to that, but he also knew if he didn’t go he would regret it the rest of his life. In the end David had gone with him, and while they had glared at the two of them, Ron had been happy to see his mother one more time. When his father had started in on him for the way he had left, David had stood up for him, which had surprised Ron’s parents (with his mother smiling) and made Ron love David even more. That night David had let him get stupid drunk, and the following morning he had moved on. The last thing connecting him to that family had been his mother, and he had said his goodbyes. He started focusing on his life in Alaine more and both David and Julie noticed that he somehow seemed happier and lighter, like a weight had been lifted.

      They all knew that Ron still felt insecure fairly often and often felt like he was intruding on their relationship, even though they kept reassuring him that he wasn’t. It didn’t matter how often they told him that he was adding to the relationship, not taking away from it, Ron still had doubts at times. David and Julie wanted to do something for him to reassure him further, and after going hunting by himself five months after he had moved in with them, Ron found them sitting on the couch, the living room lit by candles and rose petals everywhere. He hung his coat up by the door before walking further into the room and seeing that in the middle of the living room where the coffee table had been there was now a circle of larger candles and rose petals. David was holding a box of sorts, and they were both looking at him with expectation on their faces as if trying to determine what his mood and reaction would be.

      “What is going on?” he asked as he looked around in confusion. He had no idea they had even been planning anything, and while he had been surprised when David hadn’t given him a time limit on his hunting like he usually did to ensure he was safe, he had thought David had simply been too busy with work. Now he knew that they had been waiting for him to leave so they could plan this and he had been completely oblivious to all of it.

      “We want to do something to confirm our relationship and promise ourselves to one another. We obviously can’t do this legally, but we want each of us to have that confirmation of our love each time we look at the rings,” David replied.

      “What rings?”

      Julie opened a box which held three identical rings. They were white gold with light blue diamonds imbedded in them. They weren’t large, but they were both manly and feminine at the same time and Ron couldn’t deny he loved them. They were beautiful and while he normally wouldn’t have chosen a diamond ring, especially not a blue diamond, he couldn’t help but think it was perfect for all of them. There were three diamonds in each ring, which fit their relationship perfectly and Ron was stunned for a minute.

      “Ron?” David asked.

      “They are beautiful. You want to do a commitment ceremony of sorts?”

      “Yes, we do. We always knew something was missing, but with you in our lives we have felt complete. What was missing was you and we never knew it. Be honest, what are you thinking now?”

      “Confused, overwhelmed. Happy and terrified.”

      David and Julie both smiled at him, and when he looked at them he knew that they were serious. He wasn’t interfering with their relationship, he was adding to it and it was as if he suddenly saw it. “I accept,” Ron said with a smile, his mind made up.

      “We have the wording right here, but maybe you want to look at it and see if you want to change anything? We would be saying it in unison while sliding the ring on the finger of the person to our right.”

      Ron grabbed the piece of paper and read it, deciding there wasn’t anything he really wanted to add. “This is fine the way it is.”

      As they stood in the middle of a circle of candles Ron knew they had put a lot of time into this. This wasn’t a spur of the moment thing and it made him feel loved that they had wanted to surprise him with it. As he took Julie’s hand with her to his right, he held his left hand for David to take. Looking at each other they each took a ring and slid it over the other person’s finger before starting to talk in unison.

      “We have come here today to confirm our bond. To confirm our love for each other. To confirm that in this relationship of three, we are all equal. To give each other a token of that love and that bond. This ring represents a love without doubts, without jealousy and without fear. May it remind us when we forget, and might it remind us of it when we are alone. I love you.”

      They now had a ring on their fingers and as Ron looked at Julie’s hand he felt a hand slide to his butt while Julie kissed him. “I want you to take me tonight,” Julie whispered. Ron’s eyes flew open as he looked at her before looking at David, who nodded. Until that day Ron had never done more with Julie than touching, and they had waited for David to be alright with it. As he looked at the ring on his finger he knew the moment was there and he took Julie and David’s hand and led them up the stairs.

      Once there he started undressing Julie, who was undressing him in return. He heard a zipper behind him and knew David was getting undressed as well while he started kissing Julie while slowly walking her back towards the bed. He could feel that she was already wet and the thought of sex with Julie alone had him hard. As he kneeled in between her legs, stroking her clit and letting his fingers slide in, he felt a hand on his behind. When he looked back he saw David right behind him, stroking himself.

      He couldn’t focus on both at the same time, and he had never gone further than just hands with David, and as he lowered himself into Julie he couldn’t help the moan that escaped his lips. Julie moaned as well, and Ron was glad she at least enjoyed it when he wasn’t nearly as big as David. Sliding gently in and out, Julie was meeting his movements easily.

      David had stopped touching him but Ron heard him right next to them and he saw Julie reaching her hand out. The thought of Julie jerking off David while he was inside her got him moving harder and faster, with Julie moving harder and faster to keep up. All three of them were panting when Julie screamed out her release, both Ron and David following soon after. This time it was Ron who was in the middle in the bed, Julie snuggled up in front of him and David behind him. David was stroking his thigh and he enjoyed the comforting feeling as he glanced down at his ring. “This is beautiful. Thank you.”

      “It was time,” David mumbled. “We are perfect for each other. Just don’t expect me to ever let you take me up the ass.”

      “Hadn’t even thought of that.”

      “You can go up my ass,” Julie mumbled. “David is a bit big for that.”

      Ron looked over his shoulder at David whose eyes had grown wide at the possibilities that provided, and Ron knew they would be just fine. The three of them had learned to not only live together but to love one another and he still had no idea how he had ever gotten so lucky. With David’s hand on his thigh, he thought it was time for him to misbehave again. It had been several weeks and he quite enjoyed the rough, fast and hard sexual experiences afterwards. He loved gentle and slow, but every once in a while he wanted it rough. Last time those big hands had held him down as Julie had sucked him to completion, stopping and starting frequently to draw it out, and as David had tied his feet to the bed he had been unable to move. Completely at their mercy he had been forced to focus on what was being done to him and he had loved it. Each time David came up with something new, Ron was excited to go along for the ride and it was time for David to be challenged for something new once again. With that in his mind, Ron finally dozed off to sleep, thinking of everything that would be coming his way in the years to come.

