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   Prologue
 
    
 
   Blood spattered the wall, viscous and bright in the coming dusk. Shadows prowled through the room and over the man whose throat had just been slashed as he slumped forward in his desk chair. Droplets of red tickled down his chest to meet the blooming rose already staining the front of his white dress shirt.
 
   Adalyn Wolf opened her mouth to let the scream clawing at her throat free, but a hand clamped over it. She almost choked on it as terror swelled inside her. 
 
   The pretty head jerked around, blonde hair swung over the woman’s slim shoulder and her black eyes stared. Lip lifted in a silent snarl, an eerie laugh floated on the air as five-foot-six inches stepped away from the body and glided on spike heels toward the half-closed bathroom door.
 
   Adalyn backed away from the crack and closed her eyes for a brief second as she held her breath. Then she silently chanted the mantra that had prevented her from becoming the victim of her mother’s boyfriend’s fists more times than she could count. 
 
   Paa maa eye oh. Dum.
 
   The words, meant to form a protective shield around her, were a seed mantra that rolled silently through her mind as she stepped back from the crack shaking only a little. 
 
   Adalyn clenched her hands at her sides. This had always worked from the very first time she’d chanted the words teary-eyed and terrified as she crouched in a closet with her nose bleeding.
 
   Then she’d always had a little more cover than a half open door she could easily be seen through if the woman turned her head to peer through the sliver between the door’s spine and facing. She’d been just as afraid but never so certain that she was dead.
 
   A rap on the office door didn’t bring a sigh of relief or even a relaxing of her arms, rigid at her sides. She didn’t move another step because anyone who’d kill her own husband wouldn’t stop there. 
 
   Those claws. My goddess in heaven those claws would shred her in seconds as they’d done her boss.
 
   “Miss Wolf, are you in there? I’m going to eat you all up.” An eerie laugh followed the teasing statement. “Are you a tasty treat? I guess my husband thought so because he couldn’t keep his hands off you.”
 
   She hadn’t been attracted to her boss despite the golden tan and the striking good looks that had made more than one client do a double take. He wasn’t her type, and he liked his women a little younger than her. So, not so much as a salacious look had ever passed between them.
 
   “I’m going to slash your throat and rip out your heart,” Joelle Reacher murmured in a velvety tone of menace. “Your blood will be all over this carpet when I’m done with you.”
 
   The door creaked as it slid open just a touch, and her heart slowed to an inaudible thud in her chest. She gripped the bracelet she’d been given as a birthday gift when she was seven. It had been the last gift anyone had ever given her. 
 
   Paa maa eye oh. Dum. 
 
   The words flowed silently from her as they filled every part of her. They almost drowned out the sound of Joelle’s fingers as they scraped against the wood before her hand closed around the doorknob.
 
   “You are dead.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Looking out over the main club floor through the wide tinted plate glass window in the small meeting room attached to her office, Mallory Blacklaw smiled faintly as she pushed her hands into the pockets of her slacks. 
 
   Her original idea for the club had turned into something beyond her imagination. With a debt she could never hope to repay and half the staff a club this size required, she’d turned Coyote Closet into a voice and a power. 
 
   The club was full tonight just like every night since the seventh night of the seventh week she’d opened her doors seven years ago. It wasn’t just a strip club. Coyote Closet was a dining spot and the only club for the lesbian shifter community.
 
   She watched as one of the guards, a coyote female with long legs and black hair caught up in a knot, pulled a dominant female wolf shifter back when she tried to touch a dancer. Her ladies were all trained and knew how to handle themselves and tended to err on the side of caution, but she had no problems with that.
 
   Her gaze skipped from the wolf who was being shown out by the five-foot-ten inch tall coyote shifter and to her very silent business partner striding in. Her tailored attire made her look as though she’d stepped out of a men’s magazine. 
 
   Mallory grinned as her friend took a seat and a server in a short black skirt and bustier went over to offer her a drink. She knew why she was out here instead of in her office or the security room  again tonight. Sam would never admit she had a thing for the hot little dancer Mallory had hired six months ago, but the fact that Sam had spent a portion of every night out on the floor in the past three months since she’d met her was proof.
 
   Mallory was surprised. Sam was nice to all the dancers, but she never got turned on enough by any of them to ask for the pleasure of their company for a private dance every night. Mallory was more than a little intrigued by this development and curious to see how it played out.
 
   A tap on her door and she called, “Come in.”
 
   “Sorrento wants a word with you.”
 
   Sorrento wanted to buy her club, but she suspected it wasn’t for him. He was the front man for a female, undoubtedly a hyena. The breed was smart, strong, and deadly. They were also known for moving into a weaker shifter’s territory and taking over. 
 
   They usually killed the adversary that put up a fight if they had a strong and large enough pack. However, she wasn’t weak and neither were those of her pack. So tonight she would make it clear she and Sam weren’t interested. Any further attempts to sway her would be seen as an act of aggression. 
 
   “Offer him a drink,” she said as she turned from the tinted glass. “Tell him I’ll be there momentarily.
 
   ****
 
   As Samarra Summerfield waited for the door of the private room to open, she tingled all over as she rubbed her hands on her thighs. She reached up to check the knot of her silk scarf tie. She’d gone for the Trinity Knot which looked like three individual triangles.
 
   Sam smoothed the fabric and drew in a breath and let it out slowly. She’d decided to ask the dancer out tonight. Sam was attracted to her and was certain all it would take to put an end to her body’s rapid-fire reaction to the dancer was to take her out and take her to bed
 
   That’s how it always was with her. She was married to her work and wasn’t easily touched by any woman. This one just interested her a little more than the others.
 
   The door opened and the dancer stepped into the private dance room giving her a smoldering look and a brief smile. Marigold was always composed and totally professional, but then she never gave her a reason to be otherwise despite the attraction simmering between them.
 
   Music flowed into the room through speakers high on the wall and Marigold began to sway. Sam had to throttle the coyote’s approving yip as the dancer moved gracefully before her. Her hips rocked seductively. The moves were reminiscent of belly dancing as she rolled her hips with excellent control and pumped her butt as she threw a glance over her shoulder. 
 
   Marigold’s moves had her libido in a tangle of knots and the coyote, the animal half of Sam, chomping at the bit to do more than look. But for now, Sam’s eyes drifted down Marigold’s back. 
 
   Her marigold bra was bright against the black mini skirt riding low on her hips. Marigold brushed her hands beneath the skirt and lifted it to reveal matching bikini panties. They cupped her ass in such a snug hold Sam wanted to rip them away and shape the firm curves before delivering a couple of hard swats to each cheek. 
 
   Marigold glided her hands over her hips, hooking her thumbs in the band of her skirt, and did a body roll. Sam’s legs fell open wider as her inner muscles clenched and need gnawed at her. At the same time, Marigold stepped back in time to the music to stand right in front of Samarra’s chair.
 
   She perched on Samarra’s knee and braced her hands on the arms of the chair while she bounced her ass before sliding it back a little further to rub the curves against Samarra’s mound.
 
   Samarra’s nipples hardened to tight buds and her juices moistened her pussy while her blood heated. She clenched her fingers on the chair’s arm just behind where Marigold’s hands were to keep from touching. 
 
   Theoretically, she couldn’t touch, but how far a private dance went was always up to the dancers. And Marigold never let things go beyond what her job description promised. 
 
   “Careful, you’re doing more than getting a woman worked up,” Samarra warned softly. She knew the girl had no idea she was more than a woman. She was a coyote shifter in her prime and the animal part of her demanded she jerk the younger woman around to face her and grind against her until they were both mindless with pleasure.
 
   Sam wanted to do more though. She wanted Marigold splayed out on her bed, naked and wet with her legs wide, ready to take the dildo Sam wore almost all the time.
 
   The dancer stood and executed a deft turn to face Sam. She rolled her hips erotically while using one hand to work the catch of her skirt free before letting it glide down her thighs to pool at her ankles. Marigold caressed her flat stomach, following the path to her thighs before sliding them up to her hips. She rocked them slowly as her hands continued up to her waist and from there to the back of her head.
 
   Marigold’s eyes slid closed as she moved to the rhythm, which had a Latin beat. She brought one hand down the side of her neck in a slow move to cup her breast and the other followed. She ground her hips and moaned slightly as she lowered herself to Sam’s lap again. 
 
   Once there, she moved seductively, brushing her mound against Sam’s. The girl was as wet as she was and the damp heat of her was perfume to woman and coyote. 
 
   Sam groaned and caressed the dancer’s arms lightly as Marigold caught the end of Sam’s tie and gave it a tug, drawing Sam toward her.
 
   “I’m not afraid,” she whispered and then tipped her head back on her shoulders. 
 
   Sam ran her lips down the smooth column of skin and a rumble of pleasure escaped her animal. She buried her face in the woman’s throat drawing in her scent.
 
   “You’re so intoxicating you should be afraid. I have the primal urge to bite you.” The animal wanted to mark her to ensure none of the myriad of coyotes she knew hung out here would take liberties she thought belonged only to her. 
 
   Instead, Sam licked her throat allowing her saliva to settle on the soft skin before lightly nipping her. Marigold moaned softly and arched into her. 
 
   Sam didn’t break the skin, but she’d left it red and carrying her pheromones. No other dominant would make any moves on her tonight until they were sure the scent meant nothing.
 
   She lifted her head. “Marigold?”
 
   Marigold met her eyes, and Sam grazed the other woman’s jaw with the pad of her thumb as their gazes held. Marigold’s thick sandy-blonde hair was piled on her head in a knot and Sam reached up and tugged the pins keeping it in place free. She tossed them aside as the locks tumbled down around Marigold’s face, in a cascade of waves.
 
   Samarra pushed her fingers into the lush tresses and pulled Marigold’s head back. “You’re wet. Does dancing for me turn you on?”
 
   Marigold’s eyes widened, and Sam chuckled. “Sometimes,” she said, in a breathy whisper.
 
   Sam’s lips covered the dancer’s, her tongue slipping into the heated cavern of her mouth. The first taste was an explosion of sweetness, and the animal urged her to deepen the kiss, to gorge herself on Marigold.
 
   So, she did. 
 
   Marigold moaned and leaned into the kiss as Sam’s tongue stroked over hers, dueled with it, sucked it. Her hands gripped Sam’s shoulder as her hips moved of their own volition in tiny erotic circles. 
 
   Her clit brushed against Sam’s, and she moaned roughly as sensation burst through her. Fuck it felt so good her animal wanted to claim the woman on her lap right here. She’d been waiting to touch her all day, but she hadn’t thought a kiss would go this far.
 
   “Do you want to come, darlin’?” Samarra asked roughly.
 
   She nodded frantically, her eyes dark with lust that echoed in Sam’s body. “Yes.”
 
   Sam slid her hands down to cup Marigold’s ass. “You’re damned hot with your hair tumbling down and your lips swollen from my kiss.”
 
   Marigold shivered and Sam chuckled before claiming her lips again. 
 
   Marigold arched into her and Sam thrust up to press the dildo she wore firmly against her clit. Marigold trembled and gasped before grinding harder and faster against it. 
 
   “Oh god,” Marigold whispered.
 
   “You know what that is don’t you, baby?” she asked, her lips still against the dancer’s.
 
   “Mm-hmm,” Marigold agreed in a ragged tone.
 
   Sam thrust up pressing the dick tighter against the girl’s clit. Marigold moaned and clutched at Sam’s shoulders. She ground harder and faster against her now and Sam didn’t stop her. She drank in the deep dark green of Marigold’s eyes and the gold flecks standing out in sharp relief as she got wetter from the pleasure burning in those depths. 
 
   Marigold mewled, lips parted, the scent of her pussy hot and rich. 
 
   Marigold ground against her one more time and Sam brought her hand down hard on the girl’s ass. Marigold let out a hard cry that rose over the music coming in through the speakers. 
 
   She trembled violently and Sam closed her arms around the younger woman, bringing her against her chest and holding her close.
 
   Sam held her until Marigold’s breathing slowed and the girl shifted restlessly before quickly getting to her feet. Marigold gave her a nervous look, cheeks flushed with embarrassment reverberating in her pretty eyes before looking away.
 
   “It’s too late to be embarrassed,” Sam drawled. “And unnecessary.” 
 
   She threw Samarra a glare before twisting her hair up and retrieving a few of the pins Samarra had tossed to the floor.
 
   “Have lunch with me tomorrow,” Samarra said evenly. 
 
   Marigold blinked and stopped mid-pin. “What?”
 
   Sam cocked her brows at her. “Have lunch with me. I’m not looking for a relationship. Just a little of your time.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   That didn’t just startle the hell out of her. It shocked her to her core. Samarra was beautiful and self-assured. She could have any dancer in this club and some were better and prettier than her. And they didn’t have a secret that could get Samarra killed.
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Why not you?” she asked, letting her gaze drift down Marigold slowly and back up again. “You have sex appeal and you’re gorgeous. Besides that, it’s clear that you’re as attracted to me as I am to you.”
 
   “You can have any dancer you want.” Marigold had heard the other dancers saying what a catch Samarra would be. She appeared to be single, a good tipper, and a perfect gentleman.
 
   There was nothing masculine about Sam though. Her copper-brown eyes were nearly always enigmatic and her thick black hair was cut into a neat little boy cut with a part on the right. The longer bangs were swept to the side and a single strand dipped onto her perfectly arched brow.
 
   Tonight she wore a navy vest over a cornmeal shirt with navy trousers for a look that was reminiscent of the forties yet style personified. She wasn’t always trying to cop a feel when she put money in a girl’s G-string.
 
   Sam shrugged. “Can I have you?” Samarra asked in a tone that was low and thrummed with sensuality. 
 
   She had fantasies of being Samarra’s lover, but nothing long-term. She just didn’t think a woman like Samarra was interested in getting seriously involved with a stripper. She probably had a life that Marigold wouldn’t fit into. 
 
   “The first time I saw you dance I knew you got off on it, but every time you see me watching, it’s like you want each move to be a caress that gets me off with you.”
 
   “I—” She swallowed convulsively, wanting to deny it. She feared Samarra would stop asking for her if she knew that. 
 
   “And that kiss really set me on fire,” Samarra murmured. “The scent of you makes me so wet.” 
 
   “Oh.” The word came out in a puff of air. Her skin heated with lust that began to beat furiously in her veins. “I normally don’t get involved with clients,” she said. Marigold didn’t imagine the women who came here were all single. 
 
   The trouble she could bring to their lives wasn’t worth the moment of pleasure she’d gain from being in their arms. And what about their lovers? Did they deserve the horror that would come for them?
 
   She stroked Marigold’s bare arm with her free hand. “And we both know the other is clean thanks to the mandatory screenings required to work and play here.” 
 
   “I like you,” she said breathlessly. She burned every time she saw Samarra and pretending otherwise wasn’t going to make the desire for her touch go away.
 
   “Then, go out with me,” Sam urged. “Lunch is a good way to take each other’s measure without pressure. How would Coffee Crossing be?”
 
   She loved Coffee Crossing. They made their own coffee blends. “I don’t kn—I don’t think that’s a good idea.” No. She couldn’t allow herself to get involved with anyone. It wasn’t safe. “I’ll be there at one. If you decide not to come, I’ll assume you aren’t as interested as you seem, and I won’t pursue the matter.” Sam continued to hold her gaze as she got to her feet and pulled her wallet from her back trousers pocket. She removed a few bills and rolled them up before tucking them down Marigold’s bra top. “Thank you for a very sexy dance.” 
 
   Marigold cleared her throat and Sam smiled.
 
   Sam led the way to the door and pulled it open for her. “After you,” she said softly.
 
   Marigold met Sam’s gaze and copper, enigmatic, and dark watched her. What was Samarra really thinking about her?
 
   ****
 
   Adalyn Snow aka Marigold stepped out into the parking lot four hours later a lot more composed and with dry panties. But she was still kicking herself for the loss of control with Samarra. 
 
   She should have handled that the way she dealt with any other attempt to kiss her. She normally turned her head away, but then she wasn’t attracted to her other clients either. She didn’t fantasize about how their lush lips would feel on hers.
 
   What had she been thinking though? She prided herself on not getting personal with clients to avoid messy complications later.
 
   “Ugh.” She blew out a harsh breath as she mentally kicked herself again, but the memory of that bulge in Samarra’s pants sent shivers over her. She could appreciate a woman wearing a strap-on. It had felt so good against her clit even through the layers of their clothing.
 
   Dildos added a dimension to sex that left her breathless especially when the woman using them used the toy with confidence, like it was an extension of her own sexuality. 
 
   What would a fling hurt? She was needy and a few nights of female companionship couldn’t lead to anything dangerous, right? 
 
   A shadow flitted across the parking lot and Adalyn stopped abruptly. She glanced around the lot searching for signs she wasn’t alone. 
 
   There was a scrabbling that sounded like nails on the concrete. An eerie laugh echoed around her sending chills down her spine. Her breath froze in her lungs as fear tore through her and old memories came back to haunt her.
 
   Something moved fast from one car to another and what looked like a tail waved.
 
   A ka-ka sound reached her from someplace closer to her. Adalyn slowly backed up as she broke out in a cold sweat. The sound was so familiar and her blood ran cold as she recalled the last time she’d heard it.
 
   “You shouldn’t be waiting out here by yourself,” a calm voice said from behind her and she jumped, jerking around. 
 
   The bouncer, Sydney, was a couple of steps away. 
 
   “Didn’t mean to scare you,” Sydney murmured. “Need a ride home?”
 
   “I was just going to call a cab,” Adalyn said breathlessly.
 
   “No, I gotcha,” Sydney insisted. “Come on. My car’s in the staff lot, princess.” She motioned for Adalyn to go ahead of her.
 
   She cast a last glance around the lot, her stomach in a tight knot. But Adalyn went deciding she’d rather not stand out here waiting to see if it was just coincidence and old ghosts haunting her or if the past had finally found her. 
 
   ****
 
   Cargo tapped his foot impatiently as he waited for his old packmate to pick up. He kept his gaze on the retreating couple with the stench of fear ripe in his nostrils. They had parted ways nine months ago when a more viable opportunity had come available for Cargo. 
 
   “What is it?” The voice on the other end of the line was cold and rife with annoyance. 
 
   “Word is you’re looking for something,” he said. “A woman.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I think I found her. I’ll send you the shot I got and you can decide if she’s your girl or not.” He sent through the picture he’d taken of the golden skinned woman just moments ago. It probably wasn’t her. He heard the target had died in a house fire, but his old alpha wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
   They were never finished with a job until there was proof of death and that included a body. This girl’s body hadn’t been found and he knew from past mistakes a failed job could come back to bite the crew in the ass. 
 
   “Where are you, man?” His voice held an excited edge.
 
   “Up north, in Snowbury.”
 
   “Where the hell is that?”
 
   “About an hour’s drive outside Mystic,” Cargo told him. “The guy I’m working for’s here trying to do a deal with a coyote, so beware the fact this is coyote country.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   The iron rich bite of blood filled her nostrils from the stain on the wall and the carcass in the chair. No, it was closer. She had blood on her nails and her hands and her clothes. 
 
   The scent made her sick to her stomach, but the violence was nothing new to her though she’d thought she’d escaped it years ago. Obviously there were some things you couldn’t just shirk off like the color of your skin or the nature of who you were.
 
   “You have no idea what I’m fighting for, Miss Wolf.” Her voice was cold, the ice of it making her shiver, but she didn’t move, didn’t breathe. “I’m a primal creature, an animal with needs.” 
 
   She swallowed tightly. She’d seen that animal and had a good idea of what those needs entailed. All four million of them. That wasn’t enough to kill for in her opinion.
 
   “We have to go,” a masculine voice ordered. “Someone is coming.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I think it’s the secretary,” he said.
 
   “Then, let’s go,” Joelle muttered but she could feel the other woman’s uneasiness as she felt the wild energy of the man who’d spoken.
 
   He was like Joelle. Dangerous.
 
   “Check the bathroom and get your ass out here,” Joelle ordered.
 
   “What about the package?” he asked as he approached the door.
 
   “It’s at the apartment he keeps to take his women to,” she muttered. “I’ll wait for you outside.” 
 
   He peered through the crack, but he didn’t come in. Still, she didn’t breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
   “Shit, this is a waste of time,” he muttered. “Can’t she smell—”
 
   She clamped a hand over her mouth as a small rat clambered onto her shoe. The tail thumped the floor and she bit down on her cheek as it nipped the side of her shoe before its head came up. The rat leaped off her shoe and scurried in the direction of the door. 
 
   “Fuck!”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “A rat,” he called. “It’s a damned rat.”
 
   The rat sailed into the room and its body slammed into the wall near the toilet and she swallowed her scream, nails digging into her cheeks as she kept her hand in place. Then, he was gone, and she sagged against the wall listening intently.
 
   They could be tricking her, so she sank to the floor burying her hands in her face as tears streaked her skin.
 
   The alarm clock went off like a shotgun, and Adalyn jerked awake with a soft startled cry. She rolled onto her side and reached out to slap the snooze button before rolling onto her back, breathing hard.
 
   “It’s morning again?” she asked grumpily as she brushed sweat from her forehead. She pushed out a tired sigh. The damn dreams were a constant companion that she didn’t seem capable of escaping.
 
   And after last night, she wasn’t entirely certain she was still safe, but the last thing she wanted to do was bolt and run. She would need time to plan her next move. If she didn’t she’d just be out there adrift, easy for them to pick off when she made a mistake. 
 
   Here she still had knowledge of the city and maybe a few friends she could turn to until she could get out of here. 
 
   Adalyn sat up and shoved the covers back. “No.” She couldn’t put them in danger any more than she could actually take the risk of trusting too much.
 
   That had almost gotten her killed the night they’d set her house on fire, she mused as she stalked into the bathroom. She swallowed tightly and grabbed her toothbrush from the third slot of the holder and removed the snap cap cover. 
 
   She’d go for coffee and start researching her next home. She needed to know how much she’d need to set her up for four months at least. And she’d have to think about what she’d do for a living based on the city’s economy. She’d take a bus and pay with cash not that she had a bevy of credit cards to choose from. She’d never had, but she’d been getting her life to a place she’d wanted it to be when Joelle tore it to shreds.
 
   ****
 
   Sam rounded a corner in the underground portion of the den that housed their security command center. The center was underground to prevent it from being an easy target as well as to conserve space above ground where most of the houses were located. 
 
   “Morning, Lieutenant,” a freckle-faced nineteen-year-old called as he hurried past.
 
   “You’re late, again.” She shook her head. The boy was going to get busted back down to an unranked novice at this rate. 
 
   Age was merely a number in the pack not a measurement of ability or maturity. Skill had to be demonstrated, maturity proven, and trust earned before the young of the pack were given responsibilities especially those of protection. This boy was capable but showing signs of unreliability which didn’t bode well.
 
   “I know. Syd is going to have my butt.”
 
   She was definitely going to chew him out. She didn’t take much crap from the kids in her command. “She’s going to do more than that,” Sam warned him. He would be punished and his rank busted until he could demonstrate trustworthiness. 
 
   A door up the corridor opened and the young woman stepping out looking pissed glanced her way. “Alpha wants to see you,” she muttered and strode past, shoulders squared, and determination in her stride. 
 
   Mya was always in trouble. She had trouble controlling her temper, but she thought the answer was simple.
 
   “Mal.” She stepped into the spacious office to find her alpha sprawled behind her desk with a scowl on her face.
 
   “I don’t know what I’m going to do with that kid,” Mallory muttered. “I can’t seem to get through to her.”
 
   “She’s not soldier material, Mal,” she with a shrug. “You remember what it was like at her age. We were tough bitches looking to take down the next boy who thought he could lord over us because he had a dick. But we had no problems following orders even when we didn’t agree with them.” She’d come to Snow Fur at sixteen, and she and Mal had bumped heads before becoming the best of friends. 
 
   “What are you saying?” she demanded grouchily.
 
   “She’s not a dominant. Sure she’s strong, but she doesn’t have the will or want to bust heads. She’s better at caretaking.”
 
   Mallory sighed. “Fine, I’ll reassign her.”
 
   Sam took one of the guest chairs in front of Mallory’s battered old desk. The claw marks on the top were indicative of more than one loss of temper on Mallory’s part in the past ten years. 
 
   “What’d you want to see me about?” she asked. Mallory wasn’t just her alpha. They were business partners. Mallory had taken over the small pride of Snow Fur ten years ago when their alpha had been executed for betraying the pack to lions looking to take over the territory.
 
   The lions had savaged the pack, but the coyotes had managed to hold their ground with the help of a small pack who were now Mallory’s lieutenants and most trusted advisors. That small pack had been led by Sam who’d once belonged to Snow Fur briefly before leaving Snowbury and going to college.
 
   “Sorrento came to see me again last night about buying the club.”
 
   The city was a small but prosperous one. However, their customers flocked in from the cities and towns around them for a good time. The additions and renovations she’d paid for two years ago had increased their patronage and their bottom line making Coyote Closet a prosperous venture for them both. 
 
