
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Master of No One 
 
      
 
    By 
 
    Tricia Owens 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    Copyright 
 
    ©2019 Tricia Owens 
 
    All rights reserved. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A different version of this story was previously published by LooseId. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Contents 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Acknowledge-ments 
 
    Read more from Tricia Owens 
 
    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chimera (kī-mîr’ə)—noun 
 
    1. a mythological creature whose body is comprised of various animal parts including but not limited to a lion, a dragon, and a snake 
 
    2. a mental illusion or fanciful dream 
 
      
 
      
 
   A leksander wasn’t in the mood to watch someone die tonight, but choice was something he was learning to do without. 
 
    He was dead tired. Yet again he had had trouble with the formula. Tiny but numerous inconsistencies meant it had been necessary for him to stay up nearly forty hours straight until his poison looked, smelled, and acted the way it should. Currently only adrenaline kept him upright. It left him feeling spaced-out and anxious, as if he’d been dropped into a giant fishbowl. He let none of what he felt show on his face, however. He watched, impassive, as the male with him held the vial Aleksander had handed him up to the moonlight as if inspecting it for potency. 
 
    “It’s stronger than the previous batches,” Aleksander said from between gritted teeth. “You don’t need to question it.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not questioning your skill at all, poisoner.” The other chimera flashed him a grin in the semidarkness. “Just admiring the weapon. You could say I’m something of a connoisseur.” 
 
    Michel’s grin held innuendo, but Aleksander found it annoying rather than titillating. Chimera assassins had a reputation, especially the handsome ones, but Aleksander had no intention of testing it out, now or ever. This one in particular—Michel Lior—was worse than most, constantly stopping in to check on Aleksander’s progress while he mixed his formulas, using it as an excuse to flirt. Aleksander much preferred working with Nicholae, another chimera assassin, who although deadly was grim and antisocial, much like himself. But no one had seen the dark-haired assassin for weeks. He might be dead, and the thought made Aleksander grimace. Their kind was difficult to kill. Excessive force or gruesome creativity was required to put them down. It was why Aleksander’s unique talent was so valuable. 
 
    Beside him, Michel dropped his flirtatious manner and stiffened. His golden-haired head turned toward the shadows at the end of the byzantine alley. Aleksander stood as still as possible, not wanting to interfere in the other male’s work. His own part in this drama was over unless his concoction failed. It wasn’t likely, but he insisted on being sure. 
 
    “She’s here,” Michel murmured. He quickly stripped off his clothes, unselfconscious, and handed them to Aleksander to hold. Then he was gone, not only slipping into shadow but changing into darkness, morphing into a shape no human eye could identify outside of nightmares. 
 
    The brick wall was warm against Aleksander’s back, the stone retaining the heat that could be intense during Maltese summers. The winding streets were empty, the numerous overhead balconies shuttered and quiet, as if the humans knew something horrible lurked in the shadows tonight and that something more dangerous hunted it. The city watchtowers looked on, suspenseful in their stillness. 
 
    A flutter of movement fifty yards to Aleksander’s right, near a set of the colorful 250-year-old warehouse doors that were unique to the city of Valletta, prompted him to hold his breath as he tried to be as silent as possible for Michel’s sake. It wasn’t long before he saw her: a distorted mass of scaled wings, bone hooks and spikes, skin that pulsed and swelled. She wasn’t the worst he’d seen, but she was bad enough, for in her gleaming, hungry eyes lay only an alien awareness. Keira had once been a healthy chimera like Aleksander and Michel, capable of retaining human form and hiding among their population, but no longer. 
 
    The change had gripped her, bent her body nearly in half so her back assumed a misshapen hump. Her nails had become twisted claws. As she dragged them across the pavement, the raspy scraping noise they made raised gooseflesh on Aleksander’s arms. He frowned in the dark, wondering where Michel was, why he was letting this play out. If he could see Keira, then humans could too. All it would take was one person opening a window or a door, and the chimera’s secret existence would be secret no more. Aleksander gritted his teeth and bent his legs, preparing to engage Keira by himself. 
 
    Before he could launch himself at her, Michel sailed down from a roof and landed lightly on Keira’s misshapen back as easily as a man would mount a docile horse. As Keira turned her head one hundred and eighty degrees to see what had attacked her, Michel stabbed her in the side of her thorny neck. She screeched. Aleksander cursed at the sound, which echoed between the old buildings. But her opened mouth gave Michel the opportunity he needed. He dashed the contents of Aleksander’s little vial into her open maw and tossed the bottle down her throat afterward for good measure. 
 
    Michel jumped off the feral chimera and clung to the nearest wall with clawed fingers, his features elongated and dragon-like as the lust of the hunt called his chimera blood to the surface. He was prepared to fight Keira with his bare hands, but Aleksander, watching from beneath hooded eyes, doubted the violence would be necessary. 
 
    In seconds Keira began to thrash. In minutes she was a twitching mound of unidentifiable flesh on the ground, soon to be reduced even further. Aleksander watched it happen just as he’d watched countless other stricken chimera succumb to his poison. And he didn’t react when it was finally over and the childhood friend he had known for over forty years crumbled to dust that someone would eventually sweep up and discard. 
 
    Michel joined him afterward, in his naked human shape once more. 
 
    “Nasty stuff,” the assassin commented. The eye he turned on Aleksander was wary now, a darker appreciation lurking in its depth, one that didn’t invite closeness. “I sometimes forget just how dangerous you are.” 
 
    “Why would you ever forget that?” Aleksander asked. 
 
    Michel laughed, but Aleksander heard the hint of fear in the sound. Michel, a trained assassin, was afraid of him. He wished it were something he could be proud of. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Kirk Sullivan rubbed absently at his right hip, but when he realized what he was doing, he stopped. The physical therapist had warned him that although the injury would rarely bother him, he might begin using it as a psychological crutch. Kirk had laughed off the warning at the time. He wasn’t happy to prove the guy right in the middle of what was, for Kirk, one of the most important meetings of his and his brother’s lives. 
 
    “You want me to serve as a slave for a murderer,” he said. “Are you out of your minds?” 
 
    The chimera leaders—bosses, overlords, whatever they called themselves—didn’t look thrilled by the question, but Kirk felt it was legitimate. They might have him stretched over a barrel, but he wasn’t about to allow them to screw him with a telephone pole. 
 
    “I’m willing to do whatever I need to,” he clarified. “I understand the score. But I thought I’d be paying off Leo’s debt by being a gopher or a lackey. I’m not exactly prime slave material here. Let’s be honest.” 
 
    He noticed a couple of the chimera—all five were men who appeared to be in their fifties and sixties, although he doubted that to be true—looking him over speculatively, as if judging a horse at an auction. He resisted the urge to draw himself taller than his already six feet two inches. He was a big man, thick and solid. If they wanted physical labor, he was fine with that. He’d spent his entire career within the NYPD on the streets, up until getting nailed by a taxi driver while he was crossing a crosswalk. His pelvis had been shattered, and he’d been left with a hip injury that was about to resign him to a desk job. But the injury only bothered him if he tried to run. He could do anything else the chimera asked of him…except what they had just asked of him. 
 
    “I’m a good driver,” he said when the bosses didn’t appear convinced. Their expressions were stony, but at least they were human. Though Kirk had never seen a chimera in his natural form, Leo had told him stories. It was a transformation he could do without seeing for himself. “I can be a chauffeur, or run errands. Obviously my police background makes me ideal for working security—” 
 
    One of the chimera laughed. “A human providing security for chimera. What an amusing concept.” 
 
    “I’m strong, and I’m smart,” Kirk said to him. 
 
    “Chimera are smarter and stronger.” 
 
    “In their chimera forms, maybe. What happens if an onlooker has their smartphone or camera out? I understand you’re not too keen on being discovered by the world at large.” He spread his hands. “I don’t have that handicap.” 
 
    “No, you have another,” growled the chimera. 
 
    Kirk felt a twinge in his hip. “I can do whatever I need to.” 
 
    Except get my old job back, he thought regretfully. He didn’t want to imagine what the rest of his career was going to be like once he was shackled to a desk. While he knew support positions were vital in the Department, he couldn’t shake the feeling that by being so far from the street and the people he wanted to protect, he wasn’t protecting them. 
 
    “If that is the case, Kirk Sullivan, you will do as we say and serve as the grounder for our poisoner.” 
 
    Kirk forced himself to take a deep breath and quell his frustration. He knew he could get too worked up sometimes. Go big or go home was his motto through most of life’s challenges and many of its pleasures. But this…he had to remind himself that he wasn’t the one in charge. 
 
    “Please explain this to me. Maybe I’ve misunderstood, and I’m jumping to the wrong conclusion.” 
 
    “You know very well what a grounder is,” said the chimera who appeared to be the oldest among them. He tapped his fingernails against the table once, drawing attention to their new, deadly lengths. “It’s your family duty.” 
 
    “The reason I’m here is because my brother wised up and rejected you, and you’re handling it about as well as my last girlfriend. You can’t accept that Leo told you to take your grounder job and shove it.” 
 
    Someone began growling, but Kirk pretended he didn’t hear it and went on. “My brother made two bad decisions: saying yes and changing his mind. Those faults are his, and that’s why I’m here. I’ll do what you want only if it’ll get you off his back. If you can’t promise that, then I’m out of here.” 
 
    “You are not among friends,” warned the chimera who’d laughed at the idea of Kirk running security. 
 
    “No, just my masters, apparently,” he mumbled. Louder, he said, “Tell me what it is you want me to do. If it clears Leo, I’ll do it.” 
 
    “You will serve as an outlet for chimera expression.” 
 
    “Could you be any vaguer? I nearly understood that.” 
 
    The chimera muttered among themselves. Kirk had a fleeting moment of regret for his big mouth. His younger brother’s life was at stake. He didn’t doubt that these strange creatures would eventually find Leo and kill him for backing out of this deal. Kirk had never wanted to kick his little brother’s ass more than at this moment. 
 
    Leo was a smart guy. Brilliant, even. What could he have been thinking to agree to be the slave of a shape-shifting monster? Kirk ground his teeth together, half fearing he knew the truth. Leo had been feeling lost lately. Rudderless. He’d admitted to Kirk that he’d been thinking of going off the grid to clear his head. Kirk thought that meant camping in the woods for a couple of weeks. Clearly he’d underestimated the depth of his brother’s desperation. 
 
    And now I’m paying for it. 
 
    “If you serve as grounder, assuming the role your brother left unfulfilled, his debt to us will be paid,” muttered one of the chimera. 
 
    “Okay, good. Now tell me what you want me to do. What’s a grounder?” 
 
    “At times our instinct demands that we allow our chimera natures to burst free,” the oldest chimera said with narrowed eyes. “Most chimera are able to control this instinct and retain their human forms, but some experience occasional moments of difficulty. That is where humans”—he spat the word as if it tasted foul—”are required. Your kind distract these chimera from changing form.” 
 
    “Define ‘distract.’” 
 
    “Grounders submit to chimera and siphon off aggression that would otherwise have been expressed in a manner hurtful to our kind.” 
 
    “Sounds…painful.” 
 
    Not to mention supremely awkward. Stand there and let a chimera whale on him? Kirk had taken his share of beatings in training and in the line of duty, but he’d never submitted passively to any of them. It just wasn’t in his nature. 
 
    “A grounder serves as a panacea. His submission brings relief to a chimera who has lost himself.” 
 
    Grounder. A better name than slave, but it brought to mind unpleasant associations with electricity and blown circuits. 
 
    “Look, I really have no experience—” 
 
    “You. Will. Learn.” The old chimera’s face didn’t harden so much as it crusted into a mask of fury. “Fail or run away, Kirk Sullivan, and your brother will pay the price. We are doing you a favor by allowing you to subvert his punishment.” 
 
    He lifted his chin. “Running away was never an option. Neither was failing. I’m here for Leo, and I’ll do whatever it takes to make you leave him alone. How long am I acting as your chimera’s grounder?” 
 
    “Four months. At that time we will review our further need of you.” 
 
    They couldn’t even give him a straight answer. 
 
    Kirk smiled serenely. “Sounds perfect.” 
 
    It was a good thing Leo was somewhere that no one—not even his older brother—could find him. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Kirk stood looking up at Rockefeller Center and wished for a punching bag. A few rounds would maybe—maybe—take the edge off the violence he wanted to inflict on a certain twenty-six-year-old named Leo. 
 
    He fantasized about being the type of man who could abandon his brother. He wished he could say Sorry, bud. You made your bed with these creatures of hell. All the best to you, but you knew what you were doing. 
 
    At least, he hoped Leo knew what he was doing, then and now. His younger brother wasn’t a kid by any definition of the word. Former spec ops, now a bodyguard—Leo could take care of himself. 
 
    Or not. No one in his right mind would have taken this gig, so maybe Leo hadn’t left the military with only good memories in hand. Self-inflicted punishment was the only explanation Kirk could think of, but he dashed it away. It hurt too much to consider, especially when he had no idea where Leo was these days. 
 
    “You behaved about as well as you could have.” 
 
    Kirk gave the man who’d joined him a dirty look. “Didn’t drag my knuckles on the ground or urinate on the carpet?” 
 
    The man, who wasn’t a man at all, smiled thinly with his thin lips. Everything about him was thin, as if he were a sliver who’d been whittled from a larger male. Kirk wasn’t fooled. Domenic could probably gut him in three seconds. 
 
    “I hold a better opinion of humans than that,” Domenic said. He was dressed in a gray pinstripe suit that probably cost as much as Kirk made in a month. His silver hair was cut like a model’s. Again, probably costing more than any aspect of Kirk’s life was worth. 
 
    Kirk didn’t like him, hadn’t since the moment he received the chimera’s phone call. Domenic had met him by the Strawberry Fields memorial as though they were spies, which had immediately rubbed Kirk the wrong way. He did everything aboveboard. That was what being a cop meant and why he didn’t want to know what his brother did for a living. Domenic, holding a copy of the New York Times in front of his face and refusing to look Kirk in the eye as if he thought people might be watching them, had explained the situation with Leo and the danger he’d placed himself in by failing to appear before the Council. It was he who’d proposed a solution—Kirk should throw himself on the mercy of the Council and see if they bit. 
 
    Kirk wouldn’t have considered it if it hadn’t been for the timing. Not five hours earlier he’d been informed by his chief that he was being taken off his beat because of his injury. Permanently. Learning he’d just become a desk jockey had been a fortunate coincidence for Domenic, because it meant Kirk had been fired up and looking for an excuse to take a leave of absence and reevaluate his future. 
 
    Kirk glanced around him now at the New Yorkers rushing past them on their way to other places. They were worried about deadlines and muggers but oblivious to the monster standing not four feet from him. “You don’t think humans are trash. Just garbage.” 
 
    “Chimera can’t help the hierarchy of the predators on this planet,” Domenic acknowledged with a shrug. 
 
    Predators. Kirk hadn’t been thrilled to learn from Leo that horror writers had been telling the truth all along: there were monsters among them. Not sexy creatures like vampires or werewolves. Chimera. Shape-shifters. Monsters that were the melting pot of nightmares. 
 
    “What if I went to my bosses? Or the Times with this? You’re risking a lot by dragging a cop into your mess.” 
 
    “I’m trusting that because you are a police officer, you’ll do the smart thing and keep your people safe from retribution by a far superior race of beings,” Domenic replied mildly, as if discussing the newest Frappuccino flavor being offered at Starbucks. “Your kind and mine have avoided conflict because of discretion. Once that discretion is violated, well…I don’t want to imagine the consequences, and I doubt you do either.” 
 
    Grudgingly, Kirk admitted that the other male was right. He could only see bad things coming out of the public’s discovery of chimera living among them. The potential loss of life could be high. 
 
    “Fine. I won’t say anything. For now. Tell me about this chimera I’m supposed to ‘ground.’” 
 
    “He is unique. He is our poisoner.” 
 
    “As in he poisons people? That’s his job?” When Domenic only gazed back calmly, Kirk sighed. “Great. He’s a murderer.” 
 
    “Only a murderer in the sense that your doctors who oversee capital punishment are murderers, or your veterinarians who put down unhealthy animals are murderers. He takes care of changed chimera who can no longer control themselves, keeping the rest of us—as well as the human population—safe.” Domenic brightened. “He’s much like you.” 
 
    “Hardly.” 
 
    “As I said, save your judgment until you meet him. Speaking of which, your flight to Portugal leaves tonight. You should get your affairs settled.” 
 
    “Portugal…” Kirk had always wanted to travel, but not so he could be the slave of a monster. “How am I going to do this?” he muttered as he stabbed a hand through his own black hair. 
 
    Domenic answered. “Because you love your brother. Because, unlike him, you understand that this is a matter of honor.” 
 
    “Honor among monsters?” he asked scornfully. 
 
    A silver thread of anger dashed through the chimera’s eyes. “Call us what you need to in order to maintain the illusion that you’re the most advanced civilization on this planet. Chimera are ancient and more powerful than you could possibly comprehend. I understand how that knowledge can be traumatizing.” Domenic relaxed and actually smirked, the bastard. “You’re afraid. It’s all right to be afraid, Mr. Sullivan. But you’d be wiser to let your new chimera master see it. He’ll be able to put it to good use.” 
 
    Anger stabbed Kirk in the gut. He wished he could commit hara-kiri with it, but immediately banished the thought. He’d never run from anything in his life, and he’d be damned if he ran from this obligation, even if it did involve crawling around on his knees for a chimera murderer. 
 
    “He knows I’m coming?” he asked, not sure he cared either way. 
 
    “No,” Domenic said almost cheerfully. “And he won’t be happy about it. But this is Council edict, and he, like you, will obey it.” 
 
    Obey. The word rankled, but Kirk was careful to hide it. He’d be doing that a lot in the near future, he thought dispiritedly, both obeying and hiding the fact that he hated it. 
 
    “Not afraid he’ll try to poison you in retaliation?” Kirk asked. 
 
    “He wouldn’t. That would be wasteful. Aleksander is particular about how he uses his talents…and on whom.” A warning touched Domenic’s voice. “I don’t like you, Mr. Sullivan.” 
 
    Kirk stiffened. “The feeling’s mutual.” 
 
    “However, I respect that you are going through with this solely for the sake of family. In light of that, I’d like to give you a word of advice. Whatever you do, do not give Aleksander Sopov a reason to hate you. That would be a very bad thing. He has, over the decades, poisoned every chimera close to him. And by poisoned, I mean murdered. He is not a nice…creature.” 
 
    Kirk bared his teeth. “It’s a good thing I’m so sweet, then. I’ll butter him up.” 
 
    Domenic actually laughed. He clapped a hand on Kirk’s shoulder, the grip unnervingly powerful for someone built as slightly as he. “Thank you for that, Mr. Sullivan. I think I’m actually rooting for you.” 
 
    Kirk snorted. “With a cheerleader like you, how can I possibly fail?” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    His apartment was in Brooklyn, and it was a shithole. But it wasn’t any worse than other shitholes in New York, and maybe it was a tad better, on account of the landlady who was grateful for having a police officer in the building. She made sure the maintenance man actually did the work Kirk requested he do. 
 
    So the AC made an admirable effort to cool him down once he let himself inside, but although it evaporated the summer sweat from Kirk’s skin, it couldn’t cool his mood. 
 
    After accepting his plane ticket from Domenic, Kirk had gone straight to the precinct to speak to his boss. He’d been granted the leave of absence—issued for medical reasons, which had made Kirk see red—but his boss had made a point of commiserating over the ending of Kirk’s career on the streets. 
 
    Pity was the last thing he needed. He’d doused himself in too much of it already. He was sure that no one loved being a cop as much as he did. That intense need to protect was a Sullivan trait, and Leo shared it just as strongly. Yes, paperwork was a necessary evil of bringing down the bad guys, but Kirk was a hands-on guy. He needed to see the faces of the people he protected. He didn’t need their thanks, and actually preferred that he was never recognized for merely doing his duty, but he needed to see for himself that his efforts were making a difference in their lives. 
 
    Knowing he would never again be checking in at the mom-and-pop grocery stores and the retail establishments that made up his neighborhood had been devastating. Being pitied for his reduced effectiveness was only fuel on the bonfire of his frustration. 
 
    He yanked a duffel bag from the closet and began dumping the contents of his dresser drawers out on his bed. He didn’t have much, but it felt good to punch each garment into the duffel, taking out his aggression that way. By the time he’d tossed his toiletries inside along with the new, presumably fake, passport that Domenic had issued him, he was done packing and surveyed his apartment. 
 
    It hadn’t really struck him until that moment what a bare-bones existence he’d led here. His life was the job. He dated on occasion, but nothing ever became serious. Leo was his only family, and even before he vanished, he’d visited Kirk only once or twice a year. The truth was they were naturally lone wolves. The distance was too great to overcome. They were both busy with their careers. They were guys—whatever the reason they gave themselves that week. 
 
    Moving in with Aleksander would take some getting used to, but Kirk didn’t worry about it. People tended to warm up to him quickly. But even if this chimera was the exception, Kirk knew he’d only have to suffer his company for four months. Then he could come back to his empty apartment and his desk job. 
 
    The thought was so depressing he had to shut his eyes in a rare moment of despair. 
 
    The next moment he was out the door, taking the stairs two at a time. Mrs. Henderson opened the door before he could knock. He suspected she watched through the spyhole as soon as she heard Kirk’s steps on the stairs, hoping he would visit with her. She was eighty-seven, a widower of a fire captain, and knew more about baseball team rosters than he did. He would miss her. 
 
    “Here.” He handed her a check. “This will cover the next four months, Mrs. Henderson. Don’t let any Playboy bunnies rent out my place in the meantime. Not without installing cameras with video playback first.” 
 
    She giggled and wagged her finger at him. “Officer Sullivan, you are a naughty man.” 
 
    He grinned. “I’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
    “Unless you meet a special someone, hmm?” She was always trying to set him up with women around the neighborhood. He was flattered, but none of the dates had panned out, convincing him that Mrs. Henderson had no idea what his type was. “If you do find a nice girl, don’t come back on my account. Build a house for her in Tahiti. I hear it’s lovely there. Lots of coconuts.” 
 
    He laughed. “You just want an excuse to fly out there and meet a strapping young Tahitian surfer.” 
 
    Her cheeks pinked. “Well, I do have a thing for men with dark hair…” 
 
    Kirk would miss Mrs. Henderson. Maybe, he realized sadly, she would be the only thing he missed from his life here. 
 
    “Officer Sullivan…this is a good trip you’re taking, isn’t it?” 
 
    He cursed himself for letting his thoughts show on his face. “Of course it is. My first time going to Portugal. How neat is that? And I’ve got a friend there who’ll show me all around.” Assuming he doesn’t poison me first. 
 
    She nodded, but she still looked unconvinced. “You’re a good man, Officer Sullivan. I’m sorry if I pry into your affairs too often. I just…I want good things for you. You’re a man like my Howard. Not necessarily old-fashioned but…respectful. The last of the good ones.” 
 
    He cupped her cheek. Her skin was as soft and thin as silk. “Your Howard was a lucky man. I hope I find a woman like you. But if we’re moving to Tahiti, I hope she isn’t attracted to surfers.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
   T he pounding against the walls was a warning, like the footsteps of the monsters in her nightmares as they climbed the stairs to her bedroom. This time, just like all the other times, Constance heeded it. 
 
    She swiftly left the south end of the home and began her cleaning in the comparatively safer north end. She squirted Windex on the double glass doors overlooking the Bay of Funchal and gazed at the blue expanse with its hovering ceiling of clouds as she wiped. They were high in the hills of Monte, on the island of Madeira. The island was famous for its eponymous port wine and for sled toboggan rides that tourists rode down curving streets to the lowlands. Neither was the reason Aleksander Sopov had chosen to live here. He lived here because no other chimera did. Those who lived in Portugal remained on the mainland. Outside of business, Aleksander associated with no one. If he could, Constance was sure he would have opted to live inside a cave at the bottom of the ocean. Alone. Forever. For anyone else she would have felt pity, but Aleksander would kill her if she dared. 
 
    More thumps. A low, guttural growl that no human throat could have produced. 
 
    The hairs rose on the back of her neck, making her consider pulling the pins from her hair and letting it hang straight. Aleksander wouldn’t call it unprofessional of her. He wouldn’t notice the change at all. That had been the problem, hadn’t it? For thirteen months now, she had made no impression on him, good or bad. She was, most days, completely, utterly invisible to him. 
 
    She glanced down the long hallway at the shut door of his workroom. A shudder ran through her body, bone deep. Probably she should check on him…but she wouldn’t. 
 
    After finishing the windows, she tidied up a living room that was already immaculate. Mostly she dusted and fluffed pillows, rearranged magazines on the coffee table, continuing the fiction that someday Aleksander might sit here and read one, maybe enjoy a cup of tea, spare her a few words. 
 
    She scowled at the fantasy, if that was what you wanted to call it, and thought about vacuuming. With neither of them leaving the house and tracking anything back in, what was the point? For a moment she felt lost, standing within the perfectly clean living room. A year of her life, and all she had to show for it was a home that could be featured in an interior decorating magazine. Like Aleksander, she socialized with no one, because no one knew she was here. Also because, in the end, she was here for one and one reason only. 
 
    A reason that became more obsolete with each day that he continued to ignore her. 
 
    When the doorbell rang, it was a relief to focus on something besides herself. 
 
    The guest at the door surprised her. He was one of the most handsome men she had ever seen, as well as one of the largest. He towered over her own five-feet, six inches, and his broad shoulders stretched the wine-red long-sleeved shirt he wore, though not because he was a gym rat. He carried his size everywhere, which told her it was genetic. Even his thighs, encased in jeans, were big. 
 
    A lock of inky hair had fallen over one bottle-green eye, but the sides of his hair were cut short. Ex-military or police? she wondered. The deep dimples in both stubble-darkened cheeks suggested he smiled a lot, but he wasn’t currently. 
 
    “Hello,” he said. She liked his voice. It was deep, to match his masculine appearance. Finally his lips curled up, and the dimples deepened boyishly. “Do I have the right address? I’m looking for 226.” 
 
    She glanced past him to the driveway that disappeared as it sloped down the hill. If he had brought anyone else, they must be hiding out of view. 
 
    “This is 226,” she said warily. 
 
    His shoulders slumped in relief. “I saw the number, but I didn’t expect a woman…” He smiled sheepishly. “Sorry, that came out rude. I’m Kirk. Kirk Sullivan.” 
 
    Bemused, she said, “What are you doing here?” 
 
    It was his turn to be confused. A second later his expression darkened. “They still didn’t tell you I’d be coming? What is this supposed to be? Some kind of ambush?” His brows drew down, and he muttered, “Or maybe they’re setting me up, hoping Aleksander kills me.” 
 
    “You know Aleksander?” She couldn’t conceal her shock. The only people who knew that the poisoner lived here weren’t people at all. Immediately she looked at the newcomer on the doorstep differently, searching for that predatory edge she’d come to recognize in the chimera despite their best attempts to pass themselves off as human. 
 
    “It’s a complicated story. May I come in?” He looked resigned, his body too loose limbed to launch into a threatening action. Constance had learned to trust her gut, and right now her instincts weren’t clamoring with alarm bells. After a brief hesitation, she stepped back and allowed him inside. 
 
    “Nice place,” he remarked as he slowly made his way through the entryway, heading for the glass windows in the living room. He stood looking at the view, hands in his pockets, a duffel bag slung over one shoulder. “Thought a professional murderer would live in a cave, or maybe some decrepit castle.” 
 
    She almost smiled at the assumption that mirrored her own thoughts about Aleksander. She didn’t, though. It made her realize she hadn’t smiled in some time. Not genuinely. 
 
    “You said there’s a complicated story?” she prompted. 
 
    He sighed. “I assume since you live here with him that you’re aware of the Council?” 
 
    She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from outwardly reacting to the question. “I am.” 
 
    “They’re the ones who sent me. I guess you could say I’m here to serve penance. Do my term, whatever.” He turned and flashed her a small smile that was nonetheless enough to make her heart pound a little faster. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Constance. Constance Cooper.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Constance. You live here, huh?” His expression shifted, though she couldn’t read it. “You’re his…girlfriend?” 
 
    She flushed. “No.” 
 
    Was that relief on his face? It disappeared before she could tell for sure. “Of course you’re not,” he said. “You’re his—” 
 
    “I’m Aleksander’s assistant and—” She caught herself from saying “caretaker” or worse, “nursemaid.” “Housekeeper,” she said instead. “Mr. Sullivan, why are you here?” 
 
    “It’s just Kirk. And as to why I’m here, well, the Council sent me to be Aleksander’s grounder.” Kirk’s crooked smile said, can you believe it? 
 
    “Grounder?” she whispered. She felt nauseated. Light-headed. All this time with no contact from the Council, she had begun to hope that they were unaware of what was happening out here, that they believed she’d succeeded. But if they’d sent a grounder, that meant they knew. It meant they might come for her as they should have done months ago. 
 
    “Hey, are you okay? You look like you’re going to—” He surged forward and caught her as her knees began to buckle beneath her. “Hold on,” he said softly and picked her up as if she weighed nothing and carried her to the sofa. He sat down and propped her against him. His fingers, despite being thick and blunt, were gentle as they brushed errant strands of hair that had fallen over her eyes. “You’re okay. You’re safe. Just lay here and relax.” 
 
    She shut her eyes, mortified. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    His chuckle was warm. “Of course you didn’t. Just take it easy. We’re fine here.” 
 
    It had been so long since she’d had physical contact with another person that she’d forgotten how warm another body could be and how comforting the steady fall and rise of their chest could feel against her cheek. “I’ll be okay in a second,” she murmured, though she didn’t want to move. Not for a few minutes, anyway. 
 
    “What do you think happened?” He smelled like wood and spice, sending an image through her mind of the two of them walking hand in hand through a forest in the winter, each of them carrying mugs of mulled cider. 
 
    “It’s nothing. Really.” She moved his hands away and sat up, guilty about the tiny fantasy she’d entertained. Though his warmth and solidity beckoned to her, she forced herself to move across the cushion so there were a few inches between them. “I sometimes get faint if I haven’t had breakfast.” 
 
    He rubbed at his stubble-darkened chin. “Now that you mention it, I last ate on the plane four hours ago.” He touched her shoulder very lightly, as if afraid he’d startle her. “Have breakfast with me?” 
 
    “Of course. I can put something—” 
 
    “I’ll help.” His grin was wide and genuine. “I always say the best way to get to know new friends is by cooking with them.” 
 
    “Friends?” 
 
    His grin took on an edge of resignation, but the light didn’t dim from his eyes. “Let’s crack some eggs, and I’ll explain.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Kirk was an excellent cook, knowledgeable and cooperative. But although soon they were sitting across from each other with fluffy omelets on their plates, Constance was unable to eat hers, so great was her shock over what he had told her while they cooked together. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be held accountable for your brother’s mistake,” she said, outraged on his behalf. 
 
    “Maybe not, but I can’t have these guys going after him.” 
 
    “This is completely unnecessary. Aleksander doesn’t need you.” 
 
    He didn’t pick up the tremor in her voice or notice that she was a terrible actress. He was too busy making faces at his breakfast. 
 
    “Try telling them that. Oh, right. I did.” He stabbed the eggs with his fork and looked disappointed that they didn’t bleed. “This is going to be a tough four months. I’m still not completely sure what my duties are, but I get that they’re going to involve a lot of groveling and eating of humble pie.” 
 
    She tasted blood in her mouth and told herself she needed to get a grip before he realized something was wrong with her. Shaky, she took a sip of orange juice to buy some time. “Aleksander is coping just fine,” she managed to say in a reasonable tone. “You should speak with Domenic. Tell him to convince the Council that this is a waste of time.” 
 
    “They seem to believe otherwise. And Domenic didn’t exactly paint a picture of Mr. Charming when he described Aleksander. I always say where there’s smoke there’s fire. Even if I cheer the guy up enough to laugh a time or two, that might be enough to get the Council to lay off Leo.” Kirk sighed and sat back in his chair, his gaze finding the windows again. “I studied on the plane.” His smile was embarrassed. “You know, how to be subservient to him. I think I’ll be able to fake it. Hopefully he’ll just want someone to push around, maybe take a few hits.” He sat up taller as if energized by the possibility. “I hope that’s what he needs. I can handle that.” 
 
    But it’s not, she thought, feeling empty inside, as barren as a would-be mother with withered eggs. 
 
    “He’s not human,” she whispered to her plate, reminding herself of that fundamental truth. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. I can take care of myself. I’ll just make sure I don’t eat anything he cooks for me.” 
 
    She smiled wanly at his joke. “He doesn’t administer his own poisons. That’s what the assassins are for. They’re the only ones who are brave enough to draw close to the changed ones.” 
 
    “‘Changed ones’ are what you all call the chimera who can’t control their instincts?” 
 
    She was far more comfortable talking about chimera than about her life with Aleksander inside this house. She sat forward slightly, eager to share her knowledge. 
 
    “Yes. It doesn’t happen often, but sometimes chimera lose control of their natures. All kinds of things can trigger them—physical or psychological stresses, biological defects… Sometimes the trigger can’t be pinpointed. They simply snap. And when they do, they can no longer maintain their human disguises. They revert to their natural forms. But they do more than that. I think it’s some kind of ancient gene that becomes activated and mutates. Whatever it is, it traps their bodies in a spiral of decay. Their forms deteriorate along with their minds, and they end up becoming hideous, insane things who can’t help themselves.” 
 
    “At which point Aleksander and his merry band of assassins kindly put them out of their misery.” 
 
    Kirk’s voice was sharp and held a note of bitterness that Constance didn’t understand. Then she remembered: Kirk was a cop. He wouldn’t take kindly to someone who killed others with impunity, no matter the justification. 
 
    “How long has Aleksander been supplying the poison for this mission of mercy?” 
 
    “Just under a hundred years.” At Kirk’s look of surprise, she explained, “Chimera can live for several centuries. Aleksander is the youngest poisoner they’ve used. His mother was the poisoner before him.” 
 
    “His mother? Don’t tell me, poison runs in their blood.” 
 
    She bit back a smile. “I don’t know his family history beyond that. I’ve never asked.” Along with a whole host of other questions she was dying to know but would never, ever ask Aleksander. 
 
    Kirk eyed the room. “I guess it’s not surprising that he learned it from a parent. Killing your own kind can’t be a choice.” 
 
    “It’s necessary,” she said, surprised by her compulsion to defend Aleksander, “otherwise the changed ones would roam around undisguised, and humans would see them.” 
 
    “What do you think other humans would do if they learned about the existence of chimera?” 
 
    Constance didn’t like something she heard in Kirk’s voice. “It would be terrible. For both sides. Chimera wouldn’t allow their kind to be captured.” 
 
    “What if the military wiped them out? Would we be worse off without shape-shifting monsters in the world?” His raised eyebrows suggested he didn’t think so. 
 
    “Your brother might be with the chimera,” she reminded him. “If there was an attack like that, he would be hurt too.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Kirk scrubbed his hands over his face. Besides the stubble attesting to how long he’d traveled to get there, dark circles were forming beneath his eyes. “Seems somewhere along the way, he picked up a fascination with monsters.” 
 
    “If you’re going to stay here,” Constance began cautiously, “we should set you up in a room. Unless you’ve changed your mind?” 
 
    She held her breath until he answered firmly, “I’m staying. I won’t let Leo down.” 
 
    Deflated, she pushed back her chair and reached for his plate. “Then we should–” 
 
    From the south end of the house came the sound of a door banging against the wall. Constance nearly dropped the plates. “It’s Aleksander.” 
 
    Kirk stood and moved between her and the doorway, his strong body tensed as if he were about to engage in a fight. “Good. Let’s get this started.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    It was the smell that drove him out. Aleksander rubbed his eyes blearily and guessed that he hadn’t eaten in two days. Maybe longer. It was difficult to tell with the windows in the workroom blacked out, preventing him from gauging the time of day. 
 
    “Idiot,” he muttered. He couldn’t afford to work in limbo. He had a deadline. Michel had informed him the assassin would need another dose of poison to take care of a changed one that had been sighted attacking boats in the Bosphorous River, near the Asian shore of Turkey. Michel was planning on leaving tomorrow afternoon, and Aleksander had nothing yet to give him. It made his already sore eyes burn even more as he anticipated the hours he would need to spend to blend more poison. 
 
    He wished, not for the first time, that the poisons he developed could be made shelf stable, even for forty-eight hours. As it was, his poisons lost their potency after a day. The faster-acting ones expired even quicker than that, good for ten hours from the moment he bottled them. It was a problem, because he couldn’t stockpile. Everything needed to be made fresh. Aleksander was keeping up with demand for now, but even his chimera body had its limits. 
 
    Yawning, he followed the smell of sausage and eggs down the hallway. He was so exhausted he didn’t pick up the new smell until it was too late and he’d already emerged into the dining room. The instant he saw the intruder, he snarled and stepped back. Sensation rippled through the nerve endings in his skin, and his blood surged. It was only the female human’s raised hand that stopped him from giving in to the changes his body wanted to make. 
 
    “It’s all right,” she said quickly, moving between Aleksander and the black-haired man in his house. “He’s not a danger.” She smelled of fear and submission, which wasn’t new. Most of the time the entire house carried that scent. He’d almost grown used to it. The man behind her, however, emitted a scent that made Aleksander’s nostrils flare. 
 
    “What are you doing in my home?” His low voice was made thicker by the changes struggling to assert themselves throughout his body. He gritted his teeth and resisted his chimera instincts, but it took effort in his exhausted state. He felt sweat pop out along his hairline. His limbs trembled. 
 
    “Master, this is Kirk,” Constance said. “He’s a friend. The Council sent him.” 
 
    Did that mean he was an assassin? Aleksander had trouble smelling the blood taint on the other male. Maybe it was there but buried beneath the aggression and other confusing scents wafting off the male’s big body. Aleksander had to look up slightly to meet Kirk’s bright green eyes. He outweighed Aleksander by at least twenty pounds. But those differences meant nothing to a chimera who had the strength to rip a door from its hinges. 
 
    Aleksander sniffed again. A growl rolled up his throat when he recognized what he had smelled. 
 
    “Why would the Council send me a human?” 
 
    He glanced at the female for answers, but she stood staring at the floor, white-faced. It was a common pose for her as far as he could remember. He was startled to realize he couldn’t recall why or when she had come to live in his home. A name surfaced from the foggy recesses of his memory…Candace? Connie? No, it was Constance. Had the Council sent her as well? Probably. He suspected they didn’t trust him and had sent her to spy on him. He could handle her. He had grown used to her and knew she wasn’t a threat. The man, however, was a different story. 
 
    Kirk took Constance by the shoulders and gently steered her aside, all the while locking his gaze with Aleksander’s. “I’m here to fulfill a debt,” the man said. His voice was powerful and clear. It challenged the chimera in Aleksander, but he reined in the reaction. “Apparently I’m supposed to be your grounder.” Inexplicably, the man grinned, the action momentarily dazzling Aleksander. “Guess there’s a first time for everything, right?” 
 
    Aleksander opened his mouth, then shut it, unsure how to respond to the flippancy. Kirk didn’t seem to mind and continued talking. 
 
    “I’ve never been a grounder, but I don’t think that’ll be a problem. I’m a quick learner. I figure I’ll be something like the little brother you can yell at when you’re feeling pissy. Let you blow off some steam, not destroy the furniture, that sort of thing. And if you want to throw a few punches, I’d be okay with that. You’re not as big as I expected. I’m sure I could take your punches without suffering any major damage—” 
 
    The flow of words burrowed into the soft tissue beneath Aleksander’s skull. It made his entire head throb. 
 
    “—been trained in hand-to-hand. I could teach you if you decide you wanted to–” 
 
    “Shut. Up.” Aleksander reached up and gripped his hair, wincing at the pain in his scalp as he tugged. 
 
    “You probably don’t want to keep doing that,” Kirk said. “Looks like you’re starting to pull your hair out. As a fellow guy, I feel duty-bound to warn you a full head of hair isn’t something to take for granted. One day you’ll wake up and—” 
 
    In the space of a heartbeat, Aleksander had the man pinned against the nearest wall with a hand at the human’s throat. He felt his lips curling back, felt the tingle that told him his teeth were beginning to elongate. He savored the shock that widened Kirk’s eyes as he watched the changes. 
 
    “I’m contacting the Council,” Aleksander snarled at him, “and they’re going to send someone to pick you up and take you far, far away from here. In the meantime, if I hear you speak another word, I will rip your vocal cords from your throat and hang you with them.” 
 
    He didn’t bother asking Kirk if he understood. The pulse racing beneath Aleksander’s clawed fingertips told him Kirk was well aware of the mortal danger he faced. 
 
    With a satisfied sniff of the fear pouring off the two humans, Aleksander snatched his hand back and stalked back to the hallway. It wasn’t until he’d slammed the workshop door behind him that he realized he hadn’t gotten anything to eat. Groaning, he rubbed his aching stomach just once before forcing the discomfort to the back of his mind. His workbench beckoned. He had much to complete, and time had just joined his long list of enemies. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
   “T his is a bad idea,” Constance insisted. “You should do as he says.” 
 
    Kirk laughed to himself as he unpacked his toiletries into the guest bathroom before returning to the bedroom Constance had shown him. “The thing you’re going to learn about me, Constance, is that I sometimes have a problem with people telling me what I should and shouldn’t do.” 
 
    The room was small but had another killer view of the bay. A benefit of living at high altitude on an island, he thought. And being stinking rich. He wondered how much money a chimera could accumulate during a lifetime that spanned centuries. 
 
    “If you can’t obey, then why are you here?” 
 
    Constance’s question drew Kirk’s attention away from the view. Or rather, gave him something even better to look at. He wished she didn’t keep that honey-gold hair up in a bun, but apparently Aleksander liked his housekeepers to look like executive secretaries. The pencil skirt she wore showed off a nice pair of legs and a plump bottom, which Kirk, a big fan of curvaceous women, highly appreciated. Her open-throated pale blue poplin shirt emphasized the curves at her waist and chest. Arguably, her features weren’t perfectly symmetrical or even delicate, but she was definitely pretty, and he liked the shyness she exhibited. He wondered how she’d managed to survive in this house with a creature like Aleksander, and then wondered if she’d lied about not being the chimera’s lover. 
 
    How would sex with the chimera even work? Did Aleksander keep his human form, or did he switch out the body parts he needed in order to get the job done? Was he like one of those fictional vampires, exuding some kind of pheromone that made him irresistible? 
 
    Why did Kirk care about any of that, anyway? 
 
    He knew why, even if he was having trouble dealing with it. When the Council had first informed him he’d be serving as a slave for a chimera poisoner, he’d immediately begun visualizing the guy in his head, and it hadn’t been a pretty picture. A shape-shifting monster that murders its own kind? Kirk was prepared for Godzilla-like proportions of ugly. 
 
    And then Aleksander had stumbled into the dining room, bleary-eyed, dressed in a rumpled, stained T-shirt and an equally stained and also ripped-up pair of pale jeans, and Kirk had been thrown for a loop. This was the fearsome poisoner? He looked like a grad student. Supposedly he was old, but Aleksander, at least when dressed so casually, looked to be in his late twenties. The chimera had not only been smaller all-around than Kirk had expected—which was not to say Aleksander was small; he was probably just under six feet and was built like an athlete—he was also, unbelievably, not bad-looking. 
 
    An attractive, murderous monster. Kirk wanted to deny it, but he couldn’t. Aleksander’s fine-boned face wasn’t so fine as to be feminine, and there was wildness around the gray-green eyes and a grim clench of the jaw that made it clear Aleksander was no coddled pretty boy. The hint of roughness made him interesting, like if you took him on looks alone, you’d end up with a knife in your back. Or claws, as the case may be. 
 
    And there was the hair, or soon to be lack thereof. Kirk hadn’t been kidding when he warned the chimera that he was pulling his hair out. Though Aleksander’s brown hair—curiously streaked with gray; must be a chimera thing—looked thick and was long enough to pull back into a small ponytail if he’d wanted, small patches of scalp showed around the crown of his head where he’d obviously pulled it out during moments of inspiration or rage or who knew what. It was one clue of many that made up a mystery Kirk hadn’t been prepared to face when he came here. Grounding a big, ugly monster had been one thing. Kirk could play the martyr that way. Grounding somebody he could see himself having a beer with was something else and carried with it multiple levels of weirdness. Kirk wasn’t sure if he’d gotten lucky that Aleksander was the way he was or if he was in deeper trouble than before. 
 
    Aggravated with his thoughts, he leaned against the wall in the absence of a dresser. Though there was a bed, covered only in a fitted sheet and a blanket that Constance had brought in, there was no other furniture in the room. Clearly Casa Sopov didn’t often entertain—or probably even welcome—overnight guests. 
 
    “So you think Aleksander wants a lapdog?” he asked in response to Constance’s question. “Someone to sit up and beg?” He added quietly, “Is that what you’ve had to do to stay here?” 
 
    He didn’t miss the way she tensed, especially when it was followed by her wrapping her arms around herself as if she needed to hold herself together. She was an intriguing mix of fragility and dogged determination. Kirk wanted to know how she’d gotten that way. Everything about her called to his protective instincts. 
 
    “Tell me the truth,” he said, keeping his tone gentle and nonjudgmental. “Did the Council really bring you all the way out here to be a housekeeper?” 
 
    Her golden eyes turned haunted, and Kirk nearly took back the question. But if he was going to be trapped in this strange place with its equally strange head of household, then he wanted to understand everything and everyone he’d be dealing with. 
 
    “I’m his assistant,” she said. 
 
    “What do you assist him with? Making his poisons? Are you a scientist?” 
 
    “I could have been. I studied geochemistry and earth sciences in college, although I never applied them outside of school. But…I don’t help him with his poisons. He doesn’t share that part of his life. He…doesn’t share at all.” She winced, obviously regretting the comment, which told him he’d better remember it because it was significant. 
 
    “Then what do you assist him with?” 
 
    As the seconds stretched, he grew more convinced she was going to lie to him. But then her shoulders slumped, and she said in a weary voice, “I try to keep him from killing himself.” 
 
    He waited a beat for her to clarify, but she didn’t. “I have to admit, that’s the last thing I expected you to say.” He recalled that shocking moment when Aleksander had him pinned against the wall. Though Kirk was taller and heavier, the chimera hadn’t had any problem lifting him onto his toes and holding him there with one hand. He rubbed at his throat, pretty sure he was going to see bruises on his skin tomorrow. 
 
    “The monster I ran into today didn’t seem like he was ready to slit his wrists or pop a bottle of pills,” he said, skeptical. 
 
    “Don’t,” she said, frowning. “Don’t call him a monster. None of them are. Calling them monsters is belittling their power and history. They were here first.” 
 
    “In the world, you mean.” 
 
    “They can be majestic. They really can. And they’ve seen so much, the fall and rise of so many civilizations, and yet they’ve survived throughout. They’re not dumb beasts or bloodthirsty monsters. The fact that so few people are aware of them shows how intelligent they are. They’re almost godlike in a lot of ways.” 
 
    “If worshipping them is going to be part of my job description, then we’re going to have a problem.” Kirk definitely did not see himself dropping to his knees that way anytime soon. Which begged the question, what would he drop to his knees for? Because he clearly remembered agreeing to come to Madeira and do just that to save his brother’s ass. 
 
    By Constance’s expression, she was thinking the same thing. “Being a grounder isn’t something that just anyone can do. For someone with a strong personality especially”—she looked him over, dubious—“I’m not sure you could get away with it. Not unless you’re already inclined that way?” 
 
    He resisted, just barely, the need to shift uneasily. “Meaning what, exactly?” 
 
    “Submissive.” 
 
    His spine twitched. “Thought you were going to say that. I’ll be honest, it’s not my thing. I’m a man. I like being in charge of every situation I’m in.” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with your masculinity.” 
 
    “I’m just not into it.” 
 
    “Then how are you—” 
 
    He held up a hand, cutting her off. “But this is a unique situation, and I’m going to do what I have to because this is for Leo. It’s for only four months. I can swallow my pride and my ego for that long.” 
 
    “I don’t think you can,” she said softly. 
 
    “I realize you don’t know me from the mailman, but I’m a standup guy. If I say I’ll make it work, I’ll make this work. Please trust me.” 
 
    She wanted to. It was evident in every line of her body, a silent cry for him to make it all better. And that’s when it hit him like a punch to the solar plexus. 
 