      Thinking back on that night five years later, he knew that walking up to that doorstep to rent a room had been the right choice. He had never paid a dime in rent, and in return he had two people he loved dearly. They did everything together and as he looked at Julie while she was asleep on the couch, her head in David’s lap, he couldn’t help but think he had hit the jackpot. He shared a smile with David before turning back to the movie they had been watching, his hand on the slightly rounded belly Julie was sporting. The baby was Ron’s, which they had found out after a DNA test, and they were about to find out if the baby would be a vampire-dragon. It hadn’t been planned, but the baby was going to be welcomed with open arms and would grow up loved beyond belief. And whether the baby was a vampire, a dragon, or a vampire-dragon, it wouldn’t matter. Their family was growing and if it was up to Ron, this would not be the only child they had. That thought alone made him smile again and as David’s hand covered his on Julie’s belly he knew that this was happiness. This was what life was supposed to be like

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Part III

          

          

      

    

    







            Jaguar Mated

          

          Shifter Romance

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Book

          

        

      

    

    
      Mira Clark has lived a lonely life. Then her grandmother dies, leaving her feeling even more alone in the world. A lifetime of boarding schools, university, and being on a different coast, have left Mira with a strong sense of self-reliance, but with an emptiness that she thinks can never be filled. Being a BBW doesn’t help matters as most of Mira’s relationships have ended when her partners grew bored with her.

      Then Salvador Perez walks into her life, stunningly handsome, and jaw-droppingly gorgeous, and even stalwart Mira can’t resist turning into a giggling teenager around him. But he has a strange tale to tell her, and even she can’t help but think the man calling himself a were-jaguar is insane. Then he tells her that she’s one too, and that she has a long family history she didn’t know about in Mexico. If she’s brave; if she’s willing to take a chance, she might find far more than she’d bargained for in her ancestral home. But then again, she might find the heartache of a lifetime.

      A moment of passion with Salvador is far more than Mira can resist, and the trip of a lifetime is more than she can pass up. Mira follows Salvador not knowing if her future holds happiness or more loneliness, but sometimes you have to take that leap to find out, or risk facing a lifetime alone regardless.
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      “History shows that mankind is very unkind to those they deem different. Every human settlement on earth has brought about destruction to native populations or to nearby populations. Subtle differences in religion or gender found in peer-groups have even led to death, expulsion, or other forms of abuse for those deemed too different, or out of the norm, of so-called civilized society. Because we are so very different, so very strange to those that do not have our abilities, we have to hide who we are and what we are. We are natural animals, the same as any other animal on this planet, but because we can change our shapes, our appearances, we would be hunted, killed or used for warfare as a weapon in some way. For our very survival we cannot go public; we must hide in the shadows, and we must not allow the world to know we exist. Our nature must be hidden if we are to survive.”

      Mira closed the dusty old book, wondering if it was a work of fiction or that of a deranged mind. She could tell by the age of the cover and the paper that the book was at least one hundred years old, but the last few entries had been done in ball-point pen; which is not that old. The older entries were certainly done with a quill and ink; that much was obvious by the scratches and blobs of ink found on some pages, but the newer ones were definitely modern ink pens. Mira thought the books strange, there were three of them that she’d found so far, hidden in her grandmother Angelica’s mattress, but she wasn’t able to translate the older writing yet. It appeared to be in Spanish, and though she could read Spanish, every time she looked at the pages her eyes went blurry, and she was unable to make out the words. The portions written in English were as clear as day, but the Spanish portions just made her eyes water.

      Putting the book down on her grandmother’s nightstand, she looked round the room. She’d never been allowed in this room as a child and it was only now, after her grandmother’s death, that she was able to walk into the other woman’s sanctuary. The room looked like it had been decorated around 1930 and left as it was. The furniture consisted of period pieces that were simply made, but serviceable in a pink color that apparently appealed to ladies back in the day. Mira called it ‘bismuth pink’; it reminded her of stomach ailments, but her grandmother must have loved the color because the whole room was painted the same shade.

      Mira thought about the lines she’d read again; she was certain she had found a hoax, an early example of fictional monster writing, anything but the true account of a nineteenth-century shape-shifting were-person. Were-people! Mira thought if this type of person truly existed now, science would have discovered it, examined it, and published numerous articles on the discovery. Such a discovery would have been reported world-wide, surely!

      Mira picked up the book she’d been reading and looked through the pages again. She decided to read through the last few pages, as those were the only ones she could truly read without her eyes going all fuzzy, and found that her name was mentioned on the last page. She read the line and thought perhaps the books were some kind of deranged family history, as the words only mentioned her parents and her name along with her date of birth. She knew her mother’s mother had been Hispanic, but not that the woman knew how to read or speak Spanish. She’d always assumed her grandmother, born and raised in California, did not know the language because Mira had never heard her speaking it. The only reason Mira knew any Spanish was because of friends and her classes in school. She wouldn’t know any of the language otherwise.

      Thinking the whole thing odd, Mira put the book down again as she heard cars arriving in the driveway. That must be her father’s cousin Monica and her daughter Alice. They were the only family Mira had left and she didn’t remember either of them, but they had offered to drive her around when she got back into town, once they found out she was here. They’d come over to her grandmother’s house not long after she took a taxi from the airport, and offered their help then. The ladies were both older than Mira, and she hadn’t really had anything to do with them since she was a child.

      Mira’s grandmother had sent her off to boarding school as soon as she was old enough to travel to the east coast of America on her own. The years apart had caused a distance to grow between Mira and her grandmother, and she hadn’t even known her grandmother was ill when the older woman had passed away. Too many family secrets, too much time apart, it’s no wonder I stayed in New York for so long, Mira thought to herself. There simply wasn’t anything here for me.

      Leaving the room, she walked down to the foyer and let the two women in who came to take her to the funeral. Each woman embraced Mira, embraces she returned awkwardly and asked them if they needed to freshen up or needed a drink before they left to go to the funeral. Both women declined, and they all walked out to the car.

      The drive was filled with chitchat, with Mira explaining that she’d been given a month off from her job as a historian for a museum in New York so that she could get her grandmother’s estate in order. She explained that she was planning on going back as soon as she could, and that she was going to sell the house as quickly as possible also. She had no wish to stay in California, as she felt no real connection to it and was eager to get back home. Mira learned that both ladies were married and spent their lives devoted to the men in their family. This much was obvious to Mira as the women bragged about the exploits of their men but said very little about the female offspring they had produced, other than to say they had married well. Whatever that meant, Mira thought, as she looked out the window. This type of woman was an oddity to Mira and held little interest for her. She was not a homemaker and never would be.