   “He doesn’t seem to be hearing no too well, so I’m thinking he’s not the voice just the mouthpiece for the deal.”
 
   “Hyena?” Sam sighed deeply. Hyenas could be dangerous creatures, and she didn’t enjoy living close to them. The shifters were smart and lived in small pack-groups with a dominant female. 
 
   It was rare to see the breed in colder climes, but not unheard of. However, male hyenas were a little more cautious as they entered new territory, but if one was attempting to buy a business it meant he was a dominant looking to set up a den for his pack.
 
   He would be equally deadly and cunning as a dominant female hyena. 
 
   “Three hyena females have been coming into the club for the last week, so I’m thinking one of them wants to muscle in on our territory,” Mallory told her grimly. “I’ve been keeping my eye on them, and there is a clear leader among them.”
 
   Female hyenas were generally more dangerous than the male and more contentious and they had no problems poaching on someone else’s territory. They often moved freely in other predators’ lands and without permission. They didn’t run from a fight. They reveled in them.
 
   “Have they asked permission to be in our territory?” She knew they must have, or they’d be dead by now. You never went into a predator’s territory without consent because it was a sign of aggression. 
 
   Allowances were made in cases of true ignorance. 
 
   “They’re in the city visiting relatives from all indications,” Mallory told her. “They applied for temp membership to the club, and I’m using that information to check them out.”
 
   “What about the man?”
 
   “Nothing more than what he’s told me,” Mallory told her. “He’s looking to settle down and wants a thriving business to run.”
 
   “He’s lying about something,” she mused. 
 
   “Syd said there was a shifter outside in the parking lot last night prowling around, and she suspected it was a man. Sorrento, the guy trying to buy the club, did say he’d brought male guards.”
 
   “He could be looking to lay claim to our property and women for mating,” Sam murmured. “Or he could just be looking to take over the city with the females. I’ve seen this before.” Her pack had been destroyed by a similar game. Now, that town was run by hyenas from the city council to the governor’s mansion.
 
   Shifters didn’t usually seek political power in the human world but with it came more control over the shifters in that city or state. It was easier to wipe out the exiting shifter populations legally and claim the city as their own for decades. 
 
   “Syd suggested I hire a few more guards to handle the parking lot and set up more patrols around the den.”
 
   “Hyenas can be crafty bastards and bitches,” Sam said coldly. “We should update the security system in both places too. We want to see them coming.”
 
   “You’re just worried about Marigold,” Mallory said in a teasing tone.
 
   “I don’t know what you mean,” Sam said evenly. “I like her style, and she’s attractive. Both make her an asset to the club.”
 
   Mallory smirked. “You can’t seem to stay away from her, and you marked her with your scent last night.”
 
   “So?” Like all creatures they had a strong drive to take a mate. Mating was merely a hunger for sexual and emotional companionship that could lead to more. 
 
   “So, there was no need for it unless you want her for yourself,” Mallory said pointedly. 
 
   Sam frowned. “I’m not interested in taking a life partner. This woman just so happens to appeal to my animal more strongly than anyone I’ve met lately.” Anyone she’d met in years, but there was nothing more than chemistry. It would fizzle as it always did and when she went into heat again, she’d take another temporary mate.
 
   “Are you sure? I’ve seen the way you look at her,” Mallory narrowed her eyes.
 
   “I’ll be back later,” Sam said coolly. “I have a meeting.” She had a new client. Sam was an accountant and investment broker.
 
   Mallory gave her a considering look. “Running?”
 
   She knew her interest in Marigold was something different. It wasn’t just the heat driving them together. The dancer had a vibrant energy that drew her coyote like a moth to a flame. However, it wasn’t Mallory’s business right now. 
 
   “I’m not running,” Sam answered calmly. “I’ll go over the schedule when I return and see how many more soldiers we can put on watch and which areas may be the most vulnerable.”
 
   “I have a staff meeting at the club at eleven, so why don’t you stop by? Marigold will be there. You might run into her.”
 
   Sam grunted. “Great, later then.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Adalyn stepped into the lounge that afternoon to a hum of conversation. The club’s décor was simply done in black and paired with the perfect shade of red to give the lounge a casual air. 
 
   Mallory was sitting at the bar with a couple of the security team members and Adalyn wondered if they were going to address those broken lights in the parking lot and adding more security. Mallory rarely ragged them about customer service. 
 
   “Ladies, I’m glad you all could make it,” Mallory said. “I want to address a couple of things. I’ve hired four new security personnel.” She introduced the women who each stood. “I don’t know what happened to the lights in the parking lot, but they will be fixed by tonight, and these fine ladies will be patrolling the grounds at all times.” 
 
   “Thank god,” one of the dancers said. “There was an ugly dog out there last night.”
 
   “The dog will be taken care of but we can’t do anything until we see it again,” Mallory assured them.
 
   Adalyn felt a little less stressed on hearing that. She’d thought whatever had been out there had been after just her. 
 
   “I’ve noticed a few of the patrons getting grabby,” Sydney said. “Let us know if anyone harasses you in any way, and they’re gone immediately. We’re here to protect you, but we can’t if we don’t know you need it.”
 
   The meeting went on for another thirty minutes before breaking up. Adalyn lingered talking to a few of the other dancers. 
 
   “You want to go get something to eat?” Leah asked. 
 
   She was friendly and Adalyn hung out with her sometimes. She’d never had many friends growing up. She’d been bruised, battered, and barely presentable. The kids who didn’t make fun of her ignored her. 
 
   “We can grab lunch at Irish Grill,” Valerie said. The dancer was taller than Adalyn and Leah and blonde with bigger breasts. 
 
   “I thought we were going to Coffee Crossing,” Leah said as the front door opened and light rushed in to blind them temporarily.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said, squinting as the door closed. She started to look away but Samarra stood there clad in black slacks paired with a royal blue blouse pulled taught across small breasts and a flat stomach. The top button was open revealing a hint of a silver chain that stood out against her rich red-brown skin. 
 
   Adalyn watched Samarra push a hand into her trousers pocket revealing a black leather belt cinched around her waist with a silver buckle containing a royal blue flower on its face. Her entire body warmed from the inside out and her cheeks heated in remembrance of last night’s dance.
 
   Adalyn dared to meet her gaze as her pulse rushed. She wondered how Samarra managed to pull off such a masculine look without looking anything but sexy. 
 
   “She’s so hot she makes my teeth sweat,” Leah whispered to her.
 
   Adalyn gave her a brief look and a laugh even as possessiveness wove through her. She had to swallow tightly before biting back the angry retort that wanted to escape. “Yeah?” 
 
   “She used to come once a week before you started dancing here,” Leah said. “She’s in here all the time now. I bet she sticks a couple of Bens in your G every night.” Leah wiggled her brows at Adalyn and grinned.
 
   “I hear she’s got money to burn,” Valerie murmured. “I think I’ll let her burn some of it on me.” Valerie told them and sauntered away.
 
   Adalyn bit back a protest that she knew she had no right to make. She hadn’t even agreed to go out with Samarra and was thinking seriously about turning her down. She made good tips from her and a bad date could ruin that. 
 
   “Val does have a way of getting what she wants,” Leah, said. “And this is her first real opportunity to talk to the gentleman, so she’s going to milk it for all its worth.”
 
   Adalyn forced her gaze back to Leah and feigned a smile. “I better get going,” she said.
 
   “She doesn’t have anything I don’t,” Valerie muttered and threw a look over her shoulder. “Leah, are you coming?” Valerie stalked out the door.
 
   “I guess that means you’re not joining us for lunch, huh?” Leah gave her a wink and hurried after Valerie.
 
   Adalyn moved to the door taking her time, her eyes on Samarra. Her stomach doing flip-flops.
 
   “Good afternoon, Adalyn,” Samarra greeted her in a low intimate tone that made her nipples harden.
 
   “Hi.” 
 
   Samarra’s gaze slid down her body taking in her casual skirt and blouse. The heat in her eyes made Adalyn feel branded, and she shivered. “At least that’s not as short as the skirts you dance in,” she commented.
 
   Adalyn rolled her eyes. “I like to wear skirts and dresses, Samarra,” she said tartly. 
 
   “No complaints from me, darlin’,” she drawled. “You’ve got such nice legs, but I like your hair flowing around your face though.”
 
   She’d put her hair up in a loose knot leaving a tendril free at her nape. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
 
   “Do you have time for lunch?” Sam asked as she stepped a little closer to her. “If your answer is no, fine. I’m not going to force you into something you don’t want.”
 
   “There are plenty of other dancers like Val who’ll be more than happy to have lunch with you, right?” Adalyn muttered. “I know she came onto you. Did you turn her down conditionally?”
 
   Adalyn was surprised she’d managed to keep her voice low and the calm on Samarra’s face angered her even more. In her mind, it meant Sam was a player and not bothered in the least by the accusation. And she didn’t need a woman like that in her life.
 
   Sam pulled Adalyn away from the door and out of the flow of dancers filing out of the club. Adalyn didn’t protest when Sam pulled her against her and led her to the bar as a few dancers lingered by the door.
 
   Adalyn’s back brushed up against the bar as Sam put her hands on either side of her trapping her in place. “Back off,” she ordered.
 
   Sam gave her a cool stare. “I like a woman with some backbone, but here and now isn’t the place for it,” she murmured and leaned in closer. “I’m not interested in her and if you want me, then step up to the plate, baby.” Sam took a step back. “Otherwise I don’t have the patience for little girls who are too afraid to do more than crave me.”
 
   Fuming, Adalyn took a step toward Sam as she glared up at her. She didn’t know why Samarra’s words chaffed so much but they did. “You’re the one checking out other girls every night. If you really wanted me, you’d have asked me out before now. You should stop coming here and stay home with your girlfriend.”
 
   “That’s what’s bothering you, darlin’?” Sam asked. “Well, relax. There is no girl at home waiting on me. As for the rest, this is a strip club, Adalyn, that’s part of why I come here. To look and enjoy a moment with an attractive woman, but you’re the only one I’ve wanted enough to ask out. I thought the feeling was mutual, but I guess you got what you wanted last night.”
 
   “You bitch,” she muttered, her voice rising slightly. 
 
   “Yeah, but I’m not a coward, baby,” she said softly.
 
   “Don’t ask for me anymore. I’ll have to refuse you.” She shoved Sam and took a step but Sam was right there blocking her escape. Adalyn swallowed tightly. There was nothing in her eyes—no, her stare was enigmatic, but the set of her jaw said she was hiding her emotions whatever they were. “Move.”
 
   Sam stepped aside, but she didn’t look at her and it stung. Adalyn’s skin chilled and she suppressed a shiver as she headed for the door where some dancers had been watching with interest.
 
   “I guess you aren’t the competition Val thought you were,” a brunette taunted.
 
   She gave the other woman a cold look and rushed out into the sunlight. The rays teamed around and washed over her, but didn’t take the chill that had set in away. Adalyn drew in a breath and pushed it out.
 
   She was okay. She held out her hands, palms facing down in a brief reminder to calm down. 
 
   Lam, vam, ram, yam, hum, om, shrim.
 
   She repeated the chant three times, fingers on her bracelet as she walked stiffly toward the bus stop. The melody of the words calmed her as they balanced the energy flowing through her as they were meant to.
 
   ****
 
   Cargo snapped more pictures of the dancer as she hurried out to the sidewalk. She was very pretty, and it was a shame she’d managed to get herself caught in the wrong person’s cross-hairs.
 
   His cell phone rang and he snagged it from the passenger seat of the four-door he’d rented to tail the girl in. She wouldn’t have recognized him, but he hadn’t wanted to take chances. 
 
   “What’s up?” he asked.
 
   “I need you to do another favor for me,” his friend said.
 
   “I’m already tailing the girl.” He didn’t know where she lived, so he’d decided to wait across the street from the club. Cargo hadn’t expected to see her until tonight. This had been a lucky break. “I’ll know where she lives by tonight.” She had to go home eventually.
 
   “Great. When you find out where she lives, get us a place near her. I don’t care how you have to pull it off. Then, get into her place and set up surveillance”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   “I’ve got colleagues who’re going to handle things until I can get there to take charge of her. I’ll send you the info you need to hook up with them,” his friend said. “Thanks. There’s a reward in it for you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   “Hey.” Sydney stepped into the security room and nodded to the other women as she made her way to the desk console where Sam was carefully studying a camera angle for the main floor.
 
   The wall console monitored the parking lots only while the desk one kept track of the inside and outside. There were two women for each and she was glad the techs had been able to update the system this morning though they’d just finished thirty minutes before the club opened. 
 
   Sam had been seated there since then having completed her meetings just after three. Maintaining the position had been a feat since her coyote had wanted to leap from the chair the second they saw Adalyn arrive.
 
   Normally, she wouldn’t have given a woman a second thought after a rejection, but Adalyn was impossible to shake. She told herself it was the heat, the animal’s hunger that wouldn’t be assuaged, but Sam knew that was a lie even as the words ran through her mind. 
 
   The reasons were immaterial when the craving was this strong. What she did about it was all that mattered. Pushing too hard made her a stalker but that was the way of the beast. Track the prey until you could lay claim to it.
 
   “What’s up?” Sam asked, rubbing the back of her neck. 
 
   “Only two of the hyenas are here,” Sydney said. “One of them’s been paying Marigold a little extra attention.”
 
   “I noticed,” she commented tightly. “I hope the tips are good.”
 
   Sydney snorted. “You hope she doesn’t give either of them a private dance,” she murmured. “Good luck on that.”
 
   “Is that what you came back here for? To taunt me?”
 
   “I’d be wasting my time,” Sydney said. “You’re Miss Cool-As-A-Cucumber. No one gets to you.”
 
   “So?” She’d worked hard at that. It had only taken once to have her heart savaged to teach her not to trust easily or wear her heart on her sleeve. 
 
   “So, Marjorie, that’s the hyena’s name. She and her pals hail from South Africa originally. They came over twenty years ago. Marjorie works for her uncle who owns an insurance agency.”
 
   “Are they American citizens?” Sam asked curiously. 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Where’s his company based?”
 
   “Here, but he has offices in New York and all through New Jersey and Vermont,” Sydney said. “Marjorie has been running the office here for the last six months because the guy’s dying. However, she and her girls were living in New York where she was running that office.”
 
   “Is he leaving anything to her?”
 
   “Everything,” Sydney told her. “So, the guy’s probably not her front man.”
 
   Sam agreed, but she didn’t like it. That meant Sorrento could be a threat.
 
   “But her uncle and Sorrento are golfing buddies, and he’s pretty chummy with Marjorie, but other than that, there’s nothing on her or her uncle. They’re law-abiding citizens.”
 
   “The only thing to do now is wait and see what happens,” Sam said as she pushed to her feet. “I finished working out the schedule for den patrol. Go over it and tell me if it works.”
 
   “I’ll do that in the morning,” Sydney told her. “We can meet after that unless you’re otherwise engaged.”
 
   Sam grunted. “I’ll be in my office. I need more info on Marjorie’s pals.”
 
   “Taking care of it,” Sydney told her. “You’re more of a slave driver than Mallory.”
 
   “That’s why I’m head of pack security.” Sam stepped out of the security room and headed to her office. She didn’t like the idea of a single hyena dominant planning to attack them, but she despised the idea of the two of them working together against Snow Fur.
 
   She stayed in her office for an hour and then walked the floor before heading outside. All the lights were still casting their bright smiles over the lot to chase away shadows.
 
   “Everything’s been quiet tonight,” one of the guards told her when Sam questioned her. “There is something out there though. I can feel it watching.”
 
   She gazed out past the parking lot. The warehouse district wasn’t that active at night. Most of the warehouses were closed along with the majority of other businesses except for the coffee house and the gas station.
 
   Their business butted up against woods on one side. Their veranda was fenced but the business on the other side closed at six. 
 
   “Keep your eyes open,” she said and made another round before going inside to take up post on the third floor veranda. The control room and offices were on that floor.
 
   At midnight, Sam went in search of Adalyn, determined not to allow her to take a cab home tonight. That afternoon, Mallory had told her that Adalyn no longer had a car as of three weeks ago. 
 
   She found her in the dancer’s small lounge. There were two other dancers there chatting about something. 
 
   “Hello, ladies,” Sam greeted them with a nod. They all turned to her with interest and expectation. 
 
   “Hi, Sam.”
 
   “Would you like a dance?” A red head asked.
 
   “Actually, I’d like to talk to Adalyn.”
 
   Adalyn glared at her but strolled over. “What do you want?” she demanded. 
 
   Sam took her hand and pulled her from the room. “Slow night?”
 
   “Sort of,” Adalyn answered stiffly as Sam’s thumb stroked the back of her wrist. Her warm such sparked flames in her belly and Adalyn jerked her hand free. Her skin still burned as the fire slowly died.
 
   “Why don’t you let me give you a ride home?”
 
   Adalyn crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t need your pity,” she said coldly. “I can take care of myself.”
 
   “I saw you dance tonight.”
 
   “So, you expect me to give you a dance?” she demanded coolly. 
 
   “Do I strike you as the type who doesn’t know how to ask for what she wants, darlin’?”
 
   “Listen, I don’t even know how you got back here, but I’m calling security if you don’t leave,” Adalyn said.
 
   Sam laughed. “Good luck with that. Now, why don’t I take you home? The big spenders have already gone.”
 
   Adalyn shook her head, indecision clear in her pretty green eyes. “Samarra—”
 
   “It’s just a ride home, Adalyn, not a marriage proposal.” She didn’t have to worry about that. All Sam wanted was her company, but it was clear she wasn’t going to get it. So she wouldn’t force it. However, she would make one last play on the ride home. Adalyn’s rebuffs this evening would be taken as a true no, and she would move on to find someone else who welcomed her advances. Valerie maybe. 
 
   The other woman wanted her money, but she’d earn whatever she got.
 
   “I would appreciate that, thank you. Let me change?” 
 
   “Not on my account,” Sam teased. “I like you just the way you are.”
 
   Adalyn laughed, and Sam saw true humor in her eyes that made her coyote smile. “I won’t be long.”
 
   “Take your time,” she said. She did like the dancer just the way she was. She was sweet yet full of fire.
 
   Sam was drawn to that and so was her animal. It was a furnace whispering to the coldness in her soul, and she wanted to warm herself by it as much as she wanted to stoke it to a wildfire.
 
   She wanted to see Adalyn smile. She wanted to learn the secrets behind that guarded look in her eyes too.
 
   She leaned against the wall exhaling shakily. “Careful,” she warned herself. “You could so fall for her.” Sam was already far more attracted to her than being in heat could account for.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   On the drive to her apartment, Adalyn was a little nervous. She didn’t know anything about Samarra except that she tipped well, and she had good taste in clothes.
 
   She could be just a pushy rapist beneath her civility and nice outfits. It wouldn’t be unheard of. Predators often hid their dark natures well. Her attraction to Samarra didn’t make it okay to be thoughtless, but she was always so careful. And it made her lonely. 
 
   “How are things with the other patrons at the club?” Samarra asked.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Any of them try to follow you home or get your address or anything?”
 
   “Marjorie’s tried to get me to go out with her, and she’s a little rude,” she said with a frown. Marjorie’s energy was wild like Joelle’s and there was something dangerous about her and her friends that left Adalyn on edge, but she was dealing with it. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “I’m curious. I’ve seen you interacting with patrons before, but you seemed more relaxed tonight. Is Marjorie a problem?”
 
   “She’s getting a little pushy,” she admitted. Mean is what she was getting. 
 
   “Are you interested in her?”
 
   “No, and I’ve told her,” Adalyn answered before she could stop herself. “Did you offer me a ride to grill me about my romantic life?” she demanded incredulously. 
 
   “Hardly,” Sam murmured. “I’m not concerned about competition.”
 
   “Because you can have me whenever you want?” she snapped. 
 
   Sam threw her a brief look. “Why are you so contentious?” 
 
   “You bring it out in me,” Adalyn muttered. “Turn right up here.”
 
   Sam pulled into the parking lot of the apartment complex and Adalyn directed her to the right building with its parking. 
 
   “I’ll walk you in,” Sam said after cutting the engine.
 
   “You don’t have to,” Adalyn murmured. “It’s a safe area.”
 
   “I know I don’t have to.” She climbed out and strode around to Adalyn’s side and pulled open her door. “I want to.”
 
   “Thanks.” Adalyn took the proffered hand and allowed Sam to help her out of her car.
 
   Samarra pushed the door closed and let Adalyn to lead the way. Adalyn noticed her casting curious glances around the lot as they strode up to her door.
 
   “Do you have a taser or pepper spray?” Sam asked.
 
   “No, I don’t really think I need it,” she said. 
 
   Sam grunted. “Adalyn, you really should take your safety a little more seriously. Do you have a dog?”
 
   “No.” She opened her purse to take out her key. Adalyn drew in a breath as she inserted it into the lock. “Would you like to come in for a drink?” She looked up at Sam.
 
   “I really shouldn’t,” she said. “It’s a little late.”
 
   Adalyn shrugged. “A little bit, but one drink won’t hurt,” she said. “I mean, it’s the least I can do since you gave me a ride.”
 
   “One.” Samarra agreed with a smile.
 
   Adalyn stepped inside. “Will wine be okay?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   Adalyn crossed the room to her galley kitchen and washed her hands before taking two goblets from a cabinet and wine from the fridge. She poured them each a half glass. Sam was admiring her small collection of pictures on the wall.
 
   “No family?” she called.
 
   “No. My mother kicked me out when I was fourteen. I haven’t talked to her since, and my father left us for another woman when I was two.”
 
   “What? Why in the hell would she kick you out?” Sam demanded.
 
   She shrugged, soaking up the outrage in Samarra’s voice. “Boyfriend number six tried to rape me, and I hit him with a lamp before I took a hammer to his hand.”
 
   Sam laughed. “Way to show him.” Her humor faded quickly and concern filled her copper gaze. “I don’t understand why she kicked you out for that.”
 
   Adalyn held out the glass and their fingers touched sending tendrils of electricity coursing through her. She gasped and drew back quickly, sloshing wine onto her dress. Something like knowledge flashed in Sam’s gaze, and she felt a growl reverberate through her. 
 
   Goddess. What was that?
 
   She looked away. “My mother was the kind of woman who’d rather have a cruel man than no man. Most of her lovers didn’t want children any more than she wanted me. I was only useful when there was no man or no girlfriend to get drunk and party with.” Her mother had taken short breaks from men and partying. During those times she drank less and was a half-way decent mother.
 
   She’d been in a perpetual state of confusion by her mother at first, but by the time she was eleven she was used to it. And her mother’s conditional love.
 
   “What did you do after that?” Sam asked.
 
   “I got a job at a burger joint and lived in by-the-week motels,” she said softly. “I hated the smell of grease and old food, but ironically I quit that to wait tables when I was seventeen. Now, I’m taking off my clothes for money. Least the pay’s better.” She heard the deprecation in her voice and struggled for something to cover it and stave off the question she saw in Samarra’s eyes. “What about you?”
 
   “Mallory and Sydney are like sisters to me.” She took a sip of the wine. 
 
   “You’re an orphan?” She frowned. The very thought of Samarra being completely alone in the world tugged at her heart.
 
   “Yes.” Sam nodded and there was a haunted look in her eyes, and the tone of her voice told Adalyn not to ask.
 
   Someone with a worst childhood than her? 
 
   Two damaged dolls from different worlds. What could they have in common besides their scars?
 
   Adalyn sat down on the couch and removed her canvas sneakers. She pushed them under the old wood coffee table and sat back. Then pushed her hair over her shoulder as she studied Sam.
 
   “Sydney let you back to the lounge?”
 
   Sam took another sip of wine and set the glass on the coffee table. “Why don’t we have that lunch tomorrow?” 
 
   She frowned. “I don’t get up until eleven or twelve.”
 
   “I’ll pick you up at two.” Sam smiled.
 
   “Okay.” One lunch wouldn’t hurt. Sam would see just how boring she really was and move on to Valerie.
 
   “Walk me out then,” Sam commanded, extending a hand to her.
 
   Adalyn took it and walked her to the door. Once there, Sam turned to her and caressed her cheek. Adalyn shivered, the touch making her blood heat.
 
   Sam brushed her lips against Adalyn’s lightly and Adalyn’s lips parted, but Sam didn’t kiss her. Her stomach clenched, and she hoped her disappointment didn’t show in her face.
 
   “Adalyn, I shouldn’t kiss you,” she murmured. “I just might not be able to stop especially after last night.”
 
   She flushed. “Oh.” Was that truth or a ploy to get her into bed? Did it matter? 
 
   Her bed was where she wanted Samarra, and maybe if they just had sex and got it over with this odd spinning out of control feeling she got around Samarra would just vanish. The chemistry fueling her lust would fade like a storm.
 
   “You smell so good though I can’t resist.” Sam claimed Adalyn’s mouth with a soft moan. Adalyn’s tongue stroked against Sam’s, and Sam deepened the kiss. 
 