    “You used to be his grounder.” 
 
    She blanched. “How did you guess?” 
 
    “I can’t understand why else you would be here, or why he’d allow it.” He gave her the once-over and couldn’t help the thickening of his voice as he said, “Plus, you give off some signals.” 
 
    She flushed, which made her even more attractive in his eyes. He loved all kinds and types of women, but he was aware he had a preference, that he found relationships particularly satisfying when he was with a woman who permitted him to take control in bed. He’d toyed with the idea of delving into the BDSM scene but ultimately decided he didn’t need the rules or the toys to find enjoyment with a submissive woman. It was about attitude and energy, both his and hers, and right now, he liked Constance’s. 
 
    “You’re right,” she said, eyes averted. “The Council sent me here to ground Aleksander. But I failed. He ignored me completely. I may as well have been a potted plant for all the help I gave him in resisting the call of his blood.” Anger flushed her cheeks even brighter. “But I refused to give up and just leave him here alone. I stayed, hoping that, I don’t know, one day he would notice me. Or one day I would change and become what he needed. Something. It’s been a year, and I thought, with so much time passing, that the Council had assumed everything here was fine and I was helping with Aleksander’s impulses.” She raised her eyes to Kirk. “But now you’re here.” 
 
    “I don’t want your job, Constance. This is just temporary. Once I’m gone he’s all yours, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    She shrugged, a little petulantly, but he could read her easily. Constance craved Aleksander’s attention. Either she had a monster kink, or she really got off on submitting to someone who occupied a blatant, overwhelming position of power over her. 
 
    When he felt his cock stirring, Kirk acknowledged that he was jealous of the chimera who likely had no idea how powerfully he affected her. 
 
    “It’s going to be all right,” he told her, sensing she needed the reassurance. “I’ll make sure of it. For all three of us.” 
 
    “You’re dealing with a chimera. Not just any chimera, their poisoner. Cockiness isn’t going to help you here.” 
 
    He pushed off the wall. She couldn’t meet his eyes as he stopped in front of her, but when he hooked a finger beneath her chin and gently tipped her head up, she offered no resistance. “I don’t think you’re the kind of woman who has a problem with a cocky man.” 
 
    Her lashes fluttered. Kirk caged her within his arms, palms on the wall on either side of her head. Her scent—a musky perfume, not a fruity one—enveloped him. 
 
    “You’ve been alone in this house all this time,” he said quietly, watching her. 
 
    Her lashes lifted. “No, Aleksander—” 
 
    “Has been ignoring you. He doesn’t know what you are or what you can give him.” 
 
    Pain flitted across her features. “No.” 
 
    Kirk brushed the back of his fingers down her cheek. “I’m not here to interfere, but I want you to know you don’t need to be afraid anymore. And you don’t need to feel lonely.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here,” she murmured, but she sounded sad, not accusing. “You’re nothing that Aleksander needs.” 
 
    “This is about what you need.” 
 
    “No, Kirk, it’s not.” She turned her face and kissed his fingers. “Aleksander is the reason we’re both here. But if neither of us can help him, he’s going to die.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Aleksander’s home had a pool, which Kirk found humorous because he couldn’t imagine the chimera using it, ever. Since it was a shame to leave such a beautiful amenity unused and unloved, he “coaxed” Constance to enjoy it with him. 
 
    “I can’t believe you threw me in while I was wearing all my clothes,” she said, still looking slightly shell-shocked as she tread water in the deep end. 
 
    “I knew it was the only way I’d get you to take a break and relax.” He stood at the shallower end, the water lapping gently at his belly. “I’ll buy you a new set of clothes if those are ruined. I didn’t stop to think about whether they’re dry-clean only.” 
 
    She smiled “It’s okay. You’re right. I wouldn’t have come in otherwise.” She took a deep breath. “So now that I’m here, what the hell, right?” With some effort, she stripped off her soaked skirt and shirt and flung them out of the pool onto the concrete. 
 
    “I’m beginning to feel like I’ve been set up,” he said, eying her. 
 
    He liked her laugh. It was unselfconscious and free of artifice. Maybe he’d been dating in New York for too long, but it had become difficult lately to find genuine women who weren’t after him for his badge or who hadn’t become embittered and cynical thanks to numerous desperate forays into the dating scene. Constance didn’t give off any desperate vibes, only an intense desire to fulfill her thwarted duty to Aleksander. 
 
    He rolled onto his back and floated. The sun would be setting in an hour, but the day’s heat lingered in the air, and the water temperature was perfect. The tiredness he’d experienced from the long flight from New York drifted away from him, carried away by the cool water. 
 
    “Do you have anyone back home?” he heard her ask through the distortion of the water. 
 
    He lifted his head and looked over at her. She stared intently at her hands drawing patterns on the surface of the water. 
 
    “I don’t have anyone,” he replied. “I haven’t for a while.” 
 
    “Why not? What’s wrong with you?” It was her turn to tease. 
 
    “I’m sure previous girlfriends could provide you with a list.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    He shrugged, not interested in dissecting why old relationships hadn’t worked out. He tried to learn a lesson from each one and then move on, though he remained friends with all of his exes. 
 
    “I work a lot,” he told her. “Sometimes I can be stubborn and want what I want. I guess that’d be enough to drive a decent woman away.” 
 
    “So you only like decent women?” 
 
    He laughed and began wading slowly toward her in the deep end. “I like all kinds of women, but I’m partial to mischievous blondes who swim in their underwear.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    At the midway point of the pool, he glided to the wall and put his back to it. He rested his arms along the concrete. “What kind of man are you partial to?” 
 
    “Brunettes,” she said with a grin. She studied the water again. “Men who don’t need to prove anything. Men who aren’t afraid of me.” 
 
    The comment piqued his interest. Who would be afraid of a beautiful, submissive woman? 
 
    “Men who aren’t afraid of what I need,” she added in a whisper. 
 
    He nodded to himself, understanding her better. 
 
    “Sounds reasonable,” he said. 
 
    He felt her looking at him, studying him, so he closed his eyes and tilted his head back, letting her look her fill. It wasn’t easy. He wanted to swim to her, grab her, and kiss her senseless. But was getting involved with Aleksander’s assistant the wisest thing to do? Kirk would be here for four months. If something went sour between him and Constance, it could cause tremendous problems in the house and how Aleksander responded to them. Was this woman worth risking Leo’s safety if something went wrong? 
 
    The water lapped against his rib cage as she swam up to him. He started to tense but then forced himself to relax. He would be kidding himself if he said he didn’t want her despite the risks. Leo was a big boy, and there was only so much Kirk could be expected to do for him. 
 
    Her fingers found his forearm first, an exploratory test to see if he’d grab her. He didn’t. He waited, heart gradually picking up its beat as he listened to her tread water beside him. He could smell her even through the chlorine. He wanted that scent forever in his senses. 
 
    Her hand returned to his arm and began to slide up it. When it reached his shoulder, another hand pressed against his chest, palm just above his nipple. The bud contracted sharply at her touch. Kirk opened his eyes. 
 
    She began to pull away, so he caught her by the hip and slowly drew her back to him. She was sleek beneath the water, and he loved that she didn’t try to hide the shape of her body as he lightly caressed the generous curves of her waist and hip. 
 
    “It’s all right,” he murmured when she kept her eyes on his collarbones as if afraid to meet his gaze. 
 
    “I’m not normally like this,” she whispered. 
 
    “You don’t need to make excuses for anything.” 
 
    “The last time I touched a man was over a year ago, and that wasn’t even real. It was a…scene.” She glanced up to see if he understood the reference. He nodded. 
 
    “I’m not pushing you for anything,” he assured her. 
 
    She bit her bottom lip. “Not even if I want you to?” 
 
    “Is this what you want? You’ve been neglected for a long time, but you told me yourself that you’re here for Aleksander.” 
 
    She tried to pull away again, her cheeks blushing red.  “You’re right.  I’m sorry, I—” 
 
    He kept her against him. “I said you don’t need to make excuses for anything. I just want to make sure this is what you want. I don’t get a thrill from taking advantage of women. The opposite is true. I only enjoy a woman’s company when she enjoys mine.” 
 
    Her thigh drifted between his legs and brushed against his groin. He was sure the touch was accidental, but he clenched his jaw when she made contact with his cock. He was half-hard—it was impossible to be unaffected while her luscious body was mere inches away from him—but he meant what he’d said: he wasn’t going to push her into anything no matter how much he might want it. 
 
    “I like you, Constance.” His smile matched hers. “So let’s play this by ear and see how it goes. I’m going to be here for a while.” 
 
    She nodded. “I hope you are.” 
 
    He growled playfully and grabbed her to spin her through the water. She shrieked. 
 
    “You don’t have much faith in me,” he accused after she squealed again when he threatened to dunk her. 
 
    She traced the side of his face with dripping fingers. “I want to.” 
 
    But someone had taught her it was unsafe to trust. He got that. He hoped he would be able to change that. 
 
    After swimming her around the pool for another lap, he brought them to the shallow end. She stood out of the water, unselfconscious in her nude panties and bra. Through the thin fabric, he could see the pink rounds of her nipples and the dark patch between her legs. He had a feeling she was taking her time in wading out of the water, deliberately giving him an eyeful. It made him want to fling her down on the nearest lounge chair and see if she was as soft beneath him as she looked. 
 
    At the pool steps, she paused and looked back at him, her skin glistening. 
 
    “I want to,” she told him. “I really do. But I’m afraid to.” 
 
    He blinked water out of his eyes. “Because of Aleksander or because of me?” 
 
    “I’m afraid if I turn my back on him, just for a moment, then something terrible will happen to him.” 
 
    “He won’t kill himself,” he stated. Nothing in the chimera’s behavior had given him that impression. 
 
    “There are ways to destroy yourself that don’t involve dying,” she said ominously. 
 
    He understood that very well. He’d seen self-sabotage more times than he could count in New York, and it had always left him with a sour taste on his tongue, as if he could have done something to help if he’d been there a little sooner, said something a little different. Drug addiction was usually the problem, but he’d seen it with prostitutes and homeless teens—anyone who’d lost their sense of self-worth. 
 
    “There are two of us now,” he reminded her. “One of us will always be watching.” 
 
    Her eyes glimmered. He hated seeing women cry. It brought up feelings of impotence that were nearly unbearable for him, especially as a cop. 
 
    He thought of her trapped in this empty home with a monster, and all he wanted to do was make her smile. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Constance gave him a tour of the house, which was beautifully furnished even though Aleksander, she said, only left his workroom to eat and even then not often. He was beginning to sound like Quasimodo, making Kirk even more determined to brighten up Constance’s bleak existence. It made him a little bit angry to imagine the loneliness she must have felt before Kirk arrived there. 
 
    During dinner preparations, he insisted on lending a hand with the vegetables while she prepared salmon en papillote for them. 
 
    “How do you pay for things?” he’d asked as he chopped fennel for her. “Are you getting paid for this?” 
 
    “I’m not here to get paid.” 
 
    Then why are you here? Kirk wondered, though he was beginning to think he might know. 
 
    “The Council set up a bank account for me to use to cover our expenses. Aleksander has plenty of money, of course, but he doesn’t keep it in banks, and I wouldn’t dream of asking him for access to it anyway. It’s not as though he asked for my presence here.” 
 
    “You think he wants to be left alone?” 
 
    “I think he is alone. My moving in hasn’t changed that. Sometimes when he sees me after a long period in his workroom, I think he doesn’t know who I am. Like he forgot I live here. It’s…awkward.” 
 
    And disappointing if the sad downturn of her eyes was anything to go by. Kirk wanted to give Aleksander a swift kick in the pants for what he’d been doing to her, even if accidentally. 
 
    “I don’t think he does it intentionally,” she went on, as if sensing his thoughts. “I worry that he’s growing closer to the change. He’s losing touch with the present. With reality.” 
 
    “Domenic thinks he’s losing his mind.” 
 
    He watched her clench her eyes shut. “Not yet,” she said tightly. 
 
    But soon, was the unspoken follow-up, and it concerned Kirk. A chimera in his right mind was dangerous enough. If Aleksander lost the last of his control, no one could stop him. Who, then, would poison the poisoner? 
 
    He shook off the troubling question. He had enough to worry about dealing with the sane version of Aleksander. 
 
    After dinner, eaten without the chimera even though Constance hopefully prepared a serving for him, Kirk invited her to have a drink with him. He could tell he’d caught her off guard by the request but in a good way. She blushed as she accepted the glass of wine he handed her. When he placed a hand on the small of her back and guided her out to the patio overlooking the harbor and the bay, she moved smoothly with him as if her body was already in tune with his. 
 
    “This is different for me,” she admitted as she admired the swath of moonlight draped across the water. “I think I’ve forgotten what it feels like to spend time with another human.” 
 
    Or with anyone who will pay attention to you, Kirk thought, a little sadly. 
 
    “I’m glad I came, then.” 
 
    She touched his forearm. “But you shouldn’t stay here for my sake if you learn you can’t handle what he wants. He’s not easy. Not for anyone. It won’t matter that you’re a man, or that you think you’re tough enough. Tough isn’t what he needs.” 
 
    Kirk took a healthy gulp of his wine. “Are you sure? Seems to me he wants someone to kick around. Someone to help him get his aggression out so he doesn’t express it by shifting into his chimera form. If I’m wrong, I’ll deal with it. Regardless, I’ll do what I have to, and I’ll do it for Leo, so you don’t need to feel guilty about anything, Constance. I’m here, and I’m staying because I want to.” 
 
    “Your being here as a grounder still feels wrong to me, like you’re going against your nature.” 
 
    “But isn’t that what a grounder does? Help the chimera go against his nature?” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of it that way. But it’s different for them. Being a chimera isn’t a personality trait, like being a jerk or being sweet-natured.” She thought a moment. “It’s like having a bad habit. A chimera might like to chew his fingernails, but it isn’t necessary to his existence. It doesn’t define him. He needs someone to break him of the habit because it’s ultimately harmful to his nails. Expressing their chimera side is like that. It’s an urge that doesn’t help them in our modern world. It’s a bad habit they need to suppress.” 
 
    “And Aleksander can’t break his bad habit.” 
 
    “He can, but he needs the right encouragement.” Her face fell. “I was supposed to be that encouragement, a weak human who should have inspired his protective side and convinced him to suppress his violent tendencies. But I didn’t.” 
 
    “Not yet,” he told her firmly. “There may be other factors at work here that we need to straighten out.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right. It feels awful to fail.” 
 
    The word “fail” held weight that he had a feeling she’d been carrying for a while. Who else had she failed or thought she had? It was hard to imagine her giving up on anything with as bright and determined as she was. 
 
    Her laugh startled him and brought a wide grin to his face. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “I just realized how hot it’s going to be when you submit to him,” she said, covering her mouth with her hand. “I might be anticipating it, just a little.” 
 
    He felt himself blushing. “You think it’d be hot to see me on my knees, huh? I didn’t think that was the dynamic that appealed to you.” 
 
    “Not with me, it’s not. You know that.” It was her turn to blush. “But two handsome men—well, okay, males? That’s a whole different story.” 
 
    “You’re not really selling me on it,” he said with a chuckle. “I’m hoping this submitting thing takes on a different angle.” 
 
    She laughed again. “I’ll bet you are. This is going to be interesting.” 
 
    He stroked a hand along the curve of her spine, setting his hand lightly on the swell of her bottom. “Just remember: while I’m crawling around, playing fetch for him or whatever humiliating thing he wants me to do, in the back of my mind, I’ll be thinking about you and how I can’t wait to unleash my other side on you.” 
 
    “I can’t think about that,” she said with a nervous tremor in her voice. “You drive me a little bit crazy. Everything about you…it’s like I’ve known you for years.” 
 
    He tugged gently, and she came to him, fitting her body against his. Her eyes caught the glow of the moonlight. “It’s all right to feel a little crazy sometimes,” he told her, “when you’ve got someone like me who’s more than happy to take care of you and keep you safe.” 
 
    She bit her bottom lip. The fingers of her free hand clenched around his upper arm. 
 
    “You say all the right things,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m only telling you the truth. I refuse to lie to the people I care about.” 
 
    An expression he could only describe as miserable floated across her features. “One day I’d like to have the permission to serve a man completely. To be allowed to make him feel wonderful and strong. To know that the way I treat him makes him believe he can achieve anything in the world.” 
 
    “That’s a wonderful dream, Constance. Two thumbs up from me.” 
 
    She smiled a little and ducked her head. Her fingers eased on his arm, stroking his skin instead. “Not everyone thinks it’s so great.” 
 
    Sensing this was the source of her mystery pain, he patiently waited her out. 
 
    But to his disappointment, she smiled brightly and disengaged from him. “Do you like movies? We’ve got satellite reception and can get anything.” 
 
    He let her drag him back inside. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Never in a million years would he have thought he’d be cock blocked by a monster, but there it was. Kirk flung an arm over his eyes as he lay in bed and tried not to think about the throb between his legs that demanded he do something about what was brewing between him and Constance. 
 
    Make that, what was being thwarted by a chimera who didn’t care whether she lived or died. That was what added salt to the wound. Aleksander probably had no idea how Constance felt and probably wouldn’t care even if he did know. Kirk was going to have a tough time respecting the guy—creature—when this grounding thing started up. 
 
    With a groan of annoyance, he reached to the nightstand and checked his phone. Two a.m. Great. He should be exhausted after the long trip from New York, and physically he was, but his mind refused to relax in this place. The problem lay with Aleksander. Kirk needed to sit down with him and figure out how their relationship was going to pan out. Hopefully he would be able to convince the chimera to release Constance from her obligation to him, which would in turn free her to explore something in good conscience with Kirk or another man if that was what she wanted. Though admittedly the latter option made his stomach clench. But no matter what, Kirk needed to know what he was expected to do for the chimera. Until then, he couldn’t make any plans. 
 
    Something landed on the roof. 
 
    He sat up, senses straining. Had he imagined the sound? 
 
    It came again, but it had moved from directly overhead to somewhere west. A few minutes later, he thought he heard the patio doors slide open and then close. Kirk quickly rolled out of bed, yanked on a pair of jeans, and shoved his feet into his shoes. 
 
    He should have done more research about the chimera. He had no idea if they had enemies beyond humans or if they were prey for something even worse—and if that were the case, then God help them all. The only thing he had done right was buying the switchblade that his young taxi driver had offered him on the ride over from the Madeira Airport. It wasn’t nearly as good as having his service weapon, but he’d had to leave the gun behind rather than risk trying to fly with it while using a fake passport. 
 
    With the hilt of the blade clutched in his hand, the blade retracted for safety’s sake—if he accidentally hurt Constance, he would never forgive himself—he opened his bedroom door and quietly stepped out into the hall. Just as he did so, the door at the very end of the hall leading to the workroom where Aleksander closeted himself twenty-two hours a day cracked ajar just enough to allow a tall figure to slip inside it with a furtiveness that suggested many things about the figure’s intentions to Kirk, none of them good. 
 
    Someone else was in the house, someone who wanted to catch Aleksander unawares. Kirk extended the blade of his knife and crept to the chimera’s workroom. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
   E verything was going wrong. 
 
    Aleksander cursed and flung the pipette onto his workbench, spattering its stainless-steel surface with black droplets. It was a stupid thing to do; even the additive could be fatal to the right body chemistry. Cursing again, he picked up a rag and mopped up the viscous mess. Dispirited, he tossed the rag into a bucket full of other soiled ones and rested his forehead on his palms as he slumped over the bench. 
 
    He used formulas passed down to him from his mother. They had worked for centuries without fail for her, and until recently they had worked for him as well. But for some reason he couldn’t explain, they were failing him now. Concoctions that were meant to boil wouldn’t come to a simmer. Chemical reactions were either nonexistent or resulted in the wrong effect. Too many finished products didn’t smell the way they should. Others were the wrong shade. Still others didn’t taste right. 
 
    He grimaced at the latter thought and dug his fingernails into his scalp as he fought down a wave of nausea. He needed to eat. It was no longer a matter of comfort or energy. The way he worked—the way all poisoners in history had worked—demanded that he make himself immune to his own poisons. It was a matter of safety and personal protection. Some poisons activated through contact with blood, others via absorption through the skin. He was like a bomb maker. At any time, something he was working on could literally explode, dousing him with lethal components. Immunity was his best defense. 
 
    But to administer his immunity doses on an empty stomach invited risk he wasn’t in any position to take. To do so now would be suicide. If only he’d eaten those eggs earlier… 
 
    Thought of the meal he’d missed and the reason why pulled an angry growl from deep in his chest. How dare the Council send a second human to his home! Did they truly expect him to sit back and accept it? Constance was one thing. He had occasionally noticed that she took care of the house and turned away the rare lost visitor. But the black-haired male with the green eyes—what possible purpose could he serve except as the Council’s minder? 
 
    Aleksander’s mother had warned him long ago that the business of killing resulted in unfortunate side effects, one of which was a deep-seated paranoia that someone would do to him what he did to others. Thus he was suspicious of everyone, be they chimera or human. His work created enemies, and among the long-lived chimera, that was no inconsequential thing. Revenge could simmer for decades or even centuries. The moment he let down his guard would be the moment he met a death as horrible if not more so than the ones he inflicted. The paranoia protected him, but he sometimes questioned whether what he thought was happening around him really was, or if he was somehow terribly mistaken. To mistrust the Council could be seen as an act of betrayal. It could end up hurting him if they ever found out. 
 
    His stomach twisted. It felt like he’d been stabbed. The four hourglasses he kept on his worktable were his only concessions to the passage of time. Each six-inch bottle contained sand dyed a different color to represent the poisonous ingredients to which he was building immunity. Two of them, the glasses containing the blue and green sands, had emptied. Those doses were due, and to skip them would negate months of careful, foul-tasting dosing. But he couldn’t take them on an empty stomach, and he couldn’t continue working without following his schedule. 
 
    Annoyed, he shoved his chair away from the bench and began to rise. A hand on his shoulder pushed him back down. 
 
    His chimera blood flared, actually whiting out his vision for a fraction of a second. Claws burst though the tips of his fingers, fangs sliced through his lips, and muscles began to swell and thicken. 
 
    “Calm yourself, poisoner,” murmured a voice in his ear. “It’s only me.” 
 
    Aleksander slashed backward, but his clawed hand met only air. Freed, he spun out of his chair to confront Michel Lior, who had jumped clear of him in anticipation of just such an attack. The chimera, in his handsome blond-haired human form, smirked at Aleksander’s semi-transformation. 
 
    “I thought you had more control than that,” Michel said idly, looking him over. “You’ve given me ammunition.” 
 
    Rage choked Aleksander, but he swallowed it down and used the last of his diminished energy to pull back his chimera expression. It left him panting and sick, but he didn’t dare lean against his workbench or the chair for support. To reveal yet more weakness to the assassin was unthinkable. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Aleksander rasped. He cleared his throat and was relieved when his voice came out sounding human. “You said you didn’t need it until tomorrow.” 
 
    “I said my flight is tomorrow. I need your special cocktail now, while I’m consolidating my supplies.” 
 
    “What supplies?” Aleksander sneered. “You kill with my poison.” 
 
    Michel winked. “So you caught me. I just came by to see how you’re doing, my friend. And hoping you might finish early so I can congratulate you in my own special way.” 
 
    The flirtation was as effective as a valentine mailed to the queen of England. Aleksander didn’t have the patience for it, and he certainly didn’t have any interest in reciprocating. It didn’t matter how attractive Michel was—Aleksander couldn’t afford to let down his guard around the chimera assassin. Not when he was sure—or reasonably sure—that cosmic forces were aligning against him. 
 
    Or perhaps the change was already upon him and this paranoia was proof of his deterioration. At the moment, he was too tired to care. 
 
    “If you want your poison, you need to get out,” he stated bluntly. His skin quivered with gooseflesh. He grabbed his hoodie from the back of his chair and zipped it up and flipped up the hood. “I won’t work with anyone else in the room. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    “You realize I’m an assassin.” 
 
    “You’re not a poisoner. That makes you as defenseless as a babe in here.” 
 
    “Oh, I think I could handle any danger you present to me, Alek,” Michel said, his tone sly. “I’ve had practice.” 
 
    “Good for you,” Aleksander muttered and moved to the door. He glared when Michel casually pressed his palm to the wood, keeping it shut. “Move aside, Michel.” 
 
    “There’s a rumor about you,” the assassin said. 
 
    Aleksander ducked deeper into his hood. “I should have guessed you’d be a gossipmonger.” 
 
    “I don’t spread it, but only a fool would close his ears to it. You never know when a kernel of truth is buried within the trash. A kernel that could prove helpful.” Michel’s eyes, so dark blue they were nearly black, assumed what Aleksander suspected was the assassin’s idea of sympathy. “The rumor says that you haven’t always lived in your unassailable high tower. Rumor says you were once in love.” 
 
    Aleksander wished he’d eaten something so the nausea churning his gut would yield something fruitful all over Michel’s kidskin boots. He leaned closer to the assassin, scornfully noting how Michel’s pupils expanded with evident attraction. 
 
    “Did you also hear the rumor that I’ve ultimately murdered every chimera I’ve known for longer than a month?” He smiled evilly when Michel’s cheeks whitened. “Remind me how long we’ve known each other, Michel? It’s been years, hasn’t it?” He tsked. “You’re pushing your luck.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t poison me,” Michel said coolly. But the sharpening of his teeth belied his calm demeanor. 
 
    Aleksander didn’t want to fight him, though he’d fought numerous chimera in the past. Michel was favored by the Council. Considering the unwanted human guests in his home, killing their pet assassin wasn’t likely to endear Aleksander to the Council further. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said. “I wouldn’t waste my potions on you.” 
 
    He gave Michel a pointed look. The other chimera smirked again, as if he’d gotten the reaction from Aleksander that he wanted, before releasing the door and taking a step back. “So touchy, poisoner. I think you’ve spent too much time locked up in here. You can’t tell the difference between friend and foe anymore.” 
 
    “I can tell when the uninvited have overstayed their welcome.” 
 
    Aleksander flung open the door and saw the flash of a blade. Michel hissed, but Aleksander was already in motion, diving not away from the knife but toward it, tackling his attacker to the floor. 
 
    A swat, and the knife went flying down the hall. Aleksander pinned his assailant, but when he saw who it was, his chimera blood nearly howled with fury. 
 
    “It’s me!” the black-haired male—Kirk, Constance had called him—shouted from his position beneath Aleksander. 
 
    A step from behind Aleksander. “Why in the world is this human in your home?” Michel asked, his voice full of laughter. 
 
    “He won’t be much longer,” Aleksander said, or tried to. The words came out garbled, his tongue a chimera’s, his fangs preventing language. Beneath him, Kirk stared at him in evident horror as Aleksander struggled and failed to hold back his chimera expression. 
 
    “Are you going to kill him?” Michel sounded mildly interested, as if he had nothing better to do and wouldn’t mind watching. 
 
    “No,” Aleksander snarled, but his blood was on fire, demanding that he rip and rend and tear— 
 
    A hand gripped him by the shoulder and jerked him up and off the human. 
 
    “Then you’d better get off him,” Michel said with a laugh. He shoved Aleksander against the wall and held him there. Though he was grinning, the assassin’s gaze was shrewd, watching Aleksander for signs that he would turn his attack on him. “Careful, poisoner,” Michel murmured. “You are losing yourself.” 
 
    Humiliation and mortification were powerful motivators. They provided the fuel that his neglected body couldn’t. Aleksander fought back his nature, willing to strain himself to unconsciousness rather than lose his control in front of Michel. With a final, desperate grasp, he wrenched his chimera nature into submission. Michel, who had been holding him pinned with an arm across his collarbones, whistled. 
 
    “That looked like it hurt. Did it hurt?” 
 
    Aleksander punched him in the stomach. 
 
    As Michel released him and staggered away, coughing, the human on the floor rose shakily to his feet. 
 
    “I thought someone had broken in,” Kirk said. He still looked slightly wild about the eyes, but Aleksander was grudgingly impressed with how well he’d handled having a chimera in the midst of a change atop him. 
 
    That didn’t mean he wanted the human to stay. 
 
    “What did you think you would do with your toothpick?” Aleksander asked him scornfully. 
 
    “Aw, don’t belittle him,” Michel said as Aleksander began walking away from them both. “I think it’s cute. He wanted to protect you.” 
 
    “Because it’s my job,” Kirk retorted. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    “Who am I? Who are you?” 
 
    Aleksander rolled his eyes and stumbled into the kitchen as the two males confronted each other. Maybe if he was lucky, they would end up killing each other. Not likely, since Michel was a chimera assassin, but the fantasy was nearly enough to bring a smile to his face. 
 
    He stopped suddenly beside the refrigerator and began to growl, the sound pouring from his throat. 
 
    “Master, it’s all right. It’s only Constance.” 
 
    She spoke softly, barely more than a whisper, and when she moved into view, her body language was deferential. Her behavior soothed him. He didn’t think he could handle any more provocations without losing himself completely. 
 
    “You’re hungry,” she said. “Let me fix you something while you sit and rest. Please.” 
 
    It was the “please” that dragged his feet to the dining room table, cajoled him to drop his weight into a chair and sag there, staring dully at the tabletop. His mind was sluggish, refusing to think about the poison he still needed to blend for Michel or even what he would do once food was set in front of him. Instead, like a tired old man, he leafed through well-worn pages of his past, looking for comfort. 
 
    But there was no comfort to be found in those pages stained with blood and tears. His mind tried to find moments when he had been proud of himself and his work, when he had looked forward to his future, but those pages had been soaked so thoroughly that they were illegible, now just amorphous blobs of pain and frustration that right now, in that moment, he couldn’t bear to suffer. 
 
    “—said he has your stink on him. How interesting is that?” 
 
    He blinked slowly, rising to the surface of present awareness like a man emerging from a muddy swamp. Michel stood before him, that ever-present smirk on his face, one hand manacled around the upper arm of the human, Kirk. At least he wasn’t smirking, but Aleksander couldn’t read exactly what was on the man’s face. It wasn’t fear, a discovery that would have surprised Aleksander if he were capable of feeling anything but this terrible numbing exhaustion. 
 
    “You’re not paying attention, Aleksander,” Michel all but whined. 
 
    “I’m not. Go away. Come back in four hours,” he mumbled, dropping his gaze to the table so he could ignore whatever the assassin’s expression might become. “I’ll have it ready for you then.” 
 
    “But why leave when we’re having a party with all your humans?” 
 
    “Get. Out.” 
 
    He was pleased he had some venom left to infuse into the words. Enough, it seemed, to get through Michel’s thick, self-absorbed skull. 
 
    “Touchy, touchy. I’ll see you soon, then.” 
 
    When the sliding glass doors shut behind Michel, Aleksander nearly collapsed forward onto the table in relief. But conscious of the others in the room, he settled with dragging his hood farther over his forehead. 
 
    “Here you are, master.” Something white in a bowl was set carefully before him. Constance withdrew her hand slowly, as if she knew his brain needed everything to slow down, just for a few moments. “It’s Greek yogurt. I’d like to see you eat some protein, master. I think you need it.” 
 
    Now that food was in front of him, Aleksander’s stomach clenched. He forced himself to pick up the spoon and drag it through the thick yogurt and bring it to his lips. The first bite was akin to taking his first mouthful of dirt. But once the smooth tang coated his tongue and slid down his throat, he groaned and shut his eyes. He curled his free arm protectively around the bowl and hunched over it as he began shoveling yogurt into his mouth. 
 
    The chair across from him shifted, and the big man slowly lowered himself into it. Kirk was being cautious. Maybe he was more intelligent than he looked. 
 
    “You should probably slow down,” Kirk said quietly. “Constance says you haven’t eaten in a while. Your stomach isn’t used to bulk.” 
 
    Aleksander ignored him, scraping the bowl until he’d gathered all the yogurt that he could. Then he abandoned the utensil and used his fingers to wipe the bowl clean. He shoved it away and growled, “More.” 
 
    Constance jumped into action. Kirk hooked a finger in the discarded bowl and dragged it away from Aleksander. “I’m warning you, you’re going to cramp up if you go overboard.” 
 
    “You? Warning me?” Aleksander would have laughed to make his point, but he lacked the energy to do more than glare. 
 
    “I get it. You’re the big, bad chimera. But I’m sorry to tell you, kiddo, right now you look about as dangerous as a kitten caught out in a storm.” 
 
    The insult echoed inside Aleksander’s head, prompted his hands to curl upon the tabletop. They weren’t clawed yet, but if Kirk pushed, that would change. 
 
    Constance set a plate of berries and sliced bananas in front of him. Aleksander reached for a raspberry, too hungry to bother with cutlery, when a hand curled around his wrist. 
 
    “I’m serious, Aleksander. You need to—” 
 
    He didn’t know what happened next. A storm overtook his mind and his body. One moment he was sitting slumped in the chair, the next he was crouched over Kirk where he’d dragged the human onto the surface of the table. His newly clawed bare feet bracketed the other male’s hips. One hand was cocked back, ready to slash. He couldn’t see the human’s face through the red, blurred haze that obfuscated his vision. He couldn’t comprehend the words that Kirk and Constance yelled at him. 
 
    The chimera demanded that Aleksander shred and dominate and conquer—everything the chimera had done freely before Man came to be. But deep down inside, buried beneath beastly instinct and bloodlust, a single voice cried out for him to stop. He raged at that voice, lashing out, stabbing and dragging his claws, roaring with satisfaction at the resistance he felt against his nails, at the damage he inflicted. Again and again he stabbed with all his might, feeling destruction beneath his fingertips, hearing screams of fear and horror. Rip. Tear. Kill. 
 
    He felt himself nearing a precipice, felt a yawning blackness opening up inside his soul. He heard the screams of those who weren’t human, the death wails of his own kind, urging him to join them. Terrified, he launched himself away from that void, flew down the hallway, wings smacking against the walls, and flung himself inside his workroom. 
 
    “Help me, help me,” he tried to gasp, but only the monster’s voice screamed from his lips. 
 
    In the midst of his mounting madness, he experienced a single moment of clarity. I have to end this. For no one else will. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    When he was a rookie, he’d had the misfortune to be involved in a fatal shooting. Despite what the TV shows and movies led everyone to believe, firing your weapon in anger as a cop was a rare occurrence. All of Kirk’s friends who were still on the force, fifteen-year veterans and older, had never had cause to draw their weapons. But that first year on the job, he had, and done the maximum damage he could. 
 
    He was taken off the mandatory suspension afterward with no problem. The staff psychologist had cleared him, saying, “You’ll never forget it, but you can make that a good thing.” Kirk had been lucky. He’d had only an occasional nightmare about the shooting, seen the deceased convenience-store robber’s face in the mirror only once. Kirk knew the shooting had been righteous and potentially saved the lives of a woman and her young child who’d been in the store at the time and witnessed the robber shooting and killing the store clerk. For four years following it, the mother sent Kirk a card on the birthday of her son, thanking Kirk for making each year possible. When the fifth card didn’t come, he’d done some discreet digging and learned to his regret that she’d passed away from breast cancer. 
 
    Many in the community had labeled him a hero, but though the outcome had gone as well as it could have under the circumstances, he had never admitted one thing—when the robber had heard Kirk enter the store and began blindly shooting in Kirk’s direction, Kirk had wet his pants. 
 
    He hadn’t soaked himself, so no one else was ever aware of it, but the evidence was there hours later as he undressed for a shower he’d hoped would wash away the memory of the shooting. He, the big hero, had pissed his pants while the shooter unloaded every bullet he had at Kirk and yet somehow, miraculously, missed him. 
 
    Kirk was reminded sharply of that moment now in a way he hadn’t in the years since the shooting. Around him, the dining room was a disaster zone. The surface of the dining room table had actually collapsed beneath him, too sliced to shreds to bear his weight. Lying on his back on the floor amid what looked like the aftermath of a tornado strike, Kirk was thankful that his pants were dry, because he’d just experienced that exact same feeling of certain death that he’d felt that night in the convenience store. 
 
    Maybe a minute had passed since Aleksander abruptly jumped off him and dashed down the hallway. Kirk vaguely remembered hearing the door to the workroom slamming shut. Slowly, carefully, still not completely convinced he’d escaped injury, he turned his head. Constance crouched in a corner of the kitchen against the refrigerator, her hands covering her ears, eyes clenched shut. She was dressed in a SpongeBob SquarePants pajama set. It made him chuckle. 
 
    She didn’t hear it with her ears covered, but when Kirk gingerly sat up, she somehow sensed the motion and opened her eyes. They weren’t red-rimmed from hysterical crying as he had expected. Clear-eyed, she lowered her hands and stared at him as if she thought he was a ghost. 
 
    “I’m all right,” he said. “I don’t know how, but he didn’t hurt me.” 
 
    She only shook her head, perhaps mute with shock. He’d seen it before in witnesses of violent crime. Instead of going to her, which he had the feeling would spook her, he remained where he sat and smiled. 
 
    “First order of business might be getting him a pair of glasses,” he said. “He must be blind to have missed me in all of that. Second order is to find out where you keep your broom.” 
 
    “In the closet,” she said after a moment. “As for him being blind…” Life seeped back into her features, allowing her brows to draw down. “I don’t know what happened. You must lead a charmed life to have come out of that unscathed.” 
 
    “Or he was acting purely on instinct, wanting to strike out but not necessarily aiming for a target.” 
 
    “I don’t understand how you can be so calm about this. You should be more upset.” Suspicion shaded her eyes. “He just tried to kill you while in his chimera form. Any other person would run screaming from here.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m upset,” he said with a grin that wobbled as he recalled Aleksander’s appearance and the fury behind his attack. “But the way this turned out…it makes me curious more than it scares me. Unfortunately, our favorite poisoner is the one with all the answers, and I doubt he’ll be sitting down with us for a game of Twenty Questions anytime soon.” 
 
    As he began to rise, she came out of her crouch and hurried to help him to the chair Aleksander had been sitting in before he’d succumbed to the change. Ironically, it was the only piece of furniture in the room still upright and undamaged. 
 
    “At least now there’s no question in my mind that this grounding thing is necessary,” he said. “If the changed ones revert to that condition permanently, it’s no wonder the chimera employ poisoners and assassins to put them down.” 
 
    “They have only one poisoner,” Constance said. She brushed splinters and bits of fruit from Kirk’s bare shoulders. “That’s why the Council sent you. If you fail like I did, they’ll likely send others to try again. They can’t afford to lose him.” 
 
    “I’ll ground him. No matter what it takes. This”—he motioned at the destroyed dining room—“can’t happen again. Next time we might not get so lucky. I don’t want there to be a next time.” 
 
    “How are you going to help him? He didn’t see you as anything but a challenger. It forced the change over him.” 
 
    Kirk rubbed the back of his neck as he played through the scene with Aleksander and what had led up to it. “I think I know why that happened and how to avoid it in the future. But it might make us some enemies.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
   T he sun rose just after six, and Constance was awake to see it happen. She hadn’t slept after Aleksander’s attack on Kirk in the kitchen and didn’t imagine that her new housemate had either. Then again, Kirk’s reaction to Aleksander’s change hadn’t been to run, traumatized, from the place. Rather, he’d emerged from the attack with a riddle clutched in his fist, one he was determined to solve with her help. Maybe he had been able to retreat to his room and sleep through the rest of the morning. If so, she envied him. 
 
    She’d witnessed Aleksander’s change just over a dozen times before. It never got any easier for her. It wasn’t so much the transformation into something indescribable that disturbed her, it was the inexplicable anguish she thought she sensed from him not only after the fact, but during his rampages, that clung to her like her own regret. Aleksander wasn’t a monster in any sense of the word. Inside he was suffering—why, she didn’t know, nor did she know how to help him to alleviate it. 
 
    Did Kirk? 
 
    Yesterday she would have said absolutely not. But since he hadn’t run and since he claimed to be more determined than before to fulfill his duty to the Council, she dared to fan an ember of hope. 
 
    When, not ten minutes later, Kirk strode into the library where she was dusting shelves, she suppressed a smile. The circles under his eyes revealed that he hadn’t slept, but his step was energized. He had a plan of action to enact. He was, she thought, the kind of man she could easily fall for. Guilt filled her. 
 
    “You look like a man with a plan,” she said with forced brightness. 
 
    “Today is all about reconnaissance and learning as much as I can.” 
 
    “Reconnaissance?” 
 
    Kirk shrugged. “It helps me to think like a cop in this case.” He stood watching her dust for a few moments. “Tell me about the other chimera that was here.” 
 
    “Michel Lior. He’s one of a handful of assassins employed by the Council. Aleksander has been working more frequently with him now that Nicholae seems to be missing. Nicholae is one of the scary ones.” 
 
    That brought a curl to Kirk’s lips. “Scary ones? After what I saw last night, I don’t know how you don’t classify all of them that way.” His look held new appreciation. “You’re a brave woman to live here alone with him.” 
 
    His praise warmed her because she trusted that it was genuine, but she still deflected it. “It’s not as big a deal as you’re making it out to be. As I told you, he ignores me. He’s never attacked me, and he never will. I’m invisible to him.” 
 
    “And yet you’re supposedly exactly what he needs, according to the Council.” 
 
    “Guess they don’t know everything,” she said, angry with herself that her voice came out sounding peevish. Feeling him looking at her, she said, “Michel comes over every once in a while to harass Aleksander. Aleksander, of course, hates being interrupted, especially the way Michel does it.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Picking on him. Teasing him. He can be very obnoxious.” 
 
    “Ah. So he’s terrible at flirting.” 
 
    The comment startled Constance. Could it be true? Thinking back on Michel’s behavior during his previous visits—yes, the assassin paid Aleksander more attention than was normal and seemed to always speak in innuendos. Her dislike of Michel grew exponentially. 
 
    Kirk began chuckling. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” she demanded, lowering her duster and glaring at him. 
 
    “You’re a housekeeper and guard dog rolled into one.” He stopped laughing but continued smiling at her. “I like it. A loyal woman is hard to find.” 
 
    When he said those kinds of things to her…she couldn’t deny that her heart beat faster and her palms grew sweaty. Although she wasn’t a stranger to compliments, she wasn’t used to ones spoken in that intimate tone of voice, or with the look that Kirk wore, which asserted that every word he spoke was 100 percent truth. 
 
    “I’m counting on that loyalty to help me help him, Constance. And don’t give me that look. There’s no need to turn state secrets on me. I just want to know what’s made him who he is so I can better give him what he wants.” 
 
    “He wants to be left alone.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen, sweetheart, and you know it. You’ve been doing that all this time, and the Council still sent me out here. You saw what happened, how he looked. He needs help.” 
 
    The words inspired her, but she couldn’t help nurturing a seed of cynicism. It wasn’t really Aleksander that Kirk worried about—it was his brother Leo. It was the only reason he was here and bothering with Aleksander at all. 
 
    Still, if his efforts helped the chimera, she was in no position to complain. Constance had far exceeded the point where she thought she could affect positive change for Aleksander on her own. Kirk’s help, for whatever reasons he had for giving it, was welcome. 
 
    “All right,” she said, setting aside the duster. “Tell me what you need.” 
 
    Before he could respond, he was interrupted by the sound of the sliding patio doors opening and closing. 
 
    “Not again,” Kirk muttered, already heading out. 
 
    Constance hung back cautiously as Kirk confronted Michel, who looked highly amused to see him. 
 
    “Well, good morning, human.” Michel tapped his chin with a finger. “You know, Aleksander never quite explained what it is you’re doing here.” 
 
    “I’m his grounder.” 
 
    Constance winced, expecting Michel to dig his claws into that bit of information, but the chimera assassin looked, surprisingly, pleased. 
 
    “Are you, now? You have my respect.” Michel’s dark blue eyes glittered. “Aleksander is quite the handful for anyone, much less a human.” 
 
    “He’s all right as long as he’s not interrupted in the middle of the night while he’s working,” Kirk said. “You’re not doing that again, by the way. Next time you want to see him, you make an appointment with Constance.” 
 
    Michel’s gaze flicked her way dismissively but returned immediately to Kirk. “You don’t sound like a grounder,” he all but purred. “You’re supposed to be the puppy in this equation. It’s no wonder he’s gone half-mad.” 
 
    “I think you’ve driven him at least part of the way,” Kirk said, baring his teeth in a close approximation of a smile. “Like I said, that’s not going to continue.” 
 
    “Are you actually threatening me?” 
 
    “You tell me. Do you feel threatened?” 
 
    “I think that’s more than enough from you.” Michel’s supercilious attitude vanished, replaced with the alien dominance Constance had come to expect of the chimera. He stepped toe-to-toe with Kirk. “You are not the lion in this room. You’re fortunate I allow you to look me in the eye.” He tilted his head, acting at playfulness, but Constance wasn’t fooled. Michel took half a step forward and said softly, directly in Kirk’s face, “I can see a demonstration is in order. So let’s have one. On your knees for me, grounder.” 
 
    Constance held her breath, her fingernails digging into her palms. She didn’t know if Michel was testing Kirk’s resolve or merely exerting chimera dominance. One made him a concerned friend, the other a jerk. 
 
    “You heard me, human.” 
 
    “I did.” Kirk made no move. 
 
    Michel narrowed his eyes. “What kind of grounder are you?” 
 
    The suspicion in Michel’s question was undeniable. Constance wished Kirk stood facing her so she could signal him to do whatever the chimera wanted. If Michel didn’t like Kirk, he could do more than toss him from the house. He could report Kirk’s inability to obey to the Council, once again placing Kirk’s brother at their mercy. 
 
    “Please do it,” Constance whispered. 
 
    She saw Kirk’s shoulders ripple. His head lifted. He’d come to a decision. When he took a step back from the chimera and began to bend his knees, Constance breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “What new idiocy is this?” 
 
    The quietly spoken question froze everyone in the room. Aleksander shuffled out of the hall and slowly circled Michel and Kirk. His hair was a rat’s nest, and he wore the same clothes he had yesterday, though his bare feet were now covered with scuffed cowboy boots. His expression as he took in the other two males was bored, verging on disdainful. 
 
    “Why are you picking fights in my home?” he asked Michel. “Are you trying to give me another reason to ban you from it?” 
 
    Michel huffed and replied without breaking eye contact with Kirk. “You should be thanking me, Aleksander. I’m testing the mettle of your grounder, since you haven’t seen fit to.” 
 
    “Who says I haven’t?” 
 
    “He’s hardly submissive. Look at him. He’d punch me in the face if he could!” 
 
    “How is your stomach, by the way?” Aleksander asked, the corner of his lips tilting upward when Michel sent him a dirty look. Aleksander’s amusement melted away as if he’d used up his store of it. Constance’s heart skipped a beat when his gray-green eyes settled on her. “I’m leaving with Michel on business. Don’t let him wander.” 
 
    “Him” meaning Kirk. Constance nodded weakly, wondering how he could think she could exert any authority over Kirk. It was just more proof that Aleksander didn’t know her at all. 
 
    “When will you be back?” 
 
    Kirk’s question sent another freeze over the room. Aleksander slowly turned to look at him. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter to you when I choose to return,” Aleksander said in a low voice lined with steel as he approached Kirk. “Beware of your place, little human.” 
 
    Constance expected Kirk to retort with a smart aleck remark. Her jaw literally dropped when Kirk inclined his head and murmured to Aleksander, “You’re right. I’m sorry. We’ll be waiting for you whenever you choose to come back.” 
 
    Even Aleksander looked caught aback, a divot appearing in his forehead as he stared at the black-haired male. 
 
    “At least he can be trained,” Michel said dismissively and headed for the front door. “I hired a car. Come along, poisoner. We have an appointment with death.” 
 
    Aleksander lingered, studying Kirk as if he were a particularly strange species of bug. In the end he shook his head and tugged his hoodie over his head. Without acknowledging either human further, he silently left the house. 
 
    After the front door had slammed shut, Kirk’s shoulders rose and fell in a heavy sigh. He turned and gave Constance a sheepish smile. “That was fun.” 
 
    “They were seconds from tearing you apart.” Constance realized she was sweating. “You can’t do that again!” 
 
    “Maybe.” Kirk’s gaze turned inward. Constance hoped he wasn’t scheming. Her hopes were dashed when he said, “Can you get me into his workroom?” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear what he told me?” 
 
    “I’m not wandering. I’m investigating. Big difference.” 
 
    She shut her eyes. “How is it different?” 
 
    “I’m collecting information so I can serve him better.” 
 