      At the graveside later, Mira noticed more people were there than she expected. She had a catering service setting up refreshments back at the house, but she hadn’t expected this many people to show up. A range of beautiful people, young and old were present and each came to her to express their condolences. Mira was pleased that her grandmother warranted such a large turnout but hoped the catering service could keep up.

      Shaking away the strange thought at a time like this, Mira walked over to her cousins and asked if they were ready to go once the service was over. She wanted to get back to make sure everything was set up. Before she could get to them though, Mira saw a man that made her stop in her tracks. Well over six feet tall, the man was not only handsome; he was gorgeous with tan skin that just begged to be touched and kissed. His dark hair was pulled back into one of those man-buns that should look silly, but on him, it made Mira want to tear his clothes off. She also noticed he had dark-green eyes, an unusual emerald shade that made her wonder if he had contacts in. Mira felt an urge to walk over to the man and introduce herself, maybe ask how he knew her grandmother but talked herself out of it.

      Looking into the blacked out window of a nearby car Mira saw that she herself was tall, but not as tall as this man, with blonde hair and brown eyes, but she wasn’t very attractive. At 26, some might still call her an old maid, or boring, uninteresting and other such words. The only part of her that ever seemed to draw attention was her large breasts but when people noticed the rest of her was rather plump; their interest seemed to wane. She wasn’t the beautiful model type this man had to be used to. She tried to shake this strange, overpowering attraction she felt towards the man and walked away, reminding herself she was at her grandmother’s funeral, not a pickup bar.

      Mira found her cousin and the woman’s daughter but still couldn’t quite take her eyes off the man. Turning to Monica, she asked if her cousin knew who the man was. Both Monica and Alice shook their heads and said no. Monica asked if she was alright, and ready to get back to the house. Mira said that she was but even after getting into the car, she couldn’t quite take her eyes away from the man. Her eyes followed him until he was out of sight, far behind her and miles away, and even then her eyes seemed to scan for him in the people she passed by. Rubbing her head, Mira wondered if she was getting sick or just desperate for male attention. What a weird time to become infatuated, she thought, as the car pulled up to the house. Well, it’s time to forget him now and plaster a smile back on your face; people will be here soon enough.
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      Mira wandered around the room, greeting the two dozen people who all seemed to know Angelica at some point in her life, but Mira could not remember any of them. She knew the lawyer’s voice because Herman Childers had been the one to call her, but other than him and her two cousins, she didn’t know any of these people. Because of that and the distance that had grown between Mira and her grandmother, she felt as though this funeral and reception were more for these other people than it was for her. She felt no real loss, only sadness that she had not known the woman better. That was partly Angelica’s fault, she was the one that hid everything and kept so many secrets, Mira told herself, but still she knew she could have made more of an effort in the last few years of the woman’s life. There just didn’t seem to be a reason to do it. Angelica had rejected her granddaughter and packed her off as soon as she possibly could; Mira had taken the rejection for what it was and not bothered the woman.

      Walking through the gathered crowd of people Mira thought about how strange her life had been. Her parents died when she was young, a plane crash in Colorado took their lives, and her grandfather has passed well before Mira was born. Mira’s parents had both been only children so the one cousin she had was actually her father’s cousin, not her own. Her father came from a wealthy family of white people, while Mira’s mother’s side had been Hispanic. She didn’t know much more than that except that her grandmother had controlled the money her father had left her until she was 21. She spent it wisely and judiciously, using a portion of it to pay for a master’s degree in history. The rest she’d left in a bank account. She wanted to use it to buy a house one day, maybe when she had a family of her own. For now, she was happy with her tiny New York City apartment, even though it cost a good portion of her wages. She loved being able to look out high above the city and see it spread out before her.

      Mira stopped in front of a couple she hadn’t spoken with yet and introduced herself just as the man from the funeral walked in the open front door. She couldn’t break away as she’d only just introduced herself, and pretended to listen as she heard one more story about her wonderful grandmother that all of these people loved. Mira tried to hide her thoughts behind a mask of polite interest but inside, she was battling her own brain. She was seething at how much love her grandmother had shown so many other people while also trying to keep track of the man from the funeral. He was standing by the fireplace in the sitting room now, watching her with a strange look on his face. Mira wasn’t sure if it was concentration or bemusement. Then her eyes widened as she realized he was watching her! The sex-god was watching her!

      Mira continued to make her way around the room, and people slowly began to leave. She still hadn’t managed to make it to the sex-god, but as the people thinned out she was edging closer. Part of her wanted to run right over to him while another part of her was holding back. Sex-god he may be and yeah he might be watching her, but that didn’t mean he wanted to date her or anything. Maybe he was just one of those weird people that crashed family occasions knowing nobody would pay attention to them while they robbed the house blind? Perhaps, but he wasn’t hiding his interest in Mira at all.

      Another thought occurred to Mira then, and she looked around the house, wondering if this one was a decoy and there was someone else wandering around picking up her grandmother’s silver. She didn’t see anyone else and other than her two cousins; it appeared like she was finally going to get her chance to meet the sex-god because everyone else was gone. Taking a deep breath and preparing herself mentally for the meeting by repeating, “don’t be a dork,” over and over in her brain, Mira stepped over to the man with her hand held out and a smile on her face.

      “Hi, I’m Mira Clark, and you are?” She asked with a smile.

      “Hello, I’m Salvador Perez, I’m head of the Jaguar Clan.” He said with a smile.

      “Oh, the Jaguar Clan? Is that a biker gang or something?” Mira asked blankly. She reminded herself of her don’t be a dork mantra and made her smile wider.

      “Excuse me, Mira honey, we’re going to head home now. Alice has to get her boys ready for school tomorrow, oh and little Amy as well.” Monica said with a smile and another awkward hug. “You take care of yourself and give us a buzz if you need anything. And don’t be a stranger, alright? Keep in touch.” With a breezy wave good-bye, Monica and Alice disappeared through the front door into the night.

      And just like that Mira was alone with the man of her dreams. She gave him an awkward smile and asked if he’d like to sit down or needed another drink. She ushered him over to a recliner and sat on the edge of the couch facing him. She looked over at him expectantly, wondering what exactly had brought him here.

      “So you were saying about this Jaguar Clan?” Mira prompted him when all he did was watch her with the smallest of smiles on his face. Mira wondered if there was something wrong with her makeup or if someone was standing behind her, he was staring so intently.

      “Yes, our clan. We are of the Jaguar people; your grandfather was head of the clan but abdicated to move to America a long time ago. My father took over and now I am the head. But surely your grandmother told you about all of this?”