   Adalyn sighed as she stroked her fingers over Sam’s nape and speared them into the thick wavy locks to drag her head closer. 
 
   Sam pressed her against the wall next to the door and put one hand on it, the other at Adalyn’s waist. Adalyn snuggled closer and Samarra’s hand clenched at her hip. Sam was a delicious weight of feminine muscle against her, and Adalyn savored the feel of her, the spice of her scent.
 
   Sam broke the kiss, and Adalyn’s lashes fluttered up. Her body was catching fire and her thoughts were slipping into a haze where only this moment and her need to lose herself in the heady desire mattered.
 
   “Don’t stop,” Adalyn murmured softly. Her voice held a plea she couldn’t be ashamed of. It had been over nine months since she’d last enjoyed a woman’s kiss, and the caress of her hand.
 
   She wanted to believe any woman would have done, but Sam drew her like a moth to a flame. She made Adalyn hunger for more than her near-solitary existence where she was too cautious, too fearful to allow a lover into her life. 
 
   Sam made her remember the life she’d ached for before the murders, before the fire, and before the conversation that put her on the run for her life. Right now, right here though, a slice of that happiness she’d once ached for was within her grasp.
 
   So Adalyn reached out to stroke a finger over Sam’s jaw, asking silently for what she wanted. 
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want to stop?” Sam asked softly.
 
   Adalyn trailed kisses along Samarra’s jaw. “I’m sure.” She answered with her lips against Samarra’s, her gaze locked with hers. Adalyn claimed Samarra’s lips for a slow kiss. 
 
   Sam let her play, as their tongues came together in a duel that drew a breathless moan from Adalyn. Her hands shook as they stroked down Sam’s back to rest on the tight rise of her ass. 
 
   Adalyn backed slowly away before turning and gliding to her bedroom where she flipped on the light. She turned in time to see Samarra joining her. 
 
   Adalyn pulled the combs holding her hair in place free so her hair tumbled down around her face, cascading over her shoulders. 
 
   Samarra’s gaze burned on her, and Adalyn’s skin heated even more. She felt powerful and desired as Samarra stalked closer. 
 
   “Do you want me to dance for you?” Adalyn asked demurely.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   “Not tonight,” Samarra rasped out. “I want you to undress.”
 
   Adalyn gave her a slow smile and lifted her arm to release a tiny little hook at the side of her dress before gliding the zipper down. She pushed the sleeves off her shoulders and let the dress fall to pool at her feet.
 
   Samarra’s breathing came faster now, her shoulders rising and falling rapidly. Adalyn stepped out of the dress, clad only in panties and a matching bra of delicate silk. She caressed her fingers down the valley of her breasts to her stomach.
 
   “I want you naked, so I can enjoy every inch of you, please,” she said She knew Samarra liked being in charge, and she didn’t really mind being dominated by this sexy woman.
 
   For a moment, Sam just stood there watching her with unreadable dark copper eyes, and then unbuttoned her shirt taking her time with the buttons of her vest. She discarded it and tugged at the silk of her tie until the knot came undone. She tossed it aside and pulled her shirt tail from her pants before unbuttoning it.
 
   It seemed like every muscle in her body was tense, and she’d forgotten how to breathe as she waited for Sam to remove the shirt. Her skin was the perfect shade of brown with red undertones. The lacy black bra cupping her breasts was an interesting juxtaposition to her suits that intrigued Adalyn.
 
   She tossed the shirt aside revealing a band of black ink on her upper arm circling it like a bracelet. She made out carefully drawn bind runes, on either side of a paw. She identified some of runes, power and strength, combined into designs she didn’t understand but lost interest in as Samarra unzipped her pants. The heat inside her intensified as Sam flicked the button free before pushing them down over her hips. The sleek black boy shorts were a lacy complement to the bra and Adalyn all but lost her breath at the muscled beauty and curious style of the woman before her. 
 
   “You’re so luscious, Samarra. I want to lick you all over,” Adalyn said softly.
 
   Sam caressed her cheek and then trailed a finger over Adalyn’s throat down to her collarbone. “That’ll have to wait because I am going to eat you up, darlin’,” she murmured and brushed the straps of Adalyn’s bra aside before releasing the front clasp. She cupped the full mounds, the pert pink tips standing at attention.
 
   Samarra ran her thumbs over the peaks before pinching one and then the other. She slapped one breast and then the other, watching them jiggle before giving them another swat. 
 
   “Such a pretty blush,” she said and pinched a taught tip hard enough to draw a cry from Adalyn. Sam lowered her head and traced her tongue around the pale pink areola and then blew over the nipple before closing her teeth over it and scraping lightly.
 
   “Uh-ahh,” Adalyn cried softly as pleasure rambled through from the bite of pain. Samarra sucked the succulent flesh, pulling hard on the nipple.
 
   Adalyn pushed her fingers into Samarra’s hair and drew her head closer. 
 
   Sam caught the nipple between her teeth to the tune of a harsh gust of air and tugged lightly. She released the taut flesh and turned her head to lash the other nipple with her tongue’s tip before taking it into her mouth and sucking.
 
   Adalyn’s head rolled back on her shoulders as bliss caressed her.
 
   Sam pushed Adalyn back onto the bed and moved over her. She claimed her mouth softly. The kiss was hot and sweet before Sam broke it to kiss her way down to Adalyn’s nearly flat stomach. She drew her tongue around Adalyn’s navel and down to her lower belly.
 
   Fabric ripped and Samarra moved between her thighs. Pushing them further apart, Samarra used the fingers of one hand to part the flushed lips of Adalyn’s pussy and run her tongue up the juicy slit. 
 
   “Mmm. I’ve been dying for a taste of you,” Sam said and drew her tongue around the nubbin before gliding the tip down one side only to flick it up the other side. 
 
   Adalyn’s breath came faster and sensation suffused her. “Samarra,” she cried raggedly. Sam gave Adalyn’s mound a light tap and Adalyn shivered. Samarra hit her again, this time her hand striking Adalyn’s clit. 
 
   “Samarra,” she cried out, trembling as waves of rapture washed over her. 
 
   Sam drew a finger around the opening of Adalyn’s body. “Your pussy smells so sweet,” she said and pushed the tip of her finger into the dripping entrance. 
 
   Adalyn groaned. “Please give me more.”
 
   Samarra chuckled and pushed her finger deeper. Samarra hissed. “Damn you’re tight as a sweet dream,” she said and lowered her head to lick over Adalyn’s clit. She closed her lips over it sucking it as she pressed two fingers into Adalyn’s pussy.
 
   Adalyn arched up thrusting her pussy closer to Samarra’s face as she moaned. “God. Oh god!” she screamed.
 
   Sam rested the flat of her tongue against Adalyn’s clit and pressed as she fucked her harder.
 
   Adalyn writhed against her hand, gripped her hair and whimpered. 
 
   “Oh fuck. It’s so good. It’s good, Samarra!” She mewled as Sam fucked her faster, slamming her fingers in, stroking them against that sweet spot that threw Adalyn over the edge with a scream. 
 
   ****
 
   Sam came to her knees as Adalyn trembled beneath the force of her orgasms. She reached into her briefs and gripped the dildo made of cyberskin. The material was soft with the warmth of human skin. 
 
   Sam pulled it free and positioned the mushroom head at the entrance of Adalyn’s body. She thrust into her wet and ready pussy and began to fuck her.
 
   “Samarra!” Adalyn draped one leg over Samarra’s hips. 
 
   “You want me?” Sam asked.
 
   “Yes,” she cried. “So bad.” 
 
   Sam thrust into her and the back edge of the dildo pressed against her clit, hitting it just right with each stroke. She groaned. “Oh fuck,” she cried. 
 
   Sam set up a steady rhythm of hard strokes that drew harsh cries from them both as pleasure took them over. Adalyn’s hands glided up Sam’s back and down it, her nails raking her skin as they both got lost in the passion. 
 
   “Oh, my Goddess!” Adalyn cried and a second orgasm was torn from her.
 
   “Adalyn!” Sam chanted her name as she came, her body trembling from the force of her orgasm. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   He got to his feet and fought the urge to snarl as he turned his back on his computer. Disgust made his stomach twist and bile rise in his throat.
 
   Two women fucking wasn’t the most attractive sight to him. Now, two men taking a woman, that was beautiful. 
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” Cargo demanded coolly before throwing the woman working with them a questioning glance. Curtis’s brother was the building manager and both brothers had been recruited to help in the surveillance and capture of Adalyn Wolf. The only reason he was still here was because the woman had asked him to stay and make sure the cameras were all working.
 
   “Nothing,” Curtis muttered.
 
   “Too late for second thoughts,” she told him coldly. “Besides you and your brother owe us a favor.”
 
   “I just can’t believe she’s gay,” he said angrily. “I took her out to dinner.” 
 
   “So what?” the woman demanded. “Even lesbians eat dinner, but rest assured, Curt, the only dick she wants is that nice little cyberskin Summerfield had on tonight.”
 
   “Why would a woman want a toy when she could have the real thing?” he demanded petulantly. 
 
   The dude looked horrified and Cargo studied him with as much humor as he saw filling the woman’s eyes now. 
 
   “It feels like the real thing,” she told him with a throaty laugh. “The construction is superb. The veins feel better than those on a real dick. These ones, if it’s a Mia original as it appears to be, can be can even be pierced, they can be worn all the time with maximum comfort, and they stay hard. So, hmm—a real dick that goes limp or a fake one that’s always ready for action—tough decision.” She laughed, and he growled at her.
 
   “Bitches,” he muttered. “Nothing can replace the real thing.”
 
   Her gaze raked down his body. “We aren’t stuck with the size we’re born with either. If a woman wants something bigger or something smaller, her lover can give her that too.” 
 
   “Sounds like someone’s getting the short end of the stick to me,” he taunted.
 
   “Not hardly,” she murmured, the humor wrapping around her words. “The cock’s made to hit the wearer’s clit with every thrust, so both parties get what they came for.”
 
   He snorted. “I don’t believe you.”
 
   She shrugged. “I guess strap-on packing butches give you straight men complexes.”
 
   “Hardly,” he muttered. “I’ve got the goods.” He grabbed the bulge between his thighs.
 
   Cargo shook his head as he turned back to the screen. Some men had issues with lesbians but as a hyena male he’d grown up around dominant women with dicks unlike the outraged coyote. 
 
   Dominant hyena females were born intersex and had a little more testosterone and body strength than other female shifters. It gave them an edge over women as well as hyena males, but that little gift of nature wasn’t everything.
 
   He frowned as he took a closer look at the women on the screen. The dominant was inked. He could make out a few of the lines of the tat on her arm that told a story he’d heard from an old Indian in Oklahoma a few years ago. He’d been down there with his brother on vacation.
 
   Indians viewed the coyote as a trickster in general, but the ones he’d met had viewed the animal as a creature of powerful medicine.
 
    Strong, intelligent, and brave the coyote was a creature of cunning. It was an animal of magick that could survive even in impossible odds. Descended from the wolf, any shifter of coyote blood was a fierce fighter that stood its ground like the wolf.
 
   The Indian-born coyote shifters were a deadly foe that would stand against a pack of hyenas and win.
 
   “What if that’s her life mate?” Cargo asked carefully. The Indian had been with one. He’d seen the markings on the woman’s wrist. They were similar to the ones on Adalyn’s lower back. A paw with claw marks on each side. The Indian’s were deep and pronounced, but the slashes on Adalyn’s back were faint as if they were just developing. However, it was an indication she was mating. 
 
   “Tough on Summerfield,” the woman told him in a hard tone. “She’ll just have to die too.” 
 
   “Coyotes aren’t that hard to kill anyway,” Curtis muttered, his gaze on the computer now. 
 
   Cargo saw that killing look in his eyes and slanted a look at the screen again. He didn’t exactly agree but he wasn’t an egocentric prick either. He had to admit though judging by the marks on Adalyn’s lower back his old packmate’s boss had targeted the wrong girl. 
 
   “You need to find out if they’re mates,” Cargo told them. “Because if they are, you’re about to hit a snag.”
 
   “Coyotes don’t mate for life,” the woman said in disdain.
 
   “Under some circumstances,” Curtis told her with a shrug. “They are descendants of the wolf—inferior but nonetheless they have the possibility.”
 
   “Nothing changes!” the woman snapped. “Adalyn dies and now Summerfield does too end of story.”
 
   “It’s so not going to be that easy,” Cargo told her. “You better do your research and make some new plans Stan.”
 
   “Over dramatic much.” The woman rolled her eyes.
 
   He would let his packmate know the score, but as of now he was out. These hyenas were about to enter a fight with a creature that never backed down. It would be a battle to the death, and he wanted no part of it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Adalyn rolled or tried to roll onto her back the next morning as her alarm clock screamed from the bedside table. Her bare back came flush up against Samarra’s chest and her lips curved into a smile.
 
   She’d stayed after fucking her into exhaustion. Adalyn didn’t know when she’d last spent the night with a lover.
 
   “Turn it off, Adalyn,” Samarra ordered grumpily.
 
   Adalyn reached over to slap the clock and groaned. She was sore? That dildo had been so good though.
 
   Warm lips pressed against the back of her neck and sharp teeth lightly scraped her skin as Samarra’s hand closed around her waist and pulled her back.
 
   “Morning,” she murmured in Adalyn’s ear. 
 
   “I can’t believe you’re still here.” 
 
   “This was the only place I wanted to be last night.” Samarra’s breath fanned her ear, heating her skin.
 
   Adalyn shivered and put her hand on Samarra’s. “Is that a fact?” She hoped it was. She’d dreamed about having Samarra in her bed, waking up next to her.
 
   Sam kissed the side of her neck. “You have no idea what you do to me,” she whispered. 
 
   “I hope it’s something like what you do to me,” Adalyn said softly. 
 
   “What is that?” Sam caressed Adalyn’s belly before palming a breasts and pinching the nipple sharply.
 
   Adalyn gasped. “Something like that.”
 
   Sam turned Adalyn onto her back and leaned down to take her mouth while her hand lightly stroked Adalyn’s stomach before drifting lower. Adalyn moaned softly and pushed her fingers into Samarra’s hair. 
 
   “Uh-ahh, Samarra.” She rolled onto her back and Samarra pushed a fingertip inside her already slick entrance. Her breathing came harder. “Mmm.”
 
   Sam trailed kisses to her breasts and licked over a tightly furled bud. She sucked and then laved it before moving on to the twin. As she treated the other to a long lick Sam pushed two fingers into Adalyn’s pussy and let her thumb press against the tight bundle of nerves of Adalyn’s clit. Adalyn’s hips came off the bed with a gasp of pleasure. 
 
   Adalyn mewled as Sam’s fingers fucked in and out of her slowly while her mouth teased and tormented her nipples. She thrust up impaling herself on the long fingers and caressed Sam’s arm as she gave herself over to sensation, drowned in it.
 
   “Yes.” She was already so close and the pads of Samarra’s fingers hit her sweet spot and her body tightened.
 
   “Not yet,” Sam murmured and withdrew her fingers. “I want to come with you.” She climbed onto Adalyn and ground her clit against Adalyn’s.
 
   Adalyn moaned and draped one leg over Sam’s hips and arched up to meet her slow grind. She gasped as bliss shot through her and slid her hands up Sam’s back as Samarra pushed herself up onto her elbows. 
 
   “You’re so perfect, Addy,” she said roughly. “Every inch of you.”
 
   She kissed Sam’s shoulder and scraped her nails down her back as she began to thrust against her urgently. Their clits came together with wicked precision, sweat dewed her skin and sounds of wet sex played on the air like a soft melody. 
 
   “Oh fuck!” Sam cried.
 
   “Yes.” Their bodies moved in a frantic dance. Adalyn raked her nails down Samarra’s back as she was swept up in the throes of passion. She let out a scream as one hard grind sent her tumbling headlong into a white-hot orgasm. Colors danced before her eyes and a low growl mingled with her own harsh breathing.
 
   “Oh baby,” Sam murmured moments later as she collapsed on Adalyn and rolled onto her back taking Adalyn with her. She nuzzled the side of her neck, her tongue flicking out sending shards of pleasure shimmying through Adalyn.
 
   Adalyn lifted her head and hair tumbled around them forming a curtain as she met Samarra’s gaze and grinned. “I thought only men were this horny in the mornings.”
 
   “I can’t speak from experience,” Sam murmured. “Are you?”
 
   “A little bit. I had two boyfriends.” She wrinkled her nose. “I thought there was something wrong with me that I didn’t like boys, so I put forth a real effort to like them.”
 
   “How’d that work out for you?”
 
   “Not too well,” she answered. 
 
   “Why not?” Samarra asked stroking her back. 
 
   “I just like the way women smell and the way they feel. I especially love the way they make love. Add a strap-on—I’m a sucker for a strap-on. I don’t know why.” She laughed, slightly embarrassed.
 
   “Mmm. I can tell how hot you are for my dick,” Sam teased and then kissed her. “What about kids?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Adalyn admitted softly. Her childhood had been crap, and her mother had told her enough times that children ruined everything. 
 
   “You still have plenty of time to think about it.” Samarra pushed Adalyn’s hair aside and kissed her shoulder. “What are you going to do with the rest of your life? Not dance?”
 
   She sighed. “I don’t know.” She’d thought of where to go from here, but her life was still uncertain. She didn’t think she could plan for a future with the possibility of Joelle hunting her down. “I’ve been thinking about going back to school to be an accountant.” She only had two years left on her degree. She’d done all the bookkeeping for her boss in addition to being his secretary.
 
   “Sounds like a plan,” Sam said. “You’ll be good at it.”
 
   “I know. What about you? What do you do?”
 
   “I own part of the club,” Sam told her. “And I’m an accountant and investment broker.”
 
   “Really? An investment broker? “
 
   “It’s fascinating work, and I love numbers,” she said.  “The fact that I can really work from anywhere is perfect because I love to travel.”
 
   “Alone?” 
 
   “I usually have Sydney with me,” she said. “If I had a long-term girlfriend I’d take her if she was available.”
 
   “How many of your girlfriends have you taken on trips?” Not that she was angling for anything, but it would be nice to know she’d be invited if Samarra went on a trip anytime soon.
 
   “I don’t do long-term,” she said. 
 
   “Oh.” She’d guessed as much. Samarra just wanted to use her for sex. Well, wasn’t that all she could do right now too? “I guess when you said you only wanted to spend some time with me it was an euphuism for a brief fling, but you should have told me you were one of my bosses.”
 
   “It’s not an issue, Adalyn,” Sam murmured.
 
   “Right.” She rolled out of Sam’s arms and climbed out of bed. Her chest tightened and she went cold all over. Goddess on Olympus, she should have followed her first mind no matter how much she’d wanted Samarra last night. “I have a full day.”
 
   “Is that your way of telling me to get out?” Sam asked softly.
 
   She turned to see Sam sitting up on the bed, regret zigzagging through her at the chill she’d heard in her own tone. Adalyn started to apologize as her gaze caught on the tattoo on Samarra’s upper back. The slash marks were flanked by intricate designs of bind runes, and beautifully drawn animal heads. They were like the ones on her arm. 
 
   Used correctly bind runes be used as focus or in magic. They could be used to change reality and perception he’d been told but her mentor had never had a chance to educate her in that magical art.
 
   Fascinated by the lines that seemed to tell a story, she wondered if Samarra was a witch or had just chosen the runes randomly because they looked cool. She started to mention them, but her gaze slid lower and Adalyn’s eyes widened. Samarra’s gorgeous skin was decorated with red scratches from shoulder to waist. She winced. 
 
   She’d never been that wildly turned on by a woman in her life. And she wanted Samarra again even now just looking at her. 
 
   “Samarra, I—your back—”
 
   “It’ll heal, Adalyn,” she said coolly and rounded the bed. 
 
   She moved with such grace and ease with her nakedness Adalyn envied her. But her body was gorgeous lines and planes of hard muscle and sinew that were a testament of the pride she took in her looks. 
 
   “Give me a few minutes in your bathroom, and I’m out of here.”
 
   Adalyn heaved a sigh and ran a hand through her hair. She hadn’t meant to hurt Samarra, but she didn’t really want to sit around talking about her future plans with a woman who wasn’t including her in hers. 
 
   Adalyn opened up a drawer and yanked out shorts and a camisole top. She pulled them on as the water started to run in the bathroom and stalked into the kitchen. She washed her hands and dried them, clenching them in the towel.
 
   Getting involved with the boss was a bad idea every time because if things ended badly and they just might —“Then, I’m going to get fired.”
 
   “Not unless you really fuck something up in the security room.”
 
   She squeaked and jerked around to find Sam leaning against the doorframe looking too damn good even in rumpled trousers and blouse with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows. The top two buttons had been left open revealing the lean column of her throat.
 
   “I paid too damned much for that equipment,” she said and then grinned before pushing off the frame and walking over. Sam stroked a finger along Adalyn’s jaw. “Addy, don’t be so dramatic.”
 
   Was she reading her mind? 
 
   “Uh, I—what are you talking about?” she asked quickly.
 
   Samarra shook her head. “I’m not going to fire you if this is as far as things go. Kicking you for kicking me to the curb would be childish and immature. I may as well be holding you down and raping you, and I don’t want any woman that way.”
 
   She nodded wondering if she could trust that.
 
   “I’ll see you later,” Sam said. “Lunch?”
 
   “No.” Adalyn shook her head. “I really do have a lot of things to do today.” 
 
   Sam studied her, and she thought she saw disappointment flicker in her eyes.
 
   “I’ll see you at the club tonight,” Sam said. “When are you getting your car back?”
 
   “You don’t have to drive me home,” Adalyn said coldly. “I know how to take care of myself. Please, get out.”
 
   Sam studied her coolly. “I was just thinking how tiring it must be for you to take the bus all day. I was going to suggest you let me drive you around, but I guess that’s a no. See you around.” She turned and trekked from the apartment, closing the door quietly behind her.
 
   Adalyn exhaled a frustrated breath and rubbed her neck. “Why is life screwing with me, Goddess?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Her phone rang, and Adalyn frowned and hurried to the living area to grab the handset from the coffee table. “Hello?”
 
   “Miss Wolf?”
 
   Adalyn went icy all over, and she tightened her grip on the phone so much her knuckles ached. “You have the wrong number.”
 
   “This is Detective Sang. You might remember me from the Reacher case,” he said. “Detective James was killed last night. He’d been investigating the fire that destroyed the house you were renting.”
 
   “You have the wrong number. My last name is Snow.” Oh no. No. 
 
   “We’re reopening the investigation into your boss’s death, and I need you to come down for a few questions.”
 
   “You have the wrong person. My boss is very much alive.” The shrillness of her voice punctuated her sentence. 
 
   “If James found you, so will whoever tried to kill you,” he assured her. “You need to come back here where we can protect you.”
 
   She was shaking now, barely able to keep the phone to her ear. What she needed to do was vanish again. Dye her hair, cut it short, and leave the country. She’d make enough money in four days to get a ticket out of here, but she needed money to live on. With what she had already, she’d need at least another week’s worth of salary to get out of town and support herself for a week.
 
   But what if she couldn’t find a job?
 
   Hell, she needed a passport too and shots. It would take too long to get things in order. She’d have to work a week and then move to another state to get things taken care of from there.
 
   “Did you hear what I said?” he asked.
 
   “No, but it’s irrelevant because you have the wrong number.”
 
   “Detective James thought you were in imminent danger and if he’s right, Miss Wolf, your killer already knows where you are. Do you want to take that chance?”
 
   She hung up and fought back a scream as she threw the phone across the room. It smashed into the wall, and she exhaled shakily.
 
   “No. No!” She hissed out. “Calm down.” She paced. You’ll be fine. She won’t burn down the apartment building. Just a week and she wouldn’t spend too much time outside. She’d make sure her cab was waiting before going outside. 
 
   The doorbell rang, and she started. It was probably one of her neighbors. Adalyn forced her feet to move even though she trembled inside. By the time she got there, all she found was a box. She picked it up and took it inside. The pretty wrapping made her smile but it faded fast as she regarded it warily. 
 
   Samarra hadn’t had time to arrange a gift for her. That was probably the last thing on her mind anyway. 
 
   Adalyn lifted the lid slowly and black roses stared up at her dull and grim. From one side, a folded sheet of red rose like a tongue licking out.
 
    
 
   Roses are red,
 
   Violets are blue,
 
   Flowers for your funeral too.
 
   ****
 
   “I talked to Jenner last night,” Sydney told Samarra who was going over a client’s stock portfolio. “He’s got a packmate doing surveillance on them.”
 
   “Anything we need to worry about?”
 
   “Daffodil, she’s one of Marjorie’s pals, met with Sorrento last night,” Sydney said. “No bugs so he has no idea what they talked about, but Sorrento’s chief of sentry did tell him they had inherited a piece of property off Old Mourning Port Road.”
 
   Right near their pack. There was probably about five or ten miles between their land and the old Henley place. It was spacious but not as big as theirs or even the other pack’s property.
 