    It was a BS answer that had her shaking her head at him. Kirk, however, was unrepentant. His green gaze bore into her. “Come on, Constance. Help me help Aleksander. You want him to get better, don’t you?” 
 
    He, unlike the chimera, knew her too well. His large hand curled around her arm. His grin was that of an accomplice, and she couldn’t resist it. 
 
    “Only for a few minutes,” she said, glancing worriedly in the direction of the front door. 
 
    “He’ll never know we were there.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    The good thing about being a cop, Kirk thought, was that it had allowed him to perfect his poker face. 
 
    Standing up to a guy talking shit was something Kirk did regularly on the job. Standing up to a chimera like Michel Lior was a challenge in another league, like willingly sticking your head into an alligator’s mouth. He had expected at any moment for the chimera to take a swipe at him or possibly tear out his throat. Even with that threat, it hadn’t been easy to make the decision to kneel as Michel had ordered. Every fiber of Kirk’s being had demanded he stand up to Michel; otherwise the chimera would forever attempt to push him around. 
 
    The only problem was that Kirk was there in Aleksander’s house for precisely that purpose. He was supposed to be the whipping boy, to be abused as the chimera saw fit. So when was he going to begin allowing that? He didn’t want to consider the possibility that Constance was right and he couldn’t submit the way Aleksander needed him to. It couldn’t be an option with Leo’s life on the line. 
 
    “Ten minutes,” Constance pleaded with him as she opened the door of the workroom. It had been left unlocked, probably because Aleksander couldn’t conceive of anyone snooping on him. He wasn’t wrong; before Kirk arrived, Constance wouldn’t have dared. 
 
    Stepping inside, Kirk was slightly disappointed. He’d expected to walk into the lair of a mad scientist. The cluttered room he now found himself in reminded him more of a room in a college frat house comprised of science nerds. 
 
    Aleksander didn’t use beakers, but what he did use—bottles and vials of every shape, size and color—lent the room the feel of an old-fashioned apothecary. An apothecary that doubled as a bedroom. Clothes were strewn over shelves of books, draped over the backs of the two chairs in the room, and were piled high at the foot of the twin-size mattress shoved up against one wall beside a rack of hanging, bundled herbs. Bunsen burners were surrounded by piles of ash and scorched metal spoons. Bits of bone, fur, and feathers were strewn across the stainless-steel workbench as if animals had fallen apart as they crossed it, and drops of what Kirk assumed must be deadly potions had dried into black constellations on the steel surface. The comforting smell of herbs battled with the acrid bite of strange burned substances. 
 
    Kirk’s gaze drifted over the four hourglasses on the workbench. He picked up the yellow one, turned it over experimentally, and watched the grains fall, then flipped it again before setting it back beside the other glasses. His fingers hovered above the opened pages of a leather notebook covered in small, tight calligraphy, but it was written in Cyrillic, which he couldn’t read. Tubing made of a firmer substance and more opaque than plastic—leather? intestines?—snaked across the back of the table and plugged into the narrow openings of bottles and a set of bellows. Squeeze droppers stained black or yellow lay here and there like discarded cigarettes. He didn’t touch any of them. 
 
    He put his back to the bench and studied the rest of the room. His attention was caught and held by a set of six shelves hanging beside the room’s blacked out window. They looked like a display holder for souvenir shot glasses, except the shelves didn’t hold glassware. 
 
    “Teeth,” he said, flashing back to stories of serial killers and their trophy collections. “Charming.” 
 
    “It’s the only thing that remains after his poison destroys the changed ones,” Constance said in a small voice. She remained standing in the doorway, apparently refusing to encroach on Aleksander’s space. 
 
    “So these are trophies,” he mused unhappily. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Constance gave him an apologetic shrug. “I can’t see him…gloating like that. I think he keeps them as a reminder of what he’s done.” 
 
    “How many he’s killed, you mean.” A killer with a conscience, or one who liked to notch his belt? 
 
    At the bed he bent and picked up a wadded-up T-shirt. It smelled strongly of tar and something floral. A strange combination until he saw the stains across the front of it, like spatters from someone who wasn’t proficient with chopsticks trying to dip sushi into a bowl of soy sauce. 
 
    “Is everything in here coated in poison?” he wondered aloud, tossing the shirt back on the mattress. 
 
    “I told you it wasn’t a good idea to come in here.” 
 
    But she was wrong. Kirk was learning a lot about the chimera from the flotsam and jetsam of his life. He could tell Aleksander truly didn’t take care of himself, not just in regard to his appearance but concerning basic safety. Kirk was half-certain that if he licked the walls, he’d be poisoned to death. It filled him with the strangest of feelings, a blend of dread and excitement. Merely entering Aleksander’s orbit increased your chances of dying. But why didn’t the chimera exercise more care? 
 
    Shaking off the morbid thought, he stepped forward carefully, having seen something unusual. He squatted beside what appeared to be the ring pull for a trapdoor in the floor. He looked over his shoulder at Constance. “Any idea what’s down here?” 
 
    She shook her head almost vehemently. Either she did know and was afraid to tell him, or this was one secret she had convinced herself she was better off not knowing. Either explanation drove Kirk to investigate. 
 
    The door opened easily, as if Aleksander used it often. A narrow, worn ladder led to a packed dirt floor. As Kirk descended it, he noticed that the edges of the rungs were splintered. Had Aleksander come down here while in his chimera form? 
 
    Expecting a storeroom holding the poisoner’s supplies, Kirk couldn’t have been more shocked when he pulled the chain on the single hanging bulb at the base of the narrow ladder and discovered he stood in a dungeon. 
 
    “What’s down there?” Constance leaned over the trapdoor, clutching her hands. Her apprehension made him want to climb back up and hug her, but Kirk couldn’t make his feet move. What he’d found had riveted him in place. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
   K irk had lived his entire life in New York. He’d seen a lot, the shocking and amazing, enlightening and bewildering, sorrowful and exhilarating. The dungeon in Aleksander’s home should have alarmed him; instead it only freaked him out because the chimera was proving to be more than he appeared. 
 
    Finally coaxing his feet to move, he walked up to the apparatus, a wooden X to which thick leather padded cuffs had been attached to each end of the four beams. The beams were smooth and dark not from polish but from use. From sweat. Maybe other things. He didn’t flinch as he ran his fingers over the glass-like finish. He was a big boy, and he’d been around. 
 
    Discarded on the floor beside it was a long-handled flogger. There were more whips and paddles too, slotted into a special stand leaning against one wall. All looked as if they’d seen some use. 
 
    Kirk’s first thought was Constance. Had she lied about her relationship with Aleksander? The implements in here had been used on someone. They weren’t for show. Struggling to understand, he investigated the Saint Andrew’s cross. He noticed that the cuff on the upper right beam—where the right wrist would be manacled—was constructed not of leather like the other cuffs, but of Velcro. Additionally, the strap for the cuff was longer than the rest; the end of the strap would hang in the face of whoever was strapped there. Why the exception to this one cuff? Had the original been torn open? What kind of strength did that require? 
 
    Puzzle pieces bumped together, trying to fit into a whole that Kirk could make sense of. Was Michel more than a colleague? The possibility curled his hands into fists, but it made sense. Michel was the only one with regular access to the workroom. But between the two chimera, who would be the one to submit? The creatures were naturally dominant. Did they take turns? 
 
    It struck him suddenly that the images passing through his mind probably should have been at least mildly arousing—both chimera were attractive, regardless of their gender—yet Kirk felt nothing but anger and yeah, maybe a little disappointment in Aleksander for possessing such poor taste in play partners. 
 
    “Kirk, please!” 
 
    Constance’s desperate plea broke him out of his thoughts. 
 
    With a last bemused look at the dungeon, Kirk turned off the light and climbed up into the workroom. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Constance was traumatized by their foray into Aleksander’s private space, so Kirk agreed that they would spend the rest of the day quietly and not touch anything else of the chimera’s. She made them sandwiches for lunch, which they enjoyed on the patio. 
 
    “I have to keep reminding myself this isn’t a dream,” Kirk murmured as he stretched back in his chair and tilted his face to the warm Mediterranean sun. 
 
    “A dream?” 
 
    “Maybe ‘fantasy’ is a better word. It’s my first time overseas, and I’m enjoying it in this beautiful home with an even more beautiful woman. Too good to be true.” 
 
    She laughed. “You forgot the part about the beautiful home and the beautiful woman belonging to a ferocious chimera who wants to kill you.” 
 
    He kept his eyes closed and asked mildly, “Is that how you see yourself? As his property?” 
 
    The seconds stretched, became minutes. There was minimal traffic this high in the hills, but occasionally the sound of a boat horn floated up to them from the bay. 
 
    “I was married once.” 
 
    Her voice was subdued. Kirk said nothing, hoping his silence would encourage her to keep going. 
 
    “He was the nicest man. Gentle. Considerate. And because of that…he couldn’t give me what I needed.” With his eyes closed, he heard her shift in her chair, restless, nervous. “We had everything in common except what we wanted from each other in the bedroom. He was always uncomfortable with me doing things for him. He said it disrespected me to serve him. But for my sake, he tried, and it ended up feeling silly. Like we were playing at being people we weren’t. But the thing was—I was that way. I wasn’t pretending to be submissive the way he pretended to be dominant.” 
 
    She paused to take a sip of her iced tea. “When I asked him for a divorce, he was so sad.” Her voice became tremulous. “He was such a good man. He begged me to tell him what he needed to do. He begged me, Kirk.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and after a few seconds, continued in a stronger voice. “But nothing he could have tried would have made a difference to me, and that realization made me feel like the worst person in the world. Like I was the one with the problem since I couldn’t be satisfied with this perfect, wonderful man. I must have been sick in the head. Selfish. I tore apart this beautiful marriage just because I’m perverted.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Kirk opened his eyes and reached across to her chair and clasped her wrist until she turned her wet eyes to him. “Never think that, Constance. You and he needed different things. He needed vanilla. You need spice. Neither of you are wrong, and neither of you should have been forced to compromise for the other.” 
 
    “I know what you’re saying is right, but at the time—it just didn’t feel that way to me.” She sniffed. “I didn’t date after the divorce was finalized. I thought I was selfish, that what I wanted I’d never find, not without forcing someone to be someone they weren’t. So I began going to BDSM clubs with a girlfriend who was also into the scene. In those places you won’t find men like my ex-husband. Everyone is there because they feel they belong there.” A smile touched her lips. “I was actually a pretty terrible sub. I hadn’t been trained. I was looking for what I wanted, not looking to serve the needs of a Dom. I hoped that if I spent enough time in those places, I’d learn to become better. I’m not sure I ever reached that point, but one night I served a man who offered me an opportunity. 
 
    “‘Surrender yourself the way no woman ever has before,’ he told me. ‘And save the world in the process.’” Her smile widened. “Domenic has a dramatic streak in him, I think.” 
 
    “It was Domenic?” Kirk frowned, chewing on the information. “The guy gets around.” 
 
    “He handles most of the Council’s important business. I don’t know what his title is, but it should be consigliore, if you ask me.” 
 
    “And he convinced you to come here and ground Aleksander. What happened when you tried?” 
 
    Her face brightened at the memory. “I almost wish you’d been there to see my first interaction with him. You could say it was comical. I understood that Aleksander was different—Domenic had warned me of that much—but when Aleksander made the change, I screamed.” She shook her head. “You know how if you run from a dog, it automatically chases you because its instinct tells it that you’re prey? That’s what happened with Aleksander. I saw him in his new shape, and I bolted. I didn’t get far—only halfway down the hall—before he caught me.” 
 
    “What happened then?” 
 
    “I curled up into a little ball on the floor and whimpered a lot.” Her amusement drained away, leaving her looking thoughtful. “All these months, I thought I’d failed. But in telling it to you now, I think maybe in a way I did do my duty, because he left me alone and returned to his workroom.” 
 
    “Sounds like it to me. You stopped him from hurting anyone.” 
 
    “But I don’t think that’s what Domenic or the Council had in mind when they sent me here. I’m supposed to prevent Aleksander from reaching that point in the first place.” 
 
    Maybe he’s too much for one person to handle, Kirk thought. Or maybe he needs to stop fooling around with a certain chimera assassin. 
 
    “That’s why I’m not sure how successful you’ll be with him,” she went on. “So far all you seem to do is provoke him.” 
 
    “Maybe. But I think there are other factors involved. One of them being Michel. He antagonizes Aleksander. I don’t think what happened last night would have if he hadn’t kept needling Aleksander. I just happened to be in the line of fire when he broke.” 
 
    “But they work together. You can’t stop Michel from coming here.” 
 
    “We’ll see.” Kirk didn’t care that Michel was both chimera and a professional killer. He’d faced gangbangers high on PCP. It was pretty much the same thing, and he’d come out on top. The key was to be smart about it, to pick the battles and the battleground. 
 
    “I know yesterday I didn’t give you the warmest of welcomes or encourage you to stay.” He turned and found Constance smiling shyly at him. “But I think I’m glad you’re here, Kirk.” 
 
    “You only ‘think’?” he teased. 
 
    Her smile widened. “You may be more trouble than you’re worth.” 
 
    “I think you’ll find I’m worth it, Constance.” He reached across and clasped her hand, twining their fingers together. “I’m here to help.” 
 
    Both of you. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    It was just after six when Aleksander returned. Kirk had been helping Constance rearrange the furniture in the living room because, she’d admitted, “I don’t think Aleksander likes the rest of the house. Someone else bought all the furniture and arranged it. Nothing is his or reflects his tastes. I don’t think he feels comfortable here at all.” 
 
    Whether that was true or not, Kirk was happy to indulge her. She became animated as she directed him to slide the sofa around, clearly relishing a rare opportunity to “boss” a man around. 
 
    Between the two of them, they’d set up a nice flow through the room. Now if you sat on the sofa, you could see the ocean, and the sun no longer reflected off the television screen. Constance was in the middle of rehanging a painting on the wall when the front door banged open. She and Kirk looked toward the front of the house, their easy banter drying up instantly. 
 
    Funny how it becomes an Arctic tundra as soon as he makes his presence known, Kirk thought. Though it wasn’t all that funny. A hint of fear always tightened Constance’s features when Aleksander came around, even though by her admission the chimera had never touched her. But fear could be inspired through means other than violence. Kirk had encountered bullies numerous times during his career. They came in all shapes and sizes. In this case, the bully assumed the form of a scruffy young man who favored hoodies. 
 
    Aleksander’s hood wasn’t up when he entered the hallway and stopped, staring at them where they stood in the living room. Kirk frowned when the light struck the other male’s face. Aleksander looked terrible, blue circles underlining his eyes, bringing out their flecks of gray. His cheeks looked drawn as though he was starving, which he might be, considering how infrequently he ate. The hair—Kirk sighed. Aleksander had pulled out more of it; the rest stuck up in wild clumps. Whatever Aleksander had witnessed while Michel used his poison on the changed one had affected him for the worse. 
 
    “Master.” Constance spoke up, her tone gentle. “You’re just in time for dinner.” 
 
    The chimera’s expression became pained, as if the mere mention of food made his empty stomach seize up. Aleksander rubbed his belly through his T-shirt, but when he noticed Kirk watching him, he dropped his hand with an angry scowl. 
 
    “She’s right, kiddo,” Kirk said. “It’s time to chow down.” 
 
    “Kiddo?” Aleksander spat the world. “The babe in this room is you, little human.” His gaze swept over the new arrangement in the living room, but no reaction registered on his face. Kirk doubted that the chimera had any idea that anything had changed. Constance was right. This wasn’t his home. 
 
    He lifted his eyes to Kirk. “If Michel comes again and you interfere, I won’t stop him from killing you. I don’t have time for either of you.” He looked to Constance. “Nor you.” 
 
    Constance murmured unhappily, but Kirk kept his expression pleasant. “We’re making pork chops. I’m pretty sure we cooked up half a pig, but I can’t guarantee that if you take too long, I won’t eat your share. I can be a big eater when the food is good, and Constance here is a pretty damn good cook. But then, you already know that.” 
 
    The scowl on Aleksander’s face wavered. Kirk’s attitude and refusal to be cowed confused him. Good. 
 
    “I’ll probably whip up some roasted potatoes, too. I’m a meat-and-potatoes kind of guy. You the same? Constance can have the salad, although if you ask me, the more curves on her the better.” 
 
    Kirk’s grin held Aleksander’s attention for nearly a minute. Kirk would give his right arm to know what was going on in that chimera head of his. Aleksander’s confusion defused his intensity, made him seem like how he appeared, which right now was a guy in serious need of food and a long rest. And maybe afterward a haircut to deal with that catastrophe happening on his head. 
 
    “Go ahead and hop in the shower,” Kirk went on agreeably. “We should have everything ready when you come out.” 
 
    Emotions rippled across Aleksander’s face. It was fascinating to watch. When the chimera growled and stalked down the hallway, Kirk found himself almost disappointed. Playing with Aleksander was fun the way poking a cobra was fun—you knew you shouldn’t, but excitement spurred you on. 
 
    “You’re bad,” Constance whispered as the workroom door slammed. “You won’t get away with that twice.” 
 
    “Good. I plan to get away with that as often as I need to. You can’t—” 
 
    A howl rattled the windows and the paintings on the wall. Constance gasped and grabbed Kirk’s arm. He guided her behind him as the workroom door nearly exploded off its hinges. Aleksander, well on his way to assuming full chimera mode, careened drunkenly down the hallway, his half-formed wings bashing against the narrow confines. 
 
    He confronted Kirk and Constance with blazing dragon eyes. Fangs hooked over his thick lower lip. His cheekbones were cut so sharply they looked painted on. Still caught between forms, Alexander was a wild mix of monster and man. He stole Kirk’s breath. 
 
    “Scent!” Aleksander snarled. “Human scent in home!” 
 
    “Ah,” Kirk murmured. He should have anticipated that the chimera would have a strong sense of smell when it came to his private space. He held up his hands. “Aleksander, it was me—” 
 
    He winced at the screech that tore from Aleksander’s mouth. The chimera rounded on him. 
 
    “No, master!” 
 
    Before he could stop her, Constance flung herself at the chimera’s feet and knelt there, her forehead pressed to the wood inches from Aleksander’s cowboy boots, which were now pierced through the toes by vicious-looking claws. 
 
    “Jesus,” Kirk gasped. “Constance, get back here!” 
 
    She ignored him, as did Aleksander, who tried to expand his leathery wings but was constrained by the door frame. He screeched again, piercingly, and glared down angrily at the woman kneeling before him. Kirk looked for something in the room that he could grab as a weapon— 
 
    Aleksander swooped down, creating a buffeting blast of air. Kirk’s throat caught in his throat. But Aleksander didn’t grab Constance. The chimera’s wings folded around her quivering back while Aleksander bent his head over hers. Long seconds passed with only the occasional indecipherable growl-screech from the chimera. 
 
    Then, a plaintive moan, almost like a low-pitched wail, slipped from Aleksander’s fang-tipped mouth. The leather wings fluttered and twitched. Aleksander lifted his head, and his slitted eyes caught Kirk’s gaze. Kirk was taken aback by what he thought he saw in that alien intelligence. 
 
    In a flash, Aleksander was gone, the workroom door slammed shut behind him, leaving Constance trembling on the floor. Kirk rushed to her and knelt beside her. But when she raised her head she glowed with elation. 
 
    “Did you see that?” she asked, breathless. 
 
    He turned to look at the shut door that both imprisoned and barricaded Aleksander. “I did.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Whoever had furnished Aleksander’s house hadn’t skimped on quality. The sofa was the most comfortable Kirk had ever crashed on, and he’d crashed on quite a few. Never, though, to spy on a monster. 
 
    Don’t call him that. 
 
    Constance’s remonstrance sent a little dart of guilt spinning through him. She was right. Aleksander wasn’t a monster even if outward appearances suggested he most definitely was. What Kirk had glimpsed from him today percolated in his mind all through dinner and afterward, while he and Constance watched an old comedy on TV. 
 
    “He was different,” she’d insisted as they watched the movie. 
 
    “You said he’s never touched you,” he pointed out. 
 
    “I meant that he always ignored me. This time he didn’t. He touched me, and he still didn’t hurt me.” 
 
    She considered it a victory, and maybe it was. Kirk didn’t have enough experience with Aleksander to know what was progress and what was a chimera merely being a chimera. But he would find out. Slowly but surely, if necessary. Kirk had never lacked for patience. 
 
    He rubbed at his eyes and wanted to check the time, but his phone was somewhere on the floor, and when he’d tried reaching it for it earlier, he’d accidentally pushed it under the sofa. He began to sit up when a footfall in the hallway caused him to still. 
 
    Aleksander had come out of the workroom. Kirk peeked over the back of the sofa—now perfectly placed for such spying—and watched as the slim, darkened figure walked almost soundlessly into the kitchen. He was dressed as he’d been earlier but was now barefoot. A shame about the cowboy boots, but Aleksander was probably used to ruining his clothes with random transformations. 
 
    Kirk watched Aleksander move to the refrigerator and open the door. The light illuminated him like a floodlight, revealing that he still hadn’t gotten any rest. He was beginning to look like the homeless, gaunt and world-weary. His eyes were a zombie’s, moving almost blindly over the contents of the refrigerator until they alighted upon the foil-covered plate Constance had prepared for him. Then something happened that stole Kirk’s breath. Aleksander smiled. 
 
    It was brief, a flash of lightning on an otherwise dark sky, but it had transformed Aleksander’s face so dramatically that Kirk had trouble reconciling what he’d seen with who he thought Aleksander to be. He struggled with it as Aleksander removed the plate from the refrigerator and carried it to the small island in the center of the kitchen. Kirk had pulled the only undamaged chair from the wrecked dining room table beside it, and Aleksander perched on it, both heels on the seat, before lifting the foil off the plate. 
 
    The moonlight gave Kirk only impressions of Aleksander as he ate, but it was enough. His throat grew tight as he watched the chimera wolf down the three pork chops they had saved for him. He ate like someone deprived, like an animal. Kirk didn’t want to feel pity for him, knowing a chimera didn’t need any from him, but he felt its first tendrils begin to unfurl in his chest. 
 
    For several minutes Aleksander ate like that, head and shoulders hunched over the plate as if afraid someone would take it from him. He would probably regret eating so much later on, but for now Aleksander looked grateful for the bounty. Occasionally a soft moan of appreciation floated across the hallway to Kirk’s ears, and to his chagrin, his body found the sounds…interesting. 
 
    Kirk was a confident man, and he wasn’t afraid of change. You had to be, to work the streets. So when Aleksander’s soft sounds of pleasure sparked a low burn in his groin, he didn’t fight it, didn’t chastise himself for it. That wasn’t to say he was completely comfortable with it—he was thirty-four years old and thought he had a pretty good handle on his sexual identity—but he wasn’t bothered by it. He didn’t know if it mattered. 
 
    He rested his chin on his hand on the back of the sofa and watched Aleksander. He smiled slightly when the chimera picked up one of the fingerling potatoes that Kirk had been in charge of roasting and cautiously sniffed it. Not only did he not trust Kirk, he didn’t trust Kirk’s food. 
 
    You’re the only one around here dishing the poison, kiddo. It amused Kirk to call him that. Aleksander was more than three times older than he—“great gramps” might be a more appropriate moniker—but funny how little about the chimera seemed ancient. Well, except for the cloud of exhaustion that hovered over him. It looked thick enough to have accumulated since the dawn of time. 
 
    He watched with satisfaction as Aleksander ate the potatoes and even licked his fingers to get the oil and garlic on them. But when he sucked his forefinger, making a soft sucking sound, Kirk gripped the sofa cushion and finally felt unnerved. He was about to duck down behind the sofa back and try to go to sleep when Aleksander pushed the plate and foil away from him to clear a space for his folded arms. He then lowered his head atop them and promptly fell asleep. 
 
    Kirk was amazed by the sight. Had Aleksander forgotten that two humans inhabited the house? He had a hard time believing Aleksander could let his guard down, knowing that. More likely the chimera had been hit with a case of the food-sleeps and couldn’t keep his eyes open a second longer. Again, Kirk had to push aside the sympathy he wanted to feel. After five minutes had passed with no motion from Aleksander except the slow, rhythmic rise and fall of his shoulders, Kirk got up and went to his own bedroom. 
 
    He returned to the kitchen with his blanket but paused beside the sleeping chimera with it clutched in his hands. Kirk’s gut told him the assassination today with Michel had been bad for Aleksander. He wasn’t sure why Aleksander went along—quality control? didn’t trust Michel not to poison himself?—but it clearly didn’t do much good for Aleksander’s health or state of mind to be there. He had lost control over himself in an instant and could have seriously hurt Constance. 
 
    But he hadn’t, and Kirk couldn’t shake the emotion he’d glimpsed in the chimera’s eyes. He was convinced that deep inside, Aleksander had been aware of the fear he was creating and the danger he represented—and he didn’t like it. It was the only explanation Kirk had for why the creature hadn’t laid a finger on Constance but instead had enfolded her, almost protecting her. 
 
    With a shake of the head—would he ever be able to understand a monster?—Kirk gently draped his blanket over Aleksander’s shoulders. Probably the chimera couldn’t catch a chill, but it made Kirk feel good to do it. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
   A leksander turned the dial on the Bunsen burner and watched critically as the amethyst-colored liquid in the bottle began to simmer. Pale blue vapor began to rise from the surface of the liquid, and when he caught a whiff of it, he turned his head sharply away and coughed. The room swayed, prompting him to blindly flail for something to hang on to. He knocked over his chair, whose legs he then stumbled over. He hit the floor on his hands and knees with a grunt. He remained there, head hanging, as he fought off the dizziness. 
 
    “Damn it,” he gasped. 
 
    He hated being this way. Weakness among chimera was unheard of. He, especially, was supposed to be fearsome. He was the poisoner. He was the bringer of death. Why, then, did more days than not he feel like something trapped beneath the wheels of a car? 
 
    You look about as dangerous as a kitten caught out in a storm. 
 
    He growled as the male human’s words winnowed through his head. He needed to get rid of him. Kirk. If the man wouldn’t go, then Aleksander would have to kill him. It was as simple as that. At least in his mind. 
 
    In truth, he’d never killed a human. It would be akin to murdering a dog, unfair and cruel. Humans weren’t a problem unless you allowed them to be. 
 
    He gritted his teeth as a memory of Kirk surfaced. It was that terrible, soul-stripping moment earlier in the living room when Aleksander, caught up in the change and horrified with himself, had raised his head and been gripped by Kirk’s penetrating gaze. Everything Aleksander felt in that moment—the fear of losing himself, of losing his sanity—had been there on his face, and he was positive the man had seen it and recognized it for the weakness it was. The mortification of it was enough to make Aleksander yearn to walk out and gut the human from groin to chin right now. 
 
    A cramp hit him, forcing his body into a bow. Apparently the killing would have to happen later. He groaned through the pain. His condition wasn’t caused by lack of food. Though he’d woken in the kitchen that morning, dragged from a dead sleep by horrific cramping in his intestines, his body had felt better for the infusion of calories. Whatever was afflicting him now had nothing to do with the food he’d eaten. 
 
    He turned his head and regarded the four hourglasses on his workbench. He tried to be diligent about always flipping them after he’d taken his dosage, but had he forgotten once? Was his problem now that he’d overdosed? Not dosed quickly enough? 
 
    The sour taste of his last dose still coated his tongue. It was a difficult one to swallow; he had to fight his gag reflex every time. But that poison was one he used often, and he’d worked up to dosing himself with nearly half a teaspoon every eighteen hours. A single drop could cause paralysis in small animals. A quarter teaspoon led to certain death in humans and would severely injure chimera. If he had accidentally ingested two half teaspoons too closely together… 
 
    He gripped his hair, trying not to think about it. His body was strong. He would fight it off. He had to, since he barely had any of the antidote left. His limbs trembled. Easier to lie down and rest—his arms and knees buckled, dumping him to the floor. 
 
    The floorboards were cool beneath his cheek. Eyes closed, he began to strip off his clothes with all the coordination of a drunk. By the time he’d kicked off his jeans, his entire body was coated in a slick layer of sweat and he trembled like a half-drowned thing. Groaning, he starfished against the floor, trying to cool himself down. 
 
    “This…is bad,” he whispered to the wood. There was a good chance he would die today. That couldn’t happen. The chimera needed him. That afternoon’s assassination had been proof of that. 
 
    The poison that Aleksander had bottled earlier that morning hadn’t worked on the changed one who’d been wreaking havoc in Istanbul. Fortunately, Michel always approached those situations armed. He’d thrust a blade up beneath the changed one’s jaw. The blade alone wouldn’t have killed him, but Aleksander’s poison had damaged the changed one’s heart, preventing him from regenerating. It had taken a full thirty minutes, time spent anxiously watching the alleys as the creature died, to make sure no one stumbled upon them before the changed one deteriorated into dust. His teeth were in a leather pouch in the pocket of Aleksander’s hoodie. Andras, his name had been. Aleksander had met him once ten years ago. 
 
    He gasped as a cramp stabbed him in the lower gut. Fingers scrabbling against the wood, he tried to pull himself toward the metal box beneath his workbench. His slippery fingers made the task as easy as clawing his way across wet ice. 
 
    Another cramp, so vicious it curled him into a fetal position. He whimpered, box abandoned. He was going to die. Most likely within the hour. 
 
    “I deserve it,” he gasped out. 
 
    But a stupid, traitorous part of him whispered, no, you don’t. 
 
    Another wave of agony hit. Death was coming quickly. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Kirk, on his way to the library to find something to tide him over while Constance washed down the two guest bathrooms, froze in midstep when he heard the cry. Constance had warned him that strange sounds would come from behind the workroom door while Aleksander was in there. He periodically changed, she said. It was better for all concerned if he was left alone. 
 
    But when the cry came again, a distilled note of pure pain, Kirk ran from the library and yanked the workroom door open, thanking the gods that Aleksander was too arrogant to lock it. 
 
    He found the poisoner buck naked on the floor, curled in on himself and shivering as if he were in the process of freezing to death. Cursing, Kirk knelt beside him and took him by the shoulder. No, not freezing to death. Aleksander’s skin was on fire. 
 
    On his back now, the poisoner turned his glazed eyes on Kirk. Beautiful eyes, Kirk thought absently, currently surrounded by thick lashes matted together by tears. 
 
    “Tell me what’s wrong,” Kirk ordered, lightly slapping the dazed chimera to focus him. “Aleksander!” 
 
    “Sascha,” the chimera whispered. “You used to call me that.” 
 
    If Aleksander’s fever had progressed to the point he was hallucinating, that was bad news. Was he merely sick from exhaustion? A cold? Kirk looked around him, and his mouth twisted. In a room like this, it wasn’t a common cold you feared. 
 
    “You’ve poisoned yourself,” he said, speaking in his loud cop voice to try to pierce through Aleksander’s delirium. “What did you take?” 
 
    Aleksander only shut his eyes and shuddered violently, his fingers clutching at the floorboards. At least he hasn’t changed, Kirk thought as he took in the other male’s naked human limbs. But did this human form make Aleksander more vulnerable? Could he better survive if he allowed the chimera to come through? 
 
    Kirk had no way of knowing, nor did he know how to coax that change out of Aleksander. Frustrated, he scanned the workbench for something that could help, a first aid kit, an instruction manual—anything. He saw a row of stoppered vials filled with clear liquid, but for all he knew they could be deadly. 
 
    He leaned over Aleksander, gripping his face between his hands and shouting his name. 
 
    “Aleksander! Aleksander, open your eyes!” Desperate, he tried, “Sascha!” 
 
    The chimera’s eyes shot open. Kirk couldn’t tell if Aleksander recognized him, but that wasn’t important at the moment. “Where is the antidote?” he demanded, praying that such a thing existed. If one didn’t, Kirk was going to have to try to purge Aleksander’s stomach of whatever he’d ingested. If the poison had been administered through skin contact, however… Kirk didn’t want to consider it. “Antidote,” he repeated. “Where is it?” 
 
    After several blinks of incomprehension, Aleksander pointed at the general area beneath the workbench. Kirk looked, saw the metal box, and dived for it. But flipping the lid up revealed more bottles and jars, none of which were labeled. 
 
    “Damn it!” 
 
    Aleksander astonished him by rolling onto his side and reaching for the box. Kirk tilted it toward him, gritting his teeth as he watched the chimera clumsily paw through the contents until his fingers curled limply around a folded packet of paper. Kirk tore it from his hand and unfolded it. Inside lay what appeared to be a coral-colored pebble the size of a pea. One side of it was sheared flat, as if shavings had been taken from it with a razor blade. 
 
    “Tongue,” Aleksander gasped, collapsing onto his back once more. He sighed once and sank into the floor, his face washing white. “Under…tongue.” He passed out. 
 
    Kirk didn’t need to be told twice. Holding the strange pebble with the paper just in case skin contact with it was harmful, he carefully eased Aleksander’s mouth open and lifted his tongue with his fingers before dropping the pebble beneath it. Kirk carefully closed the other male’s mouth and mentally crossed his fingers that he’d done the right thing and hadn’t just overdosed him with something worse. 
 
    “This isn’t what I signed up for,” he muttered as he sat back and ran his forearm across his sweating forehead. Beside him, Aleksander remained insensate, but at least he no longer twitched and shivered. 
 
    Knowing the best he could do now was watch over Aleksander and make sure he didn’t choke on his tongue during a seizure or drown in his own vomit, Kirk slid his arms beneath Aleksander’s limp body and carried him to the mattress. It wasn’t easy; Aleksander was built like a tennis player, but he weighed as much as a linebacker. Kirk figured the chimera in him contributed to the hidden weight. 
 
    When he had Aleksander’s limbs laid out comfortably, he couldn’t help pausing and looking at the other male without the sheen of impending death blurring everything. 
 
    Kirk could appreciate beauty in whatever form it came, old or young, male or female. Didn’t mean he was attracted to the person, but he didn’t shy away from acknowledging someone who was put together well. Aleksander, cleaned and fattened up and given a better wardrobe and a haircut, would attract the attention of any woman he wanted, assuming he swung that way. Kirk didn’t know how chimera sexuality ran, or if they were even attracted to human figures. It was probably something he should ask Constance about, because it might factor into her difficulty getting the chimera to notice her. Michel might be more than a play partner to Aleksander. 
 
    Kirk remembered his body’s reaction to the pseudo-sex sounds Aleksander had made while eating, and he recalled as well his anger when he imagined the chimera letting Michel bind him to the cross. He felt the burn on his cheeks from mild embarrassment, but it didn’t stop him from letting his gaze linger on the chimera’s now parted lips. Then he shook his head, berating himself for idiocy. Unless he had aspirations to become a eunuch, there was no way he was putting himself within range of Aleksander Sopov’s fangs. 
 
    There wasn’t a sheet for the mattress, so Kirk retrieved the blanket he had draped over Aleksander in the kitchen and again covered the chimera with it. The sweat had dried on Aleksander’s skin, which Kirk took as a positive sign. After picking out a couple of books from the library, he carried them back into the workroom, picked the chair in the room spattered with the least amount of mysterious stains, and settled down to play nursemaid. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    His mother was named Anja, and she adored the chimera who had managed to steal Aleksander’s heart nearly as much as he did. Each time Dmitri visited, she gushed over him and forced him to eat no matter if it was just after lunchtime or nearing midnight. She fluttered over Dmitri more than she did her own son, but Aleksander didn’t mind. Nothing could have made him happier than seeing the two beings he loved most getting along together so well. 
 
    With Dmitri’s entry into his life, Aleksander ended up spending less and less time with his mother, and she seemed to understand that. To encourage it, even. 
 
    “You are young and beautiful,” she always said when he attempted to apologize for going out with Dmitri yet again rather than staying in with her. “Be together in the world and make them all jealous of your love. It makes no sense to waste yourself on an old woman.” 
 
    So when, on that spring evening, Aleksander sneaked Dmitri into the house only to be caught by Anja, who had just emerged from her potions room, Aleksander expected his lover to be plied with goodies as his mother was wont to do. He wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    “Come, come. Sit,” she instructed Dmitri, pushing him into the best chair in their living room. She wore her dressing gown, which was unusual, for when she worked with the chimera potions, she was careful to wear a leather bib over her clothing and specially made and treated leather gloves. Tonight her hands were bare, and Aleksander saw that they trembled. He worried for her. She was nearly three hundred and seventy years old, and she had been the chimera’s poisoner for most of that time. Perhaps the work was growing too demanding for her. Lately she had begun hinting that he might like to follow in her footsteps. He thought maybe he should begin considering the prospect more seriously. 
 
    Out of deference for her apparently weary state, he didn’t turn on the lamps in the living room, allowing his mother to move around the kitchen guided only by the light streaming from the open door of her potions room. That was also unusual; she normally insisted on keeping the door shut at all times. But it was late, and Aleksander assumed she had become absentminded with the hour. 
 
    She made Dmitri tea and served it with a small plate of cookies. Aleksander held up his hand, palm out, when she extended a cup to him as well. “We just ate, mamochka. I can’t even fit liquid inside me.” 
 
    For a fraction of a second he saw the chimera in her. But it happened so quickly he was sure he was mistaken. Certainly her voice sounded soft and human as she murmured, “Very well, Alek.” 
 
    “Aw, don’t be rude to your mother, Sascha.” Dmitri toasted Aleksander and downed his tea in one gulp, not even grimacing though the hot tea must have hurt going down. “She is always so sweet to—” 
 
    When Dmitri died in Aleksander’s memories, it always occurred in slow motion. Aleksander wasn’t certain why that was. Perhaps it was self-inflicted punishment, his subconscious demanding that he relive every second of Dmitri’s agony for as long as possible, so that he heard clearly the full spectrum of Dmitri’s screams for help and later, for a merciful death. 
 
    Aleksander’s actions immediately after the poisoning never brought him relief in retrospect, even though it could be argued that he had been clearheaded and clever to think to grab the plate upon which the cookies sat and smash it against the coffee table to create a jagged weapon. His mother was strong. He nearly lost consciousness when she tackled him against the wall. But he recovered quickly and managed to use his youth against her. She refused to die despite the number of times Aleksander was forced to stab her, so that as she lay upon the bloodied kitchen floor, half-chimera and half-human, regenerating. Aleksander had no choice but to pick up the cup of tea that she had made for him, that same cup that he had turned down. 
 
    “No, Alek,” she croaked, seeing him with the cup. “Please, no.” 
 
    He remembered that his vision had become blurry as he poured the tea down her throat. But he hadn’t spilled a drop. 
 
    For centuries, his mother had been an excellent poisoner. That night she had made a fatal error, which Aleksander vowed never to forget. When you decide to poison your son and his lover, be sure to use a poison to which you have made yourself immune. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    He woke many times. Perhaps dozens of times. Perhaps hundreds. In his delirium he had no way of knowing for certain, nor did he care. Sometimes he woke in the bloody kitchen in his mother’s home with her crouched over him, her hair as black as sin and her eyes as bright and green as sun-dappled seaweed. Other times he kept his eyes closed and listened to Dmitri’s voice, curiously deeper, speak nonsense to him until the unintelligible syllables lulled him back into unconsciousness. 
 
    He dreamed often of Dmitri and pleaded with him to return from death, to run away with him to a place where it was always safe to drink the tea. 
 
    “Shh, Sascha,” Dmitri would whisper back. His blunt fingers would brush his hair off Aleksander’s forehead tentatively, as if for some strange reason he thought his touch would be unwanted. 
 
    “I need you,” Aleksander assured him. “I need you!” he begged. 
 
    “Sascha, hush,” Dmitri murmured. “It’s going to be all right. I promise you. Just come back to us. We need you in the land of the living, kiddo.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Constance touched Kirk’s shoulder. He roused slowly with a low groan. After he’d stretched his arms, he winced and rubbed at his neck. 
 
    “That chair’s no good for sleeping,” she confirmed. She hesitated and then touched his cheek, dark with stubble. “Lie down and rest. I’ll watch over him.” 
 
    She thought he would argue, but after looking over Aleksander, seeing that he appeared to be sleeping comfortably, Kirk nodded. “He probably won’t want to wake up with me hovering, anyway.” 
 
    “You should have called for me,” she said as she walked him to his bedroom. When he sleepily began stripping, she averted her eyes, heart pounding. “There are two of us. We can take shifts.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t have wanted to be in there earlier. He was hallucinating.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to ask him what about but changed her mind. Learning Aleksander’s secrets in this manner was disrespectful. If the chimera wanted her to know, maybe one day he would tell her. 
 
    “He’s okay now,” Kirk went on, yawning. Constance dared to glance at him, caught a glimpse of hair-roughened thighs and muscular buttocks encased in a pair of black boxer briefs. His broad chest was tantalizingly covered with a light mat of black hair that tapered down to— 
 
    “See something you like?” 
 
    Her eyes jumped to his face, but he was grinning. 
 
    “I don’t mind at all that you look. Though right now I don’t think I have the energy to do more than cuddle you.” He arched a brow at her reaction. “What? You think real men don’t cuddle?” 
 
    She laughed, the sound embarrassingly close to being a giggle. “I think you’re the type of real man who’d do whatever it took to get what he wanted from a woman.” 
 
    “Not just any woman.” 
 
    She blushed beneath his intent gaze and fought the impulse to throw off her clothes and join him in bed, even if it was just to cuddle. No, what she would really like to do was massage him and make him groan with pleasure and then stroke his hair as he drifted into sleep. The fantasy made her wistful. 
 
    “Go to sleep,” she urged fondly. “I’ll come get you when he wakes.” 
 
    He slid beneath the sheets and let them pool across the hard plane of his abdomen. “Come here, sweetheart.” 
 
    When she neared, he tugged her close and curled a hand possessively behind her head. “Kiss me,” he ordered softly. 
 
    He didn’t need to repeat the order. She sank down to his mouth and opened readily beneath his lips. The kiss wasn’t aggressive. His tongue stroked hers with familiarity, as if she were a home he was returning to after a long absence. The ease with which he took control over her senses, stroked and electrified them, forced her to place a hand flat on his chest to keep herself from falling into him and surrendering everything. 
 
    He broke the kiss slowly, letting their lips remain in contact for as long as possible. He touched his forehead to hers and said, “You’ve bewitched me, Constance. I’m not going to be able to keep away from you.” 
 
    “Then don’t,” she said, curling her fingers against his skin. “Let me take care of you. Let me make you happy.” 
 
    “You already do, sweetheart.” 
 
    She left him to sleep with a smile on her face that she didn’t think would ever fade. 
 
    That changed when she entered the workroom and found Aleksander wide-awake. 
 
    . 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
   C onstance had never seen him naked. Of course, the female part of her had always been disappointed by this. Though Aleksander could be wildly unpredictable and impossible to relate to, he was also beautiful when in his human form. Different from Kirk, who was big and masculine, solid and handsome the way a lumberjack was, or a cop. Aleksander, given a pair of glasses and a tweed coat, could be the thoughtful young professor. The kind his students dreamed of seducing. 
 
    Constance saw another side of him, which was the disdainful, aloof side. She saw it often from him, and it thrilled her, made her feel weak in the knees, as though she lived with a member of royalty. He looked at her that way now, his gray-green gaze capturing and holding her as though she were a thief, or a servant. 
 
    “What happened?” he demanded. His voice held a faint rasp. She had heard him screaming in pain, though she would never tell him that. 
 
    “Kirk thinks you accidentally ingested poison.” 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    She paused, uncertain how to respond. 
 
    “How did I get like this?” he motioned at his naked state, unselfconscious despite the way she openly stared at him. 
 
    “Kirk said he found you this way. You were feverish and very ill, but you showed him an antidote.” She smiled weakly. “I’m so glad it worked, master.” 
 
    He grunted and scratched idly at his chest, just above a pink nipple. She clasped her hands together to distract herself from ogling him. 
 
    “How did he know that I—” Aleksander’s expression clouded over. “He came in here.” 
 
    “Only to help you, master,” she said quickly. “He wouldn’t have invaded your privacy otherwise.” 
 
    “You’re quick to defend him,” Aleksander noted. He still looked sickly, but his gaze was sharp, penetrating through Constance all the way to the heart of her. “Is he yours, then?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “No, master.” She took a slow step forward and then dropped to her knees, eyes on the floor. “I’m yours.” 
 
    He said nothing, and he didn’t move. She could hear her heartbeat thundering in her ears. This was the first time she had told him why she was here. He had never asked before or given her an opportunity to explain. Oddly he had simply accepted her presence in his house one day, greeting her only with a warning to leave him alone. 
 
    “You’re my grounder.” 
 
    She could read nothing from the tone of his voice. “Yes, master.” 
 
    “I never expected to need one. Much less two.” Aleksander’s voice held bitterness. “Does the Council worry for me that much, or do you serve a different role for them? Perhaps as a spy?” 
 
    “Master?” 
 
    “Never mind.” He continued to study her. “Many grounders are damaged. Some are killed. Why aren’t you afraid?” 
 
    She smiled sadly at the floor. “Who says I’m not? But I know my duty. I know what I should do for you, what I want to do for you. That makes it worth the risk.” She looked up at him. “Kirk told me that I’m brave. In truth, I’m not brave. I don’t think you’re capable of hurting me.” 
 
    “You’d be wise to listen to him,” Aleksander snapped. “I have no affection for humans.” 
 
    “I know. You don’t need to like me. But I think you’re magnificent, and it would please me very much to be able to provide you with peace.” 
 
    “Peace.” He seemed to savor the word, as if it were a sweet he’d been denied for years. Then he snorted. “There’s no such thing for a chimera poisoner. If you insist on being underfoot, be of use.” 
 
    She hurried to his side and draped his arm over her shoulders to assist him in standing. He was too tall to use her as a crutch, but after the first wobbly steps, he regained his strength and balance and pushed her away, though not with any force. 
 
    “I can prepare a bath for you,” she said. “I think you would enjoy it.” 
 
    Naked longing flashed across his face before he turned away from her. “Maybe.” 
 
    Hiding her own pleasure, she said, “Come with me, master. I’ll take care of you.” 
 
    A shudder rippled his frame. “Don’t…say that.” 
 
    “But that’s why I’m here, master. And that’s what you deserve. Please.” She touched his shoulder, jerked back when he flinched, but soldiered forth. “A bath and a protein shake. I think you’ll feel much better after that.” 
 
    He mumbled something indecipherable but slowly shuffled to the door. She led him down the hallway to the master bath. She never used it, considering it his domain, so it was sparkling clean when she hurried ahead of him and began filling the tub. He leaned one hip against the vanity and watched her from beneath his lashes. 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    The question startled her. “Twenty-six,” she replied, glancing back at him. 
 
    “A babe.” He studied the tips of his fingers, which were stained various colors. “And the other? Kirk?” 
 
    “Mid-thirties?” 
 
    “Children. What good are you to me?” 
 
    “I think we’ll be very good for you, master, if you’ll give us the chance.” She swirled her hand through the water, ensuring it was a comfortable temperature. She didn’t think his chimera senses would appreciate oils or salts, so she left the water as bare as he. She swiveled on her feet and smiled up at him. “It’s ready for you.” 
 
    He stepped up to the tub and, using her shoulder for balance, carefully placed one foot, then the other, into the water. He sank down slowly with a low groan that caused goose bumps to roll across her skin. She admired his face as he leaned his head back against the wall and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Constance.” 
 
    He said it as if testing out how it rolled off his tongue. 
 
    When he didn’t say anything further, she took a chance and grabbed one of the hand towels rolled up on the vanity. His eyes remained closed as she dipped the cloth into the water. 
 
    Her nerve failed her at the last minute. “Master, may I?” she whispered. 
 
    A line appeared between his eyebrows. She yearned to rub her thumb over it and erase it. She watched his hands grip his knees beneath the surface of the water, but he said, nearly inaudibly, “You may.” 
 
    She shivered, her heart pounding madly, as she brought the dripping cloth to his chest. When it came in contact with his skin, he tensed as though the touch hurt him. She paused, watching him, and then slowly dragged the cloth across his collarbones. Water spilled down his skin, gathering at a nipple and beading there until it overflowed in a serpentine ribbon down his rib cage. Constance moved the cloth slowly, washing away sweat and dirt and, she hoped, the memories that made it difficult for him to smile. 
 
    Steam rose up around him, damped his hair until it hung in lanky strands around his face. She wished to wash it for him and maybe trim it, but feared that might be too intimate an act for his comfort. She watched her hand and the cloth move over his skin, and she fantasized about following their track with her naked fingers, and then maybe her tongue, tasting chimera skin, tasting Aleksander. 
 