      “Um, no, abdicated what exactly? From where?”

      “Mexico, of course.” Salvador replied.

      “Oh, right. I thought Mexico had a president?” Mira asked, even more confused now. But she had learned where her grandparents came from at least, she realized. Mira smiled at finally knowing something about her family history.

      “It does, but we were-people; we have our own system.” Salvador said calmly.

      Mira let her head fall to her right shoulder at the term “were-people”. Oh dear, he’s a psycho; she thought as she remembered Angelica’s books upstairs. Why can’t a stunningly gorgeous man ever be interested in me and not be psycho? What is so wrong with wanting a non-mentally unstable man in my life?

      “Ah right, the were-people. So, you’re one of these were-people then?” She asked, wondering how to get him out of the house now. It was really sad that those beautiful eyes, the masculine beard covering his chin and the absolutely unbelievable body belonged to such a mentally disturbed person, Mira observed. Gazing at his face, Mira thought he must be in his late 30s or early 40s but was not sure. Such a shame. Maybe I should do an internet search for were-people; it is a bit odd that there seems to be all this mention of it now, she thought.

      “Yes, I am. As I said, we are of the Jaguar Clan. You are to be my wife. Now that your grandmother has passed I have come to bring you to our homeland so that we can be married and you can claim your birthright. Our marriage was arranged long ago, but your grandmother has put it off for several years now. We have allowed you the time to become an adult and to find a path yourself, but it is time you were introduced to the clan.”

      “Of course, Mr. Perez, let me show you the door. I’ll just have my lawyer contact your lawyer tomorrow and I’m sure we can settle all of this to both of our satisfaction. You have a good night now, and thank you for stopping by.” Mira said, standing up and making an attempt to usher him to the door.

      Salvador never budged, however, simply staring up at her instead. His beautiful lips pursed together in consternation and then he spoke again.

      “Your grandmother has not told you any of this, has she?” Salvador asked quietly.

      “No, my grandmother shipped me off to boarding school the moment I could walk, it seems like, and she was not a very talkative woman. I seemed to be more of a nuisance, a burden to her than anything. Over the last few years, we haven’t spoken at all, in fact, because she seemed to prefer it that way. Now, if you’ll excuse me, it’s been a long day, may I show you out, please?” Mira asked politely.

      “Have you found the books yet? The clan books? There should be three of them at least. Very old, leather-bound books.” Salvador asked as he stood.

      “Yes, but I could only read a few pages of the books. What has that got to do with anything?” Mira asked.

      “They are our history. Many centuries ago, one of our ancestors was taught to read and write Spanish and started taking down our history. Those books are the result of centuries of writing by our history keepers. That is your job now, and you have a lot to catch up on.” Salvador explained.

      Mira quirked an eyebrow at him that was meant to imply, “Wow, presumptuous much?” Apparently it did the trick because he went back to explaining how she’d been chosen by some counsel way down in Mexico to be his bride. Her eyebrow did not go down, if anything it went further up her forehead as her head dropped lower.

      “You were chosen for me after our elders consulted the spirit world. In our world, your name is Nik-tee-ha, which is our word for water lily. It actually means vulva of the water, which may sound rude, but it symbolizes the fertility we associate with the water lily. In our culture, the jaguar and the water lily give life and sustenance, without these things we would not exist, and we were each given a name to represent our own importance as the heads of our clan. I suppose you just think I’m crazy now, don’t you?” He spoke quietly as he watched her easing towards the bathroom with her mobile phone in her hand.

      “Well, maybe a little bit. It is a strange tale, after all, isn’t it? I’m just going to slip off to the bathroom for a moment; I won’t be long.” Mira practically ran once she got to the hallway, shut the door, and locked it behind her. She leaned against the door, fingers working frantically to bring up her web explorer and research the man in her living room. She quickly found information on him and learned that he was a respected archaeologist working at one of the universities in Mexico. Psychos didn’t usually have department head jobs did they, she said to herself. Nope, not at all. But the tale was too incredible to believe; Mira simply could not believe it. Besides, he kept saying “we,” Mira knew for a fact she’d never turned into a jaguar!

      “Okay, think about this, Mira,” she said to herself, “the man is obviously unbalanced, but he’s not harmed you; you don’t feel threatened, so let’s listen to him.”

      By this point, Mira’s inner historian was curious as well. She’d studied a bit about Latin American history in her university courses and found them interesting but had focused mainly on North American history. He might be worth talking to as a colleague, if nothing else. Opening the door she walked back out to the living room, wondering how she was going to convince him she was not his betrothed, or whatever he wanted to call her. She came to a sudden halt when she saw a giant cat sitting on her couch, the creature’s head resting on the arm of the furniture, peering at her curiously.

      It was a large black jaguar, that much she knew, but how Salvador had managed to get it into her house without her knowing about it stumped her. She’d have heard the creaky old door opening at least. She slowly walked into the room, looking for Salvador.

      “Erm, Mr. Perez? Hello? You seem to have left your cat in my living room!” She called out. The jaguar raised its head and emitted a long purr before rolling over onto its back, its legs pulled up as if it wanted its stomach scratched. Mira looked at the giant cat again, noticing now that she could, in fact, see spots on it, darker than the lighter black fur around the spots. She walked over to it, holding her hand out.

      “It’s a cat, Mira, not a dog, what are you doing?” She asked herself.

      The cat just purred louder and pawed the air, as if to beckon her closer. She sat down on the couch, realizing that the jaguar was obviously tame at least. She stroked its silky fur, giggling as it purred louder and twitched around, following her fingers with its body. She could tell it was male and hoped it didn’t decide to wee on the furniture; it would be worse than a small house cat. Giggling to herself again, she wondered aloud at the spots and how they were still visible. As she rubbed the fur, she looked around, noticing that Salvador’s clothes were resting on the couch he’d been sitting on earlier. At about the same time, she swung her head back to look at the cat she was still rubbing, and she saw the cat go from a fur-covered creature to a long, tall, naked man on her couch.

      She let out a shriek as she jumped off the couch, shuffling away from Salvador as he switched from a giant cat back into man form. Her legs caught the edge of the recliner, and she fell into the chair, stunned, absolutely silent. Mira’s jaw hung slack and her hands kept making a circling movement, as though to say, “What’s this?”

      Salvador sat up, a contented smile on his face. “I like how you rub my stomach. You have very gentle hands. As for the spots, we are what are called melanistic Jaguars. We are the same as the orange, black, and white Jaguars, but our pigmentation is different. Everyone in our clan is melanistic, meaning we all appear to be solid black, though we aren’t in reality.”