   “Oaklyn met with him and Sorrento wants to buy them out,” Sydney told her. “I’m going over there with Mallory later to talk to him.”
 
   “Did he request the meet?” If he had he was concerned. Oaklyn didn’t involve Mallory in his concerns unless he thought he might need her help.
 
   “Yeah. Once I see him I’ll know best how concerned he is about Sorrento,” she said. “Jenner is checking him out further. I think he’s as concerned as we are.”
 
   Sam closed the file she was studying and looked out of the large window of her home office at the rolling green lawn. There were trees in the distance but the leaves hadn’t begun to change colors yet.
 
   “I’ve been digging into Marigold’s past a little deeper,” Sydney told her quietly. “The initial report was just for a criminal background and things like that, so nothing popped.”
 
   “Now?”
 
   “Adalyn Snow doesn’t exist. Her social security number treks back to a dead girl named Madalyn Snow who died when she was six days old. The child’s mother’s dead as well, so I’m running a search on the name Adalyn. Mica said she’d be able to get access to facial recognition software through a friend who works in a forensics lab.”
 
   “Why are you checking her out anyway?” Sam demanded. “Mallory didn’t tell me she wanted further information on her.”
 
   She sighed. “Mallory didn’t really ask for this, but I decided to see if she had any connections to Sorrento,” Sydney explained. “Mal wants all the bases covered.”
 
   Sam growled at her. “She’s not working with those bottom-feeders!” 
 
   “Because you fucked her? What better way to gain inside info on us than to put a girl in?”
 
   Sam got to her feet shoving her hands into her pockets. Adalyn didn’t act like a spy of any kind but that didn’t mean she wasn’t. Maybe she was being coerced, or she was just playing hard to get to keep her off balance.
 
   “I told Mica to keep it just between us—she and I for now,” Sydney told her. “But I’ll keep you in the loop all things considered.”
 
   “She’s not even a temporary mate. She was a one-time thing and nothing more,” Sam said urgently. Temporary mates came and went in their lives. They were the sex partners the coyotes sated their needs with when they were in heat. Some called them lovers. Others called them temp mates because they were involved in long-term relationships with the individual. 
 
   Those lovers had a special meaning to the pack and were often protected when danger stalked them. On the other hand, those lovers weren’t given all the rights and protections entitled to a life partner also called a mate. 
 
   “That’s probably a good thing,” Sydney said. “I’ll see you at the club tonight.” 
 
   ****
 
   “So, what happened with Samarra last night?” Leah demanded, her blue eyes staring with rapt attention.
 
   Adalyn rolled her eyes. “Nothing happened,” she said and curled her hand around her coffee cup. “We just had some wine.” Some wine and incredible sex. Now the woman was in her head. She couldn’t stop thinking about Samarra and that clove scent of her.
 
   “I think you’re hiding something,” Leah said with narrowed eyes. 
 
   “I am not,” Adalyn exclaimed, feeling a bit uneasy as she always did when Leah looked at her like that. It was as if she was trying to see right into her soul or something. 
 
   “There’s a bite mark on your neck,” Leah said as she pursed her lips. Humor lit her eyes.
 
   “You had sex with her didn’t you?” she accused.
 
   “Yeah, okay, we did.” And all she wanted was to do it again. 
 
   “You skank.” Leah grinned. “So how was she? As good as she looks?”
 
   She laughed. “Better.” So much better than the sex she’d had with her in her day dreams. “Man she can kiss.” She could have come just from Samarra’s kisses.
 
   Leah leaned closer. “Ooo! Oh god, Valerie would just die if she found out you actually fucked Samarra.”
 
   She held up her hand, shaking her head. “It was just that one time, and it won’t be happening again,” Adalyn quickly assured her. 
 
   “Are you serious? I thought she was better than that. That bastard,” she muttered and then glanced at her cell phone. “She’s no gentleman after all.”
 
   “It’s really not her fault,” Adalyn said softly but inside her stomach twisted in bitter regret. She didn’t want it to be the last time, but she couldn’t date one of her bosses. It was a recipe for disaster.
 
   “Oh, honey, I know we were gonna have lunch, but I have to go,” Leah said. “I’ll see you tonight. You want me to get this?”
 
   “No. You can treat next time. Besides it was just coffee.” They hadn’t ordered yet.
 
   “Tomorrow—” she pointed from her to Adalyn. “Same place, same time. My treat.”
 
   “Rain check?” She’d be doing research tomorrow on her new identity. She had to get out of here as soon as she could, and she really wanted her new name in place before she left.
 
   “Okay. We’ll talk about it later.” Leah waved and headed out the door.
 
   Adalyn sighed and leaned back against the vinyl of the booth just as the waitress in hunter green and white approached her. 
 
   “Are you ready to order?” she asked. 
 
   “Yeah.” She grabbed the menu. She wouldn’t be eating again until this time tomorrow more than likely. So, she may as well grab a bite now and start her research while she waited for her meal.
 
   “Okay. What would you like?”
 
   Adalyn’s stomach fluttered and the back of her head felt as if it was being stroked. She stilled inside wondering what that meant. It had never happened before. 
 
   “Mind if I join you, Addy?”
 
   Heat snaked through her and her mouth dried out as her head came up. That sexy voice tied her tongue in a knot as their eyes met. Cool copper washed over her and her nipples hardened so fast it stole her breath.
 
   “Samarra,” she said breathlessly.
 
   Samarra took Leah’s seat, brushing the half empty cup of coffee aside. “The lady’s waiting for your order, darlin’.”
 
   “Oh.” She looked up at the waitress apologetically. “I’ll have the BLT with the vegetable soup and water.”
 
   “And you?” She turned to Sam.
 
   “Cream of broccoli and potato soup with a salad and sweet tea.”
 
   She smiled and read their orders back to them. “I’ll be right back with your tea and water.” She stepped away from their table and Sam turned her gaze on Adalyn.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Adalyn asked carefully. 
 
   “Grabbing some lunch,” Sam answered. “I did ask you to meet me here because I do come here on occasion and I know the food is good.”
 
   “Oh. I was having lunch with Leah, but she had to run. Urgent phone call or something.”
 
   “I saw her heading out,” Sam murmured. “You didn’t tell me where you were from last night.”
 
   “You didn’t actually ask,” Adalyn said and scrambled. “It’s in my application file.”
 
   “I didn’t read it, so I’m asking,” Sam said leaning toward her. “I want to know the you that you didn’t put on paper. The woman who likes dancing, and enjoys the power it gives her over the women watching. I want to know the woman I woke up with.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Her heart stopped and fear course through her. She rubbed her hands over the bracelet on her wrist on her lap.
 
   Shrim. Shirm. She chanted the healing mantra that evoked a sense of inner peace among other things.
 
   She had to stay calm. This was no time to lose it. She had to stick to her script. Last night she’d told Samarra way more than she’d ever told anyone about her past. As a rule she said her mother was dead and left it at that. People didn’t look into her past because there was nothing to know and nothing to find. Those that looked through her records as a ward of the state were sealed.
 
   “I’m from Washington,” she heard herself saying and groaned inwardly. “Seattle for a while and then Rainer. I left when I turned seventeen. Haven’t been back since.” She never wanted to be anywhere near that state again, mentally or physically. Washington was where the scared and terrorized little girl she’d been had lived. 
 
   “Here you go.” The waitress set their drinks down. Your order will be up soon.” She gave them a nod and moved off to another table.
 
   “Why come here?”
 
   She hadn’t had enough money to get to Atlanta. She’d thought the south would be a good change of pace, but now she was considering leaving the country. 
 
   “I saw a picture and thought it was pretty here.”
 
   Samarra’s brows lifted as she studied her and Adalyn looked away feeling as if she’d heard the lie in her voice. It didn’t matter really did it?
 
   She’d spent over half her life lying or telling half-truths just to survive. And she’d never had anyone who really cared when all was said and done. People just wanted to be satisfied and she’d learned how to do that when she needed to. This wasn’t one of those moments. After all, she’d be gone by the end of next week.
 
   “I’m from Oklahoma,” Samarra said. “I had an aunt here who took me in when my family was killed.”
 
   “You decided to stay?” She sneaked a curious peek at Samarra. Her eyes gave nothing away and she wondered if that was a lie meant to draw the truth from her. Good luck with that. She’d said all she was going to about her past, and she still didn’t know how this woman had gotten her to reveal so much.
 
   “I liked it here,” Sam told her. “It’s truly beautiful.”
 
   “It is,” Adalyn agreed with a faint smile and then looked away again, her gaze on the cars passing on the street.
 
   “It was lucky for me Leah asked you to meet her here,” Sam said softly. “I really wanted to see you again before tonight.”
 
   Adalyn looked at her suspiciously. “Why?” she asked carefully. She couldn’t fathom what might be in Samarra’s mind. The woman was a mystery to her. Her energy was powerful with an edge of wildness that drew her rather than repulsed her like the energy of some of the patrons at the club.
 
   She didn’t like wanting Samara, hungering to see her face, to feel her touch. She couldn’t wait to dance for her every night, and she’d missed it last night though she’d gotten something better.
 
   “I told you, baby. I want to know you inside out.”
 
   “For how long? You said you wanted a little of my time and just this morning you said you didn’t do ‘long-term’.” She threw Samarra’s words at her expecting her to at least glare at her before she amended or explained what she’d really meant.
 
   Sam shrugged and leaned back against the back of the booth with the confident air of a woman at ease with the lie she was about to tell. She shouldn’t care. After all, the desire she felt for Samarra wasn’t the other woman’s fault. All she’d done was look good as she sauntered around the club.
 
   “That doesn’t mean I don’t want our time together to be special.”
 
   “Oh, I’m supposed to let you break my heart and be okay with knowing it’s going to happen? You arrogant ass,” she retorted. 
 
   “Sometimes,” Sam said blandly.
 
   Why didn’t the woman get emotional? Adalyn supposed she didn’t do emotion either.
 
   “Here’s the truth, highlight it so you’ll remember what it looks like next time someone asks for it. I’m lonely and need you to be the woman I assuage my needs with, but you don’t get to mess with my head or emotions,” Adalyn told her. “My body is for your consumption but you don’t get any other part of me.”
 
   Samarra watched her again with those beautiful enigmatic eyes that made her heart beat faster. She wanted to hate her for her effect on her, but Samarra was about to give her memories to keep her warm in the coming winter nights when she was alone. And if she was very lucky, the truth wouldn’t crack the illusion when she told herself she’d had a girlfriend and had not just been a flavor of the moment.
 
   They had lunch and Samarra paid for their meal before suggesting they go have ice cream for dessert and take a stroll in the park. Adalyn didn’t think that was a good idea. Samarra probably had some ulterior motive, but she didn’t decline. This would go in her file marked as girlfriend unless Samarra really did something to mess the afternoon up.
 
   ****
 
   “What are you talking about, Darden?” 
 
   “The feds are what I’m talking about,” he said. “Thanks to James’s due diligence, he was able to connect Logan to us and from that us to those murders in New York and here in Oregon.”
 
   “Does he know who we are exactly? I mean he can’t have known every one of us,” the woman said. “Cargo?” He hadn’t seemed like the snitch type last night.
 
   “No, I told you,” he snapped. “The detective is the one. His partner, Sang, is on his way there now. James thought Wolf had the files Joelle never recovered from her husband.”
 
   “I thought you burned her house down. Wasn’t the information in there?”
 
   “That is the problem,” he gritted out. “We never found a damn thing, and she identified two of us and Jo thinks she made the assistant district attorney the night she ran.”
 
   “We’ll have to cut our losses,” she told him as she watched Adalyn and Samarra climb into Samarra’s car in the parking lot of the café.
 
   “Jo’s taking care of the A.D.A. in a few days, but the detective is on his way there with a federal agent. They plan to take Wolf into custody along with that evidence.”
 
   “I’ll get into her apartment and see what I can find. The way she’s running my guess is if she does have it, she doesn’t know it.”
 
   “Just get it and take care of her by tomorrow afternoon.”
 
   ****
 
   Adalyn laughed as Samarra finished her story. “You were such a rebel,” she exclaimed. 
 
   “That’s exactly what my mother used to call me,” Samarra said with a fond smile. “My father called me his little devil dominant. He was an ex-Navy Seal and taught me to fight.”
 
   “How‘d your mom feel about that?” she looked up at Samara, finding her face aglow with the happiness of her youth. 
 
   “She said if I was going to be an ass-kicker I could damn well learn ballet and wear dresses once a week.”
 
   Adalyn smiled. “Sounds like you were happy, so why do you hate long-term relationships?”
 
   “That’s another story.” She tugged on a strand of Adalyn’s hair. “We both have our secrets.” She curled an arm around Adalyn’s waist and drew her close. Then, Sam bent to kiss the side of her head. “I say we just be good together and let those sleeping dogs lie.”
 
   Adalyn smiled. “I agree.”
 
   “Then, I want all of your afternoons, and mornings too,” Sam told her pulling her off the path into a copse of trees.
 
   Adalyn looked up at her breathlessly. “Eight nights, seven days,” she said.
 
   “That might not be enough,” Sam said as she stepped back and caught a tree branch. 
 
   Adalyn moved toward her. She couldn’t give her more. That would be a risk. “You don’t want me, just my company.” She looked at Samarra as she tentatively rested her hand on Sam’s waist. 
 
   “Which of us are you trying to convince?” Sam pulled Adalyn to her with her free hand. 
 
   “Me.” She brushed her lips against Sam’s. Her lush mouth was soft and warm. She didn’t open to her and Adalyn licked Sam’s bottom lip. A soft rumble of sound caught her ear, and she lifted her head to look around only to have her lips claimed roughly.
 
   She groaned and glided her hand up to Sam’s side, fingers caressing the edge of her breast on the way to her shoulder. 
 
   “Mmm.” Adalyn leaned into her and Sam moved a step, her back going up against the tree behind her as her hand left the branch to cup Adalyn’s ass. “Samarra,” she murmured as Sam’s lips left hers and teased her neck and licked the mark she’d left last night.
 
   Adalyn stroked the back of Sam’s neck, eyes fluttering closed as pleasure bounded through her. The soft groan tried to penetrate the fog of her mind, but couldn’t get through as Sam’s hands slid beneath the blouse she wore with her skirt and pushed beneath the camisole to touch skin.
 
   “The scent of your skin makes me ravenous for you, Addy.” Teeth scraped her skin before tailing tiny bites over her collarbone to her throat.
 
   Rationally, she knew this was unsafe to have teeth that close to her jugular even as Sam caught the beat of her pulse with them. She just couldn’t think, but she felt safe—no she felt as if she stood on a cliff’s edge about to fall over.
 
   Adalyn rubbed against Samarra like a cat, savoring the strength and warmth of her body, craving it. “You’re stealing my power to think.” Adalyn ran her fingers through Sam’s hair.
 
   “You don’t need to think, just feel me tasting you.”
 
   Goddess, she had to think. Had to—do more than breathe. She was getting hot and wet. 
 
   “I don’t think you can put a time limit on this, Addy,” Sam whispered against her ear. “Why not just let it happen and last as long as it does?”
 
   “Because I have a feeling it’s going to hurt either way,” she answered and Samarra held her gaze making her shiver. And she had to admit it was a good thing she’d be walking away first. She was already losing her heart. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Sam stepped out of her office located on one side of the house she’d bought to double as an office and apartment. The setup had been ideal because it allowed her to see or entertain clients as well as have an apartment in town for when she was too tired to drive to the den. If she was needed in the den, she always cut her day short. The pack came first.
 
   Sam had just climbed out of the shower when her phone rang. She went to retrieve her cell up from the bed with towel in hand as she dried herself along the way. A glance at the display, and she picked it up and put it on speaker so she could finish. She was eager to see Adalyn tonight. She might even watch her dance.
 
   “Hey, Mal, what’s up?”
 
   “Have you spoken to Syd tonight?”
 
   “Not since this morning,” she said. 
 
   “The meeting with Oaklyn just confirmed some of my suspicions,” Mallory told her tightly. “Sorrento wants to buy him out and settle here.”
 
   “And he thinks he’s going to get our club?” she demanded.
 
   “Yeah, and I got the feeling from Oaklyn, Sorrento’s willing to use force on all of us if he has to.”
 
   “Are we going on alert?” That would mean her time with Adalyn would be limited as she’d be in the den ninety percent of the time making plans to move their vulnerable.
 
   “Not just yet, but I think we need a plan for the kids and the old of our pack,” she said. “We can use the underground tunnels to get them out, but we need safe houses for them to flee to along with accessible funds.”
 
   “I’ll get on it with Syd and Mica first thing in the morning,” she said. “I want to check out some possible sites before we get down to business.”
 
   “I want a plan locked down with every conceivable angle covered. I want capable omegas and betas in place to go with them, but the rest of us will be fighting. No one runs us out of our home.”
 
   She tossed her towel aside. “I know.” The hyenas would test them so they’d need a few dominants to lead the betas. She wouldn’t be going. Her place was with her alpha, and she supposed she should be glad Adalyn wasn’t her mate.
 
   They’d be discussing a possible separation tonight making their dinner a somber one.
 
   “As for Adalyn, decide what you’re going to do about her,” Mallory told her. 
 
   “Yeah, okay.” Easier said than done. “I’ll see you at the club in a little bit.” She disconnected and smoothed on moisturizer before opening her lingerie drawer. Her relationship with Addy had moved a little bit closer to fling, but it still left them at a crossroads that it was a little early to think about choosing a path at. 
 
   Her heart had been impaled on love and left to bleed to death once. Sam was in no hurry to mate let alone get serious. Her head was certain survival was key and must take precedence over love and mating, but she was no longer sure her heart agreed.
 
   That was thanks to Adalyn’s smile and the way she looked at her. She was a breath of fresh air filling every part of Sam with the winds of change.
 
   Sam grabbed a cornmeal shirt and jerked it on to go with the green pants and the white vest. She decided to leave the tie off tonight and left the top three buttons of her shirt open providing a peek-a-boo look at the green bra beneath. Her grandfather had said she was a curious creature when she visited him on the reservation. She was tough but she liked pretty things especially lingerie. 
 
   He was right she thought as she donned the necklace he’d given her. It was a simple gold S charm with citrine beads on either side.
 
   She was the last of her family’s legacy so providing an heir was something she had to do to keep her bloodline alive. Having seen the markings on Adalyn’s back during her dances, she knew Adalyn could carry her. She possessed just the right genetics to make fertilization a foregone conclusion. 
 
   All Sam would have to do was find the right fertility specialist and the appropriate coyote or wolf male. Once invitro fertilization was accomplished some of Adalyn’s DNA would become a part of the child according to legend and the baby would be a mixture of them both.  
 
   She could always pay Adalyn to do this if she didn’t agree, but Sam didn’t think she would refuse. Adalyn was strong, but she had the qualities of a submissive and nurturing female. She’d want children eventually, so she’d have to bring her lover into the pack.
 
   ****
 
   Adalyn arrived at the club a little giddy with anticipation. She enjoyed dancing for Samarra and was looking forward to it tonight even though Samarra was taking her home. She hadn’t agreed to dinner, but she had the feeling Samarra wasn’t going to take no for an answer. 
 
   She hoped she didn’t anyway. She wanted at least three dinners in her memory when she was long gone and feeling lonely. She would use them like a photo album to keep her company. She’d take one of her ties to as a memento. It would be like taking a piece of Samarra with her.
 
   After her first dance, Adalyn circulated on the floor doing a few lap dances. She had drinks with a customer before her second dance and then she headed to the dancers lounge for a break, glad Marjorie wasn’t here again tonight. 
 
   “I guess Samarra got what she wanted last night,” Valerie drawled.
 
   Adalyn glanced in her direction before closing her eyes. She really wasn’t in the mood for cattiness tonight. Valerie was upset because Samarra hadn’t given her the time of day. Samarra probably guessed that Valerie wouldn’t go quietly when she broke up with her.
 
   The other woman laughed. “Not to the gentleman’s liking were you? I told you she didn’t think we were good enough for anything but sex.”
 
   “She didn’t think you were good enough for even that,” Adalyn told her coolly.
 
   Valerie  sneered. “You think you’re special because that snotty asshole wants you? Let’s see if she still likes your face after this.” Valerie took a swing at her and nails seemed to elongate into claws.
 
   Adalyn’s eyes widened and she brought her hands up to protect her face and energy radiated out from her arms in a gentle wave to form a barrier between her and Valerie’s vicious attack. Valerie snarled and struck out again.
 
   “What the hell are you doing, Val?” Leah demanded. “Stop it.”
 
   Valerie ignored her and Adalyn took a step back as Valerie threw another punch. Anger rolled off her in waves and what sounded like a rumbled growl greeted her ears, drawing Adalyn back another step.
 
   Valerie’s body tensed. “I’m going to make you sorry you ever came here.” With that she launched herself at Adalyn and Adalyn caught a fleeting glimpse of an animal in her face before ducking to avoid her punch. 
 
   “Valerie,” Adalyn cried and brought her arm up to block a blow palm open. A faint shimmer of energy drifted from her hand and pushed Valerie back.
 
   “Valerie!” The cold voice issued from the doorway, but Adalyn didn’t take her eyes from the other woman.
 
   Valerie ignored Mica and came at Adalyn again, eyes bright with rage. Mica was there this time grabbing Valerie around the waist. 
 
   “You’re out of here, Valerie,” Mica told her. “Mallory will call you tomorrow and let you know if you’ll be welcome back.”
 
   “Get your hands off me asshole.” She glared at Adalyn and jerked free of Mica. “This isn’t over.” She took a step and Mica grabbed her arm. Valerie turned and swung on her. 
 
   Mica caught her wrist. “Don’t make me put you on the floor, little girl,” she said icily. “Adalyn.” She jerked her head toward the door. 
 
   Adalyn left the lounge very conscious of Valerie’s glare on her as she backed out of the room. Once she was on the floor, Marjorie caught her eye and signaled for her to come to her table. She ignored her answering another customer’s call instead. 
 
   Adalyn went on like that all night knowing when she did make it back to her table Marjorie was going to make some kind of scene. 
 
   “I’ve been calling you all night.”
 
   Marjorie’s voice was cold in her ear as she walked away from her last dance. She was getting tired and tips were only marginally better than last night’s. So, she was thinking of going home early.
 
   “I’ve been busy,” Adalyn answered as congenially as possible. Marjorie’s black eyes were cold as they sliced through her. Adalyn shivered and took a step back. Everything in her told her Marjorie was very dangerous.
 
   Marjorie grabbed her arm in a bruising grip. “You’re starting to piss me off,” she murmured. 
 
   “I—”
 
   “I’m going to have to teach you your place,” she said coldly. 
 
   “Let. Go. Of. Me.” Adalyn glared at her, her hands growing warm and her mind swirling with ways to get free.
 
   “When I get you out of this club, and I will catch you outside, I’m going to punish you good for your insolence.”
 
   “Come near me, and I’ll go to the police,” she said angrily.
 
   “And you’ll regret your impetuous decision.”
 
   A bouncer looked their way then, and Marjorie released her with what sounded like a low snarl. It raised the hairs on the back of her neck and reminded her of this afternoon. 
 
   When she’d been with Samarra, she’d heard a similar sound except it had been low and warm as if with pleasure. It hadn’t frightened her. She’d been intrigued.
 
   “I’m going to take a crop to your ass and make you beg for release before I give it to you,” she said taking Adalyn’s arm again and Marjorie’s eyes glittered, promising violence not bliss. 
 
   “Not in this lifetime,” Adalyn said and focused on Marjorie’s fingers. Marjorie jerked her hand back and Adalyn quickly stalked away, running into a hard body. She grunted and a firm hand curled around Adalyn’s arm to steady her.
 
   “Marigold,” Sydney said. Adalyn looked up at her. “Are you okay?”
 
   “Yes.” She nodded. She hoped Sydney didn’t see anything to the contrary in her eyes.
 
   “Private dance in room three.”
 
   Marjorie growled again and Adalyn tensed as she looked over at the woman. Her black eyes were chips of ice. Her energy was wild and dangerous reminding Adalyn of Joelle. 
 
   The animal she’d seen her become when she’d killed her husband was still fresh in her mind like it happened yesterday. How could it be otherwise when Joelle and her boyfriend had hunted her with every intention to kill her?
 
   Adalyn turned her gaze back on Sydney. “Thanks.” She hurried off the floor and into the corridor leading to the private rooms. The music was softer here and filtered through speakers. She hoped it was one of the regulars who tipped almost as well as Samarra.
 
   Adalyn stopped outside the door and drew in a breath and released it as she struggled to bring her rioting emotions under control.
 
    Adalyn swallowed tightly, hands shaking. She watched the Discovery Channel. She’d seen animals take down their prey and rip it apart. That’s what Marjorie made her feel like. She was terrified of what would happen if she ever found herself alone with her outside of this club. 
 
   “Get in there,” she ordered herself. She reached for the handle. It was almost midnight. She’d call it a night after this since Samarra hadn’t wanted her to dance for her. Maybe she was waiting until after work.
 