    For several minutes the bathroom was silent save for the occasional drip from the faucet and the sound of the towel dipping into the water. Constance felt like she was restoring a Greek statue, removing years of patina to reveal the perfection beneath. She dragged the cloth over both of his shoulders, tracing their musculature, then dipped the cloth again and slid the cloth down his firm abdomen, pausing when she reached the surface of the water, just beneath his navel. She began to move the cloth up again. 
 
    “Continue…Constance.” 
 
    His eyes remained closed, but a subtle tension tightened the skin around them, and his lips were firmly closed. He was far from relaxed. If she didn’t know better, she would have said he was braced for something unpleasant. 
 
    “Master?” she said, needing assurance of what he wanted. 
 
    “Clean…all of me.” 
 
    She looked into the tub again and allowed her gaze to move beneath the surface of the water. She sucked in her breath when she saw his tumescence, rising from between his thighs, rosy head pointed toward his abdomen. Warm, moist heat pooled between her thighs. She felt her nipples scrape against the inside of her shirt. Hardly breathing, she dragged the cloth beneath the surface of the warm water until she reached him. 
 
    When she closed the cloth around him, it was his turn to suck in his breath. The muscles jumped in his jaw as she tightened her grip and measured his length. Watching his face, enthralled by his tension, she began to stroke him. 
 
    Water sloshed quietly against the sides of the tub. Soon his breathing became audible, a husky rasp that had Constance squirming where she knelt. Her free hand slipped from the edge of the tub to her thigh, but there she hesitated. 
 
    “M-Master?” 
 
    His eyes shot open, almost startled. His pupils had bled out, large orbs of black against the gray-green. They focused first on her hand, working him beneath the water. The view elicited a groan and a full-body shudder. Then his gaze moved to her face, and whatever he saw on her face made him groan anew. 
 
    “You find pleasure in serving me?” he whispered roughly, the question not quite incredulous. 
 
    “God, yes, master.” She rounded her shoulders, squeezing her breasts together. The fingers of her free hand clawed her thigh. “Would it please you…if I touched myself?” 
 
    He looked shocked, as if he’d never heard such a question. Uncertainty momentarily cleared his eyes of lust, so Constance acted instinctively, letting the cloth slip slightly so her bare thumb grazed the head of his cock. He hissed and rocked his head back, tendons standing out in his throat. 
 
    “Yes,” he growled. “Touch yourself. Squeeze the juices from that ripe body. I wish to taste them.” 
 
    Constance moaned and slid her fingers up the loose leg hole of her shorts and under her panties. She was already wet, and the first contact of her fingers with her swollen folds made her hand convulse around him. She rubbed herself as she stroked him, finding a complementary rhythm, her hips rocking in time with his. 
 
    “Please, please,” she panted. 
 
    “Spill for me,” he said, his eyes heavy lidded, “and I’ll allow you to drink from me.” 
 
    A swirl of her fingers, and she did exactly that, her body convulsing around her core. She heard him grunt as her grip on him tightened, but she didn’t ease up. Still shuddering, she raised her head and extended her damp fingers to him. 
 
    Water splashed as he grabbed her wrist and brought it to his face. He groaned deeply as he smelled her essence. When his lips curled around the tips of her fingers, she shuddered again. 
 
    “Now me,” he ordered against her fingers. His tongue flicked, teasing the webbing between her fingers and igniting once again the throbbing nub hidden within her folds. She didn’t hesitate. She tossed the towel against the wall with a wet slap and pulled his cock above the water. Three inches extended above the surface, which she greedily sucked between her lips. She heard him gasp, felt fingers clawing at her shoulder, crawling up her neck and fisting in her hair, guiding her up and down upon him. Though her nose occasionally dipped beneath the water, she was in heaven, lapping up his salty fluid and sucking more from the slit. 
 
    She felt him swell, and then he was spurting across her tongue. Shivers racked his thighs as she drank him down. Her inner walls spasmed jealously. She licked him clean and then lingered there, tracing his shape with her tongue, kissing the smooth velvet skin. Occasionally he trembled, and a tender feeling filled her chest. She couldn’t picture him as a chimera in that moment, only as a man. 
 
    At last his grip on her hair eased. She was startled when she felt a caress pass across her head. Then his hand fell limp to the water, and he released her other hand as well. 
 
    “Leave now.” 
 
    She searched his face, fearful of finding regret there, but he only looked tired, his expression lax and peaceful. Smiling, she picked up the washcloth she’d thrown and draped it over the faucet in case he wanted to use it. Then she rose on trembling legs and quietly let herself out of the bathroom— 
 
    —and nearly ran into Kirk, who stood in the hallway. She quickly shut the door behind her before Aleksander noticed. 
 
    “Kirk,” she began, cheeks red. 
 
    He grabbed her by the sides of her face and pulled her to his mouth. His tongue swept over her, tasting not only her but Aleksander. She was surprised when he groaned and thrust a thigh between her legs. Moaning against him, she gripped his shoulders and rolled her hips against his muscled leg, exciting already flushed nerve endings. His tongue was deep in her mouth, thrusting rhythmically, when she came a second time. 
 
    “God,” he gasped, tearing his mouth from hers and crushing her against him. He was firm and urgent against her hip, but he didn’t try to relieve his condition, merely held her fiercely, heart thudding against her breasts. 
 
    “You’re not mad?” she asked him. 
 
    He laughed, the warm burr making her smile in return. 
 
    “How can I be mad when you’re the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen and now, impossibly, you’ve become even more irresistible?” He leaned back so he could look into her face. “Look at you. You’re stunning.” 
 
    “He let me take care of him, Kirk. I wish you’d seen him!” 
 
    “I’d rather see you.” 
 
    She slid her hand to the back of his neck. “You and he are so different, but both of you make me yearn to serve and please.” 
 
    “Be careful what you wish for, Constance.” 
 
    She trembled but didn’t look away. “I think I’ve been careful for too long.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Their voices carried clearly to him. Either they had forgotten that he had the hearing of a chimera, or they didn’t care. Maybe it was their way of communicating their needs to him indirectly. He frowned. They’d soon learn he wasn’t easily manipulated. 
 
    For instance, why should he care that the humans were attracted to each other? They were grounders to him, little more than servants. They occupied the lowest rung of the chimera totem pole. And yet… 
 
    Aleksander opened his eyes and sat up and grabbed the washcloth that Constance had left for him. He brought it to his chest but hesitated with the flannel against his skin, reminded sharply of how it had felt to have her touch him with it. It had been a long time since he’d shared intimacies with another being. Not since Dmitri died—was murdered. 
 
    He stared at his stained fingertips and then tried to scrub them clean with the cloth. His fingers turned red, burned, but the stains remained, embedded deep in the epidermis. Deeper than that, perhaps. In his soul. 
 
    With her attack, his mother had taught him that love of any kind, familial or romantic, couldn’t exist within a poisoner’s life, and it was a lesson he refused to forget. It was impossible for him to look upon another chimera with interest. As for a human—the idea was preposterous. 
 
    He smiled to emphasize the ridiculousness of the prospect, but it felt false, like a rictus. When he thought of what Constance had done for him, he flushed and gripped the towel so hard between his hands he heard the sound of it tearing in two. Her scent lingered in the air. He could taste the vestiges of her essence on his lips. 
 
    He wanted her. It was a revelation. She made him feel something other than frustration and anxiety. He imagined taking her to bed and partaking of her body, and his sex stirred, eager to fulfill the fantasy. He couldn’t love again, but he could use, and as a grounder that was her duty—to submit to his needs and keep him sane. If she actually did that, stopped his slide into insanity, it would be a miracle. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
   K irk needed sleep—in a bed, not in a chair—but lying down and closing his eyes felt like an impossible feat while the sounds of Constance and Aleksander together in the bathroom continued to ring in his ears. He’d gotten up to take a piss and taken a peek down the hallway, just in case. The sight of the open workroom door had led him to investigate, tracking sounds that eventually led him to the master bathroom. There, he had stood, ear to door, hand cupped over his groin, as he listened to something incredible. 
 
    He could have guessed that Constance would sound beautiful in the midst of sex. There was a lushness about her and an openness in her responses during conversation that had hinted she would be not only loud in bed, but completely uninhibited. Standing against the door, shamelessly eavesdropping, he’d been glad to be proven right. He hoped he’d get his chance to coax those sounds from her too. 
 
    The surprise had been Aleksander. Even now, as he tiredly dragged on a pair of jeans, Kirk didn’t know what to think about his reaction to the noises the chimera had made. At first, he had convinced himself it was Constance alone he was being turned on by. Kirk had watched plenty of porn and learned to block out whatever the male star was doing and saying on screen and focus on the woman. He thought he’d been doing that in this case, until Aleksander emitted a desperate-sounding gasp, his voice nearly breaking, and Kirk’s cock had twitched violently in his hand as if it were a striking snake. After that he’d given up the pretense that he wasn’t listening to both of them, and to his pleasure, it had made the experience ten times better. 
 
    “So I get off on the sound of a guy having sex with a beautiful woman,” he mused aloud. He shrugged, figuring as far as sexual triggers went, there were worse. 
 
    But it was more than that, wasn’t it? When Constance had emerged from the bathroom, flushed and fuckable, Kirk had wanted her, of course, but he’d wanted something more. He’d heard the telltale sounds of a blowjob and recognized Constance’s red, puffy lips for the evidence that they were. A hunger had seized hold of Kirk to taste her, but he couldn’t deny that when his tongue delved inside her mouth he’d gone looking for another taste as well. Call it curiosity. And when he’d found that salty, slightly bitter tang, he’d felt a lightning bolt of forbidden lust strike him. 
 
    What did it all mean? Maybe something. Maybe nothing. Kirk wasn’t one for self-analyzing. Actions spoke louder than thoughts in his world. He’d let this one play out. 
 
    He scrubbed at his hair as he headed for the kitchen, planning on a glass of milk before trying to hit the hay again. His body was energized but gradually winding down, as if he’d just completed a long run. He was going to sleep like the dead when he was finally able to shut his eyes and relax. 
 
    It wouldn’t be that easy, he discovered upon entering the kitchen. 
 
    Aleksander looked up from the tall glass that he’d been contemplating. It appeared to contain a thick shake. His hair was damp. Worse, he appeared to be naked save for the towel wrapped carelessly around his hips. But he looked better, the best Kirk had seen him yet. 
 
    “Hey,” Kirk greeted him, pausing with the kitchen island between them. He yawned for effect. “Just getting some milk before I hit the sack.” 
 
    “Recent exertions tiring you?” Aleksander asked. There was a wicked gleam in his eyes that Kirk found intriguing. 
 
    “Something like that,” Kirk said with a smirk. “You look better.” 
 
    Aleksander’s expression washed neutral. “Constance told me you entered my room without my permission again.” 
 
    “If you’re asking if I saved your life, the answer is yes.” 
 
    He earned a glare for that one, but it was worth it. 
 
    “I didn’t ask you to,” the chimera growled softly. 
 
    “Maybe not. But Constance would have been disappointed if I’d let you die. Probably a lot of other people and creatures would be, too. You’re a popular guy.” 
 
    The comment appeared to irritate him, prompting Aleksander to drink from his glass. “Thank you,” he mumbled against its rim. 
 
    “Just doing my job.” 
 
    Aleksander huffed. “That’s right. You told Michel you’re my grounder. Interesting strategy putting yourself in an immediate position of inferiority against him.” 
 
    “Is it inferior? I got the impression a grounder is the only thing that’s going to keep you from falling apart.” Kirk smiled as the other male clenched his jaw. “Seems like a pretty important role, if you ask me.” 
 
    “And how do you expect to fulfill your role?” 
 
    Kirk idly adjusted the fit of his jeans, hoping Aleksander hadn’t noticed that they’d begun to grow tight in the crotch. Something about Aleksander got him going. Maybe it was the attitude, which seemed to be a prerequisite among chimera. It made Kirk want to take him down a peg and stand over him after he’d fallen. 
 
    Nothing like some homoerotic imagery there, he chided himself. 
 
    “I’m here to help,” he said. 
 
    Aleksander traced his tongue across his bottom lip. “As Constance ‘helps’?” 
 
    Kirk resisted the impulse to laugh and play it off. It would be a nervous tell and he wasn’t about to give Aleksander the satisfaction. “I was thinking more along the lines of being a friend who helps you let off steam. Physically.” When the chimera’s lips twitched, he quickly added, “I mean like boxing. Or sports. Whatever it is you do to keep in shape.” He motioned vaguely at the other male’s body. “Do you run, or work out or—” 
 
    “You couldn’t last with or against me, little human. You’re no use to me in that way.” Aleksander panned down Kirk’s body. “Though you’re fit and…large for your kind.” A crease appeared in his forehead, and he resumed staring into his glass. 
 
    Fit and large? If you only knew, buddy. 
 
    Kirk sensed he’d gained some ground, even if it was only a few inches. “I can hold my own against you, Aleksander. You’d just have to pull your punches so you didn’t kill me. Maybe that’s what you need. Someone to help you practice restraint.” 
 
    “I can control myself!” the chimera hissed. 
 
    “I don’t doubt it. You’re just out of practice, that’s all.” Kirk spread his hands in offering. “That’s why I’m here. Come on,” he cajoled when Aleksander didn’t respond, “don’t you want to hit me? Just a little bit?” 
 
    A grudging smile played over Aleksander’s lips, quickly wiped away. It was a victory. No one could convince Kirk otherwise. 
 
    “Then how about some wrestling? Mano a mano?” 
 
    Wow, that couldn’t be gayer, Kirk thought. But he glimpsed interest on Aleksander’s face. Maybe the chimera was so old that wrestling was as common to him as playing football or basketball was to Kirk. 
 
    “You wouldn’t stand a chance,” Aleksander muttered dismissively. 
 
    The chimera was talking smack? Kirk had to hold back a hoot of triumph. He played it cool, crossing his arms and returning the other male’s skepticism. 
 
    “I think you’re just saying that because you’re so weak right now. You couldn’t stand on your own two feet not twelve hours ago.” 
 
    He knew that would motivate Aleksander like a cattle prod up the ass. 
 
    “I think you heard exactly how weak I am,” Aleksander snarled, shoving back his chair and standing. “You should have opened the door, little human, and added yourself to the fray.” 
 
    Kirk’s face flushed. “Just because you’re a screamer doesn’t mean you did any of the work. It was all Constance.” 
 
    Aleksander’s eyes actually bulged, making Kirk have a hard time remembering that the other male wasn’t human even if he could look like it. 
 
    “You want to suffer? It will be my pleasure to indulge you.” Aleksander shoved past him, his bare shoulder slamming into Kirk’s and knocking him back a couple of paces. He was reminded, quite violently, that the chimera was built differently and was so solid Kirk had had trouble lifting him. How the hell was he going to wrestle against that? 
 
    Rubbing his shoulder, he followed Aleksander into the living room. The chimera was pushing the furniture to the walls, clearing a space in the middle of the room. Kirk looked at the carpet and expected to end up with some serious rug burns by the time Aleksander grew bored with grinding his face into it. 
 
    “Uh, you’re not going to wrestle in that, are you?” he pointed at the towel the chimera wore. 
 
    It was a mistake, for Aleksander’s eye narrowed gleefully. “You’re my grounder. If you’re afraid to touch me, you’ve already failed in your duties.” 
 
    “There are different types of grounders,” Kirk retorted, not sure if that was true, but it was going to be from now on. “Hold on.” 
 
    He jogged back to his room, dug a clean pair of his underwear from his carry-on, and brought it back to the living room. Aleksander shook his head mockingly when Kirk tossed it to him. 
 
    “A prude. I would have expected it of a female human. But then, you are a grounder.” 
 
    “Haha.” 
 
    Kirk kept the grin on his face through sheer willpower as Aleksander tossed the towel and dragged on the boxer briefs. It gave him a glimpse of parts he’d seen before during the chimera’s illness, but seeing Aleksander pull on clothes to cover himself somehow made the glimpse seem illicit. Kirk’s boxers, as to be expected, were too big on him, sagging in all the wrong places, which Kirk was slightly disappointed by. Aleksander didn’t look too thrilled with them either, for different reasons. 
 
    “Humans,” Kirk heard him mutter in disgust as he plucked at the waistband as though it were chain mail. 
 
    Kirk figured that was his cue to strip down. He shucked his jeans, and maybe he posed, just a little, as Aleksander looked him over, assessing him. 
 
    “You’re a big human,” the chimera repeated, almost to himself. 
 
    It was the best compliment he was likely to receive from the chimera, and it wasn’t half-bad. Trying to keep his head in the game and not become distracted by how the sunlight highlighted the striated muscles in Aleksander’s shoulders, Kirk swung his own arms to loosen up. 
 
    “So we’re going for the three-count?” He rolled his neck. “No, uh, choking out or anything like that, right? I want to wrestle, not flirt with death.” 
 
    “You’ll do whatever I want,” Aleksander pointed out, beginning to circle him. “You’re my grounder. You obey me.” 
 
    “Right,” Kirk said through gritted teeth. 
 
    He was glad Constance, in a moment of bliss inspired by her encounter with Aleksander, had gone to the market to buy ingredients for a celebratory dinner. He felt more than a little foolish as he and Aleksander weighed each other up in the living room, each of them dressed in Kirk’s underwear. 
 
    “Why didn’t you knock when you heard us?” Aleksander asked softly. “Intimidated?” 
 
    Kirk frowned. “I don’t cut in on another guy’s action. I’m nice that way.” 
 
    “What if she hadn’t been enough to satisfy me?” 
 
    Aleksander was screwing with him, Kirk was sure of it. And it was beginning to work. 
 
    “That’s not how I see this whole grounding thing working,” he said. He made a feint toward the other male and noted how quickly Aleksander danced out of reach. The chimera was quick, not supernaturally so, but he was faster than Kirk. Kirk hoped he himself could be smarter, since he sure as hell wasn’t going to be stronger. “You’ve got Constance to relieve the pressure her way. Then you’ve got me to relieve it this way. Between us we’ll have you covered. You’re a lucky man—chimera.” 
 
    “It hardly feels that way,” Aleksander muttered before shooting forward. 
 
    Kirk tried to jump out of the way, but Aleksander hooked him around the back of the thighs. Kirk’s breath left him in a rush as he was dumped onto his back on the carpet. He heaved up with his hips, trying to throw Aleksander off. It was like trying to dislodge a rhino. Aleksander was solid muscle. His eyes sparkled with glee as he pinned Kirk with a forearm across the throat. 
 
    “Yield?” he purred, getting in Kirk’s face. 
 
    Kirk stopped himself from biting the other man’s nose. “Yield.” 
 
    Aleksander’s weight disappeared from him. Kirk didn’t expect an offered hand to help him up and didn’t get one. 
 
    “Chimera prick,” he mumbled. 
 
    Aleksander’s grin was a shark’s. “I heard that, little human.” 
 
    “You were meant to. Sascha.” 
 
    The blood washed from Aleksander’s face. Kirk didn’t hesitate, diving at the other male. This time it was he who bore his opponent’s back to the floor. Before he could pin Aleksander, the chimera bucked, nearly tossing Kirk head over heels. He ended up skidding across the carpet, the skin of his forearms and knees burned by the fibers. 
 
    “Shit,” he hissed as he staggered to his feet. 
 
    “Who told you that name?” Aleksander was all business now, his expression livid, a fine sheen of sweat delineating his musculature. 
 
    Kirk began circling again, forcibly reminding Aleksander that they were still wrestling. “You did. You said the name while you were hallucinating.” 
 
    “No one calls me that.” 
 
    “Someone did. Now I’m going to, since you seem to like it so much.” 
 
    With an inarticulate snarl, Aleksander launched himself at him. Kirk tried to dodge and failed miserably. His back hit the wall hard. It was pure luck that Aleksander’s hand was behind him and cushioned Kirk’s skull from impact with the unforgiving surface. His head still bounced off the chimera’s palm hard enough to daze him. His knees buckled. 
 
    Aleksander threw him to the carpet. As Kirk groggily tried to crawl away, a foot pressed squarely between his shoulder blades, pinning him to the floor. 
 
    “Yield,” Aleksander said softly, menacingly. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” Kirk tasted blood on his tongue but shook it off. Without warning he heaved himself up, dislodging the foot in his back. He managed to spin so he was supine only to have Aleksander’s foot slam down on his throat. Kirk choked. He grabbed Aleksander’s foot and tried to lift it off him or twist it aside. He may as well have been trying to move a leg of the Eiffel Tower. 
 
    “I could have crushed your windpipe just now and been done with you,” Aleksander said, the wildness fading from his eyes, replaced by a cold dispassion. “A warning, little human. As your kind says, don’t mess with me.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to think of yourself as human,” Kirk said, his voice strained beneath the pressure against his vocal chords. “That way it’ll be easier for you to resist the change.” 
 
    “I’m not human.” 
 
    “Not insulting, just trying to help you. That’s what I’m here for, remember? I’m on your side.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re my grounder.” 
 
    He didn’t like the change that came over Aleksander. It wasn’t physical, but the shift in attitude was apparent. Aleksander moved his foot but to a more humiliating position—pushing down on Kirk’s chin with it, grinding down against his jaw and forcing his mouth partly open. 
 
    “Be a proper grounder,” Aleksander said, watching him with glowing eyes. “Kiss me.” 
 
    Considering the chimera’s mouth was nowhere near his own but something of the chimera’s was, Kirk’s face flushed red with anger. “Go to hell.” 
 
    “Then why. Are. You. Here?” 
 
    Challenge reeked from every pore of Aleksander’s body. Kirk knew then that if he backed down, Aleksander would kick him back to the Council. And once that happened, Leo’s fate was out of his control. 
 
    With his whole body feeling on fire from the force of his humiliation, Kirk ground out, “Lift it up so I can move, damn it.” 
 
    Aleksander blinked. Kirk wasn’t sure if it was in surprise that he was about to obey or with suspicion that this was an impending escape attempt. 
 
    “Move!” 
 
    Fury snapped Aleksander’s confusion away, but he lifted his foot slowly, warily. 
 
    For Leo, Kirk thought. You stupid idiot. 
 
    He cupped Aleksander’s foot by the heel and toes and lifted his head off the floor to press his lips to the arch. Defiantly he glared up at Aleksander while he was doing it. 
 
    “Happy?” he demanded, lowering his head again and dropping his hands. He was pretty sure his brain was going to fry from the intense heat his blush was generating in his face. 
 
    Above him, Aleksander’s expression, far from being the victorious mask Kirk expected him to assume, was strangely conflicted. Almost…dismayed. 
 
    Kirk had once responded to a call about a Dumpster diver behind an electronics store. What he’d found was a teenage boy wielding a knife. 
 
    “Not your turf, man,” the kid had told Kirk. “I’m just looking for something to eat. Not hurting anyone.” 
 
    “I can take you for food,” Kirk replied. “You don’t need to scrounge, and you don’t need that knife.” 
 
    “I don’t need nothin’ from you!” the kid spat. 
 
    Kirk raised his hands. “You got it. Good luck, kid.” 
 
    As he’d turned to go, something had flashed across the boy’s face: disappointment that Kirk hadn’t seen through his bravado to the truth. Kirk was certain—willing to bet his continued good health, at least—that he had just seen the same thing on Aleksander’s face. 
 
    For the kid in the alley, Kirk had claimed to change his mind and forcibly disarmed the teen and dragged him to a shelter. The kid had wept as he’d eaten his meal and whispered thanks when Kirk had made to leave him. He didn’t expect as much gratitude from Aleksander. But Kirk had never lacked for guts… 
 
    “Not what you want after all, is it?” he asked. 
 
    Aleksander quickly backed away as Kirk jumped to his feet. He felt the momentum shift, the polarity in the room changing, pulling them together rather than repelling them. Without stopping to think how stupid he was being, or what the point to all of this was, Kirk stalked Aleksander. To his amazement, Aleksander gave ground, backing until his heels hit the baseboard of the wall he’d previously thrown Kirk against. 
 
    Kirk stepped into his space quickly, not giving either of them time to think. He was going on instinct. Go big or go home— 
 
    “I think you’re looking for a different type of grounder,” he said, taking advantage of the scant inch or so he had on Aleksander to look down at him. “Like maybe you need more help with the control part than you realize.” 
 
    The chimera’s eyes flashed, like a predator about to attack. He turned his face away, muscles jumping in his jaw. Kirk nearly gave in to a wild, irrational urge to grab him by the chin and force his face around. 
 
    “I’m good at taking control,” Kirk said, automatically cataloging a hundred tiny reactions that Aleksander had no idea his body was making, such as the heaving of his chest, the racing of the pulse visible in his neck, the anxious twitching of his lashes. Kirk wasn’t conscious of lowering his voice, but it came out thick and intimate as he said, “If that’s what you need, I’d be happy to.” 
 
    Aleksander trembled violently. 
 
    Kirk was startled to feel his own cock, full and rigid, rub against the cotton of his underwear. He didn’t know if it was the dominance or Aleksander’s strange passivity that had fired him up, or if it was both. 
 
    “Why can’t you look at me, Sascha? Afraid I’ll see the truth?” 
 
    He gave in to impulse and grabbed Aleksander by the jaw, determined to make the chimera face him. The contact fired Aleksander into action. Kirk flew backward through the air and crashed into the coffee table that had been pushed against the far wall. Groaning, he rubbed his chest where the chimera had shoved him. 
 
    “Watch that strength, Superman,” he wheezed. 
 
    “You’re lucky I didn’t kill you,” Aleksander snarled. In a flash he had vanished, the windows rattling when he slammed the workroom door behind him. 
 
    “Always running away,” Kirk chided. He winced as he rubbed his right hip. “Guess I touched a nerve.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
   C onstance pulled the car into the driveway and felt the smile that she’d been wearing for the past forty-five minutes fade from her face. She collected her groceries and reluctantly exited the car. 
 
    “Hello,” she said to the man waiting near the front steps. “I didn’t expect to see you here.” 
 
    Domenic’s hair shone molten silver in the Mediterranean sun. He was a handsome man and emitted an undeniable aura of authority. Serving him back in the BDSM club in the States had been a thrill for her and a memory she’d relived often while waiting and hoping for Aleksander to respond to her. 
 
    But the nerves she felt upon seeing Domenic now weren’t born of anticipation and lust. She clutched her groceries to her chest as if they were a vest made of Kevlar. “Why are you here, sir?” 
 
    He nodded approvingly at the honorific, his eyes crinkling, and Constance experienced the fleeting desire to kneel for him, or at least drop her eyes. But that wasn’t their relationship here in Madeira. Not as far as she knew. 
 
    “I’m not here to take you back,” he told her, reliving her of her biggest fear. “You look well, Constance. Portugal suits you.” 
 
    She smiled slightly. “It would suit anyone. I love it here.” She knew she should invite him inside, but she didn’t want him in there. It would feel like allowing a trespasser inside, and more, Aleksander wouldn’t like it. He felt threatened, or at least uncomfortable, around other chimera. She had seen it with her own eyes. 
 
    “Does Portugal suit Aleksander?” 
 
    She chose her answer carefully. Domenic wouldn’t be out here for a vacation. “He’s better than I’ve ever seen him. He’s really good, sir.” 
 
    “Kirk is helping, is he?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” She thought of Kirk sleeping awkwardly in the chair, watching over Aleksander. She wished she could gush about it to Domenic, but knew any mention of poisoning or even illness in Aleksander could be trouble. Chimera seemed to be unforgiving when it came to weakness in their own kind. 
 
    “Good. That’s very good.” Domenic approached her and laid a hand on her shoulder. “Aleksander is very important to us, so it’s vital that he is taken care of. You know what that means, don’t you?” 
 
    She gave a noncommittal shrug, afraid of responding incorrectly. 
 
    “It means I know you failed him, Constance.” 
 
    The paper sack in her arms rattled as she trembled. “Please, sir, things are different now. I swear to you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure we can trust you,” he said ominously. 
 
    What did that mean? Her mind raced to come up with scenarios. All, unfortunately, ended up with her either flown from Portugal or sent to the bottom of the ocean. She’d heard the rumors that grounders had died in the line of duty, and she believed them. 
 
    “You can trust me,” she assured him. “I just need a little more time.” 
 
    “I came here to assess the situation.” He squeezed her shoulder before letting go. To her relief he began to descend the sloped driveway, heading for the main road where she assumed a car had been ordered to pick him up. “I’m giving you an extension, Constance,” he called over his shoulder. “I’m counting on you and Kirk to wage a two-pronged attack. Aleksander is a unique chimera. Extremely headstrong. He needs to be pushed in order to remember to control himself. So push him. Even if it seems he’s resisting you. He doesn’t know what’s best for him because he’s changing. But we do. The Council is determined to see him well, and we hope that you and Kirk are the tools to achieve that.” 
 
    She nodded fervently, but he was already descending out of sight. Besides, he hadn’t looked back once he started walking, assuming she would agree with and obey everything he said. He wasn’t wrong. She knew her duty, and she yearned to help Aleksander. But Domenic’s command worried her. 
 
    Push Aleksander? It sounded counterintuitive. But Domenic was chimera. He knew Aleksander’s nature better than she did. He and the Council needed Aleksander to be strong and fully functioning. Whatever they ordered would be the right plan of action. She hoped she could find the courage to follow it through. Being assertive, being aggressive, were character traits she had rarely exercised. 
 
    But I’ll do anything to help Aleksander resist the change. 
 
    Fortunately, she had Kirk. He would know what to do. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Kirk didn’t know what the hell he was doing. 
 
    He buried his face in his pillow and tried to bury his dick into the mattress, refusing it any friction, but that wasn’t working. Not at all. His hips twitched, did a little roll. 
 
    He hated himself. 
 
    He didn’t want to be aroused by his interaction with Aleksander. Kissing Constance and tasting the other male on her was one thing. But to push the issue and move aggressively on Aleksander the way he would a woman? 
 
    “Why didn’t you punch me in the face?” he groaned, the words muffled by the pillow. That would have solved everything, really. Or better yet, a knee to the groin would have taken care of his current problem as well. 
 
    With a sigh, he flipped onto his back and stared at the ceiling. He didn’t do well with identity crises. Didn’t do them, period. So where the hell had this come from? 
 
    He pinched the bridge of his nose and told himself to get a grip. Whatever had happened between him and Aleksander wasn’t going to happen again. He’d caught Aleksander off guard—caught both of them by surprise—but Kirk knew lightning wouldn’t strike twice. Aleksander would castrate Kirk before allowing a lowly human to exert any hint of dominance over him again. So it was a one-off. Which was good, because it couldn’t have been what the chimera needed. Chimera were the top of the food chain. Kirk was the tasty morsel. There was a hierarchy, and it wouldn’t do anyone good if he tried to upend it. 
 
    But why had that brief moment of power affected him so deeply? 
 
    “Because you’re a guy,” he said aloud. Pretty much anything that breathed could get him going if the mood was right. Added to that he was a dominant man, both in bed and out. Any chance to indulge his nature turned him on. 
 
    He nodded, content to believe that. But as exhausted as he was, it still took his racing mind an hour to calm down enough to allow him to sleep. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    The smell of cooking meat coaxed him out of bed six hours later. After a refreshing shower, Kirk was in high spirits when he entered the kitchen. Constance, mashing potatoes with a masher, smiled at him. 
 
    “You shaved.” 
 
    “Was getting a little wild and woolly,” he said, rubbing his smooth jawline. 
 
    “I liked it.” Constance ducked over the bowl, blushing prettily. “It emphasizes your masculinity.” 
 
    “Yeah? Enough to put up with the beard rash?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    He smiled and touched her hip as he moved to the fridge and pulled out a bottle of beer. “Super Bock. Nice. I bought a six-pack from an import store in the States once.” 
 
    “Now you get to drink it as a domestic.” 
 
    “Couldn’t be better.” He came up behind her and wrapped his free arm around her waist. The skin at her nape smelled like ginger and vanilla. Whoever had said men were aroused by the smell of doughnuts hadn’t been off the mark. Kirk hummed approvingly against the side of her neck. 
 
    “Meat and potatoes again,” he said. “You’re spoiling us, Constance.” 
 
    “Just making sure you have plenty of energy,” she murmured. 
 
    He set the beer aside and then gently pulled the masher from her hand. “Turn around, sweetheart.” 
 
    She did, arms immediately sliding around the back of his neck when he pulled her hips flush to his. 
 
    Her giving nature never failed to affect him, and he showed her by capturing her lips with his. Her lip gloss tasted of strawberries. He licked them before dipping inside her mouth and playing with her tongue. She scraped her nails across the backs of his shoulders, making him shiver. 
 
    Aleksander probably wouldn’t appreciate Kirk throwing Constance down on the island and having his wicked way with her. The fantasy did remind him that they no longer had a dining room table. He relished having a project to occupy his time for a little while. 
 
    “Where is the food?” 
 
    Kirk mentally shook his head as he parted from Constance. He kept his arms around her, though, as he turned to look at a glowering Aleksander. The chimera was back in jeans and a T-shirt, both ratty and stained. Kirk tried not to think about whether Aleksander was still wearing his underwear. 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s time to wash those?” Kirk inquired mildly. 
 
    “Oh, my God, you’re right.” To his disappointment, Constance extricated herself from his embrace and stepped tentatively toward Aleksander. “May I do your laundry? I was about to do a batch of my own anyway.” 
 
    Aleksander shrugged before shoving his hands into the pockets of his jeans. He resembled a moody teenager. “You’ll wait until I bring them out.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He sniffed the air. “Food?” 
 
    “He’s so hungry he’s resorted to communicating with single words.” Kirk picked up his beer again. “Guess that’s a sign you’re fully recovered.” When Aleksander didn’t acknowledge the comment and wouldn’t look at him, Kirk continued without him. “What do you think struck you down? Have you narrowed down which poison it was?” He took a slug of beer. “I don’t like knowing you can accidentally poison yourself like that.” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with you.” 
 
    “It does when I have to save your life. Did you spill something, or—” 
 
    “It’s none of your business, human!” 
 
    “Kirk,” he said firmly. “My name is Kirk. I’m going to be here for a while, so get used to the way it feels rolling off your tongue.” 
 
    Aleksander flashed him a look of pure venom, and a moment later Kirk realized how the comment could have been taken. He held back a laugh. 
 
    “Kirk,” Aleksander spat, “I didn’t spill anything. I’m not a careless human.” He looked away to glare at the wall. “Most likely I mistimed my immunity dose.” 
 
    “Immunity dose. That’s building up your tolerance by swallowing small amounts of poison.” Kirk didn’t like the sound of that, but it made sense that the poisoner would do it. Damned dangerous, though. “How are you going to make sure it doesn’t happen again?” 
 
    “It won’t. It was…an aberration. I carefully time them with hourglasses. But somehow—I must have knocked one over and altered the flow.” 
 
    Kirk choked on his beer. He smiled weakly at Constance when she helpfully patted him on the back. He distinctly remember turning over the yellow hourglass on Aleksander’s workbench. The beer curdled in his stomach as he accepted the fact that it was his fault Aleksander had poisoned himself. The thought made him sick. He dedicated his career to helping people and keeping them safe, and here he had nearly killed someone with his carelessness. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said, clearing his throat. “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    Something in his tone caught Aleksander’s attention, for the chimera sent him a look of bemusement. 
 
    “Anyway,” Kirk said quickly, “Sascha’s asked the right question. When’s dinner?” 
 
    “I told you not to use that name!” 
 
    Kirk ignored him, turning a winning smile on Constance who looked nervously between him and a fuming Aleksander. “Um, I was just finishing the potatoes. Everything else is ready. But I’m not sure where we should eat…” 
 
    “By the pool,” Kirk declared. His grin did nothing to temper Aleksander’s fury, but Kirk was used to smiling in the face of adversity. “It’ll be fun.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Constance wasn’t sure “fun” was the word she would use to describe dinner by the pool. Aleksander clearly disliked eating his meal with the humans, but Kirk had made a game of withholding the chimera’s steak unless he sat on the concrete beside the pool. Aleksander had finally given in only, Constance was sure, because he didn’t want the smell of Kirk’s spilled blood spoiling his appetite. Aleksander sat hunched over his plate like a troll, facing away from them, which left him staring moodily at the water while Kirk shared funny stories of his work with Constance. Feeling guilty at ignoring him, Constance kept glancing over at Aleksander, but the chimera seemed lost in his thoughts. She hoped he was incapable of feeling lonely. 
 
    “My buddies would race through the streets of Brooklyn, chasing each other by using their loudspeakers in a game of Marco Polo,” Kirk said with a grin. “Can you imagine what the neighbors must have thought, hearing cop car speakers shouting ‘Marco!’ followed by ‘Polo!’ at three in the morning?” 
 
    Constance laughed and took another sip of her beer. She could feel herself becoming tipsy, but she felt safe with Kirk around. He wouldn’t allow her to embarrass or hurt herself. It was more than him being a cop. She could tell he was innately chivalrous. And he was affectionate, always touching her lightly on the shoulder, the small of the back, her hips. Even now, while telling his story, he kept one hand on her knee, making sure she was engaged. It made her look again to Aleksander, who suddenly seemed so isolated in comparison. 
 
    “I got in trouble with the police once,” Constance said when Kirk paused to open another bottle of beer. She’d already gathered their plates and set them aside. Aleksander sat on his hands as he stared into the water. He wasn’t participating in the conversation, but he hadn’t left to hide out in his workroom, either. 
 
    “Yeah?” Kirk brushed a lock of hair away from her eyes, his look fond. “What’d you do? Jaywalk?” 
 
    “I was caught shoplifting,” she admitted. At his look of surprise, she smiled sheepishly. “I was seven. The local mall had a wishing well where people could donate coins for a charity. I wanted to buy candy, so I helped myself to a handful of quarters from the well. I cried the entire time the security guard made me empty my pockets. Whenever my parents forced me to go shopping there after that, I made sure I didn’t wear the same clothes I’d had on when I was caught. I was afraid the security guard would recognize me from them.” 
 
    “Troublemaker,” he teased. 
 
    “You’re lucky they no longer cut off the hands of thieves.” 
 
    Kirk shook his head and tipped the beer to his lips. “Way to liven up the mood, Sascha.” 
 
    “Stop calling me that!” 
 
    “So tell us about your brushes with the law,” Kirk went on, blithely ignoring the outburst. “There’s no way you can convince me you’ve been a good boy all your life. I recognize a juvenile delinquent when I see one.” 
 
    “Are you asking how many laws I’ve broken or how many lives I’ve taken?” 
 
    Constance heard something in Aleksander’s question that she didn’t think Kirk had. It matched the picture she had secretly painted of the chimera, that of a being who had sacrificed part of his soul to do what had been asked of him. She’d seen Aleksander returning from the trips with Michel, his face haunted by the knowledge his talent had killed yet another of his kind. It was killing him. 
 
    Looking to Kirk, she feared he wouldn’t get it. That he would take Aleksander at face value. But Kirk didn’t immediately respond, and the gaze he kept on Aleksander was thoughtful, as if he saw in the scowling profile and the hunched shoulders what she did—someone who wished they could be doing something else with their life. 
 
    “I think that might be a discussion for another day,” Kirk said eventually, his tone soothing, like a warm blanket thrown over all three of them. “I think tonight calls for a lighter mood.” 
 
    “Humans have forever buried their heads in the sand,” Aleksander muttered. “It’s no wonder we’ve lived among you and you’ve never suspected our existence.” 
 
    “I’ll admit you look as human as Constance or I do.” Kirk finished off his beer and set the empty bottle beside the others he’d finished. “If I passed you on the street, I wouldn’t give you a second glance. Hopefully with our help, you’ll be able to maintain that fiction more easily.” 
 
    “I don’t need you.” 
 
    Kirk looked at Constance and gave her the smile of a co-conspirator. “Sure, Sascha. You have it all under control.” 
 
    When Kirk’s eyes dropped to her mouth, Constance knew something had changed. The energy between them crisped and drew taut. She guessed his intention immediately. He wanted to test Sascha’s self-proclaimed control by putting the moves on her. Constance, to her shame, didn’t have a problem with that. 
 
    She welcomed Kirk’s fingers as they trailed down her bare arm. She wore a tank top and shorts because the days and nights were warm. Kirk’s finger teased beneath the edge of her bra strap, and he cocked a brow. She wasn’t at that point where she could go around without a bra, but if he kept looking at her that way, as if nothing would make him happier than to see her braless, that could change. Kirk had a very compelling way about him. 
 
    And Constance was willing to be compelled. 
 
    His fingers were callused. The subtle scrape of them along her inner arm made her want to uncross her legs and open them wide so he could sit between them. She watched, her lashes lowered, as he moved his fingers to the front of her tank top and there, very lightly, brushed the backs of his fingers across her nipples. They tightened so sharply she gasped. 
 
    Even through the tank and her bra, she felt his heat. Large men were always hot, in her experience, and Kirk was definitely built big. She yearned for him to use that size against her and for their mutual pleasure. 
 
    “The Council will be thrilled to learn they’ve succeeded in making a love match between you two,” Aleksander drawled from the edge of the pool. 
 
    Kirk didn’t take his eyes from Constance’s breasts as he replied, “What’s it to you? You don’t need us, remember?” 
 
    From over Kirk’s shoulder Aleksander frowned ferociously at the water. Constance studied him closely, watching for signs that the change was upon him. So far he remained human. For how long, if Kirk kept pushing him? 
 
    Domenic’s visit jumped to the forefront of her mind. Wasn’t pushing exactly what the Council wanted her and Kirk to do? They believed Aleksander would respond well to that. She had to believe they knew best, even though it went against what her instincts were telling her, which was that Aleksander was far more complicated than that. 
 
    “You certainly don’t need Constance,” Kirk said as he reached forward with both hands and slipped the straps of her tank top off her shoulders. The garment slipped down her torso and bunched around her waist. It wasn’t a cold night by any stretch of the imagination, but she shivered in reaction as she was left sitting in front of both males in her bra. “Look at her,” Kirk breathed, reverence clear in his voice. “She’s no help at all.” 
 
    Without asking, she lifted her arms slightly, giving Kirk room to reach behind her and unsnap her bra. She shook the garment off her, feeling her face and upper chest heating at being on display like this. But she couldn’t hide the fact that her nipples were tight, and she couldn’t deny to herself that she felt deliciously weak to be at their—or at least Kirk’s—mercy. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
   A leksander didn’t know why he still sat outside with the humans when nothing kept him there. He had work to do. The last poison he had blended for Michel had mostly failed. He needed to develop a new formulation. At any moment Michel or the Council could contact him, demanding his services in putting down a new changed one. 
 
    Knowing all that, he didn’t move. A rare contentment made his limbs heavy. Though it felt foreign to admit as much, he felt comfortable sitting there beside the pool. The night was pleasant, and the air was fresh and free of the bitter stench of burned herbs and chemicals. He had cooped himself up in his workroom for so long that he’d forgotten how large the world could be, not limited only to four walls and a ceiling, pressing down on him. For a traitorous microsecond, he even considered flying. He wasn’t foolish enough to indulge the chimera that much, but being able to fantasize about the wind beneath his wings and rushing through his hair was unusual for him. He didn’t fantasize often. He couldn’t remember the last time he had. Dreaming, hoping, wishing—those things were for chimera who weren’t poisoners. 
 
    The moon was a full orb reflected on the surface of the water, a plate of silver peace. He stared hard at it, trying to recall the lessons an enlightened chimera had tried to teach him so many years ago. The lessons had fallen apart when Aleksander discovered they weren’t offered for strictly platonic reasons. He regretted that. It would be nice to know inner peace, or at least glimpse it every once in a while. 
 
    A sibilant gasp tickled his left ear. He tried not to hear it, but Constance’s voice was a siren’s. He shouldn’t have touched her, because now he couldn’t shake the memory of her from his consciousness. Was that what grounders did, infiltrate a chimera’s awareness to distract him from the change? Aleksander had not used a grounder before, and he resented the Council’s insistence that he have not one but two…although he secretly felt they might be right. He wasn’t as strong as he should be. His mockery of a wrestling match with Kirk was proof of that. 
 
    His nails dug into the backs of his thighs. He had sat on them deliberately to prevent himself from pulling at his hair. He suspected he would end the night bald if his hands were free. Constance’s noises drove him mad. He wanted to look—but no, he wouldn’t. Because then he would see her. 
 
    And him. 
 
    The chimera seethed beneath the surface of his control, eager to burst free and put Kirk in his place. Kirk had ambushed him today, but it wouldn’t happen a second time. Aleksander was the dominant male in this household, and it would remain that way no matter how much the big human tried to change that. It wouldn’t require much effort of Aleksander to remind Kirk of how weak he was in comparison. Aleksander would show him. Eventually. He was currently too distracted by that damn female’s voice… 
 
    Growling beneath his breath, he whipped his head around to force the grounders to stop their idiotic pawing of each other. What he saw banished his intentions. 
 
    Constance, her generous bare breasts limned by moonlight, had tossed her head back. With her eyes closed, she panted softly as Kirk mouthed her nipples. Her fingers clawed the pocked surface of the concrete, but she didn’t move them, as though submitting to invisible bonds keeping them in place. She shook her head, allowing her hair to flow loose down her back. The golden fall shivered every so often as Kirk’s attentions wrung a tremor from her body. 
 
    Aleksander wanted to touch her breasts, wanted their heavy weight to sit in his palms or rest against his cheeks. Though Kirk’s head blocked the sight of his lips, Aleksander could imagine, merely from the sounds, how it would feel to suckle Constance’s pink nipples. They would rest tenderly on his tongue, be plump enough for him to squeeze his lips around and tug. A scrape of teeth, and she would gasp—just like that. Aleksander ripped one of his hands out from under him and thrust it against his groin. 
 
    “Useless,” Kirk murmured against her skin. “She’s utterly useless to you, Sascha.” 
 
    Fortunately for the human, Aleksander was too aroused to summon the energy to yell at him for using the nickname again. He only wished Kirk would shut up and put his mouth to better use. It inspired a thought. 
 
    “Kiss down her stomach,” he ordered. 
 
    He watched them tense, Constance lifting her head enough to look at him in astonishment, Kirk hovering, unmoving over her body. Then Kirk chuckled, very softly, and Aleksander understood his amusement. He had tricked Aleksander into responding. Well, Aleksander thought hotly, the trick will soon be on you. 
 
    “Both of you remove your clothes,” he said, barely hiding his smile. He felt devious and intensely aroused. “If you are to properly ground me, you should be dressed for the occasion. Or not, in this instance.” 
 
    “Aleksander,” Constance breathed, her chest heaving. Her nipples were tight and gleamed with wetness from Kirk’s mouth. Aleksander was ferociously jealous, but he would get his in time. 
 
    For now, he stared hard at the back of Kirk’s head, half hoping the human would refuse. Kirk was more naturally dominant than submissive, and Aleksander didn’t understand why he was here, playing at being a grounder. But if he was content to place himself in Aleksander’s control—Aleksander would happily make Kirk regret it. 
 
    “If we’re naked, then you should be, too,” Kirk said, finally turning his head to the side, though not enough that he could make eye contact with Aleksander. 
 
    Aleksander smirked, pleased that he’d read Kirk right. The other male was trying to assert control, but he would fail. “I’m not the one submitting to a chimera. Or are you not, either?” 
 
    He expected Kirk to argue, but the male only shrugged with frustrating equanimity. For whatever reason, Kirk was determined to carry out this charade. Aleksander didn’t know whether to be pleased or annoyed by the human’s persistence. Certainly he had hoped to run both of them away to leave him in peace, but if he could order them to do whatever he liked…he couldn’t deny the allure of possessing such power. 
 
    “Strip,” he said, “and then you have my permission to continue.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s asking for it,” he heard Kirk mumble, followed quickly by Constance’s, “Shh! He’ll hear you.” 
 
    With more grumbling, Kirk sat up. He grabbed the hem of his shirt and pulled it up over his head, ruffling his thick black hair. Aleksander swatted the shirt aside when Kirk threw it at him. Muscle rippled along Kirk’s back and bunched in his impressive shoulders, but he wasn’t perfection. A few small scars marred his skin, evidence of a life spent somewhere besides behind a desk. 
 