      “Oh.” Mira finally managed to garble out. “Well, erm, yes. What now then?”

      “Well, if you’ll kindly allow me to take my clothes back, I will relieve you of the burden of trying not to stare at my genitals.” He said, trying to smother a laugh. “I am sorry if I have embarrassed you, I forget not everyone is used to the nudity that comes with clan life.”

      Mira was certain her cheeks were not only flaming but actually on fire. She tried to stop herself from staring at him, but she couldn’t help it. For a moment, she thought this getting married idea might not be so bad if that’s what he had to offer her! Well-endowed was definitely the polite way to put it. Stop it, Mira, she reprimanded herself, give him his clothes back.

      Standing up, she took the clothes and handed them over to him, going over to the window to pretend she was staring out of it and not really trying to catch glimpses of his beautiful body in the reflection he cast on the glass. Mira thought her knees might actually be going weak. She braced herself against the window frame and turned as she heard his pants zipping up.

      Salvador still didn’t have a shirt on, and she could see now that the tattoo that ran across his shoulders and down his back was a jaguar design. She wanted to run her fingers along the outline, feel the parts that the ink covered to see if they felt different. Mira had never felt a tattoo before and always wondered if that part of the person’s skin felt different. Clenching her fist, she smiled at Salvador as he turned back to her.

      “Well, obviously I know nothing about our shared heritage so you’re going to have to give me some time to come to terms with all of this. Marriage is certainly out of the question as we don’t even know each other. But I am curious about this inheritance, what is it exactly?” Mira was hoping it was a book or some other object; she didn’t need more money, she could earn that on her own, but she would like to have something of her grandmother’s past.

      “Well, it’s more of a role, as I mentioned earlier, than an actual thing. Your grandmother was our story-keeper until your grandfather brought her here. She brought most of the books with her when she left, which she should not have done, but we still have some of them. We hid them from the Conquistadors and the Spanish priests who soon followed. They are in our places deep in the jungle, where the Spaniards were afraid to go. You will hold a great position within our clan, within our community, and you will also learn the secrets that many others do not know. Let me ask you, why couldn’t you read the Spanish? Was there a problem with the ink?” Salvador was once again sitting on the couch, appearing relaxed and happy.

      “My eyes kept going blurry,” Mira replied. “I thought maybe I needed to have my eyes checked. It didn’t matter what kind of light I used or didn’t use; I simply could not make the lines un-blur.”

      “Ah, so you really haven’t shifted yet. As the story-keeper of the Jaguar Clan, you will be able to read the lines once you’ve shifted and undergone the induction ceremony. Only those that are officially given the role of story-keeper can read the lines. You will have no problems once you undergo the ritual.” Salvador said confidently.

      “Ritual?” Mira inquired, not liking the sound of that and remembering some of the pictures of depictions of Mayan rituals she’d seen in the past; they usually involved an altar, a bleeding victim missing a heart, and a scary looking priest standing over the victim with the still pumping heart held within his fist. She wasn’t taking part in any of that, she thought.

      “It’s not what it sounds like. We don’t sacrifice people anymore. No, it’s more of a spiritual journey. You’ll be given a drink to induce a trance and the spirits will escort you through your journey; however they see fit.” Salvador responded reassuringly.

      “Well, that doesn’t sound too bad. So, about this marriage thing?” She asked, eyebrow quirked again.

      “We’ll put that off, for now, shall we? You’re right; you need to take all of this in. I thought Angelica would have prepared you for all of this, but for some reason she has not. We cannot know her reasons now, I suppose, so we’ll just have to make do as we can. When can you be prepared to leave?” He asked as he stood up.

      “I guess I’ll need a few days. I’ll have to get my passport sent down to me, and arrange a flight.”

      “Ah, your mother was born in Mexico, if you can find her birth certificate, and yours, that is all you’ll need to prove you are a Mexican citizen. Do you have those here?” He paused to make sure Mira had the documents, which she retrieved from a desk her grandmother always kept such things in. She had a copy of her own birth certificate at her home in New York, but she knew her grandmother kept these types of things here too. Finding the documents she handed them over to Salvador, thinking that she’d come to trust him quickly. Perhaps too quickly?

      “I can arrange for an identity card however, in 24 hours, as that will ease things. I will bring it to you tomorrow evening, if that is alright with you? Good, I’ll see you around 6 tomorrow evening then? I should really allow you to get some rest now. Thank you for receiving me and listening to me. I will see you tomorrow evening then.” He gave a slight bow and headed to the front door.

      “Thank you for coming, Salvador, it must have been a long flight for you. Enjoy your own rest and I will see you tomorrow. Good night.” Mira smiled as she shut the door, wondering if the man really intended to marry her. He must be used to dating models and movie stars; women like her would be too plain for him. Maybe he felt duty-bound to the clan?

      Turning off the lights in the house and walking through to the bedroom, Mira considered whether she could really take part in such a marriage. Yes, the man was beautiful to look at but could she stay in a marriage where she was always wondering if her husband would stray to find more beautiful women? She knew she couldn’t and dismissed her attraction to him, telling herself she was going to follow him to Mexico to see what she could discover about her own past, but that was as far as it would go. Marriage, affairs, and things of that nature would just have to be ignored. Clicking the bedside light off, Mira closed her eyes, falling quickly into a sleep filled with sleek black fur and emerald-green eyes that glinted in the darkness.
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      “We’re going to start in northern Mexico Mira; we had trade routes that used to bring us up here, and this is where most of the clan members are settled now, but we’ll go down towards the Yucatan in a few days. Up here the land is more arid but a long time ago it wasn’t. The Yucatan, as you’d expect, is more tropical.” The small plane banked as the pilot brought them over the runway, aiming for the landing strip at a private airport Salvador had chartered for them. The man appeared to have some money.

      Salvador had arranged her paperwork, organized a flight, and prepared everything so that Mira could focus on settling up things at work to take another month of leave, and then prepare for the flight. The whole process had taken less than 48 hours, and now she was getting her first glimpse of a Mexican city. She was a little surprised she felt no connection to the place. Mira’s whole past, her family history, had been shrouded in mystery, and now it was all being laid bare for her. She suspected that’s why she loved history so much, delving into the past might reveal something of her own history, in an odd kind of way. Now, however, she was intrigued by the place they were flying into but she didn’t feel a connection.