   Her lips quirked into a smiled and she forced herself to turn the doorknob and step inside. She leaned against the door as her gaze fell on Samarra. She was standing next to the chair. Her heart skipped a beat.
 
   “It took you long enough to come in,” she commented coolly. “Has Marjorie been harassing you this evening?”
 
   “Why would you ask?” She asked trying to keep her tone light. 
 
   “We’ll revoke her membership,” Samarra assured her quietly, a hard look in her eyes. “If she’s got you this rattled tonight, there’s no telling how much worse it will get,” she said.
 
   “Right. Tomorrow, but it’s not like you can protect me from her once I leave, she said and then cleared her throat.
 
   “I can protect you, Adalyn,” Samarra assured, steel in her tone. “But you need to tell me the truth. Is she a problem?”
 
   “No more than usual,” she said. She knew how those with money were. They stuck together. “Well. I should just do my job.”
 
   Samarra gave her an enigmatic look. “Yes, you should.” 
 
   She sat down and Adalyn studied her wondering what she was up to.
 
   “Come on sweetheart, get me wet,” Samarra ordered. “Make me want to get myself off right here.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Adalyn frowned warily and backed up. What was Samarra up to?
 
   She almost didn’t care when Sam stood there looking so damned hot. Adalyn loved the way she’d revealed a hint of cleavage while still maintaining that masculine look that turned her on.
 
   “You look hot,” she ventured carefully and Sam’s lips pulled back in a slow smile. “Show me how turned on you are by me.” 
 
   She caught the rhythm of the song and began to move. She banished everything from her mind intent only on turning her lover on. The rest was fodder for another day. 
 
   Adalyn relaxed and became one with the music. She allowed each beat to take her closer to Sam. 
 
   She did a little shimmy and shake of her hips before her fingers went to the back where the zipper of her skirt was. She slowly dragged the zipper down its track without breaking eye contact. Her breath whooshed out of her at the pure lust that shone bright in Sam’s copper eyes. 
 
   “Take it off, baby,” Samarra urged in a tone thick with arousal.
 
   Adalyn slowly pushed her skirt down, revealing black lace, crotchless briefs. 
 
   “I should spank you for wearing something like that for other women,” Sam said raggedly.
 
   Adalyn stepped out of her skirt and kicked it aside. “Do you like them?” she asked, turning to give Samarra a back view of the assless panties.
 
   “Now, you’re just fucking with my head,” Sam said tightly.
 
   Adalyn couldn’t help smiling. She’d felt sexy in it before now she felt shamelessly brazen as she moved erotically. She glanced over her shoulder to meet smoldering eyes before sinuously executing a belly dance move called the figure eight. The dancer glided back with fluid grace and moved her hips in erotic circles before doing a booty pump. 
 
   Adalyn turned and caressed her throat before allowing her hands to glide down to her breasts. She squeezed them.
 
   “Ooh yeah, darlin’,” Samarra murmured. 
 
   She drew the fingers of one hand down over her stomach to rest between her legs.
 
   “Stroke yourself, baby,” Sam ordered.
 
   Adalyn squeezed her breast and pressed her fingers against her clit and moaned. Sam reached up before she could step out of reach and gave her top a jerk causing the snaps to pop free. 
 
   The bra matched the panties—black see-through lace. The swath of fabric just covered the nipples leaving most of her mounds exposed. 
 
   “Son of a bitch,” Samarra said in a ragged breath. “Baby what are you doing in that?”
 
   She’d donned the sensual set in the hopes of getting more tips, and it had worked to a degree.
 
   “Shaking my money-makers.” She squeezed her breasts and saw the heat in Sam’s eyes increase. She had to admit she felt powerful when women looked at her like that, but Samarra’s arousal made her feel incredibly sensual and desired.
 
   She straddled Sam and moved against her. The contact made her skin sizzle with need. Adalyn rolled her hips bringing her clit into contact with a bulge in Samarra’s pants. 
 
   Adalyn gasped breathlessly from the lick of pleasure the toy sent shivering through her. She’d worn that damned strap-on. 
 
   Why did she have to wear that delicious tool? 
 
   It only made her cream her panties. 
 
   Samarra’s hand went to Adalyn’s hip and curved over her ass. “I do love the way you move, Adalyn,” she murmured. “But you don’t work it like this for other women.”
 
   “Like what?” She caressed her hands over Sam’s shoulders as she rubbed her breasts against Sam’s.
 
   “Like a little wanton,” she said roughly. “Damn, I’m so wet right now.” She palmed the curve of Adalyn’s ass, shaped it.
 
   “You know the rules,” Adalyn said in a chastising tone. “Stop touching me like that.”
 
   Sam chuckled, sending shivers over her. Then, she leaned forward to whisper in Adalyn’s ear, “I want you.” 
 
   “Sa—” She claimed Adalyn’s parted lips. Her tongue pushed demandingly into her mouth, plundering the hot, dark cavern.
 
   Adalyn groaned and shifted on her lap so she could grind the swollen, throbbing nubbin of her clit against Sam’s thigh. The friction felt so good, her juices gushed forth dampening her panties even more. 
 
   Damn, she was so wet and needy. She wanted to grind against Sam until she exploded. The pressure of her arousal was intensified when Sam reached up and thrust her fingers into her hair and pulled it tight as she drew Adalyn’s head back.
 
   “God,” Adalyn cried as Sam drew her tongue over Adalyn’s throat and licked down to the hollow at its base. Sharp teeth lightly scraped and Adalyn’s pussy creamed. 
 
   Adalyn groaned. Her head spun. She was dizzy, getting drunk off sensation. 
 
   “Adalyn, you’re a delicious treat.” Sam played her fingers down the seam of Adalyn’s ass as she nuzzled her neck. 
 
   “Please,” Adalyn pleaded. Her blood was a raging river of lava and the lust tearing through her scorched her, left her aching with need she couldn’t deny. 
 
   Sam flicked her tongue over the faint mark on Adalyn’s neck. “Please, what?”
 
   “I need to come,” she pleaded. 
 
   “Do you want me to make you come, baby?” Sam crooned. “I can do that.”
 
   “Yes, please,” Adalyn begged, trembling. Sam’s eyes were liquid copper set aflame by desire, and she wanted her even more.
 
   Adalyn swallowed tightly. 
 
   “What do you want, darlin’?” Sam purred. “Do you want your woman to make you come?”
 
   She whimpered. “Sam,” she whispered desperately.
 
   “Tell me how you want me, Addy,” she ordered softly. “Do you want my fingers? The strap-on? Or do you want to just grind against me?”
 
   Adalyn trembled. The dildo would be quicker, and it would feel good too. 
 
   “I want you inside me,” she said breathlessly.
 
   “Lift up a little sweetheart,” Sam ordered tightly.
 
   Adalyn pressed her knees into the chair and lifted her body off Sam. She watched her work the belt she wore open and unable to stop herself, she trailed a finger down the placket of Sam’s pants. The dildo was firm to the touch.
 
   “Open the zipper,” Sam commanded. “And take me.”
 
   With shaking fingers, Adalyn unzipped Sam’s pants and reached inside her briefs for the soft-skinned toy. She pulled it free and reached down with her other hand to pull the leg of her panties aside before sliding down onto the dildo.
 
   She shivered as it filled her slowly, the veins stroking the walls of her pussy increasing her pleasure. Her other lovers had never used a toy like this. 
 
   “Damn, baby,” Samarra groaned. Sam clenched her fingers in Adalyn’s hips. “Bare your tits, Addy.”
 
   She tugged the long swaths of fabric aside to reveal her hard pink nipples to her lover’s greedy gaze. Sam lowered her head then to lick her collarbone before kissing the top of one mound.
 
   “Such pretty little tits you have,” Sam murmured. With one hand, she squeezed a firm breast, and then sucked the pink tip hard. “Mmm.” She ran her tongue around it and scraped it with her teeth before laving it.
 
   “Uh-ahh.” Adalyn arched her back to give Sam easier access. She pushed the fingers of one hand into Sam’s hair holding her head closer. 
 
   Why couldn’t she fight this when she knew it could go nowhere but down a dead end street? 
 
   Why didn’t she even have the will just the want for more?
 
   Sam lifted her head and licked over the other nipple. “Adalyn, say the words,” she said through clenched teeth. “My control is almost nonexistent when it comes to you. Tell me what you need.”
 
   “You. I want you to not stop.”
 
   Sam gripped Adalyn’s hips and drove up into her sending the dildo deep inside her. Adalyn hissed. The thick girth parted tight tissues, stroking sensitive nerve endings bringing with it a bite of pain. 
 
   Breathing hard, she looked down at Sam. She was filled with her. The feeling was delicious and that she was looking into a woman’s touching a woman’s skin made it incredible. She caressed Samarra’s jaw. 
 
   Adalyn put her hands on the back of the chair and rolled her hips. “I’m trusting you to be faithful to me for this time we’re together.”
 
   “I haven’t wanted another woman since the first night you danced for me.” Sam kissed her softly and gripped Adalyn’s hips tighter as Adalyn lifted and lowered on her lap.
 
   “Keep it that way,” she said in a commanding tone. She wanted all of Samarra. At the same time, Adalyn was willing to give the same in return even though this brief fling was going to burn her to her soul and leave her in ashes when it was over.
 
   Sam groaned and thrust up meeting her strokes with hungry fervor. Adalyn moved her hips erotically, her clit hitting the dildo at just the right angle. 
 
   “Oh, fuck, baby,” Sam rasped.
 
   Adalyn arched into Sam moaning roughly as her body burned like a wildfire, out of control and bright.
 
   “Yes!” Adalyn cried.
 
   Each stroke felt so good it brought her closer to coming apart and she wanted more.
 
   “Samarra!” she said her name roughly. “Damn I can’t get enough.”
 
   Adalyn panted and picked up the pace. Her hunger made her movements frantic now. She felt as if she were drowning in the pleasure as it washed over her, taking her under like a strong undertow.
 
   “Oh my god!” she screamed. She clenched her fingers in Sam’s shirt. The veins of the dildo caressed her pussy, intensifying her pleasure. 
 
   Sam held her still as she thrust into her. The strokes were powerful, decadent slices of delectation burned through her with a hint of pain. She threw her head back and ground on Sam hard as she raced toward climax.
 
   “Son of a bitch,” Sam cried and thrust up hard as Adalyn slammed down on her.
 
   Adalyn let out a keening cry and Samarra growled as they came in unison.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen 
 
    
 
   Sam held Adalyn’s trembling form as their breathing, heavy and hard, was the only sound in the room. At least for several moments and then to her surprise, Adalyn snuggled closer and made a small sound like a growl-purr. It was a sound of contentment that she knew well.
 
   Adalyn nuzzled the side of Samarra’s neck with her nose and sighed. She tightened her hold knowing instinctively Adalyn wasn’t just seeking affection in the afterglow. 
 
   She was seeking assurance in her partner’s satisfaction and showing her trust in her more dominant lover. An omega or pup just knew the alpha member of the pack would protect them, shelter them, and be there for them. As a result, the omegas gave their submission without question. That was what was happening now.
 
   “Are you okay?” Sam asked.
 
   “Not really,” Adalyn murmured. 
 
   “Regrets?” Sam asked carefully. Adalyn probably had no idea she was surrendering part of herself to her. On top of that, her life was about to change in a major way especially since Sam couldn’t walk away from her despite her fears.
 
   “I’m just tired.”
 
   “I’m taking you home, darlin’,” Samarra told her. 
 
   “That sounds good.” She climbed off her lap. “I just need to change.”
 
   “Take your time,” Sam told her. “I’ll meet you at the door. I need to let Syd know I’m leaving.”
 
   “What do you do here?” Adalyn asked.
 
   “I work with the security team,” she answered and Adalyn nodded. 
 
   “That’s why you’re on the floor sometimes?” She’d wondered why Samarra had seemed to ignore her at some points in the evening and then watch her every move at others. 
 
   “Yes.” She smiled. “They have things covered though. Go change.”
 
   “I won’t be long,” Adalyn told her and headed for the door. Sam was there just ahead of her opening it. Adalyn smiled and put her hand on Sam’s arm. “Thanks.” She stood on tiptoe and kissed her jaw. “Which door?” 
 
   There were several ways for employees to get in or out. The building was large and boasted another lounge and kitchen for sandwiches and bar food. But you’d never know it unless you walked into that part of the building. The scents of food seemed to be contained within that area.
 
   “The side exit near the main floor,” Sam told her. 
 
   “You aren’t going to talk to Marjorie are you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “That’s not a good idea, Samarra,” she whispered. 
 
   Sam throttled a growl. The fear in Adalyn’s eyes made her coyote want to kill, and she would kill Marjorie if she didn’t walk away. 
 
   Sam cupped her jaw. “I’m not afraid of her, darlin’,” she told her softly. “I can handle her, and she’ll wish I couldn’t if she doesn’t leave you alone.”
 
   Adalyn rubbed her arms. It was nice to have someone’s concern. “I don’t want you to get hurt because of me.”
 
   Samarra grinned. “That’s sweet. Now, go change so we can get out of here.”
 
   Adalyn nodded. “Okay.” 
 
   Samarra walked Adalyn to the dressing rooms and then headed out to the floor. She hoped Marjorie was still here. Tonight, she’d give her a warning. After that, she’d go hunting.
 
   Sam caught Syd’s eye and her friend fell into step beside her a few moments later.
 
   “What’s up?” Syd asked not speaking over the music because coyote’s had a keen sense of hearing.
 
   “Watch my back,” she ordered.
 
   “You picked up the hyena scent on your girl. It did look like she was harassing her.”
 
   Sam said nothing. She had no doubt the hyena had been harassing her. She’d seen Marjorie heading to Adalyn on the monitor in the control room before she’d sent Sydney to get Adalyn. She hadn’t intended to have Adalyn dance for her here. She wanted to take her home and make love to her in her bed again.
 
   Smelling the faint traces of the hyena on her and picking up Adalyn’s agitation had enraged the animal and forced Sam to change course. 
 
   She tugged her wallet from her pocket as they neared the table in the VIP lounge. A dancer was giving Marjorie a lap dance. When they got to the table, Sam tucked the bill into the girl’s G-string.
 
   “Move on, Tara,” she said coolly. The girl gave her an angry look but didn’t hesitate.
 
   “How dare you interrupt my dance,” Marjorie snarled.
 
   Sam put her foot on the chair between Marjorie’s legs and leaned down to her. As she did so Donna, one of Marjorie’s friends, struck out and Sydney deflected the punch deftly and growled at her in warning. The other woman snarled but didn’t make another attempt at attack.
 
   “This is the only time I’m going to tell you to stay away from Marigold,” she said coldly. “Don’t go near her home.” Hyenas didn’t take rejection well. They often sought to teach their intended prey a lesson especially if they were weak and showed their fear as Adalyn did. So they hunted them and inflicted pain. 
 
   “You can’t tell me what to do with my own time,” Marjorie sneered. 
 
   “Effective immediately, your membership is revoked. I don’t want to see you in my club ever again,” Sam said acerbically. “Don’t stalk her.” 
 
   “Or what?” Marjorie demanded. 
 
   “I’ll rip your intestines out through your mouth.”
 
   Marjorie bristled. “Try that shit, and we’ll kill you where you stand.”
 
   “And then fuck your girlfriend on your dead body,” Donna chimed in with a malicious grin.
 
   Sam pressed her foot against the cocky woman’s bulge and closed a hand around her throat before she could react. Marjorie snarled at her and pain lit her eyes. “Don’t fuck with me,” she said keeping her tone low. “And don’t fuck with my woman or this will turn deadly.”
 
   “Really?” Daffodil challenged.
 
   “Get your asses out. Don’t tarry or you’re all dead,” Sam told her and turned her gaze back on Marjorie.
 
   “Whatever you say,” Marjorie answered in a choked voice. “Just get your foot off my damned dick.”
 
   She often envied the hyena women their intersex bodies. They had the means to give a woman the kind of pleasure she couldn’t, but she recognized what a liability having a dick could be for a woman. 
 
   Sam drew her foot back slowly and Marjorie groaned. “Don’t press this issue, any of you.” Her gaze lingered on Daffodil who came here sometimes without the others. “Have them escorted out.” She gave Sydney a brief look, turned, and walked away.
 
   An eerie laugh followed her and the coyote had her looking back. Her gaze locked with Marjorie’s and the other woman stared for a long moment. Anger glittered in her eyes and echoed in Sam. She knew the hyena wouldn’t do anything here. She had no advantage. Her attack would only end in death.
 
   Most hyenas were vicious not stupid.
 
   The women got to their feet and Marjorie gave her an imperceptible nod of defeat before heading for the door beneath her gaze and Sydney followed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Adalyn stepped into her apartment twenty minutes later and faced Sam who closed the door behind them. 
 
   “Do you want a drink?” Adalyn was moving to the kitchen as she spoke.
 
   “Have you eaten?” Sam asked joining her. “Since lunch I mean?”
 
   “ I haven’t really had a chance.” She sighed. 
 
   Sam washed her hands. “Let’s see what you have.” She opened the fridge and peered inside. “How about an omelet?”
 
   “That could work.” Adalyn poured herself a glass of wine and was about to take a sip when Sam took the glass and set it aside. “I’m not an alcoholic or anything,” she snapped reaching for the glass.
 
   “Adalyn,” Samarra said in a warning tone. “How many did you have at work?”
 
   “Two, but it only added up to a half glass of wine,” she muttered and took the glass. She swallowed some and sighed. “It’s been a hard day.”
 
   “Getting harder,” Sam said glaring at her. “Help me make dinner.”
 
   “You’re too bossy. I don’t like people trying to control me, Samarra. I’ve been on my own too long to be treated that way.”
 
   “I was merely pointing out that you haven’t eaten, so alcohol isn’t exactly what you need.” She prepared a pan.
 
   “You were merely putting your nose in my business.” She was a little annoyed, but she appreciated the concern. Not many of her lovers in the past had seemed to care if she drank too much or not as long as she didn’t get wasted which she never did. It left her too vulnerable to being taken advantage of.
 
   “You are my business at the moment,” she drawled.
 
   “I’m your lover not your child,” she muttered. “I can see why you don’t do long-term. No one sticks around long enough to be bullied.”
 
   “You’re mean when you’re tired,” Sam muttered.
 
   “I’m not.” Adalyn knew it was probably true, but she showed it more when she was frightened or stressed. 
 
   “I love watching you dance, but you obviously aren’t getting enough rest,” Sam said. “You should take a few days off.”
 
   “Shut up, Sam. I can take care of myself.”
 
   A growl rumbled around her, and she looked at Sam inquiringly. She expected to see that animal in her face as she’d done with Valerie. 
 
   They had the same wild energy though it wasn’t as dark as Marjorie and her friends. But where Marjorie and Valerie had frightened her, she felt no fear of Samarra.
 
   “What was that?” Adalyn asked tentatively. 
 
   “That was me thinking you’re being a brat, but lucky for you I know how to deal with cranky babies.”
 
   Adalyn gave her a mutinous look but didn’t say anything. She just retrieved a knife and began chopping veggies for the omelet. “Are you having some?”
 
   “Course. That’s one of the reasons I brought you home, sweetheart. I wanted to spend time with you.”
 
   Adalyn smiled faintly. “Even after the way I acted?” Most of her lovers in the past would get angry when she acted like this and storm out or they’d fight. Why wasn’t Samarra doing that?
 
   “It’s part of who you are.” Sam shrugged. “I can deal but it might not be like this all the time.”
 
   Adalyn frowned. Too bad there wouldn’t be time to really get to know Samarra. She had a feeling this was one fling she’d like to see turn into something real. 
 
   They finished preparing the meal in silence, but it was companionable. Adalyn felt as if they’d done this before and she was looking forward to doing it again when she wasn’t as tired.
 
   “You’re right,” Adalyn said. “A long day is no excuse to drink. I think that’s how my mom became an alcoholic. She was overworked, lonely, and stressed. On top of that she had a kid to raise with no support system.”
 
   “She was mean when she was drunk?”
 
   “If she didn’t have a lover,” she admitted and then sighed. “She had to have someone, but I’m not like that. I can be alone.”
 
   “Loneliness isn’t a crime,” Samarra murmured.
 
   “I know. It just hurts so bad sometimes and it’s easier to have a glass of wine or two. But I don’t get drunk.”
 
   Sam turned the omelet out of the pan onto a waiting plate. “Just don’t lie to yourself about what you want or need and you won’t get lost in the craziness.”
 
   “Don’t you get lonely?” Adalyn watched her, wondering if she’d be honest.
 
   “Sometimes that’s why I go to the club,” she said with a smile. 
 
   “With no risk of commitment,” Adalyn said airily.
 
   “There’s a risk in everything, but what’s life without a little bit of a rush.” Sam flashed her a grin. 
 
   They sat down to their meal in the living room a few minutes later and Adalyn wished she had a table, but her apartment was just too small for a table in the kitchen. So they sat on pillows on the floor, eating at the coffee table.
 
   “I’m going to stay the night,” Sam told her as halfway through the meal.
 
   “S—”
 
   “Why are you trying to get rid of me, Adalyn?”
 
   “I’m not,” she said. “I just don’t want you to think you have to stay.”
 
   Sam set down her fork. “We have an insatiable fascination with each other and that fascination is telling me to stay and become even more intrigued by you.” She stroked her fingers along Adalyn’s jaw. “Why do you want me to fight that?”
 
   “I want you to be enthralled by me,” she whispered. “I want you to want me so much you can’t stand being away from me.” Her heart thumped hard, and her breath came in ragged pants as she held Samarra’s gaze. The words should never have been said, but the worst, she’d left unspoken. “I want to be your addiction.”
 
   She wanted Sam to fall in love with her because Goddess knew she was already head over heels for her. And it wasn’t the lonely talking. 
 
   She’d gone out on a few dates since she’d been here, but one look at Samarra in the dim light of the club and everything in her wanted only Samarra. When she gave Samarra that first dance, and Samarra said her name, Adalyn’s heart leaped and her skin burned. When they touched, she went up in flames.
 
   It could have been her suit, her sexy voice or the smoldering look in her eyes, but she was hooked and every time she saw her, she’d been drawn that much further in.
 
   “Be careful, darlin’,” Sam murmured. “That could be very dangerous.”
 
   “Why? Because you might fall in love with me?” Adalyn teased going for light, but her voice came out husky and thrumming with need. She couldn’t believe she’d said that. She waited for Samarra to remind her that she could never love her. 
 
   Samarra was only here because she wanted a warm and willing body.
 
   Sam held her gaze for a long moment before saying, “Because not everything is as it seems, Addy. Some things are just an illusion.”
 
   “Like what’s happening between us?”
 
   “You know there’s been nothing fake about our attraction to each other from the start, darlin’, but in case you have to ask, I wouldn’t be here now if just any woman would do.”
 
   “Then, what’s the illusion? What is it about you I should know?”
 
   Sam gave her a contemplative stare, and she knew there was something more Samarra wanted to say. There was something she wanted to ask, but Adalyn knew she wasn’t ready to know that truth. If she heard it now, then she might not allow herself this week to indulge in her own fantasy.
 
   “I want to fall asleep with you in my arms again, Adalyn,” Sam said. 
 
   “You are aware that stuff like that can lead to long-term relationships?” she teased and Sam laughed.
 
   “Why don’t we just see how long we can last together?” Sam asked softly.
 
   Adalyn smiled, her chest expanding only to tighten. Those words made her heart beat faster in anticipation, despite the reality. She had to leave in seven days if she wanted to live. 
 
   “Sounds like a good idea,” Adalyn replied. 
 
   They finished their meal and cleaned up the dishes. Adalyn headed to her bedroom leaving Samarra in the kitchen. When Sam joined her, it was with a backpack in hand. Adalyn assumed she’d gone to her car for it. When had she decided she’d stay the night?
 
   Adalyn watched her lover strip off her clothes and pad into the bathroom in her underwear with her backpack. She wasn’t gone long and the minty scent of toothpaste followed her from the bathroom.
 
   Adalyn smiled as Sam climbed into bed with her and Adalyn immediately went to cuddle against her side, putting her head on Samarra’s pillow. 
 
   “When did you decide you were staying?”
 
   “This morning,” Samarra murmured.
 
   “What made you think I would be receptive?” she asked with a frown.
 
   “You.” Samarra looked down at her caressing Adalyn’s back. 
 
   She had no idea where Sam got that idea. She tangled her legs with Samarra’s. 
 
   “Last night was nice, but I think tonight will be nicer,” Sam said. “Holding you in my arms like this, feeling your heartbeat is as potent as your kiss.”
 
   It was nice even sexy.
 
   “Why did you get the tattoos? What do they mean?”
 
   For a long time Samarra didn’t speak and Adalyn thought she wouldn’t. Maybe they had something to do with her family.
 
   “Some of them are birthmarks,” Samarra told her. “The rest I got when I visited my great-grandfather. He’s dead now. He was a Cherokee chief.”
 