    “Now the shorts,” Aleksander growled. 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” 
 
    Even Constance could do nothing but stare as Kirk drew to his full height and shucked not only his shorts but the underwear beneath them. It left Aleksander with an unencumbered view of the male’s firm, rounded buttocks and muscled thighs. Aleksander felt his fingers curl, his subconscious imagining gripping Kirk’s hips. Constance, seated in front of him, couldn’t seem to drag her eyes from Kirk’s groin. Aleksander wrinkled his nose, refusing to believe the irritation he felt toward her was spurred by jealousy. 
 
    But Kirk seemed to be able to read his mind, for the male slowly turned around, taking his time so Aleksander wasn’t rushed in his perusal of the hard, muscled body that was dusted with just enough black hair to reinforce Kirk’s status as a male. Helplessly, Aleksander dropped his gaze to Kirk’s groin. The thick cock nestled with the trim patch of midnight was half-swollen already, and beneath Aleksander’s attention, it rose to full height and length. 
 
    “You said something about me being big,” Kirk reminded him, his eyes dancing with laughter. 
 
    Aleksander wished to throw him in the pool but didn’t trust his knees not to buckle. Something about Kirk unnerved him, and humans never made him uneasy. 
 
    Forcing as much boredom into his voice as he could manage, he turned to Constance and said, “Now, the female’s turn.” 
 
    “Her name is Constance.” 
 
    Kirk’s smile hadn’t wavered, but his voice had hardened. A warning. 
 
    Aleksander wasn’t interested in engaging him over something so trivial. “Constance.” 
 
    She beamed as if he’d selected her out of all the females of the world. “Yes, master.” 
 
    “Remove your clothing.” 
 
    She was quicker to obey than Kirk had been, though no less graceful for her enthusiasm. Soon Aleksander was appreciating her full, rounded body—the peaked nipples on her generous breasts, the triangle of golden hair that concealed her sex. Her hips were generous, and he liked that. They made him imagine how softly she’d yield to his hips as he slid inside her and began to thrust. 
 
    “Kiss her,” Aleksander said, though he didn’t like the rough quality of his voice. It betrayed more than he wanted it to. 
 
    Kirk motioned to Constance. “You heard the man. Lay one on me, sweetheart.” 
 
    She enjoyed his teasing, and it wasn’t the first time, according to her quick laugh and coquettish look. Aleksander narrowed his eyes. Maybe he would order them not to touch each other if he wasn’t present to control them. The thought filled his cock with blood. The mere fantasy of having them anxious and desperate, completely at his mercy, would have been enough to send him to bed content. 
 
    But of course, there could be more. 
 
    “Turn so I can see both of you,” Aleksander ordered when Kirk began to reach for her. 
 
    Kirk paused and dropped his arms. “Why don’t we come over there? So you can see everything up close and personal.” 
 
    Aleksander knew what he was doing, but he would allow this thinly veiled attempt to grasp control of the situation. It would be that much more satisfying when Kirk discovered he had never had control at all. 
 
    “Come here,” he ordered, as if it had been his idea to begin with. He thought for a second and smiled. “Kneel on either side of me.” 
 
    Kirk raised a brow, and Constance sucked in her breath. Their reactions sent a thrill skittering across Aleksander’s skin. He kept his expression carefully neutral, however, as they did as he told them, Constance kneeling carefully on his right side, Kirk on his left. Constance’s knees pressed lightly against the outside of his right thigh, but Kirk had allowed space between them. It didn’t make much difference. Kirk’s size, not just his height but his breadth, meant he loomed over both of them and made ignoring him impossible. 
 
    “This what you want, Sascha?” Kirk’s voice, low and intimate, made Constance visibly shiver. Aleksander had better control over his outward reaction. At least he’d thought so. Kirk, staring deeply at his eyes, laughed softly to himself, as if enjoying a private joke. 
 
    Aleksander had had enough of his cockiness. “Constance, I want you to take him in hand and stroke him until he can’t keep still.” Aleksander checked an imaginary watch on his wrist. “That should take about thirty seconds.” 
 
    Kirk’s grin widened, but it faltered when Constance obediently reached across Aleksander’s lap and curled her fingers around him. Kirk settled his buttocks on his heels and rested his hands atop his thighs. 
 
    “While we’re occupied, what are you going to do?” he challenged, a bite to the question as Constance’s touch began to affect him. 
 
    “Enjoy myself at your expense.” 
 
    “I’m hardly suffering here.” 
 
    Aleksander leaned back on his hands. “You will.” 
 
    It was the wrong position to move to, for it thrust Aleksander’s hips up slightly, and Kirk’s eyes went immediately to the mound that had formed in the crotch of his jeans. 
 
    “Could be bigger,” Kirk remarked. Aleksander sucked in his breath in anger, but the other male continued, “Constance, let’s put on a show for him. See how big we can make that bulge.” 
 
    Uncertain if he were being mocked, Aleksander held his tongue and watched warily as Kirk reached across him and cupped Constance’s heavy breasts as though he were weighing fruit. In response, her hand moved quicker on Kirk. The dark, rosy head peeking from the top of her fist began to glisten beneath her efforts. Aleksander lowered his lids, hiding himself, as Kirk leaned forward and caught her behind the head. He watched Kirk’s tongue slide into her mouth and slowly pump back and forth between her wet lips. It was the kiss of a confident man, and Constance melted into it, whimpering so sweetly that Aleksander had to hold back his own groan of lust. 
 
    He wanted to sit up again and put his hands over his lap, but the humans were above him, and if he rose up, he would be in a perfect position to join them in that kiss. It wasn’t happening. He supposed he could have ordered them to stop and separate, allowing him to sit up, but that sounded just as stupid. 
 
    Constance reached out with her free hand and scraped her nails slowly down Kirk’s chest, dragging a pale trail through the scattering of inky hair covering his pectorals. When her forefinger caught and plucked at a dusky nipple, his hips jerked, and he thrust his tongue harder into her mouth, simultaneously. Between them, Aleksander’s own hips jerked in kind. 
 
    “Pinch them,” he whispered hoarsely. 
 
    Kirk and Constance both assumed the command applied to them, gracing him with the sight of Kirk pinching Constance’s perk, rosy buds and she doing likewise to his smaller and firmer nipples. Both humans responded to the tiny tortures, their hips twisting and their groans mingling between their lips. Aleksander thought he might be going mad. 
 
    His hand found Constance’s hip before he was aware of moving it. Her skin was sleek and warm, its surface trembling as he palmed her buttock and gently squeezed it. As Kirk continued to kiss her, Aleksander slid his hand down the swell of her bottom, fingertips dipping into the crease and lightly grazing her nether lips. Her moan filled Kirk’s mouth. 
 
    The curve of her back beckoned him, and he traced it up to her rib cage where the side of her left breast spilled over Kirk’s large hand. Aleksander’s mouth was too dry to speak, else he would have ordered Kirk to move his hand. As it was he simply pushed the other man’s hand aside and cupped Constance’s breast for his own. 
 
    Kirk pulled back long enough to murmur, “Pushy, pushy,” before diving back into the kiss with Constance. Aleksander groaned when her perky nipple poked the center of his palm. He rolled his fingers over her and then twisted the bud until she squirmed. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    The bitten-off curse came from Kirk, who’d broken away from Constance’s mouth but kept his forehead against her as she continued to stroke his length. Aleksander wanted to gloat at how quickly the human had reached his limit, but one look at Kirk’s cock, and the words died on his tongue. 
 
    “You going to keep staring, or are you going to do something with it?” Kirk rasped. The hand that Aleksander had displaced from Constance’s breast fell lightly onto Aleksander’s shoulder. 
 
    Shocked, Aleksander shook it off, but Kirk only smiled as if everything Aleksander did amused him. 
 
    “Maybe you’re a voyeur,” Kirk said. “Or maybe you need the right motivation to get off the bench and play.” 
 
    Aleksander didn’t care for his speculation. Holding Kirk’s eyes, daring him to argue, he said to Constance, “Push him back and suck him off.” 
 
    The surprised widening of Kirk’s eyes was exactly what he’d hoped for. Aleksander pulled himself backward and out of their way so Constance could do as he’d bid and shyly push Kirk onto his back on the concrete. Her breasts hung, beautifully pendulous, beneath her as she crawled over Kirk’s hips. 
 
    “Does this please you, master?” she whispered as she grasped Kirk’s shaft and tilted it toward her mouth. She painted her lips with Kirk’s leaking seed until they glistened. 
 
    Aleksander felt pain in his palms where his nails dug into them. He felt far more vulnerable than he wanted to as he choked out, “Yes. Do it!” 
 
    “Would you like to hold him down?” she asked. 
 
    He and Kirk both stared at her. 
 
    Constance’s face darkened, as if she’d flushed, but she said, “I think you would enjoy the control, master.” 
 
    Aleksander couldn’t scramble into place fast enough. The hard concrete bruised his knees through the denim of his jeans, but he hardly noticed as he took his position above Kirk’s head. The other male glared up at him, and Aleksander felt the rush of power through his veins. He gripped Kirk’s wrists and pinned them beside his head against the ground. Kirk’s triceps bunched as he reflexively tested the grip. 
 
    “A waste of energy,” Aleksander taunted. “You’re not going anywhere unless I allow it.” 
 
    “Sure seems like it,” Kirk agreed. The response confused Aleksander. Why wasn’t the human giving him the satisfaction of fighting him? 
 
    Then he stopped caring as Constance bent down and sucked Kirk into her mouth. Her head continued to lower, taking him inch by inch and pulling a groan from both males. Kirk tensed against Aleksander’s grip, and the chimera regretted not having three hands so he could touch himself and relieve the ache in his own cock. He watched avidly as Constance lifted up, leaving hard, shiny flesh in her wake. At the head, she paused and suckled. Kirk cursed, muscles bunching in his chest and abs. His hips quivered as if he were exerting all his strength to keep them in place and not gag Constance with a greedy thrust upward. 
 
    His restraint made Aleksander feel hot and strange. He could imagine too well the frustration Kirk must feel, being pinned by a being of superior strength and forced to endure sensual torture by Constance. The sense of helplessness would be overwhelming, maddening. Erotic. Aleksander yearned to see Kirk surrender and acknowledge that he held no power here, that he could do nothing to help himself, he could do nothing that would hurt anyone… 
 
    The twist his thoughts had taken shocked Aleksander out of the fantasy. Angry at himself, confused, he focused his attention on his grounders. 
 
    “Suck him,” he ordered Constance. “Drink him down, and if you do it quickly enough, I may allow him to curl his tongue between your legs.” 
 
    Her moan was garbled and plaintive. It triggered Kirk, who rolled his head back, eyes clenched, and thrust up into her mouth. She took him without complaint, her throat working to accommodate his length. Aleksander felt the violent convulsions shake Kirk’s body as he shot himself into Constance’s working mouth. 
 
    “Swallow,” he whispered raggedly. 
 
    Kirk cursed again and thrust up a second time. Constance rubbed her hand over his heaving belly soothingly as she drank him down. When she finally raised her head, her eyes were closed, her lips damp and swollen. “Master, please,” she whispered. 
 
    Aleksander could barely unclench his fingers from around Kirk’s wrists. He was sure he had left bruises on the human’s skin. Kirk didn’t appear to care. He rolled deftly upright and wrapped his arms around Constance’s hips. 
 
    “Ride my face, sweetheart,” he panted, guiding her forward as he lay back again. “Let me lick those sweet juices out of you.” 
 
    Aleksander shifted backward, giving them room, though he didn’t think they were aware of his proximity. Constance threw her head back, eyes clenched shut, and gave out a little cry as Kirk buried his face between her legs. The lewd, wet sounds as he licked her out were barely audible to Aleksander over the roaring of the blood in his ears. 
 
    He ached, his entire body throbbing with need. He could not remember ever being this hard or feeling this denied. He snarled, frustrated and needy, but neither human noticed him. Constance began to shudder in beautiful, rolling waves, one hand in her hair, the other massaging her breast. She was a goddess incarnate, and Aleksander was held rapt. 
 
    But he couldn’t ignore the dark head between her legs that was pushing her to such erotic heights. Kirk moved his head energetically, clearly taking great enjoyment in eating her out. His big fingers dug into the tender skin of her thighs, holding her in place for him as she thrashed. He was merciless, forcing her to endure the wicked onslaught of his tongue, and Aleksander found himself wondering, traitorously, what it felt like to be the focus of that voracious appetite. 
 
    With a throaty cry, Constance folded over on herself and clutched Kirk’s head to her. His groan was muffled against her skin, but its vibration made her gasp and shudder anew. Aleksander felt pain and realized he’d shoved his fist between his teeth. He hastily licked the blood from his skin and stood up. Neither of them noticed that he’d risen to his feet. They were too wrapped up in each other and their pleasure to care when he turned and stalked back to the house, alone. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Kirk had enjoyed his fair share of sexual partners. He didn’t sleep around, not compared to his buddies, but he’d had the occasional one-night stand with a badge bunny who was infatuated with the idea that he carried a gun. The sex could be hot with a woman like that, but nothing he’d done with those women compared to what he’d just been given by Constance. 
 
    It was something he’d tried to tell past girlfriends to no avail: it’s not how you look, it’s how comfortable you are with yourself that makes you sexy to a man. He’d been with gorgeous women who were convinced they were fat and refused to ride him because they thought it made their stomachs jiggle. He’d been with women who could have been models but were too self-conscious about their bodies to enjoy sex with the lights on, or above the sheets. 
 
    Constance didn’t have a perfect body. By conventional standards she was overweight, too much junk in the trunk, yada, yada. But she held nothing back when she was with him, and that made her more beautiful than any supermodel in the world, in Kirk’s opinion. Sex with her would always be wonderful because things like inhibition, embarrassment, and low self-esteem would never come between them. He wished all women held her confidence. 
 
    That she found pleasure in being submissive to men only made her more desirable. Kirk’s dominant nature wanted to hoard her, enslave her. That kind of lifestyle twenty-four-seven wasn’t for him for reasons both practical and personal. He enjoyed being around people who could think and act for themselves. A slave to do his bidding was only a fantasy. It made him smile, though, as he lay with Constance draped over him. He smoothed his hand down her back, easing her through the comedown from her orgasm. 
 
    “You’re too good at that,” she whispered against his chest. 
 
    “Licking you?” He felt the burn in her cheeks and smiled. “You make me want to become even better. So I can see how wild I can make you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I could survive that,” she said with a small laugh. She pressed a kiss to his skin. “Thank you, Kirk.” 
 
    “Thank you, Constance.” Kirk craned his head around, belatedly remembering they had an audience. “Where’s the thanks from the peanut gallery?” 
 
    Silence met the question. Bemused, Kirk coaxed Constance to sit up so he could, too. They discovered they were alone beside the pool. 
 
    “Why did he leave us?” Constance asked. She grabbed her discarded tank top and hugged it to her chest. “Did we upset him?” 
 
    Kirk wasn’t sure, but he doubted that was the reason for Aleksander’s exit. “He got what he wanted. Maybe that was as far as he wanted to involve himself.” 
 
    “He didn’t do anything with us, though.” 
 
    “Maybe it was a power trip he wanted.” 
 
    Kirk stared at the house, possibilities running through his mind. He recalled some of Aleksander’s reactions toward the end, right before Kirk lost control and let Constance push him over the edge. The chimera had been as wrapped up in what was happening as Kirk and Constance were. Disinterest wasn’t Aleksander’s problem. What was? Kirk put the question aside for the time being. 
 
    “Care for a quick dip?” he asked. 
 
    Constance looked warily to the water. “Do I have a choice, or are you going to throw me in?” 
 
    “My dear Constance. You always have a choice.” 
 
    “In that case, I think I’ll—” 
 
    He threw her in. But Constance would agree that once they were both in the water, he made it up to her and then some. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
   T hey didn’t see Aleksander over the next two weeks. First Constance and then Kirk knocked on the workroom door, inquiring if the chimera intended to join them for meals or wanted something prepared for him. Both were met with growling noises and shouts for them to leave him alone. Kirk didn’t like it, but Constance, although not exactly happy with the situation either, informed him this was par for the course when it came to Aleksander. 
 
    “This is how he was before you showed up,” she told him. 
 
    It wasn’t an explanation Kirk could swallow easily. “That doesn’t mean we should allow it to continue. If things were good here, you and I wouldn’t have been sent.” 
 
    “True.” Constance stirred her fettuccine listlessly. 
 
    Kirk had requested to cook dinner, and while he thought it had turned out well, neither he nor Constance had made much of a dent in their meals. They sat together at the new dining room table he had built after a couple of trips into town for supplies, but the empty third chair ruined the ambience. 
 
    He hadn’t touched Constance since the night at the pool. He wasn’t refraining because he thought he didn’t have permission, or that Aleksander would become angry. The thought of fooling around with her without the chimera present felt vaguely wrong, as if they were being disrespectful. They wouldn’t have met if it weren’t for Aleksander needing them. To enjoy each other without him was almost…rude. 
 
    “How long are we supposed to let him stew?” he asked, giving up on his meal and pushing his bowl away. He took a long pull off his beer. “It’s not healthy for him to stay cooped up in there. That’s probably half of his problem right there. He keeps going stir-crazy.” 
 
    “Maybe. But this is his house, not mine. I’m only a guest here. It doesn’t feel right to intrude on him. He’s reasonably good about coming out when he needs to.” 
 
    Kirk arched a brow, dubious. “Is he? When I got here, he looked ready to collapse, like he hadn’t eaten or slept in a week.” 
 
    “I know.” Constance lowered her head over his bowl. “But I can’t disturb him, Kirk. I can’t. This is his life. If working makes him happy…” 
 
    “I think we both know it doesn’t.” 
 
    He hadn’t before broached the subject of that haunted look in Aleksander’s eyes, figuring he might be projecting onto the chimera. Kirk knew how awful it felt to hurt people, even accidentally, even if the law claimed they “deserved” it. It was why he’d resisted promotion to detective before his injury had sidelined him. He knew his neighborhood, and he was determined to protect it. That was his duty. 
 
    “He’s not happy, and I would argue that soon, he won’t be sane, either,” he said. “If he can’t stop doing what he’s doing, then it’s our job to provide him with some kind of balance.” 
 
    “I know you’re right.” Her voice was small. She refused to look at him. “But it’s not easy for me to push him to change. I don’t think anyone should change just because someone else says so.” 
 
    He reached across and cupped her chin, guiding her face up so he could catch her eyes. He wasn’t surprised to see them soft with emotion. 
 
    “Aleksander isn’t your ex-husband,” he said gently. “It’s all right to effect change in someone if it’s going to help them.” 
 
    “I don’t want anyone to change because of me.” 
 
    “You’re trying to help him. This isn’t about making us happy or our lives easier. He’s strung out, and he keeps shifting into his chimera form. Those things are the equivalent of a cry for help. We can’t coddle him. He’ll only get worse. We have to be firm and convince him things aren’t working.” 
 
    “I promised myself I’d never ask another person to be someone different,” Constance said. Her shiny eyes caught the ceiling lights. “I have trouble believing that I have the right.” 
 
    “You have the right as a friend.” He stroked her cheek with his fingers. “You’re his friend, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I hope so. I don’t know if he thinks that way about me—probably not—but I think of him that way. I see him in a way that I don’t think he sees himself.” She laughed slightly. “I’m probably romanticizing him.” 
 
    “He seems like a romantic guy,” Kirk deadpanned. 
 
    She smacked him on the arm. “I just don’t want to hurt him,” she said with a sigh. 
 
    “Between the two of us, I think it’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem right for grounders to be so assertive, but I guess this is exactly what Domenic meant.” At his look, she clarified. “He was here before. Checking up on me, I think.” 
 
    Kirk tensed. He thought he’d have more time to settle into his role as grounder. “What did he have to say?” 
 
    “He said we need to push Aleksander out of his comfort zone. It’s not my first choice, but you both seem to agree, so majority rules.” 
 
    “He came all the way out here just to say ‘push him’?” 
 
    She shrank in on herself. “And to tell me he knows I failed and expects me not to a second time.” She wrapped her hand around his and squeezed. “I won’t, with you here.” 
 
    “I’m glad you believe that, because it’s true.” Since Domenic didn’t stick around to issue a warning to Kirk as well, he figured that meant he was still operating within the expected time frame for him to get some results. No time better than the present to get the ball rolling. He collected their bowls, covered them, and put them in the fridge beside Aleksander’s portion. “Let’s go rattle the cage,” he said to Constance. He smiled to encourage her. “It’ll be fun.” 
 
    At the workroom door, with Constance hovering nervously behind him, Kirk knocked. 
 
    No answer, so he tried again. 
 
    Still no reply. 
 
    “Come on, your Highness,” Kirk called through the wood. “We know you’re in there. Open up.” 
 
    When the seconds stretched, Kirk tried not to think about reasons why Aleksander would be unable to respond, but it was a losing effort. 
 
    “You don’t think he’s poisoned himself again, do you?” 
 
    Constance’s question echoed his own fear. He hesitated, then grabbed the door handle and turned it. Amazingly, the door opened. 
 
    “He honestly believes we’d leave him alone,” Kirk muttered in wonder as he stepped into the room. 
 
    The first thing he noticed was the stink. Constance coughed, and Kirk’s throat spasmed, nearly sending him into a coughing fit as well. A gray haze hovered just below the ceiling. From the smell, it was the result of burning car tires together with nuclear waste in a pot of gasoline. 
 
    “Kirk, look!” 
 
    He followed her pointing finger to the workbench. It was more of a disaster than the last time Kirk had seen it. Besides the clutter and bits of herbs and animal parts, broken glass littered the surface, their edges coated in sticky-looking dark liquid. More of the liquid had pooled on the steel like a deadly, tarry pancake. It was reckless and sloppy, and it didn’t bode well for Aleksander’s state of mind that he had left it there long enough for it to dry. 
 
    “I want you to stay up here,” Kirk murmured, already moving toward the trapdoor in the floor. “Unless I call for you, do not go down no matter what you hear.” 
 
    “He’ll be changed,” Constance said. “You can’t go down alone, Kirk. He’ll kill you!” 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” He paused, hand on the pull ring, and made sure Constance could see how serious he was. “If Aleksander comes up without me, get out of his way. Don’t try to stop him. Call Domenic immediately and tell him what happened.” 
 
    Cheeks white, she nodded. “I will.” 
 
    After she’d moved to the doorway, Kirk heaved up the trapdoor and braced himself for a chimera to fly out and attack him. None did. So far so good. But for how much longer? How far would he go to keep Aleksander from leaving this room and wreaking havoc in Europe as a chimera? 
 
    He didn’t know. 
 
    He took a deep breath and descended the ladder. 
 
    He saw Aleksander immediately and heaved a sigh of relief. The other male was still in his human form, not a trace of the chimera in sight. Stepping forward cautiously, Kirk approached the Saint Andrew’s cross to which Aleksander had somehow managed to buckle himself. The long Velcro strap on the right wrist suddenly made sense now that someone was strapped to the apparatus. Its end hung in front of Aleksander’s drooped head, well within reach of his teeth, which would allow him to bite and tug the strap closed on his one remaining limb after the others had already been secured. Aleksander had done this before. He didn’t need Michel after all, and Kirk found it telling how relieved he was by that. 
 
    The chimera appeared to be unconscious, his chin to his chest, tangled, wild hair draped over his face. He was completely naked. Kirk guessed that Aleksander had felt the change coming over him and rushed down here to stop himself from doing damage. Kirk squatted and checked the cuffs around Aleksander’s ankles. They were cinched tight, but the skin beneath wasn’t damaged thanks to the padding inside the cuffs. 
 
    As he was rising to his feet, Aleksander lifted his head. 
 
    “Hey, Sleeping Beauty,” Kirk murmured, pasting on a smile. It felt like grinning at the victim of a car accident. 
 
    Bleary-eyed, Aleksander had trouble focusing on him for a moment. He looked terrible again, skin ashen and sweat sheened, circles beneath his eyes. In the seconds it took for him to recognize who stood before him, he also looked achingly vulnerable, as if he were hoping to find his savior. When he learned it was only Kirk, a dull film fell over his eyes. 
 
    “Glad to see you, too,” Kirk muttered. He cupped Aleksander beneath the chin when his head began to droop again. “Are you on anything right now? Under the influence, I mean?” 
 
    Aleksander shut his eyes. “Who gave you permission—” 
 
    “I took it upon myself as your grounder to make sure everything’s all right. Call it a perk of my position.” 
 
    “You’re…supposed to obey me.” 
 
    “How about I do that after you’re well? Consider it incentive.” Kirk tilted the other male’s face up and studied him. “Come on, kiddo. Talk to me. How’d you get to this point?” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” Aleksander growled weakly. It was about as threatening as a puppy’s growl, though Kirk made sure his amusement remained well hidden. 
 
    “That’s right. You like it better when I call you Sascha.” 
 
    The gray-green eyes snapped open. Kirk’s heart beat a little faster as he was pinned beneath a very lucid, very furious glare. Guess that worked. 
 
    “Did you poison yourself?” he repeated. 
 
    Aleksander’s lips curled. “I’m not an amateur.” 
 
    “I saw the broken glass on the table.” 
 
    “Something is wrong.” Brow furrowing, Aleksander jerked his chin free of Kirk’s grasp. “It shouldn’t have overheated. I don’t know why the formulas aren’t working…” He trailed off, fear darting across his face. 
 
    Kirk understood what Aleksander wouldn’t say. The chimera poisoner feared he was losing his mind, and in the process was ruining his own potions. 
 
    “Maybe something’s wrong with the formulas.” 
 
    “Impossible. They’re handed down from my mother.” 
 
    “And she’s perfect?” 
 
    The temperature in the room seemed to drop. Aleksander’s expression turned glacial. “Not hardly.” 
 
    Not going to poke that sleeping lion, Kirk thought. But he was curious to learn more. Another time, when Aleksander didn’t look ready and willing to tear his head off. 
 
    “So maybe it’s a problem with the ingredients you use,” he suggested. 
 
    Aleksander made a face. “Again, impossible. The Council provides them to me. The sources are pure.” 
 
    “Says who?” Kirk had encountered more victims than he cared to remember who had been seriously hurt or killed after taking drugs the dealers had insisted were “pure.” “Unless you get it yourself, you can never be sure.” 
 
    “Are you saying the Council is lying to me?” Aleksander laughed. “Get out of here, human. Get out of my home.” 
 
    Kirk casually laid a hand on Aleksander’s bare shoulder. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    He’d meant the touch as a reminder that Aleksander wasn’t okay to take care of himself if he was resorting to self-bondage, but the instant he made contact, it felt like something more. He spread his fingers, feeling the glide of skin beneath his calluses. 
 
    “You’re not safe,” Kirk said. “If you can’t trust yourself, you have to trust me and Constance.” 
 
    “To do what?” Aleksander said with a sneer. He rattled his cuffs. “I have this. I don’t need you.” 
 
    “I don’t think you need these at all.” Kirk flicked the Velcro strap with his fingers. “This is stopping you from hurting yourself or others. It isn’t treating the problem. You need someone to stop you from getting to this point in the first place.” He hesitated, and then slid his hand to the side of Aleksander’s neck. “You need your grounders.” 
 
    His thumb rested over Aleksander’s pulse, allowing him to feel its acceleration. 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” the chimera growled. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Kirk asked quietly. “You didn’t have a problem with holding me down the other night by the pool.” 
 
    “Because I was in control!” 
 
    “And yet you left before you got off.” Kirk cocked his head. “You must have been hard as a rock that whole time, watching Constance suck me off. Watching me slide my tongue between her legs.” 
 
    A flush burst across Aleksander’s cheeks. He turned his head away. 
 
    “Any other guy would have stuck around to get his, too. Or did you get off just from watching us?” Not stopping to think about what he was doing, Kirk moved his leg forward, pressing his knee against the inside of Aleksander’s thigh, denim touching bare skin. “Option number two: you came back here and tortured yourself for wanting to be a part of it.” 
 
    Aleksander bared his teeth, but Kirk found him fascinating, like a beautiful wolf that was starving but refused to accept an offering of meat. 
 
    “Is that the problem, Sascha?” Kirk rubbed his thumb up the column of Aleksander’s neck, prompting him to swallow. Consciously or not, Aleksander lifted his chin, maybe to get away, but it only spurred Kirk to shift his grip so he cupped Aleksander’s throat. The chimera jerked around, eyes flaring, and Kirk’s cock leaped to full attention. “You wanted to be with us that night,” he murmured, watching Aleksander’s pupils expand. “My question is, did you want to be with us, or take the place of one of us? And if it’s the latter, who did you wish you could be? Me?” He tightened his fingers slightly. “Or Constance?” 
 
    “You’re both grounders,” Aleksander said. He strained against the cuffs for several seconds before slumping against the wood, chest heaving. His Adam’s apple bobbed beneath Kirk’s palm. “You’re here for me to play with, not the other way around.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s where you’re wrong. Maybe that’s where we’re all wrong.” Kirk considered what he was about to do and decided he wanted it, not because he wanted to put one over on Aleksander, but because just the thought of it made him hard as steel. Of course, if he was wrong, he would likely end up maimed or dead. 
 
    He inwardly grinned. He always did appreciate a challenge. 
 
    He tightened his grip even further around Aleksander’s throat, making certain the other male couldn’t ignore the dominant grip. “You need someone to obey you. I’ll grant you that.” He leaned forward until his mouth hovered just beside Aleksander’s ear. “But maybe you also need someone to force you to obey.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
   L acking true, direct experience with them, Aleksander had always assumed that humans were ignorant and selfish. They formed societies and then fought each other until they destroyed each other. Until now, he hadn’t realized they were also suicidal, but Kirk was apparently intent on enlightening him. 
 
    The black-haired male was pressed against him the way no human being ever had. Kirk’s leg was in between his own, pushing the coarse denim of his jeans against Aleksander’s skin. His hand was warm around Aleksander’s throat, its grip firm and controlling, but not constricting his airway. However, Aleksander didn’t mistake the symbolism for anything but what it was—the grip of a master. He wanted Aleksander to obey him. 
 
    Obey. The word made his blood burn hotter, caused his muscles to contract in anticipation of combat. Chimera didn’t obey. Not each other and not humans. They were always dominant. It was in their nature to be so. 
 
    To be anything else was to be weak, vulnerable, imperfect. And to be any of those among a predator society was to invite death. His mother had seen it happening to him when he was with Dmitri, and she had done what she’d felt she must, what any chimera would have done in her place when faced with his weakness. Aleksander had survived the attack through sheer luck, but the message had been successfully driven home. 
 
    A chimera did not submit. Ever. 
 
    Kirk, though, was an ignorant and arrogant human male. He didn’t appear to care that Aleksander trembled from rage and his heart thundered with the need for retribution. He had no idea that chimera could tear men limb from limb, that they could raze entire cities within a night and create legends that haunted humans for centuries. No, Kirk was infuriatingly ignorant of all that, willfully so. Aleksander would teach him a lesson. 
 
    Kirk grazed his ear with his lips and breathed a murmur of approval when Aleksander shuddered with fury and dug his fingernails into his palms because he couldn’t do anything else. 
 
    “I think that’s it,” Kirk said in that low, deep voice of his. “I think I’ve figured out how this is going to work.” 
 
    “You’ve figured out the quickest means to your death!” 
 
    “You could have killed me a long time ago,” Kirk said. He nuzzled the side of Aleksander’s face like a big cat. “If you hate me so much and how I make you feel, you would have broken me in half after our wrestling match. But you didn’t.” 
 
    The words were those of a madman, someone with no grasp of reality. Aleksander tried to strain away from him, but every inch of him was bound, every inch except that traitorous part of him that didn’t seem to understand that Kirk’s touch was unwanted. Denim brushed against him, and Aleksander had to clench his eyes shut to hide how the touch to his cock made him feel. But Kirk’s murmur of encouragement told him the human saw everything and knew exactly what it meant. 
 
    Aleksander wasn’t used to holding the inferior position. As poisoner, he always had the advantage, always held the power, because he refused to enter a situation in which he didn’t. Even the assassins were intimidated by him, and they were considered the deadliest of the chimera. 
 
    But Kirk didn’t care about any of that. Aleksander’s reputation meant nothing to him. It was infuriating and yet…titillating. If Kirk didn’t fear him for what he’d done, did that mean he wasn’t disgusted by him, either? Something in Kirk’s manner toward both him and Constance told Aleksander that if he gave in, just a little, Kirk wouldn’t make fun of him for it. Kirk would see it as an opportunity to make something good come of it. 
 
    Or was Aleksander so desperate for affection that he was projecting his needs where it couldn’t possibly be filled—with a human? 
 
    Kirk slid his grip up to Aleksander’s jaw, fingers digging in when he tried to jerk his face free. “Let’s try an experiment, Sascha. One kiss. Then we’ll know for sure.” 
 
    “If you dare to—” 
 
    Kirk’s mouth crushed his, firm lips pressing against his and forcing them open. The hot thrust of Kirk’s tongue into his mouth was shocking, like a dagger to the chest. And yet the searing pain and sense of violation he expected to feel didn’t materialize. Once inside him, Kirk didn’t attack him. He slid and curled over Aleksander’s tongue, forced him to feel the sex in the stroke. He proved that nothing about kissing needed to be aggressive or violent. It could be all about softness and yield, plunge, and retreat. Aleksander tried to push him out because that was what he did, that was who he was. But of course it was impossible, only bringing their tongues into further contact, only ratcheting up his unwanted arousal and making his cock throb painfully between his thighs each time their tongues rubbed together. 
 
    When Kirk continued to languidly thrust his tongue, refusing to let Aleksander ignore that Kirk was inside him, bringing pleasure to him, Aleksander felt something give. He groaned, unable to help himself, hating himself. He melted beneath Kirk’s ocean-swell kiss as if he were the shore and erosion was inevitable. The fingers around his jaw tightened fractionally in response, but then they gentled, so Kirk was only cupping him, not holding him. 
 
    Aleksander wished he possessed the strength to fight, but the deeper Kirk kissed him, pressing his head back against the wood, the more Aleksander yearned to bend beneath him. He strained against the cuffs, but only to assure himself that he was bound and that if the chimera somehow burst free, no one would be hurt by it. Kirk, as if sensing his deepest fear, pressed fully against him, his large body pinning Aleksander firmly to the cross, letting him feel every powerful inch of him as if to say, I’m strong enough to stop you from hurting us. You don’t need to fight. I’ll fight for you. 
 
    The first roll of Kirk’s hips, pressing denim against his naked cock, coaxed a surprised moan from Aleksander. Before he could regret the sound, Kirk returned the favor by groaning into his mouth, the sound so thick with masculine pleasure that Aleksander shivered. He’d never responded to another male this way—Dmitri had been unusually gentle for a chimera, and they hadn’t gone further than heavy petting. Aleksander didn’t know if he was flawed and this intense need to succumb to Kirk’s passion was wrong or if this was how he was supposed to feel. His thigh muscles trembled as they fought to wind around Kirk’s hips and pull him in closer. Stop, he thought at himself. You can’t want this. There are consequences. 
 
    An image of Dmitri’s purpling face as he lay dying on the floor of his mother’s living room struck Aleksander like an arrow through the heart. He yanked his mouth away from Kirk’s and was grateful the human didn’t try to stop him. 
 
    “Enough,” he panted, his face burning from a combination of lust and shame. He kept his face turned away, eyes closed, childishly hoping that if he couldn’t see Kirk, the other male couldn’t see him or his confusion. 
 
    It was no use. He felt the weight of Kirk’s regard and flinched when the other male ran a hand through his tangled hair almost pityingly. 
 
    “Okay, Sascha.” 
 
    Kirk backed away from him, taking his heat and his power with him, leaving Aleksander trembling and more alone than he’d felt in a long time. Kirk carefully unbuckled all the cuffs holding him to the cross except the one pinning his right wrist. He squeezed the Velcro once and said, “That’s one bond you’ll have to open yourself, kiddo.” 
 
    Without another word, Kirk climbed the ladder, leaving Aleksander to simmer in his wretchedness. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Kirk emerged from the lower room more troubled than he’d ever been, and painfully aroused. The two were intrinsically entwined, which only made it worse. 
 
    “Kirk?” 
 
    He’d forgotten that Constance was waiting for him, but he was relieved that she was. He crossed the room and pulled her against him and buried his face in her hair, inhaling sweet smells that were indelibly feminine and 100 percent acceptable. 
 
    But what did that mean? He wasn’t a homophobe. He’d fooled around with a guy once, back in high school, and it hadn’t been the worst sex he’d had. The experience simply hadn’t turned him on the way subsequent encounters with girls did. He knew his preferences. 
 
    But there were always exceptions, weren’t there? Aleksander was living proof of that. Frowning, Kirk hugged Constance tighter to him, savoring the soft yield of her curves and trying to convince himself that he should want only her, only this. 
 
    “Kirk, are you all right? Did you find Aleksander?” 
 
    He lifted his head and kissed her, not like he had Aleksander, a kiss that had been a blatant claim—he knew that now. He’d told the chimera the kiss was a test, but deep in his gut Kirk had known his motive had been different. He’d wanted to break through that bitter shell Aleksander had encased himself in, wanted to prove to the stubborn male that even a deadly poisoner could need the touch of another. What he hadn’t predicted was how deeply Aleksander would be affected by it. No one could miss the way the chimera had reluctantly surrendered to him, as if giving in to Kirk had been both painful and necessary. That kind of submission was a gift. It needed to be held and cherished. It left Kirk hungry for Aleksander even while in the arms of a beautiful woman like Constance. 
 
    “I found him,” he murmured into her hair. “He’s tired, but he’s all right. He’s under control.” 
 
    Whose? His or mine? 
 
    The question alone was enough to make him want to storm back down there and take Aleksander against the cross and prove to them both that it was Kirk who was in control, that everything was going to his plan. Except he wasn’t in control, and he hadn’t planned to feel this way about his two housemates. He wanted Constance as badly as he wanted the chimera. But how could that work? 
 
    “You’re shaking,” Constance said. She cupped his chin much as he’d cupped Aleksander’s after the chimera had given in to him. She searched his face, her brows knotted. “Are you okay? This can be difficult.” 
 
    Kirk’s laugh was dry. “The understatement of the year.” 
 
    She smiled faintly, still concerned. “Do you need someone to listen?” 
 
    “Maybe.” He twined his fingers with hers. “Let’s get out of here and give Aleksander his privacy. He’s going to need it.” 
 
    She didn’t ask why, and he loved her for that. 
 
    As he shut the workroom door behind them, he crossed his fingers that Aleksander didn’t regress. 
 
    Because Kirk highly doubted he’d be able to pull that kissing stunt a second time, not without risking life and limb and maybe more. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    “I’m not gay,” Kirk told her. 
 
    They lay together on her bed because she’d sensed that he wanted the contact with her. She had a feeling she knew why, but his words confirmed her suspicions. 
 
    “I don’t like labels,” she said. “Why do you have to be one thing? Why be restricted?” 
 
    “Okay, let me put it another way. I don’t have sex with guys.” 
 
    “But you want to be with Aleksander.” 
 
    He tightened his arms around her and pressed his face against her breasts. As big and strong as he was, right now he wasn’t either of those things, and she wanted to protect him. But what would keep him from hurting? Telling him what he wanted to hear? Or helping him come to a realization he didn’t want—but maybe needed—to face? 
 
    “Aleksander is complicated,” he said. “He doesn’t need two grounders in the typical sense. He needs one like you, but he also needs a different kind.” 
 
    “You pushed him,” she said, awed. 
 
    He sighed. “That’s one way of putting it. I forced him to kiss me.” 
 
    While she was new to the chimera society, she had done her research, asking Domenic as many questions as his patience allowed. From what he answered and what he didn’t, she learned the creatures were naturally dominant and aggressive. There weren’t enough chimera in the world to wipe out humankind thanks to their poor ability to successfully breed, but if there were, the population of the earth would be far different. Their natural instinct was to conquer those weaker than them. 
 
    So to hear Kirk admit that he’d done the exact opposite of what a human grounder was supposed to do—her fingers convulsed in his hair. He was lucky to be alive. She had never heard of a grounder challenging or forcing a chimera to do anything. 
 
    “The thing is, Constance, he liked it. I wish you’d seen him, because I’ll never convince you with words. If I’d had the balls to open those cuffs…” He rubbed at his face. “I’m not sure I want to imagine what would have happened next.” 
 
    Constance imagined it for him, and it compressed her heart. Was this the reason Aleksander had ignored her for so long? Did he scorn her submission because he yearned to take that role with someone like Kirk? 
 
    “I’m playing with fire when all I wanted was for these four months to pass as quickly and painlessly as possible.” He caressed her arm. “I can’t say I won’t try to touch him again, and that scares me, Constance. Where did this come from? I’m not like this.” 
 
    “Aren’t you?” She plied a lock of his hair around her finger. “I doubt you back down from anything in your professional life, so why would it be different in your personal one? Aleksander is a surprise, but I understand more than anyone why you’re drawn to him. It’s the chimera in him. It makes him special.” 
 
    “Actually, I think it’s the human in him that’s getting to me.” Kirk sat up. “I know you’ve seen it, too. He’s not as ferocious and tough as he presents himself to be. He can be more like us than like a creature, and that’s why we’re sticking around.” He smiled crookedly. “Despite the abuse he likes to heap on us.” 
 
    “It’s not abuse,” she said sharply. When his gaze turned thoughtful, she heaved her own sigh. “Sorry. It’s something my ex used to say, that when I was asking him to dominate me what I was really saying was that I wanted him to abuse me.” 
 
    “I’m glad you know it’s not the same.” He covered her hand where it rested on the bedspread. “We’re all adults here, and we’re all consenting. And we’re all turned on by what’s happening whether we want to be or not.” His grin was self-mocking. 
 
    She liked that he could laugh about something that made him uneasy. She wanted that confidence for herself. She’d glimpsed it within her when she was with Aleksander, for the first time truly believing that she possessed something he wanted and needed. How true that still was in light of what Kirk had just told her was another question. 
 
    “I wish you luck, Kirk.” She tried to find a happy smile and had to settle with one a little wobbly around the edges. “I think you’re strong enough to give him what he wants. You’ll be good together.” 
 
    “You’re making it sound like you’re out of the picture.” 
 
    She lifted her brows. “Aren’t I? You just said you think he responds well when you’re in control. I can’t do that for him. I don’t want to.” 
 
    “Remember when I said he’s complicated? I think Aleksander’s chimera side needs more than me. He also needs someone like you. You give him the feeling of control that he needs. And I think he wants to feel that he can love someone weaker than he is without hurting her.” 
 
    It was her turn to laugh. “What are you proposing? A threesome?” 
 
    He shrugged, but she could see the wheels turning. 
 
    “We can’t experiment with him,” she said, growing concerned. “He’s on the edge, Kirk. If we make a mistake, we could break him, and there’s only one fate for a chimera that’s gone too far.” 
 
    She thought of all the chimera Aleksander had been tasked with poisoning since she’d come to live here. Dozens, but there would have been hundreds more that he’d handled before she entered his life. What had pushed them over? What had been the triggers that had caused them to sever their last connections with their humanity? What would be Aleksander’s? 
 
    “We’ll be careful,” Kirk said, but she heard the note of doubt in his voice, and it frightened her. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    That night her fears followed her into her dreams. But Constance didn’t dream of drowning, or falling from a great height, or being chased by wolves. She dreamed of her ex-husband, Peter. 
 
    Peter had never laid a finger on her, had never even raised his voice to her. He was the gentlest man she knew, the most kind and considerate. Marrying him had been the culmination of her dreams. Until it no longer was. 
 
    “You want what?” 
 
    He hadn’t been able to hide his initial reaction to her request, and it had been devastating. Shock, disgust, disappointment, and sadness—the worst emotions she could have brought out in him all passed across his face in quick succession like a parade of prisoners. He’d schooled his features soon after, but it was too late. What she’d asked of him, what she needed, was so foreign to him as to be the equivalent of asking him to beat her unconscious and then spit on her. 
 
    “You don’t like the way I treat you?” He’d asked with a smile, but there was insecurity behind the words, a genuine fear that he wasn’t enough, even though he was the perfect man…for any woman but her. “I thought I pleased you.” 
 
    Of course he did. He gave more than he took. He always made sure she found pleasure first. He doted on her. A woman couldn’t ask for better than Peter. He treated her like she was a princess. 
 
    But she didn’t want to be a princess. She wanted him to be the prince and she the faithful serving girl. She wanted to bring the smile to his face that he always brought to hers, wanted to see him shivering in pleasure because he’d allowed her to concentrate her full efforts on him. When she’d tried in the past, he’d laughingly pushed her back and insisted, “Let me take care of you.” 
 
    But she wanted to do the giving. 
 
    He couldn’t handle it. And when she’d tried to alter her request, so it wasn’t all about her giving but was also about him taking, he couldn’t handle that, either. Tie her down for sex? It seemed barbaric. Pull her hair? It would feel like domestic abuse. Talk dirty to her? He respected her too much to use that language with her. 
 
    In her dream she was in the BDSM club where she’d met Domenic. She was bent over Kirk’s lap, and he was spanking her, sending delicious sparks of pain up her spine. Something made her look up, and there stood Peter, the same shock, disappointment, and disgust on his face, except this time he didn’t cover it up. This time he let her see it and understand how sick she was for wanting this. 
 
    “Peter,” she gasped. The tears in her eyes were no longer caused by the pain from the spanking but from his expression. “I’m sorry. I can’t control the way I feel.” 
 
    “That’s the point, isn’t it?” he asked with a sneer she’d never seen him wear. “You don’t want control. But if you don’t have it, how are you going to keep him safe?” 
 
    She thought he meant Kirk, which didn’t make sense, but then Aleksander materialized from the shadows behind Peter. He was in full chimera form, his face dragon-like and alien, his wings full and tipped with claws. 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re doing,” Peter said sadly. And in the next moment, ten claws exploded from his chest. Behind him, Aleksander howled in triumph. 
 
    She woke in bed with a scream partway out of her throat. She snapped her teeth shut, but a whimper still made it past her lips. 
 
    “Constance.” Kirk hugged her from behind. “It’s going to be all right.” 
 
    She nodded and sank back into him. But she was afraid to close her eyes, afraid she would see Aleksander again, overcome by the chimera and lost to her and Kirk forever. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
   A leksander watched the sands falling in his hourglasses and thought about taking all four of the doses they represented at once. It would be an awful way to die, but it would be quicker than the death he gave the changed ones. 
 
    He knew the morbid turn his thoughts were taking wasn’t a good sign, but it was a distraction, and any distraction, even thoughts about death, were better than dwelling on what he was sure was his fading sanity. He flicked a compressed ball of ash and carbon, watching it follow an erratic trail through the junk scattered across the workbench. Another bottle had exploded this week. More formulas had proven too weak to be effective or had congealed or vaporized or— 
 
    He groaned and buried his head against his crossed arms. He wanted to place the blame on impure ingredients, as Kirk had suggested. He wanted to blame the humidity in the air, or the fact that it was too dry. He wanted to blame the day for being Sunday instead of Monday. But he couldn’t. The one common denominator amid all his failures was him. He was doing something wrong. He was thinking wrong. And the fact that he didn’t recognize doing anything wrong was what scared him most. The change was upon him. It was only a matter of time before it came over him so completely that he didn’t have a chance to bind himself downstairs. Then he would kill Kirk and Constance before flying out into the world and proving he was nothing but a mindless monster. 
 
    It was the image of Kirk and Constance’s torn-up bodies that bothered him most, made him rub his forehead hard against his arms, trying to scrub the terrible image from his mind. He had kept them at arm’s length for over a month now, but he could hear them through the workroom door. Sometimes he sat on the floor, his back against the door, and closed his eyes so he could concentrate on their conversations. He knew all about Constance’s ex-husband, and the difficulty she had experienced in clubs trying to find a perfect master. He was aware that Kirk was a police officer who loved his job but had been taken off street duty and been assigned to working behind a desk, a step that had left him questioning his future. 
 
    Some things Aleksander didn’t understand, because the two humans occasionally talked on the patio, and even with the glass doors open, only bits of their conversation were audible. He didn’t know who Leo was—Kirk’s child?—but he was someone the black-haired human both desperately loved and wanted to figuratively murder. He didn’t know why Constance occasionally warned Kirk to keep his voice down when their conversation began to include mentions of the Council. Maybe they disliked the Council and didn’t want Aleksander to know it. Aleksander wasn’t friends with the other chimera. He wasn’t friends with anyone. It was why he sat eavesdropping on the laughter and teasing murmurs of the two humans in his home and struggled to resist the urge to open the door and join them. 
 