      Salvador managed to quickly maneuver them out of the airport and into a waiting car. The driver packed away the bags and had them on their way quicker than any other trip through on airport Mira had experienced before. She watched out her window as a mixture of really expensive housing and cheaper housing passed her by with a few businesses passing between them. She was rather tired by now and laid her head back against the car seat, wanting to just rest her eyes for a moment, but too excited to keep her eyes closed for long. The car stopped at a gated compound before sliding past the opening gates. Mira’s eyes widened as she saw the house they were going into. House, she thought, more like a palace! White and almond stucco presented a cool façade on the three-story sprawling abode that could house an entire rugby team or three. The house was beautiful with cast iron detailing and scrollwork in the stucco.

      She walked into the place, hoping her jaw had shut by now, and followed a maid to her room. Salvador took her hand before she went into the room and pointed to a door just down the hall.

      “That one is my room, over there; if you need me just call me. Here’s a phone I set up for you to use here in Mexico as well, it’s all in English so you should be alright to use it. Call me or come to the door, whatever you wish. I’ll be back in about an hour and we’ll go down for dinner alright?”

      Mira could only smile and shake her head. Exhaustion was settling in and she wanted a bath and a nap. She wasn’t sure why she was so tired; the flight was long, but that didn’t usually bother her too much. She slipped into the bubbles of the bath the maid drew for her and relaxed, wondering what was coming next. She fell asleep there and slept the rest of the night through after the maid picked her out of the water and put her back into bed. She had her first real restful sleep in days, a quiet sleep that was boring compared with the ones she’d been having lately.

      Over the next few days, Mira met her grandparent’s family members; aunts, uncles, and cousins she’d never known existed, were crawling up out of the woodwork. They all immediately accepted her and treated her as though she had always been a part of them, of their lives, and she started to feel like she really did have a clan, after all. The days were filled with exploring the city, shopping, and lots of eating, and the nights were filled with learning about her family history. The elders of the clan told stories to the younger generations, and Mira listened as though she were one of the children.

      One night the women gathered her up, speaking to her in Spanish that she was still having a hard time grasping, because they spoke so quickly, and took her out to the desert. A fire was lit and the men had their own circle, about 500 feet away. The women brought her a drink, and encouraged her to take a sip. She was thirsty and wanted more of the delicious nectar but the woman took the small bowl from her, telling her too much would make her sick.

      The woman began to sing then, as the men began to play beautifully crafted but odd instruments, things Mira had never seen before, and Mira watched the heavens as a languid feeling began to take over her body. She felt as if she was sinking into her own skin and smiled as she let her body relax back into the cooling sand. She turned her head to the group of men, knowing Salvador was there because he was the tallest man in the group, and watched as small plants began to sprout from the desert floor.

      The plants quickly became tall plants with flowers and fruits weighing down their limbs. Trees unlike any she’d ever seen before began to grow and the moonlight illuminated a variety of animals resting on their branches, safe from the creatures that inhabited the jungle floor. Mira did not find any of this strange; she simply felt happy that she was witnessing such a lovely event.

      Then time seemed to speed up, and the days sped into night within the blink of an eye; people came and went, until the scenes before her eyes slowed down and a tall building grew out of the forest. She saw two people on top of a temple, speaking in a language that she’d never heard but somehow knew. Standing in the shadows of the temple she didn’t wonder how she got there, she just watched as the couple reached to the heavens imploringly then quickly turned into Panthers. Mira knew she was witnessing the birth of the were-people and watched as their lives played out before her. The couple appeared to be Salvador and herself, but the woman had the black hair of the indigenous people.

      She watched, through lifetime after lifetime, as the civilization rose, then fell under the weight of rival civilizations and a growing famine. She watched as the desert encroached and the city in the jungle disappeared, blown away with time. The use of the building materials for other purposes saw the blocks removed or simply buried, until the city was finally nothing more than the spot she sat in now.

      In the desert she saw Salvador shift, coming to her with the slow sensual gait all big cats possess. He nuzzled her face with his own, rubbing himself along her now lean, fur-covered body. Mira followed as she ran up the steps of the temple that now appeared again before her eyes, torches lighting the way up the steps until she reached the top. A slab rested there, lit by the torches and she rested on it, shifting back into human form as Salvador took his place above her.

      “We are the chosen ones, Mira; we have to ensure our people can carry on. We shall make a child here, tonight, that will lead our people out of the darkness, into a place where they are safe and will live long into the future.” His lips brushed hers then, making her forget the hard feel of the stone slab beneath her as she lost herself in Salvador’s body, or the oddness of the words he spoke.

      Mira sat up, wanting to touch his skin finally, and ran her fingers over his tattoo, noting the skin felt the same as the rest of his skin, like silk stretched over his muscles, bones, and sinew. She ran her hands down his shoulders, across his well-muscled back, and down to grasp his tight buttocks, just below the dimples in his back. She squeezed the tight muscles, encouraging him forward as he deepened the kiss, wanting to feel his hard length against her own soft body.

      As the kiss continued, Mira moaned, feeling her excitement rise as Salvador’s hands roamed her body. He broke away to kiss down her long smooth neck, and she leaned back so he could have better access. Her legs dangled from the slab she was on, but she wrapped them around his slim waist as his tongue slid down the skin of her throat, to her dark, carmine colored left nipple. Her breath caught in her throat as his lips slid over the bud and his teeth grazed the sensitive skin.

      Salvador moaned against her skin and the vibration sent shivers straight up her spine and into her brain. Mira spread her legs wider as Salvador moved down her body, exploring her smooth skin slowly in her trance reality. Mira didn’t even stop to wonder if this was really happening or just a trance; she just wanted to experience Salvador’s passion. His lips brushed her just below the indentation of her belly button and she tensed, not sure if the feeling tickled her or was pleasurable. He quickly moved lower, letting his tongue lead the way.

      Mira’s eyes rolled up to the sky as Salvador’s mouth intruded into her most secret parts. There were billions of stars she’d never seen before, and she could actually see the Milky Way for a change. She quickly forgot the scene above her as Salvador found the spot that thrilled her the most and worked it between his teeth. His tongue flicked against her once softly, then roughly as he let his entire tongue rasp along her clit and her eyes opened wide again, her back arching as a shooting star flew over them both. She followed the star, flying into the heavens where pleasure made her body spasm and her voice ring out.