   “He just inked you?” she asked.
 
   “No,” She shook her head. “The markings have to be earned. I earned mine after a spirit walk. They’re power symbols, called bind runes, and they mark me as one of the gray blood.”
 
   “What’s gray blood?” Adalyn asked curiously.
 
   Sam smiled. “Family secret, darlin’.” She kissed the top of Adalyn’s head. 
 
   Adalyn didn’t speak she just laid there thinking about what that all might mean. Then, she lost herself in the scent clove and tangerine. She savored the warmth of Sam’s body knowing she could really lose her heart like this and it scared the hell out of her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Sam woke the next morning with Adalyn curled against her side. The weight of her was delicious and warm. Her coyote growled softly and Adalyn stirred but didn’t wake. Sam smoothed her lover’s hair back and stared down at her innocent face.
 
   Adalyn had come into her life like a winter wind, and blown through it seeping into every corner of her without her even knowing it. Now, she was there, and Sam didn’t want to lose her. She knew three months wasn’t a lot of time for a relationship to grow especially since they hadn’t really talked until these last few days.
 
   That was the human talking. The animal heart of her knew Adalyn by scent, by the shape of her body, and by the way she moved. 
 
   “I want you to be enthralled by me,” she whispered. “I want you to want me so much you can’t stand being away from me.”
 
   Adalyn’s words had taken her by surprise, but hadn’t frightened her. She was enthralled by her. She did want her so much she couldn’t stand being away from her.
 
   Again that was the animal talking. It knew there was more to the dancer than secrets and a soul hungry for love. The beast was ready to give her everything, to protect her, to kill for her, and even die for her.
 
   “And the human half?” she whispered out loud. What of that part?
 
   “Why? Because you might fall in love with me?”
 
   The human part was the half that had been afraid to get involved with anyone again, especially this little dancer.
 
   Sam slipped from the bed as carefully as she could so she didn’t disturb Adalyn. Then, she grabbed her bag and went into the bathroom to shower. The room was tiny in comparison to hers. 
 
   She’d spent the last several years carefully building a life she was content with. She’d changed women like she changed her tie. Sam had known love and it had twisted her and wrung her dry. Or had it? Her heart beat fast every time she saw Adalyn. 
 
   She showered and climbed out and moisturized deciding to leave her hair damp. She ran a towel through it and dressed in navy suit pants and teamed it with a crisp white shirt and red silk scarf she knotted loosely around her neck. 
 
   If she didn’t have the meeting this morning, she’d have stayed in bed longer. Sam ran a comb through her hair and took a small box from her bag and stepped out into the bedroom where Adalyn w still slept. 
 
   She searched for a piece of paper to write a quick note on. She found a pad attached to the fridge and tore off a sheet. 
 
   Sam scribbled a quick few lines and left them on the counter. She looked at the box and contemplated its contents. Adalyn would probably hate it, but she left it on top off the note and peeked into the bedroom. Adalyn hadn’t moved. She kissed her softly.
 
   “I’ll see you later, Addy,” she murmured even though Adalyn couldn’t hear her. “And we’ll talk.” She had to tell her what she was before they went any further.
 
   ****
 
   Adalyn woke several hours later to her alarm clock blaring in her ear. She let out an irritated cry and slapped the clock into submission before rolling onto her back. A smile tugged at the corners of her lips.
 
   Clove and tangerine faintly scented the air. “Samarra?”
 
   She opened her eyes but the silence told her she was alone. She stared up at the ceiling. Maybe she had to work.
 
   Her cell phone rang, and Adalyn frowned, throwing back the covers and climbing out of bed. Mallory and a few of the dancers were the only ones that had her number. It was too early for co-workers to call.
 
   She grabbed her phone from the dresser and studied the display. She didn’t recognize the number. Her stomach knotted and her skin cooled. Carefully, as if the caller could attack through the phone line, she connected.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Afternoon sleepy head.” Sam’s voice filled her ear and Adalyn sighed softly.
 
   “Hi. Where are you?” Damn she hadn’t meant to ask that. They were lovers, temporary lovers. She didn’t have a right to pry.
 
   “Freaking golf course,” she said with exasperation in her tone. “A client wanted to talk over a few rounds.”
 
   Adalyn laughed. “Do you suck?”
 
   “Naw, I just hate it,” Sam drawled. “I wanted to see if you were up.”
 
   “Barely,” she said and sank down on her bed. “Why?”
 
   “I was thinking I’d swing by around four, and we could hang out before you went to work.”
 
   Sam wasn’t running after what she’d said last night? Not unless she was going to break up with her then. Those words had to scare anyone not looking for a commitment. 
 
   “I’ll be here,” she said. She wouldn’t run from a goodbye.
 
   Adalyn hung up and quickly showered. She needed to run to the library for a look into the newspaper archives. She wanted to make sure the name she chose wasn’t connected to any major accidents. That would bring her into notice quickly as an identity thief.
 
   Then she’d go to the store for a few things and they could have a light lunch and tonight a light dinner by candlelight. That is if Samarra wasn’t coming to break up with her.
 
   Adalyn set the phone down and headed into the bathroom for a quick shower before dressing and going into the kitchen for an apple. 
 
   She went to the fridge and retrieved a green one and washed it. She grabbed a paper towel and her eyes landed on a sheet and box on the counter next to the coffeemaker. 
 
   Adalyn’s heart sped up and she set her apple down. The note. No one had been in here, she told herself as she lifted it from the counter. 
 
   Addy,
 
   Sorry to leave so early. I have a couple of meetings today. I set these meetings up before us. I’ll see you later. 
 
   S
 
   She set the note down and picked up the box carefully. Samarra had left it. She had to have, she told herself even though she was trembling in fear of what it might really be.
 
   Adalyn slowly lifted the lid and peered inside. The top fell from her hand and she covered her mouth as emotion swept through her.
 
   The gold heart had tiny diamonds inset in part of it that twinkled up at her. She’d seen the design on a commercial. It was called an Open Heart.
 
   Was this a parting gift or the start of something that would tear her apart in a few days?


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Adalyn returned home at three-thirty carrying a few bags of things she’d picked up at the grocery store. She also had her new name picked out after a side trip to a local cemetery. All she had to do now was send off for the birth certificate and social security card. Then, she could get an ID and she’d be able to get a passport so she could leave the country. 
 
   She had a feeling that was the only way she’d be able to escape Joelle and her friends. 
 
   “I’m glad I caught you, Adalyn,” the manager said from behind her.
 
   She groaned inwardly and turned to see him ambling toward her from the unit several steps away. The trees of the breezeway temporarily hid him and then he was in sight again.
 
   “Hello, Randall.”
 
   He gave her a smile. “You’re going to have to move out in a month. The new owners want to start working on this block of the complex first.”
 
   “Nice,” she muttered as she set her bags down to unlock the door. “I was told I had three months before I had to move. I haven’t found a new place yet.” She hadn’t looked anymore but she’d be gone in a week anyway. So what did it really matter?
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said with a shrug. “It’s their building. They can do what they want with it.” 
 
   She turned the doorknob of her apartment. “Well, thanks for letting me know,” she muttered.
 
   “See ya,” he said and whistled merrily as he walked toward the stairs leading to the upstairs unit.
 
   Adalyn opened her door and stared at the ripped sofa, the overturned coffee table, and the writing in blood red on the wall. The stink of urine wafted to her, and she let out a startled scream as horror raced through her.
 
   An eerie laugh erupted inside her apartment and a touch of fear coated her tongue with bile.  Her hair stood on end and her hands tightened on the bags causing her knuckles to hurt. Adalyn started to go inside, but a scruffy spotted dog sauntered into view from behind her camel-colored couch. Its muzzle was dusted with bits of cotton from one of the throw pillows she presumed as she carefully eased back. 
 
   She held out a hand. “Nice doggie.” Her voice was wobbly and weak. 
 
   The dog cackled as it stalked toward her. Fear snaked through her and her heart pounded like a drum in her ears. 
 
   Dum, she chanted the word silently as she reached for the door handle with a shaking hand. “Randall!” Her fingers slipped off as if they’d been well greased. She gasped in breaths as she tried again. “Dum!” 
 
   “Yes, Adalyn?” The brown-haired man called patiently.
 
   The dog leaped at her and it slammed into an invisible force. It growled and trembling all over, Adalyn grabbed the knob and pulled the door closed. A loud thwack against it had her jumping. She stared at the door wrapping her arms around herself as she backed up. The dog rammed into it again and then there was silence.
 
   “Adalyn?”
 
   “A dog!” She pointed to her door frantically.
 
   He frowned. “How’d a dog get in your apartment?” he demanded perplexed even as he moved to the door to check things out.
 
   She stood back, body rigid as he carefully opened the door. The dog leaped out knocking him off his feet before snarling at her. 
 
   Adalyn yelped and backed up, falling onto her butt and a rock dug into the back of her thigh. The dog met her gaze and in its eyes she saw a human face. Malice washed over her in a choking wave that had her hand going to her throat as she rasped in breaths.
 
   In a split second, memories clicked into place in her mind. She peered from the bathroom door at the sound of Joelle in Bobby Reacher’s office. They were arguing about a file, pictures that she wanted.
 
   “You’ll give me my divorce or you’ll never get that information, you shifter bitch.”
 
   “Shifter bitch?” Her voice took on a malevolent tone. “I’ll show you shifter.” Her nails had elongated and her eyes had gone pure black. For the space of four beats of a heart Joelle’s face had been that of an animal.
 
   Her energy had become wild and dark and it had drifted around the room and slithered into the bathroom making her jump back from the door. There had been a moment of silence before Bobby screamed.
 
   Through the crack in the door, she’d seen Joelle’s nails cutting into the silk of his shirt to tear through skin. Then Joelle had slashed his throat with a smile so cold it had chilled her to the bone. It had been right then she’d known why she’d always given the woman a wide berth.
 
   Joelle had no soul, but the animal staring at her now, it did. The dog stalked toward her, the human face fading as knowledge flitted through her mind but stalled in the face of her need for survival.
 
   She swallowed tightly, heart beat slowing. 
 
   Pa maa eye oh dum. She chanted the words and felt the energies inside her rise. Dum. Dum. Dum.
 
   The dog cocked its head and she saw curiosity in its eyes that turned to—to fear?
 
   The dog took a step back, cackled, and took off.
 
   “Son of a bitch,” Randall muttered. “A hyena?”
 
   Adalyn was rooted to the spot where she’d fallen staring after the animal as it retreated.
 
   “What in the hell,” Randall exclaimed. “You’re not getting your deposit back with a mess like that.”
 
   “Dumb-ass,” she snapped finally coming out of her reverie to see him peering into her apartment. “I didn’t do it.” She got quickly to her feet smoothing her skirt down.
 
   “And you’re trying to say the hyena did?” he demanded looking down at her from his six-foot-two height with hands planted on his hips.
 
   “I didn’t, and I’m calling the police,” she snarled and stalked toward him. 
 
   Damn it what was going on?
 
   A hyena?
 
   Shifter. The knowledge that had frozen in her mind moments ago sprang forth unbidden. That’s what Joelle was. That’s what those men who’d tried to kill her were. And that’s what Marjorie and her friends were. They were hyena shifters. 
 
   In fact, most of the patrons who paid to see them dance had that same wild energy. Samarra and Sydney had it. So did Mallory. Thiers was different from Marjorie’s, but not all of them felt the same. They must be different kinds of shifters, but they were all shifters.
 
   “That won’t change anything,” he called. 
 
   She pushed open the door to her apartment in a hurry to get inside. She started to close it and then went back for her bags. The dog had left them untouched but then, it hadn’t been fixed on the bags. It had been looking at her.
 
   She picked them up and stepped inside. Adalyn just stared at the walls again in sheer amazement. “I can’t believe it.” 
 
   “What’s to believe?” Randall asked from behind her. “You’re a stripper. No one will miss you.”
 
   She was about to crane her neck to look at him when hard hands shoved her to the floor. She let out a startled cry and rolled onto her back and sat up. “Randall, what are you doing?” His wild energy assailed her, but it was darker than the hyena’s.
 
   He didn’t speak as he bent and gripped her shoulders and jerked her up. 
 
   “Randall, let me go.” He shook her and was about to hit her when she drove her knee into his crotch. 
 
   He groaned and his hold went slack. “Bitch,” he muttered and bent forward. He came sailing at her a second later and Adalyn quickly got out of the way, stunned. He hit the floor cursing and she jerked around to the door. 
 
   She lost her breath. 
 
   The hyena jumped inside and went for him. He looked up and the animal’s teeth tore into his face. He screamed and struck out at it even as bone crunched and blood sprayed. The animal rolled back, and he sat up.
 
   His face bore scratches and blood and his nose looked as if it had been broken. Adalyn gagged as her stomach roiled.
 
   “Son of a bitch,” he screamed. “You’re going to pay for this. He reached into his pocket and the animal lunged at him. This time it latched onto his throat.
 
   Adalyn covered her mouth to keep from screaming as blood spurted. She backed away slowly not wanting to distract the animal from its kill and Randall’s screams. 
 
   She gagged and felt light-headed but refused to throw-up. She moved a little faster, but she wasn’t fast enough. 
 
   The animal lifted its head and its black eyes feasted on her. It laughed, and she turned and ran for the door.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   A body was thrown onto the floor just before she reached the door and Adalyn jumped back with a start. The woman looked up at her. It was Donna, one of Marjorie’s pals. The animal raced toward the door and barreled straight into it. The hyena made a whiny noise and shook its head.
 
   The door opened again and Sam stepped inside. She reached down and grabbed the animal by its throat. It snarled, and Sam closed her hand around its muzzle and jerked its head to one side. 
 
   The animal went limp and Sam let it slide heedlessly to the floor before stepping over it as if it were an abandoned newspaper.
 
   Adalyn gasped her stomach had stopped roiling moments ago, but threatened to start back again. Shaking she took a step back and Donna grabbed her calf. Sam reached down and grabbed her hair and jerked her head back.
 
   “Talk to me, Donna,” Sam said as Sydney casually leaned against the door. “You already knew when you got involved in this—whatever it is there’d be no getting out alive if I caught you.”
 
   Donna sneered at her. “You think you know what’s going on, you don’t.”
 
   “Tell me,” Samarra said releasing her and moving to put an arm around Adalyn. “Syd.” Sam kissed Adalyn’s jaw and then urged her behind her. “I’ll be out in a few minutes. Get the cops. These three people had one hell of a fight.”
 
   “Peo—three?” Adalyn looked around. Where the animal had been was now a human female. Maralyn. She was another of Marjorie’s pals.
 
   “Come on sweetie,” Sydney said and took her outside.
 
   “What’s going on? What is Samarra going to do to Donna?” Adalyn demanded her, gaze on the door of her apartment as it closed.
 
   “Let’s wait in the car,” Sydney said. 
 
   ****
 
   Sam’s eyes chilled. Her entire body tense now. She had nearly lost all control when she’d seen that hyena running this way. She hadn’t drawn breath until she saw Adalyn still on site and still alive.
 
   “I told you not to press me last night,” Sam said as Donna stood. The other woman was tensed and ready for attack. 
 
   The hyena had a definite advantage. Her jaws were more powerful in animal form. She’d crush bones with a single bite. However, unless there was more than one of them facing an enemy, and the odds were in their favor, the hyena always ran.
 
   They weren’t equal here and even Donna knew that by now.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Samarra demanded. “Did Marjorie send you?”
 
   “Yes. She wants Adalyn. She wants to breed with her,” Donna spat the words. “Though, I can’t understand why. She’s pretty unremarkable. ”
 
   She didn’t bother tilting her head up to see if Donna’s body chemistry had changed. She picked up the very subtle change in body odor that indicated a lie the moment Donna first spoke.
 
   She moved with lightning speed and backhanded her across the face, causing her head to snap to one side. The other woman cried out and then snarled. 
 
   “Truth,” Sam ordered. “What does Marjorie want with her?”
 
   Donna laughed. “There’s a hit on her, and I’m part of the hit squad.” 
 
   “What?” she demanded in confusion.
 
   “She witnessed two murders about six months ago in New York and the killer is a hyena who won’t stop until she’s dead. None of us will now.”
 
   “Why? I’d pay you to walk away,” Sam bit out.
 
   “It’s more personal than it ever was considering the information she has to have,” Donna told her. “You’ve just become a target too.” Then she launched herself at Sam. 
 
   She took Samarra to the floor and immediately shifted. The color temporarily blinded her and Donna had her teeth in Sam’s arm. Before she could bite down, Sam shifted. 
 
   The hyena snarled at her and then lunged for her. The coyote evaded smoothly and the hyena clunked her head on the overturned coffee table. The coyote moved swiftly sinking her teeth into the hyena’s back. She shook her and the hyena whined in distress as she jerked free.
 
   The hyena faced the coyote and barked before lunging forward. The animals came together in a thump and snarled as they bit at each other and used claws to inflict damage. The hyena rolled away and shifted back to her human form and sprinted for the door. 
 
   Behind her Samarra just reached her leaping onto her back and sinking her teeth into Donna’s shoulder where neck and shoulder met. Donna screamed and tried to get the coyote off her, but Sam sank claws into her sides, holding on until Donna’s knees gave way.
 
   Donna finally stopped fighting and Samarra climbed off her. She shifted back to her human form and looked down at the dying woman. 
 
   “You should have just taken my offer,” she said angrily.
 
   Donna gave her a half smile. “You weren’t going to let me live,” she managed to get out in a faint voice before her eyes closed.
 
   Sam made sure she was no longer breathing before opening the door and shifting. She padded to the car amid the screams of sirens. Sydney climbed out to open the door for her and Samarra climbed into the backseat. Blood dotted her fur and stained it some places. 
 
   “I’ll take us to the club,” Sydney said. “You can change there and see the healer. Looks like you need it. Then we’ll come back here and deal with this.”
 
   “Uh, Sydney, why did you let that dog in here?” she asked. “Where is Sam?” She glanced timidly into the backseat and the dog was looking at her.
 
   “Coyote,” Sydney said. “Pet her.”
 
   Adalyn gave the animal a wary look. “I need to get out.”
 
   “You’ll be fine,” Sydney said. “She’s not going to bite you right now.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Adalyn paced the office she’d been shown to twenty minutes later. It wasn’t Mallory’s. The mahogany décor and the subtle smell of clove were a dead giveaway.
 
   The office was big with a simple desk with nothing except for what looked like a picture frame on the top. She ignored it, pacing past the leather loveseat.
 
   Still shaking, she sat on the edge of the desk facing the door beneath the low lights. They were too low. She could barely see and that bothered her even more. She went to the window to look out to the parking lot of the business next door. Boxes were being loaded onto a truck. 
 
   She swallowed tightly. What was going on?
 
   Dogs—hyenas and coyotes attacking her, attacking each other and Randall was dead. Her apartment was a mess and Marjorie had sent Donna for her?
 
   Marjorie had no real reason to come after her. She didn’t know anything about shifters but she refused to believe last night had caused Marjorie to be this pissed off.
 
   Joelle. 
 
   This had to be all about her, but how was Marjorie and Donna connected to her?
 
   Hit women? 
 
   She’d sent hit men before why not women this time. 
 
   Adalyn had known she’d needed to leave, but something kept her from running and it wasn’t money or a need for a new identity. She had enough money to get on a bus or a plane and she was pretty sure she could find a strip club wherever she went. After two or three weeks, she could be set to go even if she had to get a credit card in a fake name and charge a ticket out of the country. 
 
   She moved away from the window, pacing again. Adalyn let out a low whine unconsciously as she lightly rubbed her arms. She really needed Samarra. 
 
   “I’m fine. Unexplainable stuff happens to me all the time.” She laughed a sound bordering on hysteria as she wrung her hands. 
 
   Adalyn went to Samarra’s desk to look at the picture in an attempt to focus on something else. There was a book on the desk in front of the picture. It was a woman and a man laughing, each had an arm around a girl no more than eleven. She recognized those eyes. Samarra had gotten them from her mother who had the same skin color and high cheekbones. 
 
   The other picture was of the girl, a little older and a little boy. The baby was laughing and Samarra was grinning wickedly. She had been a beautiful girl and was a knockout woman.
 
   Adalyn set the picture back down and picked up the book. Beneath it was two pictures. They were both of her. Both had been taken months ago at the club picnic. She was laughing in one as she and Leah talked about something. In the other, she looked sad. 
 
   She hadn’t seen Samarra there. 
 
   Adalyn covered them back up with the book realizing it was an old leather bound journal. She opened it to a random page and the same tats on Samarra’s arm and shoulder were splayed out on the page.
 
   The notes next to them said something similar two what Sam had told her. She turned the page to find markings exactly like the ones on her own lower back. Next to them was a brief note. She glanced at it before drawing her finger over the drawing.
 
   The mark had been there her entire life, faint, markings that her neighbor had said made her special. She’d taken a picture of them and shown them to Adalyn.
 
   “Ah, this is why you are such a natural. Your power comes from these.”
 
   She’d frowned up at her. “My power?” The brown eyes of the older black woman smiled and she caressed Adalyn’s cheek gently.
 
   “Your power, doll. You have animal medicine of the shadow coyote.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means you have the nature of the beast inside you.”
 
   She turned her gaze on the notes next to the markings and began to read them when her cell phone rang. She felt her pockets and pulled the cheap little thing free. A glance at the number made her tense.
 
   Charles Sang.
 
   “Yes?” she answered.
 
   “Miss Wolf.” He sighed. “Where are you? Are you safe?”
 
   “Why?” she demanded with a frown.
 
   “I’m at your apartment with the local PD and three people are dead. Honey, you need to let me help you before this gets worse.”
 
   “How can you help me? I didn’t do that.”
 
   “I kind of figured that out,” he said patiently. “I’m here to protect you. We’re going to put you in witness protection until the trial is over and then you’ll vanish permanently.”
 
   She kind of had a problem with that permanent part. Trusting the cops wasn’t easy either. They’d been a part of the team that tried to kill her last time. She didn’t really believe a word he said and had no intentions of going anywhere near him.
 
   “I’m sorry—”
 
   “Do you have the information on you?” he asked. “The information your boss had that his wife wanted.”
 
   “What information?” she asked confused. “The woman wanted to kill me because I saw her kill two people.”
 
   “Not just that,” he insisted. “She thinks you have some information her husband had on her and her criminal activities.”
 
   She rubbed the side of her head and walked away from the desk. 
 
   “Shit.” Bobby looked up at her with imploring gray eyes after spilling the cold coffee lingering in his cup. “Please?”
 
   “Sure.” She went into the bathroom and grabbed a washcloth and wet it before going back to his desk to clean up the mess. He was standing at the window talking on the phone.
 
   “I’ve just downloaded everything. Thank you, Carlos. I owe you big.” He laughed. “Now, I not only get her out of my life, I can get them all put behind bars.”
 
   She left to get a dry towel and returned to find him holding a micro SD card. “Did you sign the papers?” she asked.
 
   “All signed. I need you to do me a favor,” he said. 
 
   “I am not talking to your wife,” she said. “That woman scares the hell out of me. I mean, she’s very demanding.” She grimaced and he grinned.
 
   “No, I just need you to hold onto this for me,” he said. “It’s a file for a case I’m working on. If I don’t get back tonight, just email it to me and destroy the card.”
 
   “Okay.” She dried his desk and took the card and slipped it in its plastic case into her pocket. She’d put it in her phone later so she wouldn’t forget to email it to him. He wouldn’t be back in the office when she left.
 
   “Thanks, Adalyn, you’re a gem.”
 
   “So you keep telling me.” She smiled and headed to the bathroom with the towel.
 
   “Miss Wolf?”
 
   “I don’t have it,” she said softly. “I never had it.” She’d never read it, but she’d sent it to his private email. The one his wife knew nothing about because that was the one he used to communicate with the women he dated.
 
   “My partner believed you did, and I don’t blame you for denying it,” he said. “We need to meet. Come to your apartment and we’ll get you to a safe house.”
 
   The door opened suddenly, and Adalyn turned around guiltily. As Samarra stepped inside and closed the door, Adalyn disconnected. 
 
   “Are you okay, Adalyn?”
 
   “Yes.” She caressed the hard plastic of her phone. “What happened? What did you tell the police?”
 
   “There was a dead body in your bedroom.” Samarra removed her phone from the pocket of the pants she wore. 
 
   She wasn’t wearing a suit now. She’d changed into khakis and a polo shirt. She still managed to look damn good.
 
   “This is him.” Samarra held out her phone as she came to stand before her desk. “Who is he and why was he in your apartment?”
 
   Adalyn looked at the screen and then looked away with a gasp. “My Goddess.”
 
   “Who is it? He was in your bed.”
 
   “I can see that,” she exclaimed. It was Curtis. “Randall’s brother.”
 
   “Randall?”
 
   “The guy on the floor with no face.” Her stomach roiled and she gagged just thinking about it. She looked up at Samarra feeling light-headed.
 