    Sometimes, in the middle of the night while he was raiding the refrigerator for the meals Constance always prepared for him, he imagined sitting at the new dining room table that Kirk had built and remaining there until morning, when the humans woke. He would stay there and eat breakfast with them, and he would ask Kirk who Leo was, and he would tell Constance it was all right to speak badly of the Council because Aleksander didn’t trust them, either. 
 
    It was a fantasy he doubted would ever come true. 
 
    The door shivered beneath heavy knocking. He stood up and tugged his hoodie over his head as dread coiled in his belly. He opened the workroom door and found a stranger standing there. 
 
    They never sent the same chimera twice, even though the Council had designated couriers. What did they expect—that he would form some sort of relationship with a regular courier and somehow abuse it for his own gain? 
 
    Aleksander looked over the wrapped packages the other chimera held out to him. The female didn’t make eye contact with him, and he thought he smelled the sharp scent of fear leaking from her pores. It irritated him enough to growl, “I asked for more than this.” 
 
    She shook her head and held the package higher. It was slightly larger than a loaf of bread. It couldn’t contain any of the new items he’d hoped to experiment with. 
 
    “Apologies, poisoner,” she said in a low voice. “This is what the Council gave me.” 
 
    He took it from her, squeezing the package experimentally, and cursed. Nothing but herbs and a few packages of powder by the feel of it. A bottle or two, but the wrong size. He’d requested bulk liquid additives and solvents. He couldn’t do anything differently with what she’d brought him. More failures loomed on the horizon. 
 
    He glimpsed movement in the hall behind the chimera’s shoulder. It was Kirk, standing in the doorway of the kitchen. His green eyes ate up Aleksander as though the man had been starving for the sight of him. Aleksander was annoyed to feel a flush of heat crawl up his throat and drift into his cheeks. Without a word to the chimera delivery woman, he took the package into the workroom with him and slammed the door in her face. 
 
    He didn’t go far, though. He stood with his back against the door, unable to walk away, listening as Kirk approached from the other side. His heart pounded furiously as Kirk stopped just outside the door. 
 
    “Aleksander.” 
 
    He said nothing, clutching the package of herbs to his chest. 
 
    “Sascha.” 
 
    He closed his eyes. Don’t, he thought. 
 
    “I know you’re there.” Kirk’s voice didn’t hold censure. It reached through the wood and hugged Aleksander around the chest. “We miss you, Sascha.” 
 
    I don’t miss you, Aleksander thought at him. But it was a lie. 
 
    “We miss your cranky expressions. We miss the adorable way you yell at us and threaten to kill us.” 
 
    Aleksander shook his head. 
 
    A soft, dull thud, as if Kirk had dropped his forehead to the door. “Don’t hide. You don’t have to do anything with us, just join the land of the living every once in a while. We’ll leave you alone if you want. We just need to see that you’re all right. That’s all we ask.” 
 
    “I’m all right,” he murmured. 
 
    He didn’t know if Kirk had heard him. The human said nothing. Aleksander nearly repeated himself, but then he heard the sound of Kirk walking away, and the moment was lost. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Something buzzed beneath his cheek. Aleksander peeled his eyes open, breaking the crust that sealed his lashes together. When he raised his head, he nearly fell backward out of his chair. Gritting his teeth, he gripped the edge of the table as he endured the wave of dizziness that tried to tumble him. The buzzing came again. 
 
    He carelessly swept herbs, berries, piles of powdered stone, and ground root aside until his fingers found his cell phone. It buzzed in his palm like a wasp. 
 
    “Hello, gorgeous.” Aleksander nearly threw the phone across the room, but Michel continued. “Your skills are once again in demand. Two changed ones this time, near the Lacul Rosu.” 
 
    Aleksander knew it. The Red Lake in Romania, a beautiful area apparently now turned deadly thanks to the presence of not one but two chimera who’d lost themselves to madness. 
 
    “I’m picking you up in seven hours. Wear something sexy.” 
 
    Michel hung up before Aleksander could utter an insult about the blond chimera’s genitalia. 
 
    Seven hours. 
 
    He tossed the phone at his bed and paused, staring at the mattress with yearning. He’d taken to napping at the workbench in two- or three-hour bursts, but even that had fallen by the wayside when he thought he’d stumbled on a possible solution to his formula problems. He’d stayed up nearly thirty hours, only to have his final experiment literally fizzle and turn into a thick jam-like mess. He’d tasted it anyway, but it hadn’t been potent enough to bring even a tingle to his tongue. 
 
    He needed real rest, but if Michel was coming in seven hours, Aleksander had no choice. He had to stay up and come up with an effective poison. His vision blurred, and when it refocused, he was staring at the hourglasses on his table. A dangerous possibility occurred to him. 
 
    His specialty. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    When the hand curled around his nape before sliding up the back of his head, he sighed. He heard a tsk, and then fingers were gently combing through the tangled nest of what remained of his hair. 
 
    “I’m taking a buzzer to this thing when you get back. This is getting ridiculous.” 
 
    He tensed, but Kirk’s big hand curled around the back of his neck again and squeezed the taut muscles. “Relax, kiddo. Not here to molest you. As a matter of fact, I’m here to make sure that doesn’t happen.” 
 
    Aleksander forced himself to sit up, missing the warmth of the other male’s hand when it fell away from him. He dragged his hoodie up over his head and glowered at Kirk. The human raised his hands and backed away from him. 
 
    “You’re not supposed to be in here,” Aleksander said. His voice was hoarse. His eyes were full of sand. “I’m going to add a bolt to the door.” 
 
    “I’m doing you a favor,” Kirk retorted mildly. He thumbed at the open doorway. “Your least favorite assassin is here. Constance is keeping him captive in the living room.” At Aleksander’s confusion, Kirk grinned. “We warned him we weren’t going to let him bother you again while you’re working. Couldn’t back down on our threat, could we? He’d never respect us in the future.” 
 
    “Future?” Aleksander echoed dumbly. He felt awful. While his limbs were as heavy as concrete and responded sluggishly to his commands, his head felt as though it were filled with a noxious gas. He was having trouble keeping his thoughts from floating away from him. 
 
    “Hey. You look worse than usual, and that’s saying something.” Hands caught him by the cheeks. It was evidence of how exhausted he was that he allowed Kirk to tilt his face up to the light. Whatever he saw made Kirk frown. “Sascha, you need to stop this. You’re going to kill yourself at this rate.” 
 
    “What choice do I have?” Something stung Aleksander’s eyes like acid. “My formulas aren’t working. I had to develop new ones at the last minute.” 
 
    “Maybe you should let Constance look over your notes. Turns out she knows a thing or two about mixing stuff together.” Kirk looked equal parts proud and amused. “A fresh set of eyes might help.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with my notes,” he growled. 
 
    Aleksander grabbed Kirk’s wrists, intending to pull the human’s hands from his face, but was frozen when Kirk said, “Shhh.” 
 
    Uncertain what Kirk intended, Aleksander let the other male brush his thumbs across his cheeks. Aleksander had never been able to grow a beard, only a few whiskers. Kirk seemed fascinated by their downy lengths. 
 
    “I could send him away,” Kirk murmured, his eyes on his thumbs. “Tell him you’re ill. Or you’re tired of him. Or I’m tired of him. He’s an assassin. He’ll find another way to get the job done. If he can’t, he doesn’t deserve the title of assassin.” 
 
    Aleksander was wide-awake. “Don’t tell him I’m ill.” 
 
    Kirk frowned at his reaction. “You’re allowed to get sick.” 
 
    “No. I’m not.” Aleksander pulled Kirk’s hands away and stood up so he could put distance between them. He rubbed briefly at his eyes before scanning his workbench. He was relieved to see the two vials lying there. It wouldn’t have surprised him—though it would have horrified him—if he’d imagined concocting the poison. He grabbed them and stuffed them inside the pocket of his hoodie. “I’m going.” 
 
    “And coming back soon,” Kirk said, catching his arm and forcibly stopping him. 
 
    Aleksander didn’t have the energy to glare at him. “Of course.” 
 
    Kirk didn’t appear to share his confidence, but what did the human know? 
 
    “We’ll be waiting,” Kirk said. 
 
    Unsure if that pleased him or not, Aleksander hurried out of the room to find Michel. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    The house felt dirty. Constance kept it meticulous, so she had no rational reason for feeling as though the air were tainted. But she did. She imagined that Michel’s attitude held an actual smell and permeated the place. Nothing less than a hurricane would clear it away. 
 
    “I wish it were Nicholae,” she said. 
 
    Seated beside her on the sofa, Kirk wound his fingers through hers and brought her fingers to his lips. “Why? I thought Nicholae scares you.” 
 
    “He does. He’s more alien than any chimera I’ve encountered so far, but he doesn’t poke and prod Aleksander. He isn’t smug the way Michel is.” 
 
    “Aleksander can handle Michel.” 
 
    “I’m saying I wish he didn’t have to. It’s one more stress he doesn’t need in his life.” She turned sideways on the sofa to face him. A nature documentary was on TV about Antarctica, and it was fascinating, but she could hardly concentrate on it, knowing Aleksander was somewhere out there helping Michel kill chimera. “If it turns out that he doesn’t need me, will you promise me you’ll stay and take care of him?” 
 
    He shifted, uncomfortable. She felt guilty for putting him on the spot. But she could envision having to leave Madeira, and she didn’t want to do that knowing she’d left Aleksander alone in this house with his poisons and nothing to look forward to but the next murder. 
 
    “Constance, you know this isn’t permanent for me.” He kissed her fingers again before reaching for the remote and shutting off the TV. “I have a life in New York. A career. Friends and family. If it weren’t for Leo, I wouldn’t stay.” 
 
    “Not even if Aleksander told you he needs you?” 
 
    He dropped his head back against the sofa. “I’m willing to help him. I want to. He’s worked some kind of chimera voodoo on me because, God help me, I’m beginning to actually care about him. But you’re talking about building a life out here with him. I can’t see that happening.” 
 
    “What if I were here, too?” 
 
    She was embarrassed to ask it, but she was desperate. Nothing had changed here until Kirk arrived, and then it was as though she and Aleksander had woken from a long sleep. Everything was different, and for the first time since Aleksander rejected her, she’d begun to feel hope. 
 
    Kirk rolled his head and regarded her seriously. “Tell me what you mean, Constance. You don’t need to play games with me, sweetheart.” 
 
    She clutched their shared grip to her chest. “I want you to stay here with me. Together we’ll make Aleksander better. Stronger. Hopefully he’ll learn to control his chimera side, and he’ll depend on us less. Maybe one day he won’t need us at all, and then you and I will leave together.” 
 
    “And you’d be happy with only me?” 
 
    She held his gaze. “I would be the luckiest woman in the world if I had you.” 
 
    “Ah, sweetheart…” Kirk pulled her to him. He pressed a soft kiss to her mouth. Then, holding her, he placed a kiss to each of her shut eyelids, then to her cheeks, her chin, and lastly, her nose. 
 
    “You don’t know what you’re asking for,” he murmured. “Neither of you do.” 
 
    “Kirk—” 
 
    A crash on the patio sent them both scrambling off the sofa. The patio doors flew open, and a buck-naked Michel staggered inside with a body slung over his shoulder. Constance recognized the ragged hair on the figure he carried immediately. 
 
    “Aleksander!” 
 
    “Out of my way,” Michel growled. His irises had turned to slits, his cheekbones razor sharp. Constance quickly moved aside to let him dump Aleksander’s unconscious form onto the sofa. 
 
    “What happened?” Kirk demanded, getting in the assassin’s face. 
 
    “He lost control, that’s what happened!” Michel bared his fangs. The smell of blood began to fill the room. Constance prayed the source was only the dark stains on Michel’s legs and torso. “The changed ones were a real handful,” he went on, eyes flashing in remembrance. “Our little poisoner’s poison did nothing but piss them off. He and I ended up having to dispatch them the old-fashioned way.” He held up his clawed hands, covered in dried blood. “Good fun, until I nearly found myself facing not two but three insane changed ones.” 
 
    He licked blood from his lips as he stared down at Aleksander. “If you two can’t do a better job with him, then I’ll have to let the Council know.” His dragon glare made Constance shiver. “We don’t have a place for him if he’ll be a danger.” 
 
    On the way out he slammed the patio doors so hard that the force cracked one of the glass panels. 
 
    “Asshole,” Kirk muttered, glaring after him. 
 
    Constance put Michel out of her mind and hurriedly checked on Aleksander. He was covered in blood, too. 
 
    “Kirk, help me check him for injuries.” 
 
    Together they wiped Aleksander with wet towels and discovered to their relief that the blood that had stained his skin belonged to someone or something else. His injuries consisted of scrapes and scratches but nothing that would require stitches. Constance covered him with a blanket and sat beside him on the edge of the sofa. When she forced his bloody hands open and found several strands of his hair caught in the folds of his palms, she gasped. A tear slipped down her cheek. Then another. When she burst into sobs, Kirk sat behind her and enfolded her in his arms. 
 
    “He’ll be okay,” he said against her ear. “He’s stubborn, and he’s strong.” 
 
    “He’s afraid of himself,” she choked out. “If we leave him…he’ll hurt himself on purpose, Kirk, to make sure he doesn’t hurt anyone else.” 
 
    He tightened his embrace. “I know.” 
 
    “He doesn’t know how to ask for help. Chimera don’t do that.” 
 
    “I know that, too.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” 
 
    He kissed her cheek and whispered, “We teach him to rely on us.” He reached past her and touched a ragged clump of silver-brown hair. “And no more of this.” 
 
    “He yanks on it for control.” 
 
    “So we’ll give him a different crutch. A much more pleasant one. Sit tight.” 
 
    As she wiped her cheeks and composed herself, Kirk left her and returned less than a minute later. When she saw what he held she sucked in her breath. 
 
    “Trust me,” he said when she opened her mouth to protest. 
 
    When he began to shave Aleksander’s head, she covered her eyes. 
 
    Kirk was done in no time. There hadn’t been much hair left to trim. When she lowered her hands, she stared. 
 
    “Better than you expected, admit it.” 
 
    While it would have been fun to wipe the smug smile from Kirk’s face, she had no reason to do it. He hadn’t shaved Aleksander bald as she’d feared, but trimmed it up the sides and left it a few inches long on top. The occasional patch of missing hair aside, the cut gave Aleksander the look of a military man in the process of growing his hair out. It emphasized the sharp angles of his face and made his sunken eyes appear even larger. He also looked terribly young. 
 
    “He’s going to hate you,” she said. She touched the short strands. “But he looks so handsome. Thank you.” 
 
    Kirk looked him over. “If he stays out here, one of us will have to sleep on the floor to make sure he’s sane when he wakes. I’ve got a better idea if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I’ll do anything to help him.” 
 
    Ten minutes and much straining later, they had Aleksander laid out in the middle of the never used master bed, with Constance on one side of him and Kirk on the other. 
 
    “If he wakes up and he’s violent, I want you to roll out on your side,” Kirk told her as he braced himself on an elbow beside Aleksander. “Don’t try to control him. He’ll hurt you, and you’ll both end up upset.” 
 
    “You’re not strong enough to manhandle him, either,” she pointed out. 
 
    “No.” He lay down but reached across Aleksander’s belly to grasp her hand. “But I have a brother. I’m used to fighting dirty.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Michel alighted on the roof but paused before launching straight into the sky. He was rattled by what had happened at the Red Lake, but that didn’t fully explain the uneasy prickling of his senses. He scanned the dark neighborhood. Aleksander had chosen this home for a reason; the surrounds were thick with trees, and the nearest houses were well hidden behind them, meaning Aleksander’s home was just as concealed. A good place for someone who wanted their privacy, though tonight, someone had deliberately breached it. 
 
    Michel leaped agilely off the roof to the gravel drive and approached the shadows at the bottom cautiously, his chimera nature simmering beneath his surface. 
 
    “Who’s there?” he demanded once he’d come to the deepest, darkest shadows. 
 
    Those shadows separated, to his surprise taking on the shape of Domenic. Michel hoped his own expression revealed nothing, but he wasn’t hopeful. Domenic handled the affairs of the assassins, working as their agent to the Council. He was a powerful chimera.  
 
    “What happened tonight, Michel?” Domenic’s silken voice never failed to raise a shiver in the blond assassin. “How did you and Aleksander fare in Romania?” 
 
    “I think you already know the answer to that.” Michel wouldn’t question how Domenic had come by the knowledge. Domenic seemed to know everything. His omniscience undoubtedly was the reason the Council relied on him to manage the most dangerous faction of the chimera. Domenic might not be an assassin, but he was as deadly as one thanks to his secrets. 
 
    “I know it wasn’t your fault. Aleksander is changing.” 
 
    Michel said nothing in reply, unwilling to argue the statement. In his heart of hearts, he knew it to be true, but that didn’t mean he didn’t hope the situation would change. 
 
    He didn’t completely understand his hesitance in condemning Aleksander. The other had spurned Michel’s interest and friendship since the moment the moody chimera was appointed poisoner. Michel, fascinated by him, had tried to form a connection with him for years. Again and again he’d been dismissed or insulted by him. 
 
    Despite all that, he didn’t want to see Aleksander come to harm. Michel felt camaraderie with him because they shared the burden of their duty. Chimera didn’t often band together for common causes, but as assassins, they had come close. 
 
    “He nearly killed you tonight,” Domenic said. 
 
    Michel grimaced at the memory. “He lost control, but he was never a danger to me.” The blood drying on Michel’s skin felt constricting, like it was a net of deceit wrapped tight around him. “Domenic, he’s one of us. Whatever you’re thinking…” He trailed off, unwilling to say it. 
 
    “He was one of us. But no longer.” Domenic took a step nearer, making Michel highly conscious of his nudity. The hand that cupped his cheek was warm and smooth, almost soothing. Not the touch he’d expected of such an important and dangerous chimera. “If you defend him, you’ll fall alongside him. You’re better than that, Michel. I’ve always known that about you. You’re young, and you’re intelligent. You have too much potential. Too much to be dragged down with a changed one for mere sentimental reasons.” 
 
    “Alek is an assassin. He knows what I go through. How I feel. He’s my friend. There’s a chance he can be saved.” 
 
    “Saved like all the changed ones you killed with your own hand?” Domenic arched an elegant silver brow. 
 
    “That’s different. They were too far gone—” 
 
    “And soon, Aleksander will be too far gone as well. Or will you not admit it until it’s too late and he’s turned on you? Or turned on me?” 
 
    Michel clenched his hands into fists when Domenic stroked a thumb across his bottom lip. 
 
    “You do care what happens to me, don’t you, Michel? Where does your loyalty lie?” Domenic spoke his name in a whisper, but the softness felt deceptive. “I’ve been watching you all this time. I think I know the answer. But I would like to hear you say it.” 
 
    Michel cleared his throat. “My loyalty has always been with the chimera. With the Council.” He boldly held Domenic’s gaze. “With you.” 
 
    He thought of the unconscious poisoner he’d just deposited to the care of his grounders. He would never admit it to anyone, but he’d grown jealous of the trio. He’d been told decades ago that chimera were incapable of love, that they coupled only to assert dominance. But he’d ceased believing that. 
 
    “You flirt, and you charm, but there’s more to you than that, isn’t there?” Domenic’s gaze roamed over his face as though seeing him for the first time and finding him fascinating. “There’s something beneath this handsome shell. Something magnificent.” 
 
    “I’m everything I need to be,” Michel said. “And everything the Council needs me to be.” 
 
    Domenic nodded in apparent satisfaction. “I look forward to you proving that.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
   A leksander had learned much about changed ones since taking on the role of poisoner. Changed ones weren’t humans, and they weren’t chimera. They truly were monsters, deformed in body and mind. They operated only on violent instinct. They didn’t possess the clarity to plan and anticipate. 
 
    And yet the two changed ones at the Red Lake did, and they had. They ambushed Aleksander and Michel as soon as they arrived in the Romanian forest surrounding the dark waters as if they’d understood that to strike first was their only chance of survival. 
 
    Michel managed to mount one and shove Aleksander’s vial of poison down its throat. But instead of destroying the changed one, the poison only enraged it. It flung Michel into the trees, the assassin grunting as his body ricocheted between the trunks. That left Aleksander alone to face the two changed ones as they hissed and screeched and tore up the ground as they stalked him. He stood no chance against them in his human form, so he allowed his chimera instinct, already straining at the leash, to unfurl. That was his first mistake. 
 
    The second was believing he had ever had a chance of reining it back in. 
 
    Once his claws drew blood, he was lost, his beastly nature thrusting all rational thought from his mind. All that mattered was to rip, rend, and tear. Crush the challengers. Dominate the weaker. 
 
    Kill. 
 
    Kill. 
 
    Kill. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    The transition between sleep and wakefulness for Aleksander occurred within seconds and made Constance think of an explosion. One moment she was dreaming of the ocean, the next she was knocked from the bed to the floor while the walls rattled with the sound of furious shrieking. 
 
    Gasping, she crawled back to the bed. Aleksander and Kirk were tangled up in the sheets, naked limbs kicking and shoving, each male trying to gain the advantage. The constricting sheets were the only things leveling the playing field, because not only was Aleksander naturally stronger than Kirk, he was currently out of his mind with rage, as if he thought he were still fighting the changed chimera that he and Michel had gone to kill. When she caught a glimpse of his contorted, angular features and slit pupils, she knew this was a situation that was going to grow worse before Kirk could make it better. 
 
    She did the only thing she had the power to do, the only thing she wanted to do. She stripped off her nightie and slowly crawled back up onto the shaking bed. The two bodies thrashing on the king-size mattress didn’t notice her at first, and she felt her fear ramping up, her doubts swelling until she thought her heart might burst. Trembling, she lay down on the mattress. 
 
    “Master.” 
 
    Shrieking and snarling continued to fill the room. Grunts, as fists and feet connected with vulnerable flesh. 
 
    She raised her voice. “Master.” 
 
    The mattress shifted. Aleksander slammed Kirk’s head against the headboard, earning him a “Fuck!” from Kirk. 
 
    “Master, please!” Constance shouted. 
 
    Silence fell over the room, the lack of sound as shocking as the screech of violence had been. Constance struggled to breathe normally and not hyperventilate as Aleksander turned his head and stared at her. 
 
    Behind the chimera’s shoulder, sweating and sporting a split lip, Kirk hissed, “Constance, get out of here!” 
 
    She shook her head but didn’t take her eyes off Aleksander. His wings were just beginning to bud from his shoulders. His eyes were a monster’s eyes, but Constance searched them, determined to find him inside. 
 
    “Master, you haven’t been here for me to serve you,” she said, listening to her voice quiver. “I feel lost.” She swallowed. “I’m scared.” 
 
    Though she hadn’t planned it, her eyes began to water. Seeing what had happened to him while he was away had devastated her. She knew how much he hated changing, how much he feared the damage he could cause. The fight with the changed ones must have been awful to push him to this point, and she ached for him. Her tears overflowed her eyes and ran in tiny rivulets down the side of her face. She heard Aleksander sniff the air. 
 
    He crawled out of the sheets and over to her. Kirk cursed but didn’t try to interfere. He rose to his knees, muscles tensed, ready to grab Aleksander and drag him back. 
 
    Constance held still, occasionally sniffing, as Aleksander crouched over her on hands and knees. With his new short hair, his eyes appeared huge now, making their alien irises all the more striking. His limbs trembled as if he were resisting the change. The wings that had begun to press through his flesh had subsided, the skin smoothing. He was fighting it…and winning. But for how much longer? 
 
    When he bent his head and brushed his nose along her throat, she dared to touch his rib cage. He flinched but didn’t pull away. He nuzzled her as if reacquainting himself with her smell, rubbing his face against hers, in her hair, along her shoulders… When his lips accidentally grazed a breast, he lingered, as if his human consciousness recalled the appeal of the area and was using that familiarity to attempt to assert control. As she watched, his irises rounded. His cheekbones smoothed out. 
 
    “Master,” she whispered. “Come back to us.” 
 
    Several taut minutes passed, Aleksander shifting slowly into his human form, the process soundless even though it looked painful to Constance. Maybe, as in everything else, Aleksander hid his pain. 
 
    “Hello, master,” she whispered, smiling up at him through her tears of relief. “Welcome home.” 
 
    His brow wrinkled endearingly. He moved his mouth as if trying to remember how to speak. 
 
    “When a beautiful woman greets you that way, you should probably kiss her,” Kirk drawled from beside them. 
 
    Aleksander startled at the sound of his voice, his eyes darting warily to Kirk, who gazed back calmly. When Kirk didn’t prove an imminent threat, Aleksander returned his attention to Constance. He studied her intently. “Constance,” he said at last. 
 
    Her fingers curved over his ribs. “Yes, master. Thank you for coming back to me, master.” 
 
    “Where else…can I go?” he croaked. And then, to her despair and amazement, a single tear fell from his eye and splashed the skin above her heart. 
 
    “Oh, master.” She pulled him down to her. He resisted at first, but then with a shudder, he collapsed against her. He was impossibly heavy, but she accepted the weight of his body just as she accepted the weight of his suffering. She stroked his newly shorn head and crooned to him as if he were a shell-shocked warrior returned from a bloody battlefield. The thought startled her. Of course Aleksander was suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. He could be affected by violence and terror just as humans could. He could feel sadness. The proof was everywhere—his tear was a wet stain against her breast. His shuddery breath ruffled her hair. 
 
    “It needs to end soon,” he gasped. “I need to end soon.” 
 
    “Why do you have to go and ruin the mood with a super-sized helping of self-pity?” Kirk asked with an exaggerated sigh. 
 
    Aleksander jerked out of her hold, cheekbones jumping into sharp relief. “Human, you push me too far!” 
 
    “Not far enough apparently,” Kirk replied, smiling despite his split lip. Every inch of his powerful body was tensed, ready to fight or restrain as need be. “If Constance and I did our job properly, nothing would send you into these pissy little mood swings of yours. But it looks like we’ve been too easy on you. My dad taught me the harder you get punched during practice, the more you can take in the ring.” 
 
    “This is no game,” Aleksander snarled. 
 
    Kirk lost his smile. “No. It’s not. Which is why this won’t continue. We’re talking about lives here, and not just yours. Constance is ready to give you everything she is, but you’re too busy turning into a funhouse freak or moping around in your self-imposed dungeon to realize it. Look at her, damn you. Just look at her.” When Aleksander continued to glare at him, Kirk lunged across the distance and grabbed him by the chin and jerked his face down to look at her. “She’s the most giving woman you’re ever going to meet, and for some hare-brained reason she wants to give to you. So take what she’s offering, Sascha! Take the one good thing in your life and enjoy it!” 
 
    Aleksander pulled his face free, but Constance replaced Kirk’s hand with her own, cupping him tenderly. He could have bitten her fingers off. Instead he stilled like a wild horse experiencing its first touch from a human hand. 
 
    “Aleksander,” she said softly. “You are my master. Please let me fulfill my duty to you. Let me care for you. Let me take your pain from you. Let me love you.” 
 
    “I’ll hurt you,” he rasped. He trembled so hard she felt it in the mattress. “I can’t stop myself.” 
 
    “No,” she told him. “You can. You will. I trust you.” She slid her hand slowly down her neck, making sure she kept his attention. Down her hand went until she curled it beneath a breast and pushed the globe toward him as an offering. He licked his lips as he looked down at her. She didn’t think he was aware that he’d done it, and it made her yearn to coax more such reactions from him. “Stop fighting me. Stop fighting yourself. Let me provide you with pleasure. Give me the chance to make you happy.” 
 
    Slowly, almost fearfully, he lowered his head. His lips grazed her nipple, and she shuddered. The reaction seemed to encourage him, for after a quick glance at her face, he sealed his lips around her and gently sucked. He was tenderer than she thought a chimera was capable of being. His fluttering tongue was a flame licking her deep inside. She cupped the back of his head, playing with his short hair, and panted softly as he swirled his tongue around her and carefully tugged on her with his teeth. He shifted to her other breast, and as he moved, something firm and wet brushed across her legs, leaving a thin trail of moisture. She looked down and gazed in awe at his leaking erection; the proof that he was as aroused as she was filled her with joy. 
 
    He didn’t leave her neglected breast alone while he suckled the other one. He caught the wet nub between his fingers and pinched it. She gasped at the spark of pain, earning her a glance full of wicked pleasure. Then Aleksander did it again. Soon she was writhing beneath him, hands clawing his rib cage, as he alternately soothed and tortured her nipples. He shifted his weight, placing a knee between her thighs, and forced them open. She spread quickly for him, and soon the room became fragrant with the thick scent of her arousal. 
 
    In the midst of her pleasure, she didn’t forget about Kirk. He had settled on his heels beside Aleksander’s hip, one hand leisurely stroking the fierce erection between his thighs as he watched them. His eyes moved easily between Constance’s body and Aleksander’s, with no apparent hesitation in admiring the curve of her breast or the curve of Aleksander’s buttock. He was more open than he realized, one of those rare people who could love anyone if they were worthy of him. 
 
    She reached across the bed and touched the hand that rested on his knee. He smiled at her and began to lace their fingers together, but she avoided the clasp, instead guiding his hand to Aleksander’s hip. He resisted for a moment, his brows drawing down in uncertainty. Then after a deep breath, he allowed her to place his hand on the chimera’s hip. 
 
    Aleksander recognized the touch at once and froze, his mouth still wrapped around Constance’s nipple. She released Kirk, trusting him not to chicken out, and cupped both hands around the back of Aleksander’s head, encouraging him to continue. 
 
    “Please, master,” she said. “Use me for your pleasure.” 
 
    She watched from the corner of her eye as Kirk slowly drew his fingers up Aleksander’s spine. The chimera shut his eyes and shuddered. Constance spread her legs wider, feeling air against her wetness. 
 
    “Use me,” she coaxed. She raised one knee and lightly brushed it against his cock. When he growled against her breast, she nearly fainted. Though not from fear. 
 
    He surged forward, grabbing her wrists and jerking them above her head, pinning them to the mattress. The tip of his cock lodged within her folds, a throbbing missile. 
 
    Behind them, Kirk had risen to his knees again, frowning. “Constance? Just say the word.” 
 
    Her breasts heaved with each breath. She watched Aleksander’s gaze move almost helplessly to them and felt the corresponding twitch of his cock against her. “It’s fine,” she said, breathless with buzzing arousal. “My master is taking what he wants from me.” She sank into the bed and surrendered everything. “He’s welcome to take as much as he needs.” 
 
    Aleksander groaned and smashed his mouth over hers. Gone was the tenderness that had reminded her so much of her ex-husband. Nothing about Aleksander was reminiscent of Peter now, and she moaned in gratitude. She opened wide to his mouth and squirmed beneath him when he teased her upper palate with the tip of his tongue. He broke away from her to attack her neck, sucking the skin there, leaving bruises she prayed would never fade. 
 
    “You can’t hurt me,” she gasped, reassuring him as he began to grind his hips against hers. “You’re my master. You’ll protect me. You’ll always keep me safe.” 
 
    “Constance,” he gasped, and then he thrust inside her. 
 
    He was thick and relentless, driving hard and deep inside her only to pull back and do it again even harder, forcing the breath from her lungs. His thrusts would have shoved her up the bed were it not for the grip he kept on her wrists, which only intensified her arousal, made it fill her head with buzzing and lights, loosened her tongue until she was crying out with every thrust. 
 
    She saw movement, saw Kirk shift closer and reach to Aleksander’s back again. She knew the moment Kirk touched him, because Aleksander paused again, midthrust, his body shaking with lust. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she told him. She squeezed her muscles around him and laughed with delight when his mouth fell slack. “Feel me, master. Fill me.” 
 
    Slowly, cautiously, he began to thrust again. But she could tell he was distracted by Kirk’s touch on his back, his gaze unfocused. Kirk stroked himself as he dragged his fingers up Aleksander’s spine and lingered at the base of his neck. He scraped his fingernails over the chimera’s skull, making him shiver. Kirk’s grin was pure male, and it stole Constance’s breath. 
 
    She watched, her own orgasm mounting, as Kirk began to drag his fingers down Aleksander’s back. Down, down, but he didn’t stop when he reached the chimera’s pumping buttocks. He moved his gaze to the back of Aleksander’s head while he did something with his fingers. Aleksander emitted a choked sound and stopped moving again. 
 
    “Don’t be a baby,” Kirk murmured, his voice thick. “Big, bad chimera, remember? You can take anything a measly human can dish out.” 
 
    Aleksander’s snarl was the only warning. He began to rear up— 
 
    —but Kirk was prepared for him. He clamped down on the back of the chimera’s neck and bent over him, hissing, “Don’t you dare hurt her, Sascha. You won’t live to regret it.” He squeezed hard and actually earned a wince from Aleksander. “Behave. Prove you’re a better chimera than this. A better master.” 
 
    Constance was afraid to breathe, aware that a fight could break out between the two males at any second. But then she was struck by an epiphany: the two of them would be fighting that very second if it weren’t for her. Just as Kirk had been needed to spark her and Aleksander, she was needed to defuse the tension and aggression they naturally exuded as two dominant males. 
 
    “Master,” she breathed. She rolled her hips and strained against his hold, prompting Aleksander to tighten his grip and bare his teeth at her. “Don’t neglect me. Please.” 
 
    “You’ll suffer what I want you to,” he growled back and then filled her to bursting once again. 
 
    He didn’t stop after that, not even when Kirk wet his fingers with spit and lowered them behind the chimera’s pumping hips. 
 
    Aleksander let out a choked groan, his head hanging between his shoulders as he struggled to keep up his rhythm. “Kirk…” 
 
    “Tight,” Kirk murmured, pressing a kiss to the back of Aleksander’s shoulder. “Keep going.” 
 
    Constance’s eyes widened as she understood the significance of the comment. A rush of arousal struck her and her body seized, clamping greedily around Aleksander’s shaft. He clenched his jaw and rode out her contractions, his own hips pumping, drawing out and heightening the waves of pleasure blossoming from where he entered her. 
 
    She writhed, unable to take any more, but he drove her to another full orgasm before dropping to his elbows over her. Kirk held on to Aleksander’s hips, preventing him from falling on her. 
 
    “You’ll crush her,” he muttered before tugging on the other male until he collapsed to the mattress beside her. She immediately rolled to face Aleksander and traced his parted lips with her fingertips. 
 
    “Thank you for taking care of me, master,” she panted. “I look forward to doing the same for you.” 
 
    “You did enough,” Aleksander mumbled, but he clasped her hand and held it against his chest. 
 
    “How about we all get a good night’s rest now?” Kirk huffed from the other side of them. He’d stretched out on his back and flung an arm over his eyes. He absently rubbed his right hip with his other hand. 
 
    She frowned. “But what about you?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I just want to sleep knowing everyone is safe and sane.” 
 
    She wasn’t happy about leaving him unsatisfied, and looked to Aleksander hopefully. Aleksander avoided her gaze, a blush staining his cheeks. 
 
    Don’t push, she told herself. This was a breakthrough. 
 
    “Kirk told me you understand chemistry.” 
 
    Aleksander’s hesitantly spoken question caught her by surprise. She could sense that Kirk felt similarly. 
 
    “I do,” she said slowly. “I never did anything with the knowledge, but I know a bit.” She stopped herself from saying more. 
 
    “Perhaps you could look over my notes,” Aleksander mumbled. “I…seem to be having trouble with them.” 
 
    And I don’t trust myself followed, unspoken. 
 
    She was careful to hide the pity she felt for him. “I’m not a biochemist, but I think you primarily work with naturally occurring elements, which I know a little about. It sounds interesting.” 
 
    He studied her. “Why don’t you work in the sciences?” 
 
    It was her turn to blush. “I met my ex-husband my senior year, and suddenly nothing seemed as important as building a life with him. But the town we moved to for his job didn’t have positions for someone with my background. So I became a violin teacher.” 
 
    “You’ve wasted your skills.” 
 
    Embarrassed, she shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe I was meant to save them for you.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed sharply. 
 
    “I’m not lying, master. I’m here for you.” 
 
    “But you take pleasure in…serving me.” 
 
    She nodded eagerly, trying to convey how much happiness she received in easing his burden. She dreamed of the day when she made him smile, when he sought her not only to banish the demons, but simply for their mutual pleasure. 
 
    “She’s perfect for you, Sascha.” 
 
    Kirk had risen to an elbow behind Aleksander. Constance could tell Aleksander was uneasy with having his back to the other male, but Kirk didn’t touch him, as if sensing they were on thin ice. 
 
    “What happened tonight?” Kirk asked, speaking quietly to keep the chimera calm. 
 
    Aleksander’s hand convulsed around Constance’s. “I attempted a different formulation. It should have worked. There is no reason why it shouldn’t have!” 
 
    “Easy,” Kirk murmured. 
 
    Aleksander flushed. It was the first time Constance had seen him regret his behavior around the humans. A definite sign of progress. 
 
    “I used poisons that are extremely deadly in the smallest of doses. They’re the ones I have been building immunity toward. They require no activators. They should have worked.” He stared at Constance’s breasts, though she doubted he saw them. His gaze was distant. “The changed ones put up a fight. I’ve fought their kind before, but with two of them it was difficult. I…lost myself. And Michel was there to witness it.” His expression darkened. “That’s a problem.” 
 
    “I’ll take care of Michel,” Kirk said dismissively. “You two need to work on these poisons of yours and figure out what’s going wrong with them.” 
 
    “You’re no match for him,” Aleksander retorted, though he didn’t turn to face the other male. 
 
    Kirk dragged a fingertip down Aleksander’s arm, his green eyes darkening when his touch raised goose bumps. “You don’t need to worry about me.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    But Aleksander sounded defensive, and Kirk’s lips tilted into a smirk. Watching them, Constance realized something had changed for Kirk. Tonight had pulled the three of them together, proved that they were each an essential leg of this triangle. 
 
    “Get some rest, kiddo,” Kirk said before flopping onto his back. 
 
    Aleksander grimaced at the moniker but let it fall away when he noticed Constance watching him. He hugged her hand tighter to him and closed his eyes. 
 
    Just before Constance fell asleep, she heard him ask, “What happened to my hair?” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
   T he smell of cinnamon and sugar complemented the savory aroma of the bacon he’d fried off earlier. Kirk’s stomach growled, and he figured Aleksander’s was probably roaring like a lion. The French toast topped with crumbled bacon might make the chimera throw up later since he wasn’t used to eating, but Kirk knew he’d appreciate the feast while it was going down. It was the little things that made life worth living. 
 
    He whistled, though he wasn’t sure where the good mood came from. Having Aleksander back in all senses of the word was a good thing, no arguing that. And no one had gotten seriously injured last night, barring Kirk’s swollen bottom lip. 
 
    As he flipped the frying toast, he let his memory pull up images from last night: Constance, brave and foolish, submitting herself to King Kong and winning him over just as Fay Wray had; Aleksander pinning her to the mattress and kissing her as if he hadn’t kissed anyone in years and had been dreaming of it ever since; the quiver in Aleksander’s back muscles when Kirk had touched him between the buttocks, driven by a curiosity he hadn’t known he could possess about another male. 
 
    The last memory made his whistle falter, but he picked it up again, determined not to be the guy who freaked out the morning after. He took responsibility for his actions, even if they were ill-planned, even if they made his life more difficult. Exploring things with another guy—chimera or no—would make his life more difficult. 
 
    It would also make it far more interesting. 
 
    Arousal hummed in his body, not quite fully charged but idling. Abstaining last night hadn’t been a noble sacrifice, and it hadn’t been done out of a lack of courage. It was important that Aleksander understand who Constance could be for him and what role she could fill in his life. In the absence of her softness and complete trust, Aleksander would allow his wild nature to rule him. But Kirk hoped that now Aleksander recognized that she needed him, and that it was essential that he maintain his control so he wouldn’t hurt her. By leaving the two of them alone to form that bond, Kirk believed he had made it easier to carry out the remainder of a plan he’d hatched sometime between Constance crawling on the bed and Aleksander kissing her senseless. The plan to insinuate himself into this crazy triangle. 
 
    Or maybe it was only he who was crazy. 
 
    With the toast finished, he transferred them to plates and sprinkled them with the homemade bacon bits and doused everything in plenty of syrup. A girlfriend had once called the dish “disgusting.” He hoped his new companions had better taste. 
 
    He walked in on them still in bed, talking. He paused in the doorway, noting how normal they looked. Just a guy and his girl. The headboard had a crack in it from where Kirk’s head had hit it, but otherwise the room bore no signs of their fight. The scene was cozily domestic, and Kirk felt himself drawn to it. 
 
    “All right, sleepyheads,” he called out. “Breakfast in bed. But don’t expect this to be a regular occurrence. I’m not Mr. Mom.” 
 
    Aleksander sat up and pushed back against the headboard with caution written all over his face. Constance sat up too but pressed against his side, physically reminding him that he was no longer alone. 
 
    No longer alone. What did that mean? Was Kirk going to move here with them and live happily ever after? The idea didn’t sound as preposterous as it once had, but he still had trouble picturing it happening. 
 
    “Is it poisoned?” Aleksander asked as he eyed the trays Kirk placed on his and Constance’s laps. 
 
    “Guess you’ll find out.” Kirk slid onto the bed beside Aleksander, ignoring the way the other male tensed. The familiarity wasn’t something Kirk was used to either, but he was getting there faster than Aleksander was. Then again, there was more to their dynamic than the fact they were both male, and it was Aleksander who had the most to reconcile. “Eat up,” he ordered. 
 
    As expected, Aleksander made no move for his fork, trying to prove that he didn’t take orders from Kirk. 
 
    “I know you’re starving,” Kirk said as he cut into his toast. “But if you don’t eat it, I will.” 
 
    With a grumble, Aleksander hesitantly picked up the fork. The utensil trembled in his grip. Kirk figured he had just realized how hungry he was. He gave the chimera credit for not picking up the food with his hands and shoving it by the fistful into his mouth. 
 
    They ate in silence, Aleksander finishing his plate before the other two. Constance offered him her extra, which, after a perfunctory refusal, Aleksander quickly scarfed down. 
 
    “That wasn’t terrible,” the chimera said as Constance collected their trays and set them on the floor. 
 
    “Now that you’re softened up, we need to talk.” Kirk looked across Aleksander at Constance. “You should look at his notes when you get a chance. Maybe clean up the workroom so it’s no longer a Level Four biohazard zone.” To Aleksander, he said, “My hunch, though, is that she won’t find anything wrong with your formulas. You said your mother used them fine, and they used to work for you until recently. So what happened recently that could have made a difference?” 
 
    “Nothing has changed,” Aleksander insisted. He crossed his arms over his chest. “The failures didn’t occur at once. Certain potions began losing their potency. Others blended successfully one day but failed to the next. There’s no constant. Except for me.” 
 
    “You haven’t lost your mind,” Kirk said firmly. “And you won’t be doing so now that we’re here. There’s something fishy going on. It doesn’t make sense that you’d start making all these mistakes.” 
 
    “My mother warned me that a time will come in a poisoner’s life when he or she will make their final one. Perhaps I’m dragging out the process.” 
 
    Kirk didn’t laugh. “Tell me about your mother.” 
 
    Constance flashed him a warning look, but Kirk ignored it. Aleksander’s mother had proved a sore spot before, and he wanted to know why. 
 
    “She died.” Aleksander studied his stained fingers. “No, that’s inaccurate. I killed her. With poison.” 
 
    Constance gasped, but Kirk watched Aleksander steadily, knowing it wasn’t that simple. “Why?” 
 
    “Because she killed my lover and attempted to poison me.” 
 
    “Oh, my God.” Constance touched his arm. He flinched, but she kept her hand on him, refusing to let him suffer the memory alone. “Why did she do such a thing?” 
 
    “Because she recognized that Dmitri was making me weak. And she was correct.” 
 
    “I don’t think so. You survived. And you killed her.” 
 
    Aleksander’s cheeks were white. “That doesn’t disgust you? Matricide is a sin.” 
 
    “Lots of things are sins. Gluttony is a sin. Doesn’t stop me from pigging out at an all-you-can-eat buffet.” Kirk rubbed his chin. “Is that kind of behavior normal? I can’t imagine the chimera race would last long if mothers regularly murdered their children as soon as a boyfriend or girlfriend entered the picture.” 
 
    Finally, something like doubt softened Aleksander’s face. “Admittedly, Anja was different that night. Nothing that immediately warned me that something was wrong, but she hadn’t taken the precautions she always did when working with her potions. I remember thinking it odd that she was being so careless. It wasn’t like her.” 
 
    “Do you think she was aware of making them?” 
 
    Aleksander scowled at the insinuation. “She wasn’t losing her mind.” 
 
    “But she wasn’t herself. And she tried to kill you out of the blue.” Kirk turned the comparisons between mother and son in his mind. It couldn’t be a coincidence. “Is mental illness among chimera hereditary?” 
 
    “There is no such thing as mental illness among chimera. Only the change precipitates insanity, and by then they need to be put down.” 
 
    “Put down,” Kirk murmured with distaste. “You’re not wild animals.” 
 
    “Is ‘murdered’ a better word for you?” 
 
    “Has anyone ever tried to develop a vaccine to prevent the change?” Constance asked. Her question caused both males to blink. 
 
    “You mean make chimera immune to changing forms?” Aleksander’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Sure,” she said. “Why try to catch the horses after the barn doors have been thrown open? But if a vaccine isn’t possible, I bet a central nervous system depressant might help provide control. Another option is some kind of genetic suppressor mutation that can nullify the changes before they become permanent. That’s beyond my knowledge, but surely there has to be a chimera somewhere in the world who knows something about biochemistry and genetics.” 
 
    “Either solution would eliminate the need for a poisoner,” Kirk said quietly. “Constance, you’re brilliant.” 
 
    “I always thought so,” she said with a grin. 
 
    “I don’t know where to begin.” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Constance assured Aleksander. “With your experience and my fresh eyes and ideas, we’ll be a perfect team.” 
 
    Kirk was impressed by the idea, and he could tell Constance was thrilled to have discovered a way to help Aleksander and bring them closer together in the process. But it was Aleksander’s reaction—a nearly childlike hope that lit his entire face—that made Kirk want to grab Aleksander’s face between his hands and kiss him until they both saw stars. 
 
    “To not have to poison…” Aleksander hunched his shoulders suddenly, as if he’d spoken the forbidden and expected to be struck down for it. 
 
    “Kind of like using your powers for good instead of evil,” Kirk teased. “Guess I wasn’t wrong calling you Superman that day.” 
 
    Aleksander shot him a dirty look. 
 
    Kirk was blissfully unaffected by it. “And while you kids play mad scientist, I’ll add some personality to this house. Seriously, it’s like living in a model home decorated by someone on their last day of work. It’s terrible.” 
 
    “Figures your talents would lie in interior decorating,” Aleksander said with a smirk. 
 
    “Trying to suggest I’m not masculine enough for you? Or is that a challenge to prove it?” 
 
    His tone brought a flush to the chimera’s face. Kirk wanted to pin him the way Aleksander had pinned Constance, wanted to break through the barrier between them that grew thinner with each interaction. 
 
    “Just say the word, Sascha,” he goaded. 
 
    Aleksander was so red even his scalp was pink. “Go put up wallpaper,” he muttered. 
 
    Kirk laughed. “I hate wallpaper. But I agree that this place needs some color.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    The redecorating took just under two weeks. Kirk was satisfied with the furniture and paint changes he’d made to the place. He’d warmed the stark white walls with muted earth tones, which paradoxically made the rooms feel larger. He’d replaced the futuristic stand lighting with pot lighting that was aimed to banish shadows. The furniture was no longer cream chenille, but chocolate leather, and every piece Kirk picked out was large enough to hold two to three people at a time. When the furniture salesman had asked him how many people he needed to accommodate, it had hit him like a sledgehammer. There were three of them now, and there would be for the foreseeable future. It had made shopping for everything after that carry a deeper significance, as though buying three sets of towels instead of two meant they had made a commitment. Rather than scare him, the idea of commitment filled him with a sense of peace. 
 
    Aleksander remained mostly locked up in his workroom, but the difference was that Constance was in there with him. They kept the door closed to contain the sometimes noxious odors that resulted from their experiments, and so sometimes Kirk didn’t see them for hours at a time, but they always emerged for meals, and they obeyed his edict that work quit at dinnertime and didn’t resume until the morning. When they did work, Kirk spent his time on the internet accessing a private forum that Aleksander had showed him where chimera around the world could interact and receive important news from the Council. From it, he learned more about the chimera and, specifically, about the Council. 
 