      Salvador did not let her rest, instead he kissed her again as the pleasure ebbed and her breathing slowed. He stroked her tongue with his own. She could taste herself there and sucked his tongue, wanting to get every last drop of her from his mouth. Moving her hands up his neck, she urged him to continue, to make the kiss last longer. As their tongues swirled together, Mira felt the head of his cock at her entrance, slowly nudging into her. She thrust her hips up, her feet pressing into the stone slab, wanting all of him inside her quickly but didn’t break her mouth away from his. She loved the feel of his lips and the taste of him far too much to let go.

      Salvador broke away from her lips; however, to stare into her eyes as he moved within her. Salvador slowed the thrust of hips against her own, watching her face as he slid into her with slow even movements. Mira could see he was watching and knew he was waiting for something but did not know what. She slowed her own movements in response, watching him the same as he watched her and slowly, ever so slowly, awareness came back to her.

      They weren’t on the top of a temple, there were no torches, and the people that had brought them there were all gone. She wasn’t even on a stone slab; she was cushioned and cradled by the sand of the desert, the blanket beneath her protecting her skin from abrasion. Confused, she tried to sit up, but Salvador gently pushed her back down. Her movements shifted his cock inside of her and she tensed, looking up at him. They were really having sex! She wasn’t sure what to make of that, but she did know she didn’t want to stop. This might be the only chance she had at having him and she was going to take it.

      “Salvador?” Mira asked, moving her hand up to touch his beard covered face. She ran her fingers through the facial hair and up into his hair line, loving how the long locks hung down into her face. His hair was thick, dark, and silky between her fingers.

      “It’s okay, Mira; I’ll stop if you want me to.” Salvador spoke to her gently. “The spirit world sometimes takes us to places we weren’t exactly expecting to go.”

      “No,” she said uncertainly, then more strongly, “no, I don’t want you to stop. I want to spend the rest of the night out here with you, under this sky. Don’t stop.”

      She pulled his face back down to her own, wanting this one night at least, and determined to fill her memory with his taste, his smell, his feel, and his voice. Who knew what the future held for her, but she was going to ensure she had this memory carved into her brain before letting him go again.

      Making a noise and shifting, she indicated to him that she wanted to have him beneath her and she took her time, climbing over him to settle in just the right spot. She kissed his lips, his neck, his own dark-brown nipples, before sliding down to take him into her mouth. She sucked his cock, loving the taste of her own body mixed with his. She did not stay there long, however, Mira simply wanted the taste of him in her mouth for now, too greedy to let him simply cum in her mouth and be on his way. No, she wanted to feel him between her thighs, to feel his body pushing up into hers.

      She shifted her position, kneeling in just the right way so that she could guide his hard cock into her wet folds. Then she sank down onto him, enjoying the friction and feel of him stretching her wider than she’d ever felt before. Mira’s breath caught as she finally rested her ass against his hips. She squeezed her inner muscles and let a dirty laugh loose as he sucked in his own breath. She was so tight around him, she could feel him pulsing inside of her and knew he had to be able to feel her own movements around him.

      Salvador placed his hands on her hips, letting her set the pace as he contributed his own movements in time with hers. Mira quickly lost herself to the pleasure, her knees aching slightly, but she ignored the pain as the pleasure between her thighs rose. When she leaned back his cock hit just the right spot, and she refused to move from that position until she was panting, unable to form words. As her second orgasm scorched through her body, Mira momentarily wondered if her contracting pussy was hurting him but let the thought drift away as Salvador gave a guttural groan that set her off again.

      The sound he made could have been confusion, it could have been pain, but from the way he gripped her ass and pulled her tighter to his body, she knew it was pleasure. She rode him faster then, letting the friction of her own movements pull him with her to oblivion.

      Mira sank to the ground beside him when she’d caught her breath, wondering what would come next. For now she wanted to nap, to stare up at the stars, to suck on his beautiful cock some more, all at the same time. Salvador moved to his side, facing Mira, and kissed her. Smiling he sat watching her and slowly her eyes closed, and she slept there with him, in the desert with the Milky Way shining bright above them.
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      “Your name is Julia? Why should that matter to me?” Mira asked as the beautiful woman before her swept haughtily around the room, fanning the sheer fabric of part of her skirt around her dramatically as she paced. Mira and Salvador had come back to the house early that morning, sleeping in Salvador’s room until Salvador rose to go take care of some business for the day. Mira could still feel his touch on her skin, the brush of his beard across her nipples, and she blushed just thinking about it.

      Salvador had made her feel like she was beautiful for the first time in her life. No man had ever made her feel like that. Some had made her feel special for a moment or two but most wandered away when the next woman caught their attention. She’d learned to take men or leave them but Salvador was different. He was considerate, making sure she was comfortable and happy, he made her laugh, and he listened to her opinions. He appreciated that she was educated and they’d spent a lot of time discussing historical eras and occurrences. He really was the man of her dreams.

      “Pardon me? Mira is it? Well, Mira I have some things you need to know if you’ll stop daydreaming about Salvador for five minutes.” The woman rudely interrupted. Looking at her, she was the kind of nympho Mira would expect Salvador to date but she had no idea who the woman was. She had that blonde hair color that was mixed with other shades that shouted ‘expensive, time consuming, and self-absorption’ to Mira. Her makeup was flawless and would have done a porn queen proud. The body revealed by what amounted to lingerie, that the woman apparently considered clothing, must have been a plastic surgeon’s crowning achievement with breasts and an ass that were not humanly possible but still somehow attractive.

      “Let me guess? You’re Salvador’s lover and you’re here to reclaim him from frumpy little old me? Is this the part where I’m supposed to run off and turn into you so that I can win him back? Because I can tell you this much honey, if he wanted you, he’d be with you. Not with me. But just to be fair, how about I go home for a little while and we’ll see how this works out? I can tell you before you start, you can’t tell me anything that I haven’t told myself before and if Salvador wants me, he has to prove it. I know he’s the next pack leader and has to produce an heir; I know we were contracted to marry at an early age. I also know you’re the type of dream woman he deserves. But sometimes, sometimes honey, us fat chicks win, so if you don’t mind, take your hooker looking ass on out the door so I can pack, okay? And honestly, I hope you catch syphilis.” Completely and totally astonished at the venom she’d just unleashed on the woman, Mira showed her the door, and shut it quietly as the woman flounced out with a sour look on her face. I bet she looks like she’s 50 in two more years, Mira thought to herself as she smiled and walked out of another door that lead to her bedroom.