   “A detective Sang told me you were a witness to two murders, and your boss’s wife has a hit out on you.” 
 
   “She killed her husband, but she didn’t know I was in the bathroom,” Adalyn heard herself saying though she’d intended to lie. She didn’t want Samarra mixed up in all of this.
 
   “You were having an affair with him?” The question was bland and her gaze enigmatic.
 
   “No.” She shook her head. “I was in there to get him to sign some papers and he made a mess of his coffee. So I cleaned up. I was putting the towel back when his wife came and killed him.”
 
   “The second person?”
 
   “I saw her kill the A.D.A. because he couldn’t get me to allow him to put me in protective custody. They would have killed me there. I heard him talking about it with someone on the phone when he came to the house to talk to me about the trial. I went to get him some water and came back and overheard the conversation.”
 
   “She came to your place to kill him?”
 
   “No.” She sighed. “He asked me to meet him at his office and I went because it was still early enough in the evening that the place shouldn’t be empty. They argued, and she killed him. I ran and right into a cop. He took me back to the office, and she was gone, but the guy was dying.”
 
   “The lawyer told the cop it was your boss’s wife?” Samarra asked.
 
   Adalyn nodded. “Yeah. My life just went into death mode from there, so I ran.”
 
   “So who were you talking to?” Sam asked and her tone held a hard edge.
 
   “Detective Sang. He said his partner Detective James was dead. He wanted me to meet him and let them put me in a safe house. He also wants some file my boss had.”
 
   Samarra took Adalyn in her arms. “Everything’s going to be okay,” she assured her gently. “You need to rest, and then we’ll talk more about what to do.”
 
   “I can’t,” Adalyn protested urgently, her hands starting to tremble now. “I have to move, and I can’t do that without money.”
 
   Sam kissed her forehead. “I’ll take care of you, Adalyn,” she told her. “I’ll protect you with every fiber of my being.”
 
   She stared up at Samarra, chest tight, and shock tying her tongue into a knot.  
 
   “I should talk to the feds. I don’t want to put you in danger.”
 
   Sam frowned. “You have to give a statement, but that’s all you’re doing.”
 
   “You—are you one of them? Hyenas.”
 
   She growled an actual growl before scowling and Adalyn blinked taking a step away from her. “Do not compare me to those bottom-feeding cowards.”
 
   “Sorry?” 
 
   Sam captured her hand and pulled Adalyn back to her. “You don’t have to fear me, Addy.”
 
   “You were the do—coyote Sydney let into the car?”
 
   “Yes. Now, have you eaten?”
 
   She shook her head. She had been planning a sort of romantic lunch for them.
 
   The rap on the office door made her jump.
 
   “Easy, darlin’,” Samarra crooned. “Come in.”
 
   “Adalyn, are you okay?” Mallory demanded as she closed the door.
 
   She nodded as Sam turned them to face her. “I’m just shaken up.”
 
   “You’re taking the night off,” Mallory told her firmly. “In fact, I’m giving you the rest of the week off.”
 
   “I can’t. I need the money.”
 
   Mallory’s gaze darted to Samarra’s. Sam had an arm around her waist and Adalyn was snuggled against her side taking full advantage of her comfort. 
 
   Mallory shook her head gravely. “You’re in no shape to work, and I’m not letting you attempt to. Go home.” Mallory looked at Sam before exiting the room.
 
   “You’re staying with me,” Sam told her firmly. “Besides, there are a few things we need to discuss.”
 
   “I can’t.” Break up time, but she couldn’t go back to her place. It was a mess and a crime scene. Not to mention that she just wouldn’t feel safe there anymore. 
 
   “You shouldn’t be alone right now.” Sam captured her chin. 
 
   She held Sam’s gaze and smiled faintly. “You have an insatiable need to protect me?” she teased.
 
   Samarra smiled. “You being close will make that so much easier,” she murmured. 
 
   “Okay.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Adalyn sat quietly hands folded on her lap. Music played softly from the radio, but she barely heard it. Her gaze was focused out the window admiring the mixture of old and new buildings of the city. She was comforted by the bustle of people going about their lives ignorant of the fact that shifters existed in their midst. 
 
   She had been told as a child they existed, but she’d never seen any proof her neighbor and babysitter had been telling the truth. Yet their lives had run parallel to hers, crossing paths but never intertwining until six months ago when she’d gotten her first glimpse.
 
   She’d more or less blocked it out in the face of the terror and fight for survival. Now, there was no way she could refuse to accept it or deal with it. After all, she was sleeping with one. 
 
   “Are you okay?” 
 
   Not really, no, but this wasn’t any worse than what she’d lived through six months ago. It was in fact, less traumatic because she hadn’t had to run and try to hide not knowing who to trust. 
 
   Funny how she thought Samarra was safe. She had teeth and claws. 
 
   “Answer me, Adalyn,” Sam ordered tightly. 
 
   The birthmark, that’s what her mother had called the paw and claw marks on her back. Did it mean she was a shifter too? She’d never changed form though.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m shaken up.” Samarra had grabbed that book from her desk she’d been looking at. She hadn’t had a chance to find out exactly what was mentioned about the ones just like hers. 
 
   “It’s to be expected,” Sam murmured. “You’ve had a trying day.”
 
   Trying was when you had to wait in a long line at the grocery store and when it came your turn, you realized you didn’t have your wallet. 
 
   This was a nightmare. Something right out of a Twilight Zone episode.
 
   “How many more of them come to the club?” 
 
   Not many. Hyenas aren’t common in the North. They majority of them seem to hate the cold. The city is wolf and coyote country,” Sam told her. “The club employs both wolves and coyotes as security.”
 
   “You hired humans so we could be what? Food for the animals?”
 
   “Even animals have sexual appetites,” Sam said coldly. 
 
   “You get off on fucking humans?” Adalyn demanded, angry, yet fascinated and confused. 
 
   “Me personally or shifters in general?” Samarra asked coolly.
 
   “You shifters!”
 
   “Everybody has their poison, Adalyn, and you’re mine,” she retorted. 
 
   “For the time being,” she said in an agitated tone. “You’ll just move on to another human when you’re done with me?”
 
   “What are you trying to ask me? I can’t read your mind, so you’ll have to say it.”
 
   “What’s a breeder?” She held her breath. She’d started reading that note in the book next to the tat like hers and the word breeder had been present. 
 
   “You’re an intelligent woman,” Sam commented. “You know what it means.”
 
   “In terms of what you are, what does it mean,” she pressed. “I need to know.”
 
   “It means a human carries the right set of genes necessary to give birth to a pure shifter child.”
 
   “Pure?”
 
   “The child’s animal side will be stronger than the human side. We do what animals do in certain situations rather than what the more civilized human mind thinks is right. So will the child.”
 
   “Is the breeder a shifter’s offspring?”
 
   She shrugged. “Not normally, but it’s theorized she has some shifter genetics that have become watered down over the generations making her more human,” Sam told her.
 
   “What’s shadow animal blood?”
 
   “A shadow is an Indian-born shifter. They’re different. Stronger.”
 
   “Were there breeders just for shadows?”
 
   “I’ve heard there were,” Samarra answered. “She would show an innate understanding of the animal nature and vocalizations of the shifter species she’s a breeder for. She even produces some of the vocalizations herself instinctively.”
 
   Adalyn turned the last sentence over in her mind. As she recalled the pictures in the book, she watched the city fade into a backdrop of trees and undeveloped land except for the occasional house.
 
   The next thing she noticed was they were pulling up to a sprawling single-story ranch with a circular drive. Flower beds edged the wide front porch that appeared to wrap around one side of the house.
 
   Samarra followed the path they were on around to the back of the house and a three-car garage. The door slid up and Samarra pulled inside and cut the engine.
 
   “You might see a coyote or two, but don’t mind them. They’re here to help keep you safe. I can’t take you to the den just yet.” 
 
   “Den?” 
 
   “Where the pack lives. This is my office and sometimes residence.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Sam told her, and then climbed out of the car. A second later Sam was pulling her door open. “Mal asked me to give her a loan for the club and I did, but then she wanted to renovate and expand. So, she asked for another loan and made me a partner.”
 
   “She’s part of your pack?” Adalyn climbed out and looked up into Samarra’s eyes.
 
   “Mal’s pack leader.” She grinned. “So, I can’t argue with her decision to give you the week off.” Sam moved in just a little closer, resting her hand on the roof of her car. “Shifters are what I wanted to talk to you about.”
 
   “That’s what you meant when you said all wasn’t as it seemed? You being human is the illusion you mentioned.”
 
   Sam nodded. “I still want to help you no matter what.” 
 
   “Even if I don’t want you to touch me ever again?” She couldn’t fight the pull between them. Even now she was leaning toward Sam rather than away.  Everything in her felt connected to Sam, felt as if Sam belonged to her.  
 
   “It changes nothing,” Sam told her. “You saw the book that’s why the questions?”
 
   “Yes. The mark on my back—people think it’s a tattoo. I’ve had it all my life it was just fainter than it is now. Why is it so dark?”
 
   “You’ve found your life mate.”
 
   Adalyn licked her suddenly dry lips and met Sam’s gaze. She’d read enough romance novels about vampires to understand the concept of a mate. “Do you even want to have children, a wife?” 
 
   “You make me want to have it all,” Sam told her, her voice a low rasp. “Are you hungry?” 
 
   Adalyn’s stomach growled as if on cue, and she nodded. 
 
   “Adalyn.” 
 
   “Yes, I’m hungry,” she said.
 
   Sam smiled. “You can clean up first and change,” she said. “I have a few things I think will fit you. Tonight, I’ll put you in the guestroom.”
 
   “Thank you.” 
 
   Sam led the way to the garage door. She unlocked it and pulled it open for Adalyn. “After you.”
 
   Adalyn hesitated then stepped inside onto stone tile surrounded by tangerine. The vague scent of clove wafted on the air. 
 
   “This way, Adalyn.” Sam moved around her, brushing against her. 
 
   Electricity danced along her skin where they’d touched, and she jerked her gaze to Sam’s face which was in profile. Adalyn couldn’t read her even now. Knowing what she thought wouldn’t make any of this easier, but at least she was safe.
 
   Adalyn followed in Sam’s wake noticing the open doorway leading to a kitchen, and one opening into a living room. The shades of blue mingled with hints of gray and chocolate from what she could see.
 
   “This is your room,” Sam told her as light flooded the spacious room dressed in golden and red tones that blended perfectly for subtle elegance.
 
   The bed was sprawled to the left of the room while an oversized chair took up residence on the right with a small table and lamp. The furniture had strong lines and seemed a little larger scale, but it worked well together. 
 
   “Bathroom.” Sam pointed to a closed door across the room. “Closet. I’ve learned to be prepared for guests, so everything is washed, but never worn. When you’re ready, just retrace your steps, and you’ll find the kitchen easily.”
 
   Adalyn started to nod and then said. “Okay.”
 
   Samarra retreated leaving her in the room bigger than the living room at her apartment. Her old apartment. She’d have to go back there and sift through the ruins and see if there was anything worth salvaging. 
 
   She could just leave it. She could take the money she had and start her life over in another state leaving this madness that had wreaked havoc on her life behind. But nothing would change. Joelle would still be after her. Those files would still be the key to her possibly getting out of this mess alive.
 
   She didn’t trust that detective. He’d pressed too hard, and she knew it had nothing to do with helping her. He might want the files to vindicate his partner or something else. He could have been bought off like that other cop who’d supposed to have been protecting her.
 
   Adalyn sighed and crossed the room to the dresser and peered at herself in the square mirror. Her make-up was smudged, and she looked a little unkempt. She headed into the bathroom to scrub up and lights came on upon entry, illuminating the large space in shades of gold and red.
 
   The clawfoot tub caught her eye immediately, and she decided she’d take a soak in it. She needed to get rid of the sweat and blood. It would be nice if she could wash the entire day away, but something told her there was still more to come.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   “Detective Sang is legit,” Detective Jenner said. “And so is SA Johnson. Your girl is a witness to a double murder that involved Bobby Reacher. He was working with the feds on a case against a hit squad for hire.”
 
   Samarra frowned as she leaned against the counter in her kitchen. “A hyena hit squad?”
 
   “I’ve tapped my contacts to check into that,” he said. “I’ll have to get back to you, but they do know these people are different, they just don’t know how different. If they suspect they’re shifters, they’ll want to capture them to study them as well as prosecute them, we can’t let that happen.”
 
   “We?” she asked dryly. Shifters lived in antonymous units with each one governed by their pack or pride leader. They’d managed to live side-by-side with humans for over four centuries without being recognized for what they were unless you counted the circus sideshow freaks that occasionally popped up.
 
   “We as in this community,” he said. “These people brought their shit into our town, so it’s going to be up to us to ensure their little ring doesn’t expose the rest of us.”
 
   “We aren’t exposed, Jenner,” she said. “They are. Anyway, what are we supposed to do?”
 
   “Eliminate them,” he told her. “They want a file Reacher had, and they are convinced your girl either knows where it is or has it or both. What if proof of shifters is in that file?”
 
   She pushed out a harsh sigh. “I’ll see if she has it, but don’t count on me just passing it off to you.”
 
   “I don’t give much of a damn about that file as long as it doesn’t expose us,” he snapped. “So you handle that end, and I’ll find out who these assholes are.”
 
   “Fine. I’ll talk to Mal.”
 
   “Oh, we need a statement from your girl about today. Make sure she doesn’t say anything that might cast long looks our way.”
 
   “I’ll get her there tomorrow.” 
 
   “Make it early,” he said. “Later.”
 
   “Right.” She ended the call as the scent of Adalyn floated to her. She smelled like soap with the residual stink of hyena blood gone. 
 
   “I love the tub,” Adalyn said. “Thanks. I don’t feel icky anymore.” 
 
   Sam smiled. “Nice choice,” she said as her gaze roamed over Adalyn. She’d chosen a simple house dress with a V-neck and shoulder straps. 
 
   “This kitchen is bigger than my apartment,” she said and laughed nervously. 
 
   “Come have a bite to eat,” Sam suggested.
 
   Adalyn followed Samarra across the room to an eating nook. The shades were pulled closed at the bay window. The recessed lights filled the room with soft gold light.
 
   Adalyn took a seat at the table for four. Two places had been set and a carafe of tea sat in the middle of the table. She dug into the meal after a brief moment of silent prayer. 
 
   “We’ll have to go to the police station in the morning,” Sam said.
 
   “What do they think I can tell them?” Adalyn demanded angrily. “I told them all I know six months ago. I can’t explain why hit people came after me.”
 
   “The cop mentioned the file,” Sam told her. “What was in it?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she muttered. “I just did what he asked me to which was send it to his email and destroy the SD card.”
 
   “They probably hacked his email by now,” Sam mused.
 
   “Maybe, but I don’t think she knew about the account he kept to communicate with other women.”
 
   “Well, tell me what it is, and I’ll get someone to hack it.”
 
   ****
 
   Adalyn studied her. Sam’s eyes were guarded. She probably thought she was lying. She may even be upset she’d gotten dragged into this mess. 
 
   Adalyn reached for her tea. “I would have preferred wine.”
 
   “Good for you.”
 
   Adalyn glared at her. “Do you have any?”
 
   “Always but that doesn’t mean I break it out every time I have guests.”
 
   “Are you trying to start an argument?” Adalyn asked. “I just want a drink. I’ve had a really crappy afternoon.”
 
   “You’ll survive.”
 
   “Be a dick then,” she muttered.
 
   “Are you going to give me the email address or not?”
 
   “After dinner.”
 
   They finished their meal in silence and Adalyn insisted on helping to clean up afterward. Sam dismissed the offer sending Adalyn off to the den. The room was as spacious as the others and the tangerine and blue combined for a sensual kiss of color mingled with wood and glass.
 
   The huge flat screen had been mounted on a wall over a shelf holding speakers and a DVD player. There was a fireplace to the right of that and several windows in the room. The entire home had an air of welcome and comfort that made it hard for her to do anything but long for a place of her own.
 
   Adalyn went to one of them and pulled back the curtain to stare out into the yard. 
 
   It was an endless space of wide open green. Tall trees swayed in a gentle breeze. She had to go to the park for green space nowadays. Samarra was lucky to have it, but she supposed she had the money to afford it and being an animal she needed it. So where was the gate?
 
   She didn’t see a privacy fence anywhere. So much freedom.
 
   Adalyn sighed deeply and leaned her forehead against the cool pane.
 
   “What is it?” Sam asked.
 
   “I was just thinking.” She turned to find Samarra standing in the middle of the den. The carpet had masked her footsteps allowing Samarra to come in unnoticed.
 
   “About?” Sam took a seat on the sofa with fluffy pillows without taking her eyes from her. Her gaze was dark and unreadable pools of copper that Adalyn wanted to sink into and get lost in. 
 
   Falling for her had been so easy and walking away was going to break her heart. But standing here, nothing inside of her could stand to do anything more than go to Samarra.
 
   Falling for someone wasn’t about doing the smart thing or even the right one. It was about feeling and against all odds giving in to it. 
 
   She couldn’t get pregnant by Samarra, so she didn’t have to worry about the children part, but for the rest, she’d live with the broken heart later.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   “I was just thinking what a big backyard you have,” she said. “Do you ever change and run in it?”
 
   Sam studied her, her eyes glowing with intensity. “Rarely. This is my office slash apartment, and I do have neighbors, Addy.” She’d changed into lounge pants and a matching camisole top. 
 
   Adalyn took a few steps toward the sofa. “Are you going to the club tonight?”
 
   “Someone can cover for me,” she answered. “Do you like the necklace?”
 
   She was still wearing it and had no plans to take it off. “It’s very pretty.”
 
   “I don’t normally give women gifts because it’s easy to mistake my intentions, but I saw that in a shop window and it reminded me of you.” Sam shifted but made no move to get to her feet, so Adalyn took another step. 
 
   Her stomach fluttered. “In what way?”
 
   Sam shrugged, and her gaze slid slowly down Adalyn’s body. “They’d think I wanted more than I did, but I can’t stop thinking about you, Addy.” Samarra reached out, anchoring a hand at Adalyn’s hip and urging her down. 
 
   Adalyn nodded. “Just tell me you want me,” she whispered as she lowered herself, straddling Sam. It was enough for now, it was everything for now all things considered. 
 
   “You know how much I want you, Addy,” Samarra said huskily. “I killed for you today, and I’ll do it again to keep you safe.” 
 
   Samarra could have just left her there or killed Donna in front of her, but she hadn’t. That kind of care spoke of something more than want to her.
 
   She cupped Sam’s face between her hands. “Just want?”
 
   ***
 
   Samarra breathed out roughly and the copper of her eyes darkened a fraction, became an open book. It was a mixture of sexual potency and emotional urgency. 
 
   “You intoxicate me, Addy,” she said roughly. “I need more of you.” Sam leaned toward her and their lips brushed lightly. Sam’s parted, and her tongue darted out to trace the line of Adalyn’s lips. Adalyn sighed softly and Sam’s tongue darted into her hot mouth. 
 
   Samarra’s tongue brushed over hers, thrust deeper into her mouth. 
 
   Adalyn’s arm curved around Sam’s neck as she leaned into her. She moaned softly, reveling in the feel of her lover’s body against hers.
 
   Sam glided her hands up Adalyn’s shoulders to the straps of her dress. She peeled them down to bare the fullness of her breasts. 
 
   The tight pink nipples stood at attention. Sam’s breathing hitched and her eyes darkened even more. “Your tits are so pretty.” She drew her thumbs over the pert tips and brushed Adalyn’s lips with hers before taking a kiss. 
 
   Her lips moved demandingly against the lush curves of Adalyn’s and Adalyn stroked her hands down Samara’s arms to her hips. Sam lowered her head and flicked her tongue over a rosy peak. Her skin was so sensitive Adalyn gasped and arched her chest toward Sam’s mouth. 
 
   “Ooh!” Adalyn pushed her hands beneath Samarra’s little cami top and stroked her. “I want you.”
 
   Sam drew the nipple into her mouth and sucked before releasing it. She turned her attention to the twin while her fingers pinched and plumped the other turgid peak. She slapped the fleshy mound drawing a moan from Adalyn. Then, she scraped her teeth against the delicate peak before swirling her tongue around the areola. 
 
   “Damn,” Sam growled. “You’re so sweet.” She closed her lips over the tightly furled nipple and drew it into her mouth. She sucked hard, sending pin prickles of pain skittering through Adalyn.
 
   The pain was a delicious sensation that could become an addiction.
 
   She gasped and Sam claimed her parted lips as she glided her hands over Adalyn’s back and down to cup her firm ass. She tugged the skirt of the dress up to allow her hands to dip beneath. 
 
   Sam trailed kisses along the side of Adalyn’s neck to where shoulder and neck met. She nipped the delicate skin before her lips firmed and sucked at her succulent flesh. 
 
   Adalyn gasped as pleasure snaked through her and she tangled her fingers in the short dark waves of Sam’s thick hair. She arched into her firm chest wanting to sink into her.
 
   “Samarra.” Adalyn breathed out roughly as she tipped her head back and soft lips skimmed over her throat.
 
   Sam pushed her hands past the band of Adalyn’s panties and shaped her ass. “Your ass is so perfect. I should fuck it,” Sam murmured, and then sucked Adalyn’s throat as she pushed a finger inside her to test the readiness of her pussy. Sliding in through the thick syrup, her finger penetrated the tight cavern. “That pussy’s so ready for me.”
 
   She stroked the back of Sam’s neck. “Please,” she begged, eager to have Sam inside her.
 
   “So ready to be taken,” she murmured. “Maybe I should have kept my dick on for you.”
 
   Adalyn shivered. “I’ll let you have me any way you want, Samarra.”
 
   “I know you will, Addy,” she said roughly and pressed two fingers into her tight sheath. “You need me as badly as I need you.” 
 
   Adalyn’s breath came out in jagged pants as slim fingers stroked into her. The depth was shallow, and she lowered her hips to impale herself only to have her ass soundly smacked.
 
   She let out a cry of pain and pleasure cut a path over her nerves. “Samarra,” she whined.
 
   Sam landed another thwack on her ass and Adalyn gasped and lifted her hips back up to where they’d been before.
 
   “Good girl.” She thrust her fingers deeper into Adalyn’s pussy and her muscles clenched around them.
 
   “Fuck, Samarra. That feels divine,” she cried. 
 
   “I can smell how hot you are, and I want to eat all that cream from your body.”
 
   Adalyn trembled, her womb, clenched. “Samarra, I need—”
 
   “Like this?” She drew her fingers out and thrust them back and fucked her with rough strokes. Adalyn writhed against her hand, gripped her hair and whimpered as she rubbed her clit against Sam’s. 
 
   “Oh fuck. Oh, yesss!” She mewled as Samarra took her faster, slamming her fingers in, fucking her with dominant efficiency. Adalyn’s head rolled back on her shoulders as bliss started to crest like a wave crashing to shore. Her orgasm was so close she could taste it, and then Sam drew her fingers free.
 
   “Samarra.” She whined and the sound was so like a puppy’s to her ears it gave her pause, but Samarra was standing with her in her arms and just that fast her confusion faded as lust beat anew in her blood.
 
   Sam set her on the sofa and grabbed one of the throw pillows, the red with lime strips complementing the navy of the sofa. Sam bent and reached beneath the skirt of Adalyn’s dress and gripped the band of her panties and jerked them, tearing them from her body quickly.
 
   Adalyn watched with anticipation as Samarra tossed the panties aside and pushed the skirt up revealing her honey-colored skin. 
 
   Samarra sank to her knees before lowering her head and brushed her lips over the soft skin of one thigh. Then, she licked a path to Adalyn’s inner thigh to trail kisses within inches of Adalyn’s dripping cunt.
 
   “You smell so good, Adalyn.” Samarra looked up at her from her bent position. She drew Adalyn’s thighs wider apart and licked up her slit keeping her eyes on Adalyn’s. Adalyn’s hips jerked and she drew in a rough breath. “You like the feel of my tongue on your cunt?”
 
   Adalyn nodded. “Yes!” she cried. Fire burned through her blood setting her aflame from the inside out. 
 
   Samarra used two fingers to part the plump pussy lips before dipping her tongue between them and into the simmering depths of feminine heat. She fucked her with lazy strokes drawing soft grunts from Adalyn before trailing her tongue up to the erect nubbin. She licked around it and Adalyn’s hips jerked off the sofa.
 
   “G—ooo!” Adalyn buried her hands in Samarra’s hair, hips jerking up.
 
   Sam’s tongue was a sword of pleasure as it teased the side of her clit, circled it lightly, and then flickered over it. She licked over Adalyn’s pleasure button again and closed her lips over it to suck firmly. 
 
   “Samarra!” She almost screamed. Damn it was just too good. She was losing her mind.
 
   Sam drove her fingers into Adalyn’s pussy and stroked hard and fast as she sucked at Adalyn’s clit between flicks of her tongue. 
 
   Adalyn thrashed her head from side to side on the back of the sofa, mewling as Sam’s fingers and tongue whipped up a conflagration in her that threatened to incinerate her. 
 