    Kirk didn’t have a problem with authority figures even though bad ones made him want to rebel. As a cop he had learned to respect the chain of command. But something about the Council bugged him. He tried to be careful about not letting his personal resentment toward them color what he learned. And what he learned was that while the Council operated without oversight, they passed down decisions that had so far only benefited the chimera and kept them invisible to their human neighbors. 
 
    It was benign and disappointing. The cop in Kirk had hoped to find a bad apple among them, one power-monger who was abusing the system. The only thing of interest was learning that Domenic had been the chimera to recommend that Aleksander succeed his mother as poisoner. Granted, there didn’t appear to have been any other candidates for the job, but Domenic had gone so far as to draft an open letter on the forum arguing that tradition should be held among the bloodlines. Kirk wondered if Aleksander felt Domenic had done him a favor or cursed him. 
 
    The door to the workroom burst open. He quickly set his laptop aside and jumped to his feet. His concern vanished when Constance came running down the hall, laughing like a little girl. A second later, Aleksander followed, growling playfully as he chased her. They tore into the living room and didn’t seem to notice him. He grinned as he watched Aleksander tackle Constance to the ground. The action seemed carelessly reckless, but Kirk saw how Aleksander braced them during the fall, twisting elegantly in the air to take the brunt of the impact with the floor. Kirk doubted Constance had felt a moment’s discomfort. 
 
    With another growl, Aleksander rolled them until he had her pinned beneath him. 
 
    “Admit that you’re wrong,” he ordered. “Admit it, and your punishment might be more…pleasant than painful.” 
 
    Her lashes fluttered. “But what if I want it to hurt?” She arched her back, pressing her body against him. “I know it arouses you, master, when you punish me so perfectly that I fly.” 
 
    Aleksander flashed his teeth, the grin smug and hungry, before attaching his lips to her throat. She gasped and threw her head back to give him more room. 
 
    “Put your hands above your head,” he said. “Don’t move them until I give you permission.” 
 
    The commanding tone of his voice, reflecting the natural predator that he was, affected even Kirk. His dick twitched, though for a different reason than the one that made Constance’s face turn rosy and her lips part around a soft moan. Kirk heard a challenger. Constance recognized a master. 
 
    Kirk arched a brow. Had they been playing together in the dungeon? It was a huge step forward in their relationship, proving that they’d learned to trust each other. But it also meant they’d explored their needs without him present, and Kirk was taken aback by how much that hurt. Silently, so as not to alert them that he was in the room, he picked up his laptop and retreated down the hall. His bedroom was newly decorated, but he’d hardly used it. The three of them had taken to sleeping together in the master bedroom with Constance in the middle. 
 
    Maybe that should have been his clue, he thought as he stared blindly at the screen of his laptop. In that configuration he rarely touched Aleksander, and the chimera definitely never initiated contact with him. The triangle had become a circle, and Kirk had missed the moment when he’d fallen outside the loop. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Aleksander took a phone call while Constance was using the restroom. When she returned to the workroom, he gave her the bad news. 
 
    “Michel is coming tonight.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked, not caring if it was next door or on the moon. It wasn’t the where that concerned her. 
 
    “Apparently not far from here.” Aleksander’s tone revealed how he felt about having to take down a changed one near his home. He fiddled with a burner. The workbench surface was clean and polished, most of his equipment carefully arranged on new shelving that Kirk had installed. “I need to develop a poison.” 
 
    Constance felt sick. But she spoke firmly, “Then I’ll help you. Between us we should be able to come up with something merciful.” 
 
    His fingers stilled against the apparatus. Head down, he murmured, “Thank you, Constance.” 
 
    “I just hope this is the last time. We’re nearing a breakthrough on our suppressant, master. I’m positive.” 
 
    “I believe you’re right.” He shook his head in wonder. “I thought it was a fool’s dream when you first suggested it, but I think this thing is possible.” 
 
    “It is possible.” She came up behind him and wrapped her arms around him, resting her chin on his shoulder. “But let’s get this final potion out of the way so we never have to work on one again. When you see him, I want you to tell Michel to hit the road because you’re no longer working with him.” 
 
    “You’re jealous, little human.” 
 
    His voice held a smile, delighting her. 
 
    “Of course. Kirk and I can’t stand him. He thinks he can have you. But you belong to us.” 
 
    “I heard my name. What gossip are you spreading about me, Constance?” 
 
    She grinned at Kirk in the doorway, and he smiled back, but there was reserve in the smile, as if he were holding a part of himself back. Why? Guiltily, she recalled how much time she had been spending with Aleksander without Kirk. It was never intentional, of course. She and Aleksander worked together most of the day with the door closed. When things happened between them, they evolved without warning and without time to find Kirk and include him. 
 
    But she should have tried. Her current relationship with Aleksander wouldn’t have happened at all if it weren’t for Kirk’s presence here. He had been the catalyst. Besides that, she was as attracted to him as she was to Aleksander, though how that was possible she had no idea. She’d always believed that threesomes were a delusion by three people who were only playing at loving each other equally. But she couldn’t imagine living here without Kirk’s playful yet solid presence, and she couldn’t imagine being with Kirk without Aleksander’s wild vulnerability tugging at her heartstrings. 
 
    “I was reminding Aleksander how possessive you and I are when it comes to handsome chimera.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Kirk said, crossing his arms and ankles and leaning in the doorframe. “It’s hard to let Michel out of our sight.” 
 
    “Kirk!” 
 
    Grinning, Kirk jerked his head. “Come here, Constance. Remind me what a good kisser you are.” 
 
    He missed her. She read it on his face even if he refused to say it. Feeling terrible, she walked up to him and then pressed him firmly against the frame. She caught a glimpse of his surprise before she seized his face between her hands and kissed him. 
 
    His lips were firm, his cheeks rough with stubble. His masculinity made her knees weak, caused her to lose control of the kiss, which was just fine with her. By the time Kirk raised his head, she was dazed and ready to do whatever he asked of her. 
 
    He chuckled at her expression. “No poker face, sweetheart. Need to work on that.” He lifted his eyes beyond her shoulder. “How’s your poker face, Sascha?” 
 
    Energy sparked in the room. Constance stepped back slightly, giving Aleksander room to join them. The chimera remained at the workbench, his eyes hooded. 
 
    “I think it’s fine,” he said. 
 
    Kirk’s grin turned predatory. “It sure is.” 
 
    Constance slapped him on the arm. “That was really cheesy.” 
 
    Kirk laughed, breaking the mood. “It was, wasn’t it?” He looked at Aleksander again, seemed about to say something, and then changed his mind. “I’m heading into town for supplies. Anybody need anything?” 
 
    “As I was telling Constance, I won’t be here when you return.” Aleksander flipped his hood over his head and bent over the table. “I should be back by the morning.” 
 
    “Again?” A muscle in Kirk’s jaw flexed. “This has to stop.” 
 
    “It will,” Constance assured him. “We’re nearly there.” 
 
    He took a deep breath and released it. “Get there. Sooner rather than later.” 
 
    Everything he wanted to say—be safe; I want to go with you; come back because you’re mine—was on his face, but he said none of it, and only Constance saw it. She wished he would say those things to Aleksander and snap the tension between them. 
 
    But Kirk said only, “I’ll see you when you’re back,” and walked away. 
 
    After he’d gone, Aleksander sighed and rubbed at his forehead. “We’d better succeed before he gets it into his head that he should accompany me. Michel would kill him.” 
 
    She smiled wanly. “We’ll succeed.” 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
   “I hlas Selvagens,” Aleksander said with distaste. “It’s impossible that a changed one is here.” 
 
    His mood was dark. Leaving his home tonight to accompany Michel had been more difficult than ever before. It troubled him to consider why. It had less to do with killing changed ones than it should have. 
 
    “Is it really that hard to believe?” Michel, driving the small fishing boat that he’d stolen from the mainland, raised his voice to be heard above its rattling engine. “We’re not so far from the mainland. Or from Madeira. Changed ones can fly as far as we can.” 
 
    “But why come out here?” Even as he asked the question, Aleksander knew the answer. Ihlas Selvagens, or the Savage Islands, were about a hundred and fifty miles south of Maderia Island. The volcanic archipelagoes were uninhabited except by hundreds of native birds and gulls, and access was restricted to humans by the government, not to mention conscientious fisherman. For a changed one, struggling with madness, it would be an ideal place to escape notice. 
 
    Still, the proximity to his home bothered him. Like a changed one, he, too, had sought to hide from others. The comparison didn’t sit well. 
 
    “I thought you’d be pleased you wouldn’t have to travel far,” Michel said. He dropped their speed when the desolate islands, little more than a collection of rocks, came into view. “This will barely take an hour, if all goes well.” 
 
    “I don’t like business intruding on my territory.” 
 
    “You’d live in a hole in the ground, unreachable by any living thing, if you could, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Aleksander thought of his dungeon, which nearly served that purpose. His amusement faded, though, as he recalled the kiss Kirk had stolen from him there. The flash of heat that raced through his body unnerved him. Finding pleasure in Constance’s body was one thing, perhaps even expected of a chimera who’d been assigned a female grounder. But Kirk was not a conventional grounder in any sense, nor was the curiosity and ache he inspired in Aleksander typical or wanted. But Kirk offered something Aleksander had never faced before: a challenge to his nature and to how he viewed himself. Though both should have put him off, they did just the opposite. 
 
    “I don’t know how much longer I can continue doing this,” he murmured, half to himself. 
 
    Michel cut the engine, letting their boat coast the last dozen yards. “I understand. I feel the same way. This is…unpleasant work. Especially when it goes badly.” 
 
    Whether he was referring to Aleksander’s failing potions or the horribleness of their duty as a whole, Aleksander agreed either way. 
 
    “There needs to be another solution to this. We can’t keep murdering our kind. This isn’t culling the herd; it’s thinning our ranks.” 
 
    “There do seem to be more changed ones surfacing,” Michel agreed in a flat voice. “It makes me worry for our future.” 
 
    Aleksander glanced askance at him. The moonlight painted Michel’s handsome features in silver, making him appear cold and stony. “What do you see for your future? Will you continue doing this for centuries, until someone orders you to stop?” 
 
    Michel tilted his head back to watch a screeching gull fly overhead. “We live too long to make predictions about the future. We are victims to Time’s flow. We go where it takes us.” 
 
    Philosophical of you, Aleksander nearly said, but he sensed that Michel’s mood was dark, not merely pensive. He sympathized. This work they were doing was surely killing them as they killed the changed ones. Their last encounter with the two chimera beside the Red Lake, for instance, had been a bloody and obscene disaster. Aleksander couldn’t bear to think of it and considered himself lucky he so far hadn’t been haunted by nightmares about it. Maybe they would come later, when he least expected them. 
 
    But he held out a sliver of hope that his grounders might function as they were intended and keep him from spiraling into darkness. It wasn’t a completely outlandish hope, considering how much they had already forced him to change. Instead of yearning for his privacy, he yearned to be home in bed with them. True, they had taken advantage of him in a moment of weakness, infiltrated his fallen defenses and planted themselves in his psyche, and he should hate them for it, or at least feel threatened by what they wanted of him. But to his shame he was thankful they had done what they’d done. He was beginning to feel, if not good, then better. He was almost eager to open his eyes in the morning, knowing he’d find Constance curled trustingly against him and Kirk pressed to his back like a solid, if sometimes nerve-racking, defense against the outside. 
 
    Safe. 
 
    Wanted. 
 
    Desired. 
 
    It had been a long time since he had felt those things. He questioned how he had managed to live so long without them. 
 
    After Michel beached the boat on an unwelcome stretch of volanic sand, Aleksander reluctantly surveyed the area. The rocks were craggy, and the only flora was scrub and lichen. He thought he might be able to see the other side of the small island on which they’d landed. A rustling sound filled the night air, and it wasn’t until he saw a flutter of wings within the pocked piles of rocks that he realized they were surrounded by hundreds, maybe thousands, of nesting birds. 
 
    “How can it be here?” he asked, frowning. “There’s nothing here.” 
 
    Michel’s grin was a slash of white in the semidark. “You don’t trust me? I’ve been doing this a long time.” 
 
    Aleksander sent a glare at the other chimera’s back and grudgingly followed him in a zigzagging path across the rocks. Occasionally spray wet Aleksander’s ankles as the strong winds blew waves over the lips of the tide pools. Michel began to whistle. 
 
    “You love this,” Aleksander accused. “You pretend to hate it, but I think I know your future, Michel: you’re going to keep doing this until you’re a millennium.” 
 
    The whistling stopped. Michel sent him a glare. “You don’t know me at all if you think that. But then, you never did care about knowing me.” 
 
    “Based on the fact I won’t give in to your obnoxious flirtations?” 
 
    Michel’s eyes glittered. “Based on the fact no one in the world matters to you except Aleksander Sopov.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Oh? Why not? A few months ago I would have said your self-absorption had become legendary, but are you saying that’s no longer the case? Why? Because of your new grounders?” 
 
    Talking about Kirk and Constance with Michel sounded like a terrible idea. Aleksander picked his way across the rocky field, feeling naked as the wind rushed across his newly shorn head. He headed toward the largest mound of rocks, hoping Michel would drop the subject. The effort was in vain. 
 
    “Are you saying you’ve changed?” Michel persisted. 
 
    Aleksander cursed at him. “Leave me alone.” 
 
    “Maybe the Council should send them away if they’re a waste of—” 
 
    “They’re mine!” 
 
    Michel laughed. “I thought your grounders were only for show, but they are influencing you. Aren’t they?” 
 
    “They’re not doing anything to me,” Aleksander shot back. 
 
    Michel clucked his tongue, chiding. “You’re a mass of contradictions, dear poisoner. Obviously they’re doing something to you, though I’m surprised that’s the case.” 
 
    Knowing that Michel was too complicated to take at face value, Aleksander eyed him warily. “The Council sent them to me. They’re not for show.” 
 
    “Aren’t they? Domenic had a good laugh when I told him how they’d acted like your guard dogs the last time I was by.” 
 
    “Domenic did?” Aleksander couldn’t make sense of the comment. 
 
    “He told me the Council had been hearing rumors about you—it wasn’t me spreading them, by the way—and they wanted some assurance that you weren’t a danger. Domenic didn’t think you needed any help, but to mollify the Council he sent the humans to you.” Michel laughed as he took the lead, leading them toward a nearly cave-like impression in the mound. “Bit of a joke, really. He knew the girl from somewhere, thought she was an emotional wreck. And the male had no inclinations toward submission, but he was handy because he’s tied up in other Council business. He was bound to be a disaster. I’m surprised you haven’t killed that one yet.” 
 
    A joke. Constance and Kirk had been sent to him as a joke, giving Domenic a laugh while keeping the Council happy. Domenic had never believed the grounders would help him at all. 
 
    Aleksander stopped and contemplated the lonely-looking sea. Did that matter? By good fortune and good chemistry, Constance and Kirk had turned out to be the best things that could have happened to him. Who cared if they had been destined to fail? The point was they hadn’t. 
 
    “The male is the funny one,” Michel went on, oblivious to Aleksander’s shock. “He’s here because of his brother.” 
 
    A thought occurred to Aleksander. “Is the brother’s name Leo?” 
 
    “I think so. Anyway, the brother—Leo, you said?—volunteered to be your grounder. But when it came time for him to come here, he disappeared. The Council found a replacement in your human. Told him to either submit to being your grounder for four months or a kill order would be placed on his brother.” 
 
    Aleksander, who had resumed walking, faltered. “Kirk didn’t volunteer?” 
 
    “Does he look like the kind of human who would volunteer to submit to a chimera?” Michel snorted. “As soon as his four-month term is up—I think it’s coming up soon, now that I think about it—he’ll be on the first plane out of Portugal, mark my words.” 
 
    Aleksander tripped over a jagged rock and staggered clumsily ahead. Kirk hadn’t chosen to be his grounder. He didn’t want to be here at all. He only remained in the house to fulfill his duty to the Council. Every word, every look, every touch—all an act so Aleksander wouldn’t complain about him to the Council and endanger his brother Leo. 
 
    What about Constance? 
 
    Anguish filled him. What if she had also been forced to submit to him? He thought of her encouraging words to him in the workroom and the tender way she held him at night, and his heart shriveled to think that her actions had been motivated by responsibility or worse, fear of retribution by the Council. 
 
    “As I said, they weren’t expected to accomplish anything. Domenic chose them so they wouldn’t make your situation worse. But…they are helping. Or not, depending on your mood, it seems.” 
 
    The last wasn’t a statement but a question, as if Michel didn’t trust it to be true that the grounders were calming him but for whatever reason hoped that they were. Or maybe Aleksander was giving the shallow chimera more credit than he was due. Michel had never cared about him before beyond wanting to bed him. Why would he start now? 
 
    Michel’s motivations diminished in the face of the most essential truth: Kirk and Constance didn’t want to be here. Their attempt to make a home for the three of them was nothing but a lie. They needed Aleksander happy to improve their own situations and nothing more. Abruptly he lost interest in the changed one he and Michel were stalking. He stopped walking, realizing that if he no longer killed chimera, then he was nothing. With no one. Just as he was always meant to be. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Ahead, Michel had stopped and was looking back at him. 
 
    “I gave you the poison. It’s the last you’re getting from me.” Aleksander flipped his hood up. “I’m going back to the boat.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re not leaving. We have a job to do.” 
 
    “This world can burn and the chimera along with it for all I care,” Aleksander muttered. The words were empty—he couldn’t bear to hurt another living creature ever again—but it felt damn good to express his frustration in the most nihilistic way possible. 
 
    “You don’t mean that, my friend.” 
 
    He probably should have paid attention to the sharpening of Michel’s voice, but Aleksander was too deep inside his own head to care what was going on in the other assassin’s. He turned and headed back the other way, to the fishing boat that he would row back to the mainland on his own if he had to. If Michel refused to join him, or if he took the boat away, Aleksander would swim until he could swim no more. If he drowned, all the better. He’d end a life that had lost its purpose years ago. 
 
    A powerful grip curled around Alek’s biceps, yanking him to a stop. When he whirled, snarling, he found himself confronted by Michel wearing an expression Aleksander had never seen on him before. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Alek, but your time is over now.” 
 
    Michel sounded odd, as if he wasn’t entirely sorry, only resigned. As if he were repeating words he—or someone else—had forced him to memorize. 
 
    “Agreed, I’m done with this.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    Aleksander tried to pull his arm free and found it held fast. Fury brought the chimera simmering to the surface. “I’m warning you.” 
 
    Michel didn’t blink at the threat. “You’re only making this easier for me.” 
 
    Aleksander had a moment’s warning, a tightening of the fingers around his arm, before the blond chimera used the grip to swing him violently against the nearest cairn of rocks. Aleksander hit the porous rock with his head and shoulders, pulverizing the stone and sending up a cloud of powder. He groaned as black spots danced before his eyes and pain flowered like a gunshot wound to the back of his skull. Nausea sank in his belly and began to rise, forcing him to swallow down the impulse to vomit. No longer supported by Michel’s grip, he slid down the destroyed rocks to collapse in a heap at their base. 
 
    A figure stepped between him and the moonlight, casting him in shadow. 
 
    “This wouldn’t have been my choice,” he heard Michel say. Aleksander tried to focus on him but couldn’t pierce the shadows veiling the other chimera’s expression. “You deserve better than this. But it’s out of my hands.” 
 
    “Why?” Aleksander asked, though the effort to understand what was happening made his head swim. 
 
    “Because you’re changing. You’re a danger to yourself and to the chimera. You said it yourself: you’d let us all burn. But I can’t let that happen.” Gravel crunched under Michel’s shoe as he spread his feet. “You’re not fully changed yet, but you’re the nastiest chimera I know, Alek, and you can take that as a compliment. Even alone, you won’t be easy to kill.” 
 
    No, I’m not alone, Aleksander thought blearily. I have my grounders. 
 
    But everything he’d just learned about Kirk’s and Constance’s motives barreled into his head, setting his brain on fire anew. He was absolutely alone. He’d been alone since the moment Constance stepped foot in his home. 
 
    “If this were up to me,” Michel said softly, “I would have made it quick. But this can’t be identified as the work of an assassin. I’m sorry, Alek. It can’t be traced back…” He hesitated, as if he wanted to say more, but then bowed his head.  
 
    The changes came over him swiftly. In a matter of seconds, a fully shifted chimera with pale golden hair coiled before Aleksander, dragging its claws through the volcanic soil. His shredded clothes lay scattered across the rocky soil. 
 
    His betrayal seared Aleksander’s heart, burning a hole through it. He allowed his anger at Michel and his sorrow at his grounders’ deceptions to shove aside his previous thoughts of suicide. If he died, it would be on his terms, not by the machinations of others. 
 
    His chimera nature flooded his senses, obliterating his awareness of his humanity and blanking out the pain associated with that weaker form. When he leaped to his clawed feet, Michel backed away, hissing in return. 
 
    You’re right, Aleksander thought with the last of his fading humanity. This won’t be quick. It will be ugly. 
 
    For death would come tonight, and he didn’t care if it came to one or to both of them. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Constance wasn’t psychic. Like many children, as a youngster she’d dreamed of possessing ESP or the ability to read other people’s thoughts, concentrating so hard on “hearing,” it was amazing she didn’t burst a blood vessel in her head. In the end she’d proven disappointingly normal. That is, she had no psychic ability whatsoever. 
 
    But maybe that mental or spiritual connection wasn’t something you were born with; maybe it was something that formed as you aged, a tenuous, ephemeral link that grew with a special person and didn’t reveal itself until it needed to. 
 
    Unable to sleep, too worried about Aleksander facing off against another changed one, she’d been in Aleksander’s workroom, organizing as much as she dared while working with unlabeled poisons. She’d just been shaking out a wrinkled hoodie that Aleksander had carelessly kicked beneath his workbench when an awful sensation of despair filled her chest, crushing her heart. 
 
    Gasping, she dropped the hoodie to clutch at her chest. The sensation faded slightly. Her eyes fell to the dropped garment, and working on a hunch, she picked it up again. Sorrow and a terrible feeling of hopelessness brought tears to her eyes. 
 
    “Aleksander,” she whispered, unquestioning how she knew. 
 
    She rushed from the room. 
 
    She didn’t find Kirk in their shared bedroom. He was in the backyard, staring at the still waters of the pool. 
 
    “Think my trick of throwing you in the pool will work with Sascha?” he asked as she hurried across the pavement to his side. “Or maybe chimera are like cats, and he’ll get really, really pissed at me.” He shrugged. “Still might be worth it.” 
 
    “Kirk, something’s happened to Aleksander. I can feel it!” 
 
    His playful demeanor instantly dropped. “What are you talking about? He’s out with Michel.” 
 
    “I’m telling you, something bad has happened to him.” She gripped Kirk’s arm, pleading with her eyes for him to believe her. “Don’t ask me how I know. I just know. I’d stake my life on it.” 
 
    She expected him to argue. What sane person wouldn’t? Apparently Kirk was a little off in the head, because he nodded once, decisively, and said, “You can never have too much backup.” 
 
    “He said they were going to an island,” Constance said as they went back inside, and Kirk pulled up the GPS system on his phone. “He didn’t think they would be gone long, so it must be someplace nearby.” 
 
    She watched Kirk’s eyes move rapidly over the screen. “Lots of archipelagos around here. But maybe—that one. Savage Islands?” He looked to Constance for confirmation. 
 
    It felt right, but how much was intuition, and how much was subconscious hope? “I—I don’t know.” 
 
    “We’ll give it a shot. We can’t do anything else.” 
 
    But getting to the small collection of islands proved more difficult than expected. At the marina, they asked the few locals who were hanging around what their options were. The news wasn’t promising. The islands were protected, and visitors were only allowed if they possessed a permit. There was little chance of them obtaining a permit when it was nearly midnight. 
 
    In the end, Kirk asked Constance to keep lookout while he hot-wired a thirty-five-foot cigarette boat from the vast collection of boats moored and docked at the bay. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware policemen were trained in this sort of thing,” she marveled as she hopped aboard. 
 
    “You didn’t see anything,” he muttered. He wore an expression of grim determination as they roared out to the open ocean in the stolen boat. 
 
    Constance wouldn’t have cared if they’d stolen an entire jetliner. All that mattered was reaching Aleksander and learning the reason for her terrible premonition of doom. 
 
    “You think this is a repeat of what happened at the Red Lake?” Kirk gunned the engine until the hull of the sleek boat barely skimmed the water. 
 
    Clutching her hair out of her face, Constance replied, “Maybe. I only know he’s hurt somehow.” She didn’t say that the pain she’d felt had seemed emotional. Kirk might not have shared her urgency in that case. 
 
    Or maybe he would have. She studied his profile in the moonlight and recognized the worry lines on his handsome, stubbled face. He had as much at stake here as she did. They both needed Aleksander to be safe. She braced herself as Kirk made a turn, slicing through the dark water. She prayed they weren’t too late. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    The boat he’d stolen was fast, thank God. The islands were now just ahead, maybe a bare handful of minutes away. Kirk was so fixed on reaching them that he was startled when a boat curled away from the largest island, heading back to Madeira. The boat was small—a fishing boat, perhaps—and after its initial smooth turn steered erratically across the ocean as if its driver was drunk. 
 
    Or injured. 
 
    “What the hell?” Kirk muttered, trying to understand what was happening. He shouted and waved, but the other driver ignored him. The moonlight reflected brightly off the hair of the other boat driver. He was blond. 
 
    “Michel’s leaving,” he stated for Constance’s benefit. He pointed at the departing boat. “I can’t tell if Aleksander’s with him.” 
 
    “If he’s not…” Constance left the sentence unfinished, but they were probably both thinking the same thing. There was only one reason Michel would leave the islands alone. 
 
    Or were they jumping to the worst conclusions? Kirk tried to be rational, tried to convince himself that Michel had gone to get help from other chimera. 
 
    But it sounded like bullshit even to himself. Michel was alone because Aleksander was either dead or too hurt to be moved. And if that were the case, Kirk was going to wreak havoc on the Council and show them who the real predator on this planet was. 
 
    He crashed the boat on the shore, driving it nearly completely out of the water. After helping Constance out of the boat, Kirk immediately stumbled his way across the rocks, searching for some sign of Aleksander. Birds pinwheeled overhead, disturbed by the interlopers. 
 
    When he found what he was searching for, his steps slowed. Constance, breathing heavily from her exertions across the rocky terrain, paused beside him and gasped. The island, already barren and desolate, now was scarred by the evidence of what must have been an epic battle. The ground was torn up as though gouged by bulldozers armed with claws. Piles of thick rocks lay scattered about, partially pulverized by forces Kirk shivered to consider. No wonder the birds were going crazy. 
 
    There were also a disturbing number of dark stains. Puddles here and there reflecting tiny versions of the full moon. Kirk, staring at one puddle that was as large as his foot, thought about dipping his finger into it. Would it taste like Aleksander? 
 
    “Kirk!” 
 
    Constance’s frantic whisper raised his head. She was pointing, but he’d already seen it. 
 
    Not twenty feet away stood a monster. 
 
    It was a lion-footed creature with the long, angular head of a dragon and a tail that was the nether end of a snake. Its massive wings were leathery and tipped with hooks at each digit. When spread against the moonlight, the membrane revealed a fine tracery of veins and arteries. Fine hair covered the creature’s powerful limbs, but sprouting around its dragon-like head was a short mane of silver-brown hair, and its eyes were gray-green, long and slitted like a reptile’s. Kirk had trouble believing what he was seeing. This was a fully shifted chimera? It was miles away from the still-humanoid hybrid that Aleksander had shifted into inside the house. Nothing in this creature hinted that it had ever taken the shape of a human. 
 
    Movement in the corner of his eye yanked him out of his shock. He threw out an arm and stopped Constance from taking another step toward the creature. 
 
    “This could be the changed one that he came out here to kill,” he warned. 
 
    “No,” she said forcefully, her gaze pinned to the chimera. “That’s Aleksander. We would be dead right now if he wasn’t.” 
 
    Kirk considered the statement. He’d seen firsthand how quick Aleksander was in his human form. As a fully shifted chimera, his movements were probably impossible for a human to anticipate. Constance was right; if this thing wanted them dead, they would be already. 
 
    But knowing this monster-like creature was Aleksander did little to relax Kirk. He saw nothing in those alien eyes that told him the foul-tempered male he knew and lusted for was in there. 
 
    “Sascha,” he called out, testing the waters. “Is that you?” 
 
    The creature reared on its powerful hind legs with a screech before it hit the ground again, striking the earth with such force that Kirk felt the vibration of it in the soles of his shoes. The rearing seemed like a warning. The only predator that would attempt to warn away his prey was a predator that didn’t want to kill them. Or so Kirk hoped. 
 
    “Yes, it is you, isn’t it?” he said distinctly in case the chimera had difficulty hearing or understanding human speech. “Do you recognize us? It’s Kirk and Constance. We’ve come to take you home.” 
 
    The chimera’s scaled tail lashed the air like a whip. The bone hooks fringing his wings scraped the black rock on either side of him. Nothing resembling recognition touched the vertical dragon eyes. 
 
    “As impressive as that form is, Sascha, I think we both prefer when you look like a man. You fit better in the bed between us.” 
 
    The chimera snarled, a forked tongue flicking out from between vicious-looking fangs. 
 
    “You’ve done your duty here,” Kirk went on, glad that Constance was wise enough to remain mostly hidden behind him. “We’ve come to take you home now. You want to come home, don’t you, Sascha? You remember home. That beautiful place up in the hills of Madeira?” 
 
    The dragon head hissed at him. 
 
    “I know you remember the living room where we wrestled. And the pool where you held me down while you ordered Constance to torture me. What about the dungeon, where you were tied up and at my mercy?” Kirk took a cautious step forward. “And what about our bedroom, Sascha? Where you made love to Constance. Where one day I’m going to do the same to you.” 
 
    The dragon tossed his head. His wings fluttered. Claws dug deep furrows in the gravel as the heavy lion feet shifted restlessly. 
 
    Kirk smiled. “I’m getting to you, aren’t I? Come back to me so you can yell at me to shut up. I want to hear a good insult for once. Yours have been pretty lame so far.” 
 
    The chimera snarled as he drew closer, muscles bunching in his powerful limbs. Was Aleksander’s tail shorter, or was Kirk seeing what he wanted to see? It was difficult not to see this chimera as a failure. Kirk and Constance were supposed to prevent Aleksander from reaching this point. Though months ago Kirk wouldn’t have given a shit what happened to the bratty young man he’d first met, he was invested now. Aleksander was his duty and his mission to save. 
 
    Kirk wasn’t leaving this hunk of rock without him. 
 
    “You’re spoiled, Sascha. Here you are with not one but two grounders, and yet you still demand all this attention. It makes me think one of us—probably me—is going to have to pull you over my lap and teach you some appreciation for what you have.” Kirk took another step, his heart pounding. “Would you like that, Sascha? Would you like a good spanking on that fine ass of yours? My bare hand on your flesh…” 
 
    The chimera staggered back drunkenly and then did a strange thing. He jumped at the rock pile to his right, wings fluttering erratically as if he had forgotten how to use them. Aleksander scrabbled at the stone, breaking it apart, before sliding down them. His tail was definitely shorter now, only six inches or so extending from his powerful rump. As Kirk watched, it shrank even farther, becoming a stub. The wings too were shortening and morphing, becoming less like the frames of hang gliders and more like two large kites sprouting from the chimera’s back. 
 
    “That get you going?” Kirk taunted, pressing the advantage, hoping he was taking the right tack. “Is that what you needed all this time—someone strong to put you in your place? Teach you a little humility and appreciation?” Despite the tenseness of the situation, and all that was at stake, he was aroused, turned on by the pictures his words painted in his head and Aleksander’s obvious reaction to them. The threats might never come to fruition, but they affected Aleksander enough to make him want to shift into his human form. They affected Kirk enough to make him fantasize about making them come true. 
 
    “Come back to me and punch me,” Kirk said, playing it up. “Or else come back and let me rosy up your ass. Either one works for me. Afterward, Constance can kiss away your tears and make it all better.” 
 
    The chimera screeched, and then he collapsed to the ground, his wings curling around him to form a cocoon. Kirk halted, unsure if Aleksander needed help or if this was normal. 
 
    “He’s changing,” Constance said excitedly. She grabbed Kirk’s biceps. “He’s nearly there. Look!” 
 
    Kirk was transfixed by Aleksander’s amazing transformation from creature to man. The protective wings continued to shrink, revealing limbs that became sleek and pale, losing their fine matting of golden hair. The wings eventually subsided into Aleksander’s back, the skin sealing over them, leaving him huddled on the ground without cover, naked and shivering. His skin bore vicious scratches, and blood had crusted on the back of his head and in a thick trickle down the back of his neck. Awed and concerned, Kirk hurried forward and touched the other male’s shoulder. “Hey, kiddo—” 
 
    Aleksander launched himself at him. Kirk’s back hit a pile of rocks with a crack. The sound came from the stone shattering, not his spine, but it still hadn’t felt too great. He laced his fingers together into a double fist and brought it down on the back of Aleksander’s shoulders, knocking the other male away from him. Aleksander staggered away, breathing heavily, his eyes wild even though they were human. 
 
    “Keep…away…from me!” Aleksander shouted. 
 
    Kirk remained against the rocks, vaguely aware of the nesting birds that he’d disturbed and that fluttered away to find new sanctuary. Aleksander hadn’t noticed Constance yet, and Kirk was determined to keep it that way until he knew for sure the other male had himself under control again. 
 
    “What’s the problem, Sascha? You’re safe.” 
 
    Aleksander pointed a trembling finger at him. “You’re not my grounder.” 
 
    “Tell that to the Council.” 
 
    But the comment sent a ripple of anguish across Aleksander’s face that caught Kirk by surprise. 
 
    “That’s why you’re here,” Aleksander keened. He staggered backward on bare feet, his hands coming up to clasp his shoulders. “The only reason you’re here. Because of your brother.” 
 
    It hadn’t occurred to Kirk until that moment that he’d never talked about Leo with Aleksander. He’d told Constance the story, but not Aleksander. And he realized it was an unfortunate omission. 
 
    “That’s the original reason I came,” he said, pushing away from the rocks and slowly approaching the other male, “but it’s not why I’m staying.” 
 
    “You’re not staying!” 
 
    Kirk wished he’d left Aleksander’s striated hair as the tangled mess it had been. Trimming it brought out how damn vulnerable the chimera was in his human form, especially when he turned his pain-filled eyes on Kirk the way he did now. 
 
    “You’re only here to satisfy the Council’s demands. To save your brother. Don’t pretend that it isn’t true.” 
 
    “I’m not pretending anything. I came here because of them, but they have nothing to do with my future. I don’t give a damn about them. All I care about right now is you and Constance. We need to stick together.” 
 
    “Why? Why put up with this?” Aleksander reached up to his head, but whimpered in frustration when his clawing fingers found nothing to grip. The haircut was a good idea after all. 
 
    “Why put up with this?” Kirk echoed. “Why would I want to share my life with two beings who make me feel more alive than I ever have in my life? Who excite me and challenge me? Who give me the excuse to be the man I can no longer be back in New York?” Kirk wanted to grab him and shake him. “Doesn’t it sound like a ridiculous question when I put it like that? That’s because it is ridiculous. It doesn’t matter why I came, Sascha. What matters is that I’m staying.” 
 
    He heard Constance gasp softly. He probably should have told her of his decision, but in truth it had only struck him in this minute that he couldn’t go back to New York. There was nothing waiting for him there but a desk job and an empty apartment. In Portugal he had found two people he could not only help and protect, but who loved him for doing what made him feel best. 
 
    “I’m a monster,” Aleksander groaned. Naked, shivering, he looked anything but. 
 
    “You’re a damn fool, is what you are.” 
 
    Aleksander shook his head, putting his shoulders into it. He winced as if the movement pained him. Kirk guessed from all the blood that he might have a concussion. But he also assumed that the injuries Aleksander had sustained wouldn’t hamper him. Kirk had a lot of practice reading body language. He knew what Aleksander intended before the other male burst into motion. 
 
    He caught Aleksander by the arm as he tried to bolt. Before the chimera could exert his greater strength, Kirk expertly twisted Aleksander’s arm up between his shoulders as he’d done dozens of time in training and on the streets. 
 
    “No running away,” he growled, bending over Aleksander. “We came all this way for you. We’re not leaving without you.” 
 
    “I’ll kill you!” 
 
    “I doubt it.” Kirk glanced around the desolate area. “Is there a changed one still here, or did you deal with it already?” 
 
    A strangled sound issued from between Aleksander’s lips. “There was never a changed one,” he snarled. “Only Michel.” 
 
    The cryptic statement and his fury didn’t bode well, but Kirk would investigate that later. “So no one will disturb us while we remind you how important we are to you.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in being with humans!” 
 
    “Yeah? How about you prove it.” He turned his head. “Constance, come here. I need you to—” 
 
    “I know what you need.” She came up to Aleksander, who turned his face away as if ashamed. She wouldn’t allow it. She cupped his face and tilted it toward her. With her thumbs she brushed dirt and crusted blood from his cheeks. “Master, please don’t fight us. We only want to help you.” 
 
    “I don’t need your help,” he moaned, but he didn’t try to pull away from her. “Go, Constance. If you stay with me, I’ll eventually hurt you.” 
 
    “You have never hurt me, and you never will, master.” 
 
    “How can I be your master when I can’t master myself?” 
 
    “Lucky you, I just happen to be part of this equation,” Kirk said. Taking a risk, he released Aleksander’s arm and instead slid his own arm around the chimera’s chest and shoulders and tugged him back. Aleksander swayed into him, clasping Kirk’s restraining arm but not pulling against it. “I’m not afraid of you,” Kirk murmured into his ear. “I won’t let you hurt her, or me, or yourself. But you’ve got to trust us, Sascha. Let us do our jobs.” 
 
    Aleksander’s chin dropped to his chest. “Then do it, if you think you can.” 
 
    Kirk bit back his groan of triumph. He gave Constance a look. Beaming, she dropped to her knees, her jeans and the ragged scrub brush cushioning her against the rough ground. 
 
    Aleksander stared down at her. “What are you—” 
 
    “Master, it’s all right.” She cupped his sac with one hand and gently took hold of his soft cock with her other hand. She kissed the head. “You know that I love you, but I think it’s time to accept that Kirk loves you, too.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t. Not here,” Aleksander protested, reaching out and touching her hair. Despite his words, his fingers found the pins in her bun and pulled them out. He combed his fingers through the long, thick fall of her hair. “I wish…you weren’t so beautiful.” 
 
    “She’s perfect for us,” Kirk agreed. 
 
    Constance extended the tip of her tongue and dragged it around the circumference of Aleksander’s cock. She pulled back, smiling, as he jerked within her grip. “Good?” 
 
    “Yes, you siren. Give me more.” 
 
    But she shook her head, doing it so her lips brushed back and forth across his tip. “Tonight, our master is Kirk. He gives the orders.” 
 
    Aleksander cursed Kirk’s parentage. 
 
    Kirk caught an ear between his teeth and gave it a little nip. “You have a problem with that?” 
 
    Muscles bunched in Aleksander’s shoulders, and Kirk thought for certain he was going to fight his way free. No one was more surprised than he when Aleksander abruptly rolled his head to the side, baring his throat, and murmured, “You’re the worst kind of master. You need validation for everything.” 
 
    Kirk shut his eyes briefly at the lust that flooded him at Aleksander’s submission. “Always bitching,” he tried to joke, but his voice was thick with his arousal and ruined it. He caught Aleksander’s lobe between his lips and sucked on it. “Constance, make him happy. I need something to slick my way when I fuck him.” 
 
    He had to tighten his grip across Aleksander’s chest when the chimera reflexively tensed. 
 
    “There’s nothing weak about this,” he murmured into Aleksander’s ear. “If you were weak, I wouldn’t want you.” 
 
    Aleksander shook his head mutely, as if uncomfortable with the comment, maybe even embarrassed by it. It never failed to amaze Kirk when the chimera displayed insecurities that made him seem as young as he appeared to be physically. How Aleksander could be so old and yet so young at the same time… 
 
    It was enough to make Kirk second guess this. Was he pushing what wasn’t wanted? He glanced down the front of Aleksander’s body and saw with relief the thick, rigid length of flesh that Constance fed between her lips. Aleksander didn’t want to admit it—to Kirk or to himself—but he was turned on by Kirk’s dominance. Kirk was more than all right with that ambivalence. He knew the cultural pressures Aleksander faced as a chimera and sympathized. 
 
    He kissed Aleksander’s cheek with more tenderness than lust, but Aleksander shuddered against him, and Kirk couldn’t fight how much that affected him. He wanted Aleksander to bond with him the way the chimera had bonded with Constance. His jealousy—and his future happiness—demanded it. 
 
    Soon, Kirk felt the other male rocking back and forth against him as Aleksander thrust down Constance’s throat. 
 
    “That’s it. Push it in deep,” Kirk crooned as he spread his hand possessively across Aleksander’s firm abdomen. “The sooner you come, the sooner I’ll give you what you need.” 
 
    “I need nothing from you.” The words were slightly slurred. Aleksander’s fangs had come out to play as his lust climbed. 
 
    Kirk bent and closed his teeth around the side of Alexander’s neck, near the dried blood that betrayed how truly vulnerable he was despite his nature. Aleksander tensed, his legs quaking. 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    “Behave,” Kirk growled against his skin. It was a warning for himself as well, because he wanted nothing more than to escalate this and pound Aleksander’s ass so hard the chimera would be walking bowlegged for a month. Aleksander’s wildness was an aphrodisiac and a challenge—two things sure to get Kirk’s blood flowing. 
 
    But Aleksander was injured, not to mention all of this was new to the three of them. Kirk had to play this carefully or risk ruining a possible future together. 
 
    He scraped his teeth over the skin he had marked, traced the indentations with his tongue. “Are you resisting me so I’ll be forced to mark you, Sascha? Is that what you’re asking for? Do you want everyone to know you’re mine and that I’ve had you?” 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what to do.” 
 
    Kirk wrapped his palm across Aleksander’s forehead and gently pulled his head back to lie against Kirk’s shoulder, mindful of his injury. Against Aleksander’s cheek, he said, “Your duty is to take care of Constance and make sure she gets what she needs while she pleases you. My duty is to make sure you don’t go too far with her, and to remind you that being human has its rewards.” 
 
    He pushed his arousal against Aleksander’s buttocks and ground against him to give him the full effect. “You’ve never been fucked, because you think you’re top dog. You are an alpha, Sascha—no one can argue that—but you’re not the only one. And it’s a good thing, too, because you need help now and then controlling that temper of yours. In this relationship I’m the one you’re going to turn to when you’re not strong enough to control that wild side on your own. I’m the one you’re going to turn to when you need someone to hold you down and break you into a hundred little pieces for Constance to put together again.” He licked Aleksander’s cheek. “Don’t worry, Sascha,” he whispered so Constance wouldn’t hear him, “I’ll never tell anyone how much you enjoy what I do to you. Your needs will be our little secret.” 
 
    The words shocked Aleksander. Kirk would bet a year’s income that no one, chimera or human, had dared suggest such things about him before this. As Aleksander tried to decide how to react to the treatment, Kirk yanked open his own jeans and shoved his underwear out of the way. His erection sprang out and lodged in the cleft between Aleksander’s buttocks. 
 
    At the feel of it, the chimera stopped breathing. 
 
    “I know you’re not afraid,” Kirk said in a low voice. “Did you forget how to move? Should I show you?” 
 
    He reached around Aleksander and encircled the base of his cock, leaving Constance room to suckle the tip. 
 
    “Like this,” Kirk whispered and rocked against Aleksander, pushing the other male’s cock through the ring of Kirk’s hand and into Constance’s mouth. “Like you’re fucking her.” 
 
    Aleksander gasped and reached one hand back to Kirk’s hip, keeping the other on the back of Constance’s head. Though Kirk released the hold on his head, Aleksander kept it on Kirk’s shoulder and let it loll to the side so his lips could graze the side of Kirk’s neck. 
 
    “Kirk…” 
 
    The ragged whisper rolled straight down to Kirk’s cock. He began to leak, slicking the cleft of Aleksander’s ass. Every third or fourth stroke, Kirk drove his hips a little lower, a little harder, so his cock pushed between the other male’s muscular buttocks and grazed his puckered entrance. Each time he did, Aleksander gasped against Kirk’s neck, probably not even aware that he did so. It was all the permission Kirk needed. Unable to wait any longer, he reached lower and carefully cupped Aleksander’s balls. 
 
    “You’re beautiful,” he murmured as he caressed the tight, swollen globes. “And you’re ours. Run all you want, Sascha, but Constance and I will always find you. You belong with us.” 
 
    Kirk worked him over, squeezing and stroking until Aleksander convulsed, every muscle in his body flexing as he orgasmed. Kirk ordered softly, “Don’t swallow it, Constance. I need it.” 
 
    She spilled it into her cupped hand instead. “I know better, master.” She smiled mischievously at him. “May I?” 
 
    Sweating now—and so hard he hurt—Kirk knew he sounded like a chimera as he growled, “Hurry.” 
 
    She shifted to the side so she could reach between them and get at Kirk’s cock. Using Aleksander’s release, she lubricated Kirk’s length, making him groan and thrust greedily into her slick grip. Then she pressed her wet thumb against Aleksander’s hole, pushing lubrication into him. 
 
    The chimera cursed and jerked away from the brief intrusion. Kirk chuckled and pulled him back, so they were flush chest to back again. “You’re going to be taking more than a thumb in a second, Sascha.” 
 
    “I…wasn’t prepared.” Aleksander sounded embarrassed. 
 
    Kirk was glad the other male couldn’t see his smile. He dragged his teeth along Aleksander’s nape, tasting blood and strangely aroused by it. “Relax now, and let me take care of you.” 
 
    He eased a wet finger between Aleksander’s buttocks and teased his entrance. Aleksander shied from the touch at first, head bowed as if he wanted to hide, but Kirk stroked gently over the pucker, his own heart pounding with excitement. Gradually he deepened the touch, dipping in to caress tender nerve endings. 
 
    “I’m inside you now,” Kirk whispered. “The world hasn’t ended.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Aleksander muttered. “Stop making fun of me.” 
 
    “I’m not making fun; I’m teasing. I’m giving you a preview of what’s to come.” 
 
    “So far I’m not…nnh, impressed.” 
 
    That only made Kirk grin wolfishly. 
 
    He continued to lightly finger Aleksander, exciting the nerve endings in his rim. When he had Aleksander squirming, unsure if he liked what was happening or wanted to get away from it, Kirk slid his finger in up to the second knuckle and held it there, groaning as muscles clenched and rippled around him. Aleksander, drawn up to his toes, barely breathed. 
 
    “Tight,” Kirk murmured. He kissed Aleksander’s temple, tasting salt. “You’re going to need to relax for me. I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “You won’t—” 
 
    “I’m not hurting you.” 
 
    Aleksander grumbled but nodded. His muscles eased around Kirk’s finger, and his feet lowered him to the ground. “A chimera never allows this,” he muttered. His voice didn’t hold shame, but it was tinged with self-doubt. 
 
    Kirk curled his finger and stroked the other male’s prostate. Aleksander jerked against him with a choked sound. “What…was that?” He shivered and trembled as Kirk stroked over it again. “Kirk…” 
 
    “That is something your chimera buddies will never get to experience. Good thing you’ve got a grounder who’s willing to help you out.” Kirk withdrew his finger, marveling at the suction that tried to keep him inside. He lined himself up. He felt huge compared to the opening he was about to penetrate, but his desire for Aleksander was overwhelming. “I want to be deep inside you. Want to own you, just for this little while, Sascha.” 
 
    “More validation, human? Just do—ahh!” 
 
    Aleksander snapped his teeth together to cut off his cry of surprise and maybe pain. Kirk knew his size had to hurt a little. Nonetheless, the head was in, being squeezed convulsively by Aleksander’s body. Tenderness rippled through him as he felt Aleksander struggling to accept him. No doubt the chimera had never allowed himself to be this vulnerable with anyone. Kirk was humbled. 
 
    And turned on like crazy. 
 
    “Constance, help him,” Kirk ordered, his voice rough with lust. 
 
    She quickly took Aleksander’s softened sex between her lips again and suckled carefully on it as she stroked his trembling thighs. Kirk felt Aleksander gradually loosening. 
 