      Sure, she could play the part of the broken-hearted fat chick and go home dismal and alone to eat herself into tighter pants, but not this time. She had a chance, an opportunity as one of the children of the Jaguar Clan, and she was going to make sure Salvador understood what this chance meant as well. They had a real chance at love here, a chance to do something for their clan, and she was going to walk away from it now to make sure they both had their cards laid out on the table where no mistakes could be made. She wasn’t going to live her life worrying if he was cheating, she was going to live it knowing he was happy with her or live without him altogether. He had to know the same thing about her.

      With a smile, she walked into her bedroom and packed her bags, asking the maid to call a cab for her as she loaded the bags into the hallway before writing a note to let Salvador know where she was going to be. Last night had been wonderful, spectacular even, and she wanted more, but she also knew who she was now and knew she deserved better than a marriage of convenience, a marriage that suited their clan. She deserved his love and devotion, and Salvador deserved the same from her. She smiled as she placed the note on his pillow, knowing he might misinterpret her good-bye, but willing to take the chance. If he let her go that was his loss, she was still going to be the clan’s story-keeper, she’d just do it another way.

      Mira fell asleep as the plane left Mexico, not realizing that it was Halloween, the night where the spirit world could cross into present reality. She hadn’t paid any attention to the signs, only wanting to get back to New York, to finish her job up, then head back to her new home. In her dreams, she found the people she’d missed the most her entire life; her parents.

      Her mother, young when she’d had Mira and dead before Mira was two, was a beautiful version of her daughter, with dark-brown hair and the same brown eyes Mira had. Her blonde hair came from her father and she wished momentarily that she’d had his clear grey eyes. They hugged her and held her close, both wanting to touch the daughter they’d missed for so long. They took her to a room with a large mirror on the wall and smiled at her, imploring her to look into the mirror. In the mirror, she saw her life with Salvador as his wife, laughter, love, and children filled the mirror. She smiled, reaching out to touch the mirror but the image changed, becoming dark and clouded as her finger touched the rim. The picture showed Mira in a dark, dusty room this time, her hair silver; her features pinched and bitter looking between the lines. She knew from this picture what life without Salvador would be and knew what the right decision was. If he came to New York she had to take the chance because life with him was going to be far sweeter than one without him.

      It took Salvador two days to find her and then he was there before her, a smile on his face, and his hair in that incredible bun that made her itch to touch him. Something about it just made her crazy for him. She opened the door wide, spreading her arms out to him. He gathered her up, carrying her into the tiny apartment.

      He soon found her bed and had her naked beneath him, face-down in the bed as he stroked his cock in and out of her. “Tell me you’ll never leave me again, Mira. I can’t take being without you.”

      “I won’t leave you again, Salvador, ever. Please, faster my darling. I need to feel all of you.” Mira felt as though the world was spinning, and she did not want to get off of it for a change. Salvador had her body begging for him the moment he appeared at the door, and she was helpless to refuse it. Mira moved with him, confident in herself because Salvador loved her, loved her body and soul. He loved the soft curves of her body, the way her skin glowed, and that when he pushed into her he didn’t bruise his hips. He loved feeling her beneath him and feeling her softness, not hard bone. Skinny girls were okay but he preferred bigger women, and Mira most of all.

      Mira didn’t hide herself, didn’t hide her longing for him. She felt no shame in begging him to fuck her, or in pushing his head between her legs. She knew he enjoyed pleasuring her just as much as she enjoyed pleasuring him and as the sun sank down into night, she finally pushed him over the edge. He’d had her in every room of her apartment, in the bathroom, on the couch, the floor, but he hadn’t allowed himself a release yet. He wanted only her pleasure, but now she was tiring. She needed to feel him cum; she needed to know he’d had his own release or she’d have him in every room of the place. Their love pushed them; their delight in each other’s pleasure drove them to seek the depths of that pleasure out but now Mira needed rest, but she would not rest unless he came.

      She got down on her knees, with him before her on her bed, and took him deep into her throat, moving her head up and down. His hands slid into her blonde hair, not controlling her movements but allowing her to move to her own rhythm. She moved her head quickly, sucking him to the tip of his cock before sliding back down again. Mira’s hands moved on him as he slid from between her lips, encouraging him to let go. She smiled as she felt the first hot drop on her cheek, then licked up the one that landed on her lips, grinning up into his eyes as the rest landed on her chest.

      His breath came in short, harsh cries, his release so powerful he shut his eyes and let his head fall back. He loved the sight of her covered in his cum but he couldn’t hold his head up as she stroked more of his juices from his cock.

      They fell into bed together, whispering of their plans for the future. Mira remembered something just before she fell asleep and spoke the thought aloud to Salvador.

      “Babe, when I was in the trance and we made love for the first time you said something about a baby. That we were making a baby. Was that true?” Mira hoped it was, she really did. She’d like to have more time with him without a child, but she’d also love to have a child of her own as well.

      “Yes my love, you’ll be able to take a test in another week or so to confirm it but that’s what we were doing. We were creating the next generation of were-jaguar. They’ll have both of us there to love them as well; it won’t be like your life, alone and lonely. We’ll both be there for our children and they will know nothing but love from us.” He said as he kissed her one more time.

      A year later, Mira laughed as she watched Salvador making funny faces at their daughter on the fertile green lawn of their back garden. Her husband was as much in love with their child as he was with her mother. He’d never seen anyone so fascinated with a baby before. Already Isadora’s eyes were the same green as her fathers, and her baby fine hair was the color of her mother’s blonde hair. Isadora’s birth had brought them even closer together somehow. Each new stage of their relationship, of their lives as leader of the Jaguar Clan and as keeper of their stories brought them closer together.

      A year ago Mira would not have ever dreamed this much happiness was possible. She still had no idea why her grandmother had been so unloving, so unkind to her but after Isadora’s birth she thought she might have an idea why. She so loved the child that the thought of losing her made Mira go cold. Perhaps the loss of her own daughter had made her grandmother too numb, too cold, to love the child of that daughter. Isadora would never know that pain of being unloved if she could help it, and she lived each day as if it was the last she’d get to spend with either of the two people she loved the most. If anything happened to her she did not want them to ever doubt just how much she truly loved them.

      Mira watched the pair, certain that life could get no better than it was with the man and child who made up her entire world. She knew the future only held more love for her and for the rest of her life, she would remember that cold grey image of her alone in the library as a warning of what her life could have been if she’d made the wrong decision. Staring up into the brightly lit sky, she knew she’d made the right choice, for her, for Salvador, and for the future of their clan.
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