    “There you go.” Kirk stroked the other male’s rib cage, measuring how fast and hard he was breathing. Though he’d never been intimate with a man before, he had always been a considerate lover. Conquering Aleksander didn’t mean hurting him. Kirk wanted him to love this as much as he did. “Easy does it. You’re okay.” 
 
    “Just move!” Aleksander gritted out. He dug his fingers into Kirk’s hip and used his considerable strength to yank him closer. It lodged Kirk deeper inside him, bringing a groan to both males’ lips. 
 
    “Damn it, Sascha.” Kirk hadn’t wanted to push too fast, but Aleksander seemed determined not to be coddled. “If it’s rough you want, you’re going to get it,” he warned. 
 
    But he bottomed out slowly, giving Aleksander time to adjust to him, because despite the chimera’s bravado, he was still a virgin to this. When his scrotum came up against Aleksander’s buttocks, Kirk hugged the other male tightly from behind, riding the heaving of his body. 
 
    “Just want to stay like this inside you,” he admitted quietly against Aleksander’s shoulder. He could feel the chimera’s heartbeat around him. It was racing and filled Kirk with an overwhelming desire to protect him. 
 
    “Give me…a reason…to feel the same,” Aleksander panted. His fingers dug into Kirk’s skin desperately, as if he were afraid of being left alone with these new sensations. 
 
    The challenge fired Kirk’s blood. “Say that again in five minutes.” To Constance, he said, “Let him go, sweetheart. I need to move him.” 
 
    As soon as she released Aleksander and moved aside, Kirk pushed the other male toward a waist-high mound of rock speckled with downy feathers and furred with lichen. Aleksander didn’t need to be told what do. He bent over the mound, bracing first his palms on it, then after a moment’s hesitation, lowering farther to rest on his forearms. It left him bent over and open to whatever Kirk wanted to do to him. When Aleksander turned his head to the side, a gray-green eye found Kirk, bright with desire and a wordless plea not to hurt, not to betray. 
 
    “Oh, Sascha…” Kirk wanted to say more, wanted to admit that he’d lost himself here. New York was a distant memory, and he wanted it to stay that way. His future was here…if Aleksander would allow it. Because in the end, no matter how confidently Kirk acted, the final decision on what they did was up to the chimera, and Kirk was terrified of his answer. 
 
    But he couldn’t say all that to another guy, even if the other guy wasn’t just a guy. He settled with action instead, pulling his hips back until only the tip of his cock stretched Aleksander. He thrust back into him hard and deep, making it impossible for Aleksander to draw enough breath to say no…to anything. Kirk took him harder than he’d ever taken a woman. He fucked the way he did in his fantasies, when a faceless, darkened figure was bound and spread before him, his to use however he wanted. He pled his case the only way he knew how—with every inch of his body and with all of his passion. 
 
    His lack of restraint bled into Aleksander, whose hands curled into claws that began to crumble the rock beneath him. 
 
    “Put those away, or I’ll pull out and fuck Constance instead,” Kirk snarled. He leaned over the chimera’s back and said, “I’ll make you watch us and forbid you from touching yourself.” 
 
    Aleksander emitted a moan of frustration and curled his fists. When he spread his fingers again, his nails were a human’s. Kirk groaned. He hadn’t thought he possessed the power to forbid Aleksander anything, but clearly the other male thought he did, and that made Kirk’s cock as hard as iron. 
 
    “This is going to be our new routine,” Kirk panted as he churned his hips, pistoning into Aleksander again and again, knowing the chimera could take it and more. “Every time you start to lose control, I’m going to fuck either you or Constance. Whatever it takes to leave you too wrung out to be anything but human. You’ll hate me, and you’ll love me.” 
 
    “Hate sounds appropriate,” Aleksander groaned, but he pushed his buttocks against Kirk to take him deeper. 
 
    A whimper from the right pulled Kirk’s attention to Constance, who had found a relatively smooth shelf of rock to lean back on and pulled down her jeans enough to reach inside them and touch herself. 
 
    “You’ve got an audience,” he whispered into Aleksander’s ear. 
 
    The chimera turned his head and tensed when he saw Constance’s flushed face and moving hand. 
 
    Kirk tightened his grip around Aleksander’s hips. “She gets off on watching me dominate you, Sascha. That’s why we’re meant to be together. This doesn’t work without all three of us.” 
 
    “You talk too much,” Aleksander muttered, but his eyes remained glued to Constance as if the sight of her pleasuring herself entranced him. 
 
    Kirk rolled his hips and whispered in Aleksander’s ear, “I hope you’re enjoying this, because I intend to fuck you and Constance for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    “Even if I fight you?” 
 
    Kirk stared hard at the chimera’s profile. “Even then. Because I know it won’t be real resistance. Deep down, you want to give yourself to someone strong enough to handle you.” 
 
    Aleksander panted and melted into a bow beneath him, his hips lifting and his forehead nearly touching the pale lichen covering the rocks. 
 
    “Hate you,” he whispered, but his need radiated off of his body like waves of heat. Kirk doubted Aleksander was aware of the submissive cues he emitted. It sent a jolt of desire through Kirk to see with his own eyes that Aleksander wanted this because it came naturally to him, not because Kirk had bullied him into it. 
 
    He reached beneath Aleksander’s hips and curled his fingers around the strong staff he found there. “Come for me, kiddo,” he murmured. He stroked the cock he held, almost lovingly. “Show me I’m finally doing something right for you.” 
 
    With a soft, nearly inaudible moan, Aleksander came. 
 
    Kirk couldn’t resist the muscular spasms that squeezed his own cock, nor the knowledge that Aleksander was experiencing sensations he never had before because of him. With a groan, he spilled himself inside the chimera, pumping through the powerful surges in an instinctual need to push himself as deep—figuratively and literally—as possible into the other male. He couldn’t stop kissing the back of Aleksander’s neck and shoulders as they came down from their climaxes. He tasted blood, but he almost craved it, as if he were taking Aleksander into himself just as the other male had taken his seed. The last time he had felt this connected with someone he had been with Constance, accepting her complete surrender while giving her his strength. 
 
    “Sex with you turns me into an animal,” he said, breathless but exhilarated. He ran a hand possessively down Aleksander’s flank and lightly squeezed a firm buttock. “Good thing we have Constance to bring out the softies in us.” 
 
    As if commanded, she moaned and shuddered where she stood braced. A bright flush washed up her throat and cheeks. Beneath the moonlight she all but glowed, like a dryad who had come upon the shore to spy on them. The smile she gave the two males was dazed and content. “You’re both beautiful,” she sighed. 
 
    Kirk withdrew carefully, knowing Aleksander would be tender. He turned the other male around. Aleksander looked as dazed as Constance. Kirk would have laughed if hadn’t been seized with the intense desire to kiss him, which he indulged. 
 
    He met no resistance. Aleksander yielded beneath him, sucking on Kirk’s tongue when it filled his mouth. 
 
    “Together,” Kirk said when he broke the kiss. Please, he thought. 
 
    He stared deeply into Aleksander’s eyes, but the chimera had nothing to hide. His bright gray-green gaze was clear. “Together.” 
 
    They held out their hands, and Constance joined them, making the triangle complete. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
   T hey found Aleksander’s clothes, mostly shredded. 
 
    “This is going to be a problem,” he remarked with a scowl as he held up the tattered remnants of his jeans. 
 
    Constance, who had been exploring the area, returned to them holding more torn clothing. “At least you won’t be the only naked man running around Madeira.” 
 
    The sight of Michel’s clothing filled Aleksander with a fiery rage. “He won’t be running for long if I have anything to say about it.” 
 
    “You will, but whatever you do you aren’t doing alone,” Kirk said. 
 
    Aleksander glared at him but didn’t argue. Kirk’s protective nature was highly appealing to him, and he didn’t mind that the human exhibited it. Within reason. 
 
    “I take it Michel turned on you,” Kirk went on, his face hardening. “Is he a changed one, or did he—” 
 
    “He betrayed me because he chose to,” Aleksander spat. Beneath his anger boiled a hurt he couldn’t explain. Michel meant nothing to him, but being treated like a mindless monster by the blond assassin had scarred him. Was this how the changed ones he had murdered felt at the end? As if they had lost all dignity? The thought sickened him and made him feel ashamed. 
 
    Kirk gave him a sharp look. “Why would he betray you?” 
 
    “Michel no longer trusts me.” Aleksander swallowed back the whole truth: that Michel believed he was changing. Michel might not be wrong, but Aleksander would deal with it. He didn’t need to be put down like a rabid dog. 
 
    “Just like that? Out of the blue?” 
 
    “No,” he said slowly. “Michel is clever, but he can be easily influenced. I think someone has been talking to him, though that doesn’t excuse the fact it was he who tried to kill me.” 
 
    Constance frowned. “Who would turn him against you?” 
 
    Aleksander bared his teeth. “Domenic. He gives the assassins the kill orders.” 
 
    Kirk held up his hands. “Wait, by that logic you’re saying the order to betray you came down from the Council. They’re the ones who make the decisions and command Domenic to act.” 
 
    “Why is that difficult to believe?” Aleksander, uncaring of his nudity or the sharp rocks digging into his feet, paced away from his grounders as he considered the matter. “They barely tolerate me because they need me. They consider me nothing more than a weapon, albeit a poorly equipped one,” he added, thinking angrily of the lack of supplies they provided him despite his requests. 
 
    Kirk glanced at the ocean, a thoughtful expression on his face. “A weapon is still a weapon. You guys are willing to do the dirty work. That makes you valuable to them. Your particular skillset is even rarer. They don’t have anyone else they can turn to to do their dirty work. To take you out makes everything more difficult.” Kirk gave Aleksander a questioning look. “It makes no sense. Unless it’s personal. Have you pissed Domenic off lately?” 
 
    Aleksander’s head throbbed as he struggled to find a reason for what had been set in motion. Piss off Domenic? His relationship with the older chimera was no different than his relationships with all the chimera. He kept them at a distance. 
 
    Constance practically bounced on her toes. “I have a theory. I’ve been thinking about this for a while. Nothing has changed—not your methods and not your formulas—and yet your poisons are failing. Why? What’s the changed variable?” 
 
    Aleksander flinched, waiting for someone to mention his questionable sanity. 
 
    “The ingredients are the only variable.” Kirk snapped his fingers. “You had a delivery a while ago. Do they all come from the Council?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Who there collects what you need?” 
 
    The answer gave Aleksander pause. “Domenic does.” 
 
    “The ingredients are the only part of this that are beyond your control,” Constance insisted. “They have to be what’s causing your failures.” 
 
    Aleksander began to pace again. “So he’s deliberately sending me inferior supplies, knowing I’ll have problems with my potions, that they’ll begin to fail— That bastard!” 
 
    “Careful,” Kirk said, watching him. “We can’t go off half-cocked here. Domenic is no ordinary chimera. He’s got a lot of influence with the Council. We have to be absolutely sure he’s behind this.” 
 
    “My immunity doses,” Aleksander said with a gasp of realization. 
 
    Kirk looked uncomfortable at their mention. “What about them?” 
 
    “When Michel told me we would be facing two changed ones at the Red Lake, I tried to blend enough poison to take care of both of them.” Even now he could feel echoes of the acute frustration of that time. “But the more I blended, the more the final potency was diluted. So I resorted to using up my entire store of immunity doses to concoct the necessary amount without a loss of potency. That poison should have been enough to kill half a dozen chimera. And yet when he used it on them, it barely affected them, just as the elements didn’t kill me when I accidentally overdosed on them. Those doses had all been freshly made using the ingredients Domenic had sent me.” 
 
    “What’s his motive?” Kirk asked. “No one sane acts without reason.” 
 
    Aleksander rubbed at his temples with his fingertips, uncertain if his headache was caused by his battle with Michel or the terrible conclusion he had just come to. “My failures, combined with rumors about my deteriorating state of mind, might convince the Council that I am untrustworthy. Or worse.” 
 
    “Changed,” Constance said with a visible shiver. “Meaning you should be killed.” She rubbed her arms briskly, as though she were chilled. “He’s setting you up.” 
 
    “I still don’t like the lack of motive,” Kirk said stubbornly. “Crimes don’t commit themselves. And knowing there’s a threat is only half our problem.” He looked to the boat he’d stolen and then to the sky. “We need to get out of here. Your home is hardly a fortress, but it’s safer than sitting out in the open like this.” 
 
    “Would Michel return?” Constance asked Aleksander. 
 
    “No. He’s injured. He won’t return tonight or even this week.” Aleksander unconsciously curled his fingers as he recalled the sensation of his claws sinking into the other chimera’s flesh. Giving in to his chimera nature had been too easy and felt too good. He forced his fingers straight. Tonight had proved to him that he needed his grounders more than he needed air. 
 
    “If Michel’s down for the count, who do we need to fear?” Kirk, ever the protector, stood braced with hands loose but ready to form fists. He looked ready for a last stand there on that miserable excuse for an island. 
 
    Aleksander looked to the skies, as if the danger would come that very moment. “There are other assassins the Council uses, but Domenic will send one in particular: Nicholae. He’s deadlier than Michel. He takes his duty personally.” 
 
    Describing Nicholae as deadlier than Michel was an understatement. In Nicholae’s eyes you were either a chimera, or you were changed. He granted no reprieves for those struggling to maintain sanity—as Aleksander was doing. Nicholae dispatched changed ones with all the empathy he’d show for a bug he’d stepped on. No, that wasn’t true. For whatever reason, Nicholae would enjoy the killing. Aleksander shivered with the realization that for the first time ever, he feared someone else. 
 
    “Whether it’s this Nicholae character or someone else, we’ll deal with it together.” Kirk shook his head and began unbuttoning his shirt. “Here, Sascha. At least wrap this around your waist. You can’t be badass while you’re flopping around like that.” 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    On the drive home up the winding roads to Monte, Constance continually scanned the skies outside the car window, afraid that if she didn’t, they would be attacked and Aleksander or Kirk—or both—would be taken from her. 
 
    The suspicions against Domenic frightened her even as they made her feel foolish…and used. If Domenic was tampering with Aleksander’s supplies, in essence setting him up to look bad in front of the Council, why had Domenic sent her to Portugal to help him? 
 
    The only explanation that made sense—the one that Michel had given to Aleksander—hurt her heart: Domenic had known she would fail and wanted that. He had deliberately chosen her, knowing she would do nothing to contribute to Aleksander getting better. Push him, he’d told her. But all he’d wanted was for her to make Aleksander worse. 
 
    She wiped angrily at her eyes, making sure neither Kirk nor Aleksander saw her do it. What made it even more awful was that Domenic had been right. She’d done nothing for Aleksander, not until Kirk arrived. Without Kirk, Aleksander might be insane or dead now, because Constance had been useless. 
 
    “Stop it.” 
 
    The murmur was barely audible above the drone of the car’s engine, but Aleksander’s hand on hers wasn’t as easily ignored. 
 
    “You’re blaming yourself. Don’t.” 
 
    She didn’t know how he’d guessed her thoughts. It could have been their connection, or more likely the lousy poker face that Kirk had teased her about possessing. When she turned to look at Aleksander, pretending confusion, he shook his head and reached to her face. The tips of his poison-stained fingers came away wet. 
 
    “You have no reason to feel badly,” he told her. “You did exactly what you’re meant to. You’ve saved me from myself.” 
 
    “You didn’t know I even existed until Kirk showed up.” She angrily dashed away more tears. “How can I be proud of that?” 
 
    He didn’t flinch. “Because if Kirk had arrived and you weren’t there to buffer us, I would have killed him, and in killing him I would have spiraled out of control.” 
 
    Aleksander stated it baldly, as if it were an inarguable fact. From the look in his eyes, she understood that it was. 
 
    “He’s right, sweetheart.” Kirk, in the driver’s seat, smiled crookedly at her in the rearview mirror. “We would have butted heads until I had no choice but to take him down.” He winked at Aleksander, who snorted. 
 
    “Besides,” Aleksander went on, “you were the one who knew I needed help tonight.” 
 
    She blushed. The alleged connection she’d felt with him seemed foolish in hindsight. “It could have been all in my mind…” 
 
    “No, don’t diminish what happened.” Kirk narrowed his eyes at her in the mirror. “You saved Aleksander. You saved us all.” 
 
    She nodded, feeling if not quite proud, then necessary. She’d never been necessary to someone before, much less two people. But her tentative smile faded when she thought about why she’d been made a grounder. “Does it bother you that Domenic didn’t send us here to help, only to hurt?” she asked Kirk. 
 
    A muscle rippled in his strong jaw. He needed a shave. He needed to be kissed. 
 
    “Of course it bothers me. The cop in me wants to lock him up and throw away the key. But just like I told Sascha—it doesn’t matter why or how we ended up here, Constance. What matters is what we’ve made together and how unbreakable it is.” 
 
    She watched Aleksander from the corner of her eye to see how he reacted. His expression was mostly unreadable, but she thought she detected a glimmer of hope in his eyes. He wanted badly to believe they’d meant what they’d said and were staying of their own free will. She wished she knew how to convince him they were telling the truth. 
 
    A long scratch marred the skin covering the back of his hand, a souvenir of Michel’s chimera claws. Constance traced it lightly with her thumb, willing it to heal. “Unbreakable,” she repeated, for his benefit as much as hers. “I can live with that.” 
 
    Aleksander lifted her fingers to his lips. “You have no choice in the matter.” 
 
    Not to be outdone, Kirk added, “According to me, not to him.” 
 
    She smiled as Aleksander growled. 
 
    In a few minutes, the overhead cable cars came into view, informing her that they were nearly home. Home. The word filled her with a sense of wonder. She had made a home with these two males. 
 
    She loved them. 
 
    She didn’t know when it had happened. Maybe it had been building from the beginning. She had been fascinated by Aleksander for months, and when he had finally opened the door to himself, he’d hooked her completely. His dominance over her thrilled her and made her yearn to please him. He desired the very part of her that her ex-husband had thought aberrant and unnatural. Aleksander did what Peter couldn’t. He made her value her love to serve. And when in turn he’d revealed his vulnerability and admitted his fears to her and Kirk, it had pushed her past adoration for a good master and into love for a life partner. 
 
    Her love for Kirk was a little easier to understand, but no less powerful for being straightforward. He was a good man, one of the last. His desire to protect her and Aleksander made her feel cherished. His confidence and masculinity made her feel safe. He could have had any woman, but the fact that he chose not only her but also another male to be his lovers proved that his masculinity didn’t come with a closed mind or homophobia. To Kirk, love was love, and he had no problems showing that with a tender kiss or a firm swat on the behind. 
 
    Beside her, Aleksander’s head bobbed. She gave him a gentle nudge to which he responded with a grunt but obligingly sat up straighter. Kirk warned them the chimera had probably sustained a concussion and shouldn’t sleep for a while. Aleksander had argued that his physiology wasn’t the same as a human’s, but he’d ultimately allowed his grounders to look over his injuries and fuss over him, though he’d complained the entire time. The scene had felt domestic. Loving. 
 
    It was too bad it had been shadowed by the fear of assassins coming to kill them all. Constance gritted her teeth and vowed she would give her life to protect Kirk and Aleksander. A life without them meant nothing to her. But what defense could she provide against inhumanly strong creatures? She feared the answer was simple: she could do nothing but watch the worst unfold. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    Kirk yawned and stretched his back. “Someday someone needs to build a car with leg room for grown men. Don’t even get me started on the fact we just drove in that crappy hatchback when His Highness here is rich enough to own a limo and hire a chauffeur.” 
 
    Aleksander rolled his eyes and inserted the key into the front door of his home. “You’re my servant. You will never ride in a limousine. Unless you’re driving it.” 
 
    “Sounds like someone’s getting a little uppity and needs that spanking I mentioned a while ago.” 
 
    More intrigued by the threat than he wanted Kirk to know, Aleksander quickly opened the door and let himself inside. He heard Kirk laugh knowingly behind him. 
 
    “You can run, but you can’t—” 
 
    Aleksander turned and shoved Kirk back. “Someone’s inside.” He sniffed the air. “It’s a chimera. Let me go first.” 
 
    Kirk’s clenched jaw showed he didn’t like the order, but Aleksander wasn’t about to allow his grounders to face a chimera threat in their home while he still breathed. He entered the living room and paused to sniff the air again. What he smelled made him want to back out of the house, quickly. He turned to warn them, but it was too late. 
 
    “Who is to thank for your new look, Aleksander?” Domenic emerged from the hallway, smiling. He looked Aleksander over from his bare feet to Kirk’s shirt tied around his waist, and then up to his short hair. “It suits you. You look absolutely insane.” 
 
    Aleksander’s chimera nature flared, straining to exert itself. He anxiously stomped it down, afraid to break the precious self-control he had achieved with Kirk and Constance’s help. “I’m glad you like it,” he said, sounding calmer than he felt. “My grounders thought I needed a makeover.” 
 
    “Isn’t that interesting?” Domenic’s grin was strange. Then again, his presence here was strange. The chimera, dressed in a gray suit the color of an old sword, motioned at the front door. “Constance, please shut the door and join us. We wouldn’t want this conversation carrying to the wrong ears.” 
 
    Aleksander’s fingers curled with the need to pull at his hair. “The wrong ears? Whose? The Council trusts me. They know there’s nothing wrong with me despite your efforts to convince them otherwise.” 
 
    “Do they? Your poisons have become ineffective. None of the assassins can rely on them. There have been reports of you changing while in the company of humans—” 
 
    “Reports made by who?” Kirk demanded. 
 
    “—and Michel has expressed concern that you have become difficult and aggressive.” 
 
    “That’s his personality!” 
 
    Aleksander placed a hand on Kirk’s shoulder. “Quiet.” 
 
    Kirk subsided, but only just. 
 
    “Michel’s concern consisted of an attempt to murder me.” Aleksander motioned at his own body and the fresh scrapes and bruises that covered it. Constance had insisted on cleaning up the blood, but his body still reflected the vicious battle he’d survived. “However, Michel wouldn’t have acted on his own. He doesn’t possess the courage.” 
 
    “You have a low opinion of Michel,” Domenic said with the beginnings of a smile. “He’s an extraordinary assassin and a loyal chimera.” 
 
    Aleksander ignored what the comment was meant to imply about him. “You’ve been sabotaging my efforts from the moment you recommended me to the Council, haven’t you?” 
 
    The silver-haired chimera whistled. “No tact, Aleksander. But then, why should one expect manners from a conscience-less killer?” 
 
    “Then it’s true?” Though Aleksander had told himself there could be no other explanation for Michel’s behavior, having his suspicion confirmed still left him reeling. “You don’t deny it?” 
 
    “Why should I deny that I’ve told the Council the truth about you?” 
 
    “I’m not changing,” Aleksander said, hearing his voice roughening as his jaw began to shift. He willed himself to calm down. 
 
    “I assume it began with your mother. She was also insane at the end.” Domenic’s words, issued so casually and so cruelly, deepened and blurred until they became the sound of bees swarming in Aleksander’s head. “I had hoped since you did us the favor of murdering her that you would recognize the change in yourself and take your own life. Apparently I assumed you to be a better chimera than you are.” 
 
    “My mother was not insane,” Aleksander choked out. 
 
    “Just a remorseless killer, then?” 
 
    There was bitterness in the question, a hint of something deeper. “You hated her.” 
 
    Domenic’s smile turned vicious. “There are some who possess the admirable capacity to forgive a loved one’s killer. I, unfortunately, am not one of them.” 
 
    Kirk muttered something that sounded like a curse beneath his breath. Aleksander asked the question whose answer he feared. “Who are you talking about?” 
 
    Domenic’s eyes were as hard and cold as diamonds. “Your mother poisoned my brother William as though she were putting down a diseased dog.” 
 
    The blood in Aleksander’s veins sluiced cold, and the hairs rose on his arms. Domenic’s wound wasn’t a fresh one. It had festered for decades, growing more and more grotesque as Domenic fed it and stroked it in anticipation of the day he would finally have his revenge. 
 
    “William commissioned a potion from her, one she promised she could make for him.” Domenic’s anger tightened every word, so that he practically barked the words. “He paid her a fortune for it. But instead of fulfilling her side of the deal, she took his money and murdered him. I still hear his screams for mercy a hundred years later, Aleksander. A. Hundred. Years. Later.” 
 
    “She would never do such a thing,” Aleksander said as he struggled to suppress the memory of her attack on him and Dmitri. 
 
    “There must be more to it than a deal gone bad,” Kirk jumped in. “A special potion? That sounds fishy to me. What would be special to a chimera? What would you need to improve or fix? You guys don’t need to worry about arthritis or psoriasis or hemorrhoids.” He cocked his head. “Or was it meant to be used against someone else?” 
 
    “My brother wouldn’t have harmed a soul!” 
 
    “So the potion was meant for him,” Kirk said, unfazed by Domenic’s outburst. “Something unusual, since it cost a fortune. If we’re talking humans, the only thing someone would pay that much money for is youth…or immortality. Chimera can die, too. Is that what he was he hoping for? To become a super chimera? More powerful than all the rest and impervious to death?” When Domenic’s expression shuttered, Kirk nodded. “Yeah, that’s what I thought. It sounds like Aleksander’s mother did us all a favor and removed a megalomaniac from the world.’” 
 
    Domenic’s nostril’s flared. His gaze burned. “You know nothing! And you never will. You’re an ant in a world made for chimera. I’ll deal with you in due time, Mr. Sullivan. Just as I dealt with Anja.” 
 
    Aleksander stilled. His vision went white. He felt Constance’s hand slide into his, as hot as the sun because his own was ice cold. “What did you do to my mother?” 
 
    “How crude do you think I am?” Domenic straightened his cuffs. “I wouldn’t dirty my hands with anything that low. A few substitutions here and there in her immunity doses… Technically, she did it to herself. I can’t be blamed if she handled the difference poorly and began to change.” Domenic’s eyes were laughing. 
 
    All this time Aleksander had assumed his mother had killed Dmitri and attempted to poison him too because she had seen him as being weak. He had blamed not her, but himself for daring to fall in love and submit, at least emotionally, to another chimera. But it had been neither of their faults. Anja had been poisoned with her own potions, her mind affected not by disgust over Aleksander’s behavior, but by Domenic’s tampering. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that,” Aleksander said, his voice barely more than a whisper. He felt things shifting inside him, stretching and swelling. His blood hummed as though it conducted electrical current. 
 
    Domenic straightened his tie, flicked imaginary dust from his lapels. “Spare me the vengeful-son routine. We only have time for one act of revenge, and it won’t be yours. The Council was supposed to issue a kill order on you, but they’ve been frustratingly resistant. I had hoped Michel would take care of you. Not as humiliating as being officially assassinated by the Council, but dead is dead. But here you are, a virus refusing to cooperate. You didn’t even kill your wretched humans like I expected you to.” Domenic looked over Aleksander and his grounders. “Now I’ll need enough poison for all three of you. It’s a good thing I brought extra. And that mine work.” 
 
    “Domenic, this is madness,” Constance insisted. “You can’t kill us. The Council will know.” 
 
    “What will they know?” Domenic removed a pair of leather gloves from the pocket of his suit and began pulling them on. “Aleksander’s body will never be recovered. The poison will see to that. Your and your boyfriend’s bodies will be eaten by sharks. As far as the Council is concerned, this will be just another case of a missing chimera and his grounders.” He grinned coldly at Kirk. “We seem to be experiencing a glut of them.” 
 
    It was the paling of Kirk’s face at the inference that Domenic had killed Leo which broke Aleksander’s last restraint. A voice inside him wailed in despair that he was allowing the chimera to break loose again, but Aleksander would rather succumb to madness than allow his grounders to be hurt by anyone. 
 
    He leaped for Domenic, the chimera inside him already salivating at the violence he was about to unleash. He heard the ripping of Domenic’s clothing as the silver-haired male shifted instantly into his chimera form as well. With a roar, Domenic reared up. Their bodies collided in midair. Aleksander’s momentum carried them backward into the living room. 
 
    Their heavy bodies tumbled end over end, wings smashing into lamps, tails whipping the useless knickknacks that Constance had purchased off of shelves. Domenic’s back broke the coffee table as they fell, but the chimera didn’t pause in his attempt to tear out Aleksander’s throat. The older chimera wrapped his tail around Aleksander’s neck and began to pull him down to his snapping fangs. Aleksander strained backward, but he wasn’t at full strength. He’d worn himself out fighting Michel, and Domenic was an even stronger chimera. 
 
    Aleksander screeched in frustration as the other chimera drew him inevitably down. The tips of Domenic’s fangs were hot and wet where they pressed against Aleksander’s neck. They pierced skin, dragging until they drew blood. 
 
    With his limbs trapped between him and Domenic’s body, Aleksander did what he could to prevent the other chimera from sinking his teeth deeper. He brought his head down violently, striking Domenic across his narrow brow bone with his forehead. The silver-haired chimera’s grip loosened slightly but began to tighten once more. Aleksander smashed his head down again, striking Domenic across the bridge of his snout this time. The chimera howled and turned his dragon head away to avoid another blow. 
 
    Aleksander immediately dived in for the kill, clamping his teeth around Domenic’s throat where the scaled leather skin began to give way to the hair-lined pelt of his lionlike body. Victory tasted like Domenic’s skin. It roared in Aleksander’s head, demanding he make his triumph permanent. He was the dominant chimera. He couldn’t allow a rival to challenge him and live. Instinct and bloodlust urged him to tear out Domenic’s throat. 
 
    “Aleksander, don’t!” 
 
    The feeble human cry meant nothing to him. He growled with satisfaction as blood began to spill into his mouth. Domenic’s claws stabbed desperately at Aleksander’s ribs, trying to drive him off, but it was an injury he knew he would survive because Domenic would die first— 
 
    An awkward weight thumped onto his back between his wings, human knees and elbows digging into his torso. 
 
    “Constance!” 
 
    The familiar male voice, shouting out in fear, pierced the killing haze that filled Aleksander’s skull. His toothy grip on Domenic’s throat loosened as a pair of fists began beating against his shoulders. 
 
    “Constance—Jesus—get off him!” 
 
    Constance. His chimera brain sought to interpret the word. Constance. What did it mean? No—it was a name. But whose name? 
 
    Horror sliced through the chimera fog. He recognized the feel of her now, knew her smell and heard her fearful gasps for breath as she tried to stop his attack. 
 
    “Don’t do it,” she begged against the back of his neck. “No more killing, Aleksander. Don’t let the monster win.” 
 
    She didn’t mean Domenic, but the mindless and vicious chimera lurking within Aleksander which sought to take permanent control over him. He could slaughter Domenic right now, but would it be an act of vengeance or of weakness? In the end would he have triumphed over his enemies or succumbed to the madness they accused him of harboring? 
 
    “Aleksander,” Constance cried out, her voice thick with unshed tears, “I know you’re strong enough to let him live.” He shuddered as one of her delicate hands caressed the spine of a wing. “You don’t have to do this. You don’t want to. I know you don’t.” 
 
    Part of him wanted to gut her with his claws for daring to presume she understood his nature. But there was a growing part of him that recognized the horror in that need. Was he so far gone that he could disregard everything she had done for him? To him? 
 
    He clenched his eyes shut, physically attempting to lock away the monster that demanded to be let free. The monster was strong, and the slide into madness was an easy one to begin, but not to halt. Aleksander did his best, concentrating on how it felt to be in his human form and act as a human with Constance and Kirk. He thought of how much he enjoyed holding her hand, and how difficult that would be to do if he no longer possessed hands, only claws. He imagined her soft body within the protective barrier of his arms and how she sometimes kissed his collarbones, something she would never do if those same bones were covered with fur and the muscle of a beast. And of course he forced himself to consider Kirk, who had shown him the secret pleasure to be found in temporary submission, something the chimera would have murdered the human for. All these things he would lose if he gave in to the monster inside him, if he didn’t fight harder than he ever had before. 
 
    Beneath him, Domenic growled and began thrashing wildly with renewed strength. Constance lost her grip and fell off his back. Caught off guard, Aleksander lost his control of the other chimera. Domenic took advantage of the slip, yanking his neck free of Aleksander’s jaws and turning his own bite on Aleksander’s shoulder. Aleksander howled at the pain that spidered through him.  
 
    He rolled him and Domenic, end over end, breaking up furniture until they crashed into a wall. The impact loosened the other chimera’s bite. Dizzy with blood loss, Aleksander knew he’d never get a second chance. He lunged and snapped his fangs around Domenic’s throat again. 
 
    The siren song of violence called to him, demanding he behave the way he was born to. He wasn’t a human. He was a chimera. His humanity was only an act, a disguise, to allow him to move among the sheep. He needed to kill as a chimera did in order to survive. 
 
    “You’re too proud to give in to this, Sascha.” It was Kirk now, adding his own voice of dissent. “As obnoxious as you are sometimes, you’ve always had spirit. Show some of that now. Show me you’re a goddamn man.” 
 
    Aleksander snarled. He wasn’t a man. He would never be a man. 
 
    Then you’ll never again experience what you did with Kirk, and Constance will have died for nothing. 
 
    “Come on, kiddo.” Kirk’s voice gentled, easing beneath Aleksander’s skin and stretching toward his quivering, uncertain heart. “I don’t want to return to New York. I don’t want to start all over. But I can’t stay here if you’re going to give up on us.” 
 
    Give up. Give in. Surrender, but the wrong kind, not what his grounders had shown him could bring him peace. Aleksander heard a keening sound. Belatedly, he recognized the voice as his own. 
 
    “Come back to us, Sascha. I’m begging you.” 
 
    Kirk’s words left a trail on its path to his heart—faint, tremulous but there nonetheless. Aleksander followed it one strained, painful step at a time. The monster that was madness clung to his legs, tripping him up. It squatted on his shoulders, weighing him down. Still he forged on, driven by something he couldn’t bring himself to name. After what felt like an eternity but was most likely barely a minute, he emerged from the depths of darkness and into his male form. 
 
    Beneath him, Domenic, still in his chimera form, huffed uncertainly. The chimera had the power to swat a humanoid Aleksander off of him, but he remained still and watchful as if he didn’t know what to make of Aleksander’s ability—and decision—to transform. 
 
    “I’m letting you go,” Aleksander told him slowly, reveling in the sound of his human voice and the banishment of the monster within. “You won’t turn me, Domenic. No matter what you do to me. I’m not insane.” 
 
    He swiftly moved back, watching warily as the other chimera leaped to his feet. Domenic transformed and sneered at him with blood-stained teeth. “Weakness will kill you just as it did your mother.” 
 
    Behind him, Michel Lior stepped through the opened door of the balcony. Startled, Aleksander stepped back. The odds, he realized with growing despair, had just tipped against him. 
 
    “Still fighting, Alek?” Michel, bruised and bloody, managed a cocky grin. “I thought you’d had your fill earlier. I’d better finish what I started.” 
 
    At the comment, Domenic grinned wolfishly at Aleksander.  “Thank you, Michel. Your timing couldn’t have been better.” He turned— 
 
    —only to meet the knife that Michel thrust into his chest.  
 
    Domenic's eyes bulged and his mouth opened in shock. Michel calmly plucked one of the bottles of poisons that Domenic had dropped to floor, uncapped it, and squirted its contents into the other man’s gaping mouth.  
 
    "Thanks for making it easy," he said before tucking the bottle back into Domenic's vest and shoving the gurgling chimera away from him. Domenic stumbled, fell, and began to writhe as the poison ate away at him. 
 
    Michel dusted his hands before planting them on his hips. He was naked and covered in blood, but didn’t seem to care. "This was quite dramatic, wasn’t it?" 
 
    "What are you doing here?" Aleksander countered, stunned by everything that had just happened. 
 
    Michel turned his bruised eyes on Domenic’s body. 
 
    "I didn’t want what happened between us on the island, Alek. It was Domenic who talked me into it, and I tried to accept it as my duty. But it felt wrong to me. As I was riding back to the mainland, I thought about what it meant that he’d sent your grounders out here with the expectation that they'd fail you. It bothered me. It made no sense. So I came here to learn more. I learned far more than I expected to. I heard him admit to everything."  
 
    He smirked. "But he couldn't have been more wrong about your little grounders. If he weren't dying, I bet he'd be embarrassed by what he did for you." He shook his head. "I need a beer after the night I’ve had."  
 
    Looking as though he’d recently emerged from a battle with a dozen chimera—in truth only an enraged Aleksander—Michel limped carelessly out of the room, heading for the kitchen.” 
 
    Aleksander stared after him, outraged and bewildered. 
 
    “That guy,” Kirk said, “is a real douchebag.” 
 
    Aleksander emitted a strangled laugh before flinging his arms around Kirk and Constance and dragging them against him. "You're both idiots for interfering. Never do that again." 
 
    "We'll do it every time we need to," Constance said fiercely. "How could you think we'd let you give in? This is why we exist!" 
 
    "She's right," Kirk said, rubbing Aleksander's head before the chimera could avoid it. "We're in this together. You should just accept it. Denial gives you wrinkles." 
 
    "We love you," Constance said softly. "Both of us. And we always will." 
 
    Aleksander rubbed his eyes, not surprised that his fingers came away wet. Embarrassed, he moved to wipe them on his shirt, but Constance caught his hand and brought it to her lips. She kissed the moisture away. "The last time," she whispered. "No more pain from now on, master. Not while we're together." 
 
    "And no more poisoning and no more jobs from the Council," Kirk said firmly. 
 
    "They won't let me stop," Aleksander argued. 
 
    Kirk's green eyes blazed. "I'll make them." 
 
    Aleksander shivered at his determination, but inside he felt only relief, as if he'd finally been permitted to lay down for a long sleep. 
 
    He said hesitantly, "Will this really work?" 
 
    "Only if you let it, Sascha." 
 
    "It's up to you, master. Kirk and I have already made our choices." 
 
    Aleksander thought of Dmitri. He thought of his mother. He wished they were still alive to see this. Maybe they would have been alright with it. Maybe they would have even given him their blessing. 
 
    "I care a great deal for you," he murmured. He ducked his head. "Both of you." 
 
    A finger caught his chin and tilted his face up. Constance was openly crying. Kirk looked oddly grim. 
 
    "Constance and I are both romantics. We want a better declaration of love than that. What about shouting it from the rooftops or taking out an ad in the New York Times? Go big, Sascha." 
 
    Aleksander held them tight against him. "My heart will hold no one else for the rest of our lives," he whispered. 
 
    Constance whimpered and kissed him fiercely. "That'll do." 
 
    "Yeah," Kirk said, his voice thick, "I guess that works for me, too." 
 
  
 
  



 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
   K irk considered his options thoughtfully. Today was the anniversary of Aleksander's last day as a poisoner. Kirk wanted to get this right since it was a special occasion and needed to be memorable. Not to mention there was the matter of his ego, which demanded that he make this good for all three of them. 
 
    "Nothing like a little pressure," he muttered, but he couldn't kid himself: he loved the choice he had to make. 
 
    He selected the cat o' nine tails. What the hell. 
 
    He swished the whip lightly against his shins as he walked back to the bedroom. Constance lay on her back on the bed, her wrists shackled to the corners of the headboard. She wasn't going anywhere, though her rapturous expression hinted she didn't mind her captivity all that much. 
 
    That was because Aleksander was stretched out on his belly between her legs, feasting on her with his mouth. He watched Kirk's approach warily from the corner of his eye. He wasn't in a position to do much since Kirk had tied his arms behind his back, wrist to elbow. He looked damned good tied up. Constance, too. Definitely a scene Kirk was going to have to repeat in the future. 
 
    Good thing the future stretched long and far ahead of them. 
 
    Aleksander would outlive them. There was no magical vampire bite to extend their lives, no potion that could make them immortal. Eventually they would leave Aleksander, but Kirk and Constance had privately agreed that when that time neared, they would do everything in their power to help their chimera lover find someone to replace them. He would resist of course, because that was what Aleksander did best, but his grounders would ensure that his grief would be as brief as they could make it. 
 
    That time was years to come, though, and Kirk would rather think about something else at the moment. His lovers were waiting for him. 
 
    "I told you not to let her come," he censured mildly after taking in the tell-tale flush across Constance’s breasts. They'd experimented with all sorts of positions in the last year, exploring and developing Constance's full potential as a sub and helping Aleksander overcome his own issues with submitting to Kirk. Kirk appreciated this particular position because it gave each of them exactly what they wanted and let Kirk call most of the shots.  
 
    “She has definitely come at least once.” 
 
    He stopped beside the bed, laughing to himself as Aleksander turned his head slightly, trying to see what he intended. Aleksander trusted Kirk with anything…and yet he still didn't trust him. Kirk loved it. He loved them. 
 
    He lifted the flogger and dragged its many tails across Aleksander's hips, smiling as the other male shivered and trembled. As if to focus himself, Aleksander shoved his face in deeper between Constance’s legs. She cried out and locked her calves behind his neck, pulling him in tighter. Now that she had gained confidence and knew that her lovers desired her wildly, she had begun to show hints of being a bossy bottom. Her two masters enjoyed the opportunities to put her back in her place…nearly as much as she enjoyed being put there. 
 
    "Tell me you deserve to be punished," Kirk murmured. He stroked himself as he began slapping the leather against Aleksander's thighs and calves. The chimera twitched after each hit, his fingers whitening where they gripped his own forearms. 
 
    "I don't deserve to be punished," Aleksander said, his voice muffled. “I rewarded her for being so delicious.” 
 
    Kirk smiled. 
 
    They had discovered Aleksander didn't like to be humiliated, but he did enjoy being forcefully restrained because he associated it with controlling his chimera side. Kirk was glad. He enjoyed manhandling the other male just as much as he enjoyed caressing Aleksander’s face or slowly stroking him to climax while he was tied hand and foot. 
 
    "Alright. Tell me you want it, then." 
 
    Aleksander struggled with the words, still having problems admitting to what was, for the chimera, a forbidden desire. 
 
    "Too slow," Kirk said cheerfully and stepped to the side before swinging the cat. 
 
    Crimson striations fanned across Aleksander's buttocks where the thongs caught him. The chimera gasped and tried to twist out of the way of Kirk's next strikes without moving from between Constance's legs. Kirk wasn't swinging hard enough to cause genuine pain, but he knew it was the act of submitting to the treatment that bothered Aleksander while simultaneously turning his cock to steel.  
 
    Above Aleksander, Constance shuddered as his groans and twisting movements wreaked havoc on her sensitive tissues. Her high-pitched gasps of pleasure were the last straw for Kirk.  
 
    He tossed the whip aside and climbed onto the bed between Aleksander’s spread legs. He slid his hands up the muscled, lightly haired thighs, pushing them wider to reveal the dark space between. 
 
    “Ready for me?” Kirk asked them both. 
 
    Eyes wide and full of hunger, Constance nodded eagerly. Aleksander was more reserved, emitting a noncommittal grunt even as he raised his backside in a tempting plea. 
 
    The chimera was already greased and stretched, so Kirk wasted no time notching himself and sliding home carefully. He groaned all the way up until his hips pressed flush against Aleksander’s striped cheeks. 
 
    “How’s that?” he whispered. He touched kisses to the back of Aleksander’s shoulder, registering the tiny tremors that wracked the other male. Penetration, much like submitting to Kirk’s domination, always engendered this fight or flight reaction in Aleksander and it drove Kirk a little crazy with lust. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Aleksander gritted out, though he was breathless. When Kirk experimentally swiveled his hips, Aleksander let out a small bleat. Color washed over the back of his neck. Kirk smiled but didn’t call him out on the reaction. 
 
    “Let’s get this party started, then,” he murmured. He slapped the chimera on the hip. “Back to work pleasing the pretty lady.” 
 
    He gripped Aleksander's hips for a deeper ride and began to thrust with purpose, filling the other male with everything he had. 
 
    "Constance, is he taking care of you?" he panted as he took his time letting his gaze roam over her luscious body. He particularly liked how she’d tilted her hips up to open herself fully to Aleksander’s mouth. It curled her abdomen in, emphasizing the heavy fall of her breasts. 
 
    "Master, please…" She whimpered when Kirk thrust harder into Aleksander, forcing the chimera’s mouth against her. "Yes. Yes, he’s so good." 
 
    "And what about you?" Kirk pushed Constance’s legs out of the way so he could grab a fistful of Aleksander's hair. Aleksander had been able to grow it out now that he was no longer at risk of changing into his chimera form. His grounders and the new suppressant he and Constance had developed saw to that. Kirk liked being the one to grab his hair now. He pulled the other male's head back, hearing Aleksander moan at the treatment. Kirk grinned as the chimera shut his eyes. "You feel me, Sascha?" 
 
    "I feel you…even when you're not inside me," Aleksander groaned. 
 
    Kirk's eyes widened. He cursed and slowed his strokes, but it was too late—Aleksander's brutal honesty had triggered him. He’d wanted to draw this out and torment his lovers a bit, but it was no use after hearing something that meant so much to him. 
 
    With a groan that was half defeat, half pleasure, he gave in to his needs and pounded into Aleksander. Each slap of Kirk’s hips against his buttocks drove Aleksander against Constance, creating a perfect chain of pleasure. Kirk tried his best to make it last, but the squeeze around him was too tight, and Constance was too beautiful as she writhed against Aleksander’s mouth. In desperation, Kirk changed his angle, pushing the head of his cock against Aleksander’s prostate. The other male bucked, but Kirk held him in place. 
 
    “Give it to me,” Kirk growled. 
 
    Muscles rippled in Aleksander’s shoulders as he reacted to the domination. When Kirk reached down and dragged a finger around his stretched hole, he cried out against Constance, which caused her to echo the sound. 
 
    Two lovers meant two times as much sensory input. Kirk feared he was going to blow too early—it was rushing up on him like a tidal wave. But relief hit him first:  Aleksander’s body suddenly clenched around him. The chimera shuddered and came on the bed between his two grounders until he was boneless, helpless, and utterly theirs.  
 
    “There you go,” Kirk said with a sigh of satisfaction. He gave in to the pressure swelling in his groin and claimed Aleksander with a hot rush of seed. 
 
    When he’d finished, he panted, “Come on, Sascha. It’s Constance’s turn. Bring her with us.” 
 
    With his apparently magical tongue, Aleksander did as he was told. In moments, Constance tipped back her head and wailed like the beautiful siren she was. 
 
      
 
    ~~~~~ 
 
      
 
    The shower wasn't big enough for three of them, especially when two were large males, but they managed to make it work. They always did. 
 
    Constance claimed that washing them down was one of her favorite things to do, and Kirk and Aleksander never resisted her as she pushed them against the walls and proceeded to soap them down with a giant sponge. 
 
    Afterwards, they usually relaxed by the pool. Their tans were impressive. Constance had perfected the art of floating on her back, granting her male partners a perfect, clear view of her naked body glistening beneath the Portuguese sun. 
 
    Sometimes Kirk caught himself thinking about New York, not because he missed it, but because he wondered if the cop who had taken over his beat loved it as much as he had or if it was merely a stepping stone to a better position within the Department. He'd never know, because he was never going back. 
 
    He glanced to the other chaise, where Aleksander had fallen asleep on his belly, a lock of hair covering his eyes. Constance teased that it would take years before the chimera caught up on the sleep debt he had built up over the decades as the Council's poisoner, and Kirk didn't think she was wrong. He didn't mind that the chimera napped often. What mattered was that Aleksander felt safe enough in their company to lower his guard so completely. 
 
    No one else was aware of what Michel had done to Domenic. The silver-haired chimera's body had disintegrated and Aleksander had not bothered with collecting his teeth, instead sweeping up his remains and dumping them unceremoniously in the garbage. Would there be repercussions? Kirk doubted it. The chimera who deserved punishment had already received it, and the Council, assured the threat of changed ones had been eliminated by the suppressant, seemed content to allow Aleksander his retirement. 
 
    There was only one thing that occasionally slipped into Kirk's dreams, which he didn't share with his lovers. He tried not to think about it when he was awake, but he lived with a chimera. He could never fully forget… 
 
    His phone rang. Frowning, he sat up and reached for it. He only kept it for emergencies and in the hopes that one day he might receive a certain call. 
 
    He brought the phone to his ear. "Hello?" 
 
    "Bet you thought you'd never hear from me again." 
 
    Kirk's vision blurred as he gazed upon his lovers. "Hello, Leo." 
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    Read the A Pirate’s Life for Me series on Amazon.com 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    LoLLA series 
 
    Lots of Love, Low Angst 
 
      
 
    The Bucket List 
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