   Then, Sam drove her fingers into Adalyn’s cunt. 
 
   She screamed her lover’s name, the pleasure rich and heady as it took her over.
 
   Sam withdrew her fingers as Adalyn’s breathing slowly came back to normal. 
 
   She licked them slowly beneath Adalyn’s glazed and surprised stare. “Mmm. I don’t think I’m going to be able to get enough of you any time soon.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Adalyn awoke the next morning to gray light straining through the curtains and the pitter-patter of rain on the roof. She groaned as she waited for her alarm clock to go off and when it didn’t she slowly turned her head to give it a curious look.
 
   There were no red lights glaring only a lamp regally looking down its nose at her. She rolled onto her back with a harsh sigh as yesterday came rushing back to her at break neck speed.
 
   She was sleeping in another woman’s bed and wearing clothes that had probably belonged to one of her lovers. Still, Adalyn felt a thread of happiness spreading in her chest like sunshine. And she felt safe as opposed to the edge she’d been on before.
 
   She grinned and moaned softly at the remembered passion. Sam was a good lover. The best she’d ever had if she admitted it.
 
   The door opened after a brief knock and Sam stepped in carrying a tray. Adalyn gave her a curious look. “Breakfast in bed?” she asked.
 
   “Too much for you to handle?” Sam asked with a teasing smile. “Here I thought you could handle nearly anything that came your way.”
 
   Adalyn grinned. “Bring it on.”
 
   Sam laughed. And Adalyn sat up and plopped a pillow behind her back. Sam sat on the bed with the tray and leaned over to kiss Adalyn softly.
 
   Adalyn curled a hand behind her head and held Samarra closer. Samarra broke the kiss and Adalyn released a low whine and nuzzled her lover’s mouth stealing another kiss.
 
   Samarra gave her a smile and then picked up a strawberry and fed it to her.
 
   “Mmm.” She chewed the juicy fruit and opened when Samarra lifted a blueberry. 
 
   “Sleep okay?”
 
   “Fine, but I—umm, yes.”
 
   “But what?” Samarra asked helping herself to a few berries.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “I wanted you in my bed too,” Sam told her. “I just didn’t want to take for granted you wanted to be there.”
 
   “You’ve found your life mate.”
 
   Samarra had hurriedly gotten them past the subject, but Adalyn wasn’t sure how to take the words or even how to feel. She’d been glad for the respite from the subject. On the other hand she needed the answers.
 
   “I don’t like that you’re hiding something from me,” Sam said. “What are you thinking?”
 
   “Some things are better left unsaid,” Adalyn told her and reached for a croissant. She took a bite. “Thank you for the breakfast.”
 
   Sam studied her and looked as if she wanted to push the issue. Instead she got to her feet. “You need clothes. So, after we finish at the police station we’ll go shopping.”
 
   That kind of evasion was such a masculine thing, but she was glad Samarra let it go. She wasn’t ready to face total rejection of Samarra’s lack of desire for a life mate. 
 
   “No. I should check out my own things. I can’t afford to spend the money until I know I have too.”
 
   “It’ll just be a few things,” Sam said. 
 
   “You’ll regret it. I love shopping,” Adalyn told her with a grin.
 
   “Finish up and join me in the kitchen when you’re ready.” Sam bent and kissed her again before leaving.
 
   ****
 
   An hour later they were sitting in the police station in an interrogation room with three men. The cool-eyed Agent Rusk sat across the scarred wooden table from watching her carefully while Detective Sang, black eyes unreadable, stood near the two-way mirror hands in his pockets.
 
   The olive-skinned Detective Jenner sat directly across the table from her. His gray eyes were curious as they studied her. His energy was strong and dangerous, but she didn’t fear him despite feeling as if he could tear her apart without blinking. 
 
   He pushed a folder across the table to them. “Can you identify these men? One of them we found in your bed and the other was on the floor in the living room.”
 
   Adalyn opened the folder and started. The picture of Randall with his face eaten off was on top. Sam’s hand came to rest on her nape, her grip light and comforting. 
 
   “Damn it, Jenner,” she snapped. “What the hell were you thinking?”
 
   “I need an ID,” he told her coolly. “It was your girlfriend’s apartment. I’m assuming she knew some of these people especially since a couple of neighbors say they saw him with her before his death. That makes me wonder if she knows who killed him, the two women and the other man.”
 
   “How could she?” Sam snapped.
 
   “That’s Randall, the building manager,” Adalyn told him quickly. She turned the picture over. “Curtis, his brother. He lives in the building too, but I don’t know how he got into my apartment. He wasn’t there when I left.”
 
   “What time did you leave?” Detective Jenner asked.
 
   “Around one,” she said. “I went to the store. I was going to make lunch for Samarra.”
 
   “The women?” Detective Jenner quizzed.
 
   “I already told you who they were,” Sam muttered.
 
   “Donna from the club, and I’m not sure about the other woman. I’ve seen her, but I don’t know her name,” Adalyn told him.
 
   “Any idea how they all ended up dead in your place?” Agent Rusk asked, her voice was hard and her stare suspicious. 
 
   “No.” Adalyn shook her head and her eyes narrowed. Agent Rusk was an attractive woman, but hard as she studied Adalyn like she was a bug under a microscope. 
 
   “Looks like animal attacks,” Agent Rusk said. “Do you own a dog?”
 
   “There was a dog—hyena in my apartment when I returned,” she told the woman. “Randall attacked me and the hyena attacked him. The women came in and I ran.” She held her gaze and put a hand on Samarra’s thigh.
 
   “Jenner, don’t be a jerk,” Sam muttered. “You have the report. Don’t make her rehash everything over.”
 
   “We’ll make her hash it out until we’re satisfied,” Agent Rusk told her icily. “Now what about the file? Bobby Reacher said he had proof that his wife belonged to a band of murderous grifters.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Adalyn said. “He never told me he thought his wife was a killer. He just said he was divorcing her.”
 
   “What about his other girlfriends? The wife said he fooled around on her,” Detective Sang said quietly. “Maybe he trusted one of them enough to confide in them.”
 
   “I never met them,” Adalyn told him with a shrug. “He didn’t want me to have to lie to his wife about names, faces, or dates. He never told me anything.”
 
   “Yet you were in the bathroom in his office the day he was killed.” Agent Rusk picked up a file and glanced at it before giving them a contemptuous stare. “What were you doing in there? Were you the lover he was protecting from his wife?”
 
   She snorted. “I’m a lesbian not bisexual, agent,” she said it as if she were talking to a child. “I’ve never been with a man.”
 
   “Even if she was, she didn’t kill him, and this interview is fast coming to an end,” Sam said icily. “You’re looking for something that’s not her problem. Your office should have done a better job of protecting its snitch, and he wouldn’t be dead.”
 
   “This organization is a dangerous one, Ms. Summerfield, and from all indications they won’t stop until they get that information,” Rusk said in an irritated tone. “Their M.O. is to leave no witness behind. We’re trying to protect your girlfriend but we can’t do that without the facts.”
 
   “You have them,” Sam told her.
 
   “Not all of them, and we believe they will be back to finish what they started,” Rusk muttered icily. “And if we find out you had something to do with killing these people, you’re going to jail.”
 
   Sam gave the other woman a hard stare. “You can’t intimidate me, Agent Rusk, and stop trying to scare and intimidate Adalyn. If you have any more questions, you can ask through a lawyer.” She got smoothly to her feet. “Adalyn.” 
 
   Adalyn rose feeling a wave of protective energy collide with the hostility of the law enforcement personnel. 
 
   “Detective Jenner knows how to reach me and through me, Adalyn,” Sam said and put her hand to the small of her back and led Adalyn from the room.
 
   Adalyn swore she heard a growl following in their wake and it wasn’t Samarra’s. She glanced over her shoulder and Rusk was staring after them with murderous eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   After they stepped out into the warmth of the cloudy morning, Adalyn looked up at Samarra, her jaw was set, but the tension in her face was easing.
 
   “Was she a shifter?”
 
   “Yes. She smelled like a wolf, but Sang is human.”
 
   “She was pissed off,” Adalyn said, unconsciously taking Sam’s arm as they hurried to the car. 
 
   Sam smiled. “She thought I was going to back down, but Jenner will educate her,” she said with a smirk. “He and I have had more than our share of fights.”
 
   “Over girls?”
 
   “Once or twice but mostly over whose dick was bigger.”
 
   “Mm, I guess he got you beat in that area, but I imagine you didn’t take much crap from him.” Adalyn grinned at her.
 
   Sam laughed and gave Adalyn’s ass a swat before pulling her against her for a quick kiss. “Dominants fight over a lot of things as kids,” she said. “But some things don’t change. Coyote and wolf dominants don’t back down especially when it comes to something or someone that matters.”
 
   Adalyn looked up at her then. Did she matter to Samarra?
 
   “Shopping here we come.” Sam unlocked the door for Adalyn and pulled it open before going still. She glanced around and Adalyn’s gaze followed. 
 
   “Someone’s following us,” Adalyn said. “I can feel them watching.”
 
   Sam looked at her then and Adalyn quickly climbed into the car. She had to watch her mouth. She tended to give way too much about herself away to Samarra.
 
   Sam closed the door and rounded to the driver’s side and climbed in. “Buckle up, baby,” she said.
 
   Adalyn waited for her to say more, something about her comment, but she didn’t. And Adalyn leaned back against the buttery leather seat as anticipation filled her. She shopped with Leah sometimes, but she expected this trip to be different. 
 
   She imagined she’d be trying on clothes for Sam and getting turned on just doing it. However, Adalyn would be keeping spending to a minimum. 
 
   Her excitement waned when they arrived at an unfamiliar boutique in an upscale section of town. The store was quiet and only five people were there. One was being helped by a rail thin associate while the other chattered endlessly. 
 
   An older woman in a pale skirt suit with a severe knot approached them after a few minutes. She had the look of a woman who’d just gotten a whiff of something gone bad.
 
   “Hello. May I help you?” she asked addressing Adalyn.
 
   Sam curled her arm around Adalyn’s waist and pulled her against her side. “Perhaps,” Sam said with a chill in her tone. 
 
   The woman’s gaze shifted to Samarra and her brows knit in consternation. “Excuse me?”
 
   “If you don’t show your prejudice too much, and I see something I like you might make a nice fat commission today. Are you ready to work, or do you want to go back to standing around?”
 
   The woman paled and Adalyn winced. The hardness in Sam’s voice was cutting.
 
   “What are you looking for?” she asked carefully, keeping her eyes trained on Sam.
 
   “Let’s start with some skirts and blouses and a few dresses for my girlfriend,” Sam said. “Size six.” She caressed Adalyn’s arm as she glided her hand down to capture Adalyn’s. Sam led her away then, heading to the lounge area. 
 
   “Do you really want to shop here? She was being a bit prejudiced like she has a problem with your color.” Adalyn kept her voice to a whisper.
 
   “People in shops like this are nice to cash and credit cards but if she doesn’t show us anything we like, it’s her loss because we’re going to spend an obscene amount of money today and it won’t be here.” She kissed Adalyn’s ear and released her hand before dropping into a comfy looking oversized chair. 
 
   Adalyn’s eyes widened but before she could say anything a slim brunette strolled over to them. 
 
   “Hello, Samarra,” she said almost coolly. “How are you?”
 
   Samarra got to her feet. “Hello, Brittany. How’s your father?”
 
   “Fantastic and a little richer thanks to you,” she said with a smile. “Your new secretary?” Brittany asked giving Adalyn a cool look now.
 
   “My lover,” she replied evenly.
 
   “Oh, the next flavor. Nice necklace,” Brittany said to Adalyn. “Samarra’s very generous, but she’s never been big on giving gifts. So I guess you picked that out yourself. Where’d you get it?”
 
   Her stomach fluttered. “Samarra gave it to me.” 
 
   Brittany’s brows lifted, and her eyes slid over Adalyn. “I guess you’re slumming now,” Brittany said to Samarra. “Just be careful. Girls like that always try to take you for everything you’ve got. They see dollar signs, and can’t help themselves.” She walked away after a cool smile.
 
   “You slept with her?” Adalyn demanded keeping her voice down.
 
   “We were lovers, but I never spent the night in her bed.” Samarra shrugged.
 
   “It’s a wonder you didn’t get frost-burn.” 
 
   Right then, the sales woman came up to them with a bevy of items. Sam selected several and Adalyn went off to try them on. She noticed the sales woman was a little more congenial. 
 
   Adalyn bit back a laugh as she made her way to the dressing room. The woman must have heard part of the conversation and was ready to focus on something besides Sam’s skin color.
 
   Adalyn checked the tags on the skirt and almost fainted. She could never drop six hundred on a skirt. Was Sam expecting her to pay her back? She’d be out of tips for months.
 
   There was a rap on the dressing room door, and she jumped. “Yes?”
 
   “Open up.”
 
   She opened the door. “This stuff is too expensive. I can’t even afford to look at it,” Adalyn muttered. 
 
   “That yellow blouse is going to look divine on you with that skirt, and I can’t wait to take it off,” Samarra murmured. 
 
   Adalyn shivered as she held her gaze. “When you put it like that, I guess we should take it.” She gave Sam a sultry look.
 
   Sam chuckled and kissed the tip of her nose. “And don’t worry about the price, baby. Just enjoy the day, I know I am.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Cargo studied Darden, his former packmate, wondering if the man had even read the information he’d sent him. Surely, he wasn’t that arrogant.
 
   “Man, listen—”
 
   “Are you still in or not?” Darden asked. 
 
   “Fuck no,” he snapped and shook his head. “What the hell is with your alpha? Did you not show her the file I sent you?”
 
   “She saw it,” he said. “But we can’t afford to allow Wolf to walk away. Even if she doesn’t have the information, she’s going to be brought in to testify. Without her, they have a weak-ass case that our lawyers will poke holes in. With our man in the PD and the fed in our pocket, we’ll get out of this unscathed.”
 
   Cargo took a sip of the vodka he’d been nursing. The hotel suite was quiet as Darden basked in his coming glory. Glory hell. The man and his alpha were going down in a blaze of blood and guts. He still had no intentions of being a part of it even though he knew his new boss was being courted. 
 
   He was no coward, but he was a practical man. He abandoned any sinking ship without a single compunction. His life was worth more to him than a damn dollar or an alpha’s.
 
   “Did you see what the coyote did to your buddies?”
 
   “She didn’t kill everyone on site,” Darden told him with a shrug. “Donna took care of the brothers. They were a liability and you know how I feel about that kind of dead weight.”
 
   Yeah. He killed his drink. “I know.”
 
   “The deal your boss is doing here will allow us to move in,” Darden told him with a smug smile. “You’ll get a place in the Snow Fur’s den once we claim it.”
 
   “It’d be nice to have a permanent base,” Cargo said with a smile. As far away from the Mystic Connecticut area as he could get before all hell broke loose. It wasn’t just about that damned shadow coyote. 
 
   The Snow Fur pack didn’t lay down for anyone. They might be able to scare or slaughter Gray Tail into submission. Oaklyn was showing signs of being willing to sell out for a few hundred thousand. Others in his pack wouldn’t go quietly and if Snow Fur joined with them—fucking war of attrition. 
 
   “So, I want you to work with the dancer Donna had helping her,” he said. “I’ve got a team on Summerfield now. You join them and at the earliest opportunity, take them out. Keep things low profile. The less trouble we attract the better and if that cop is snooping around get rid of him too.”
 
   ****
 
   “It’s been such a fun day,” Adalyn said, smiling as they sat at a table in Coffee Cafe that afternoon. She couldn’t believe how much fun she’d had picking out lingerie. Samarra had spent way too much on everything. 
 
   Sam gave her a smile as she reached for her glass of iced tea. “I’ve enjoyed myself too.”
 
   “Thank you,” Adalyn said softly.
 
   “No, thank you,” Samarra murmured as she reached across the table to cover Adalyn’s hand with hers. “You’ve made my day.”
 
   Adalyn flushed as their fingers touched. There was a fluttering in her stomach and Adalyn looked away. “I was thinking of leaving because of all this trouble with Joelle Reacher, that’s my boss’s wife. She’s the one with the hit on me.”
 
   “You were going to just leave without telling me?”
 
   Was that anger in her tone? 
 
   Adalyn met her copper gaze, dark with anger. “I didn’t want to risk your life,” she said softly as she reached across the table to touch Sam’s hand. “You made it clear you didn’t want a long-term girlfriend, and right from the start I wanted more.”
 
   “You should have told me to take a walk, Addy,” she said tightly self-deprecation in her tone.
 
   Adalyn closed her fingers around Sam’s. “I was willing to take what you were offering because I was lonely and I knew that wasn’t going to change.” She shrugged. “I’ve dated a few women in the six months I’ve been here, but I haven’t been able to have a real relationship out of fear of being the cause of someone’s death.”
 
   “You didn’t care about my life?” Sam’s brows rose but Adalyn saw a teasing light in them.
 
   “I cared too much,” she said. “But I couldn’t walk away without having known what it was like to be wanted by you. I knew it was going to hurt either way, so I thought the risk was worth the heartache.”
 
   Sam swallowed tightly. “Adalyn, you…” She trailed off.
 
   “I what? I scare you? I make you want to be more open to love?”
 
   Sam dragged a shaky hand through her thick hair and turned her gaze out of the window. “I didn’t want to hurt you. I still don’t, darlin’, but I can’t let you leave with so much danger hunting you.”
 
   “Is that the only reason?” she whispered. “And do me the courtesy of looking at me when you lie.”
 
   Sam met her gaze giving her a questioning stare. “What makes you think I was going to lie?” she demanded.
 
   “Call it a hunch.”
 
   “I was barley nineteen when I met her. She was older and a kinky college professor. She introduced me to a lot of things including treachery. She killed someone and set me up. Lucky for me I had friends who weren’t afraid to put their necks on the line to help me clear my name.”
 
   “I’m sorry you met someone like that.”
 
   “So am I.” Her gaze was hard, cold. “She had me in knots and dancing to her tune for a long time before I took off the blinders. I just haven’t wanted to be that close to anyone since.”
 
   Adalyn reached for her hand and Sam allowed her to take it. “Love is often as cruel as it is kind, Samarra, but she didn’t love you.”
 
   “It took me a while to realize that,” she admitted quietly. “Even after I almost killed her I still hadn’t come to terms with it.”
 
   “Syd stopped you?”
 
   “Hell no,” she said with a quirk of her lips. “She told me she’d alibi me, but Mal pulled me off her and wiped the place down so my prints wouldn’t be found there.”
 
   “Did she file charges?”
 
   “Yeah, but Syd and Mica said they were with me drinking all night,” Sam answered and there was a faraway look in her eyes. “Absence of real proof, my lawyer made the jury believe that was just another ploy to set me up.”
 
   “You were on trial?”
 
   Samarra nodded. “She’s doing life. I testified against her.”
 
   “I’m not a femme fatale, baby,” Adalyn said. 
 
   “I know, Addy, and I’m not exactly running away from you either,” she murmured.
 
   “Are you ladies doing okay?” Their waitress asked, suddenly appearing at Sam’s elbow.
 
   “We’re good,” Sam answered barely sparing her a glance. 
 
   “Would you like dessert?”
 
   “No, thank you,” Sam answered. “Just the check.”
 
   “I’ll be right back.”
 
   Sam withdrew her hand as her cell phone rang, and she slid her hand to her hip and tugged the phone from its holster and glanced at the display. “Excuse me. Mallory. What’s going on?”
 
   Adalyn glanced out of the window and watched the cars go by on the street until a dog-like face between two cars caught her attention. She squinted trying to bring it into sharper focus. She could make out the dark orbs of eyes and lips peeled back in a silent snarl.
 
   It couldn’t be.
 
   She looked away and when she turned back there was nothing there. Adalyn drew in a shaky breath and exhaled slowly.
 
   “Adalyn?” Sam’s hand was on hers. “What’s wrong? Did you see something out there?”
 
   She met Samarra’s gaze seeing pools of copper bright with concern. “I just thought I saw a hyena.” She was experiencing some kind of post-traumatic reaction. Right?
 
   Hyenas didn’t just go walking around parking lots. 
 
   Before Sam could speak, the waitress brought their bill and Samarra got to her feet to remove her wallet and toss a tip on the table.
 
   “Let’s go,” she said insistently. 
 
   Adalyn rose quickly hoping she was wrong, but judging by Samarra’s demeanor, she wasn’t. 
 
   After they’d stepped outside, they exchanged greetings with a passing couple. Once the couple was out of earshot, Adalyn looked up at Sam.
 
   “You think they followed us or just found us?” Adalyn asked. 
 
   Sam threw her a cursory glance before saying, “More than likely they just had this place staked out in hopes of finding us,” Sam told her. “No one’s been following us all day.”
 
   “I do come here a lot with Leah and a few of the other dancers.”
 
   “Then, they were hoping to get lucky,” Sam said. “Stay closed to me, and do as I tell you to.” 
 
   “I heard you say you’d be there, so I guess you’re going out tonight,”
 
   Sam moved to her royal blue sedan quickly and unlocked the door. “I won’t be long, Addy,” she said and looked down at Adalyn. 
 
   “Good. I want to talk to you about something.” 
 
   “Okay, but right now you need to get in.” Sam rounded the car and unlocked her own door.
 
   “S—” A low growl had Adalyn going still. Her entire body tensed with memory of the terror that animal had evoked in her. Another growl followed, and she jerked around to see the spotted hyena, scruffy and enraged, glaring at her. 
 
   She screamed and tore the door open and climbed into the car. Shaking she turned to Sam to find thin air. 
 
   “Oh my god.” She whined like a puppy as her fear ate a path through her. Hands shaking, she started to open her door. Adalyn heard growls and then a thump against the car. 
 
   Another bump followed along with a low whine that became a laugh and then another thump. 
 
   “Samarra!” She threw open the car door. She had to get that dog—hyena off Samarra. She belonged to her.
 
   The hyena was facing away from her, body stiff, head held at a slight downward angle. The hyena growled and the sound became a roar that made her wince from the volume of it. The animal leaped forward. Adalyn’s heart stopped.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   “Samarra!” Adalyn leaped out of the car, heart pounding in her ears, her body breaking out in a cool sweat. She didn’t see her, but she did see a small pool of blood. 
 
   “You’d think they’d teach you bastards how to fight,” Sam muttered before slamming the animal into the side of the car and knocking him out cold. 
 
   “Samarra,” Adalyn said breathlessly. 
 
   “Heads up, Adalyn,” Sam ordered. “He’s not alone.”
 
   Adalyn glanced around, letting out a low whine. Fear chased through her. She didn’t move any closer to Samarra because she didn’t want to get in the way, but she could feel the danger around them even with the small crowd watching and the sirens blaring in the distance.
 
   “Thanks for catching him,” Sydney parted the crowd. “He’s off his meds.” She walked over to where Sam stood with the naked man at her feet where the animal had been. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” Sam demanded under her breath. “Following me?”
 
   “Naturally,” Sydney said. “I can’t allow you to recklessly get yourselves killed.” She threw a brief look to Adalyn and dropped her voice to say something Adalyn couldn’t hear and she suspected it was about her. 
 
   Sydney held up a straitjacket. “I’ll get him back to the hospital safely. Help get this on him?” She gave Sam a wicked grin.
 
   Sam gave her an amused look. “Sure, doctor.” She helped her get the jacket on him and put him into a black SUV.
 
   “Are you okay?” Sam asked Adalyn. She looped an arm around her waist and guided her back to the car. The crowd had already started to disperse as a police car came pulling into the parking lot.
 
   She nodded jerkily. “I was terrified that thing had hurt you.”
 
   “Hurry,” Sam said as the two cops climbed out of their car and began striding toward them and the small crowd that still curiously remained. “We need to leave.” She extricated Adalyn from her gently.
 
   Adalyn looked up at her, “S—”
 
   “Now.” She all but dragged Adalyn to the car and shoved her inside with a hand on her head to keep her from bumping it. Sam slammed the door and ran around to the other side.
 
   “Miss—” 
 
   She ignored the man’s cry and climbed into her car and shoved her key into the ignition. Sam backed out after making sure there was no one behind her. 
 
   “You’re bleeding,” Adalyn said anxiously.
 
   “It’s really nothing, Addy. Just a scratch or two. I can take care of it at home.” 
 
   “We need to get you to a hospital,” Adalyn said timidly. “That thing could have given you rabies or something. You have no idea where those claws have been last.”
 
   Sam smirked. “Adalyn, it’s fine.”
 
   “How can you be so cavalier?” Adalyn demanded, fear snaking through her. She didn’t want to lose Samarra even if she was a jerk at times.
 
   “Enough, Adalyn,” she said firmly and then growled. 
 
   Adalyn went still, unnaturally so. Then, she settled back in her seat, hands on her lap.
 
   Adalyn didn’t analyze the sound or the fact that she seemed to know instinctively what it meant. Samarra was fine, and she wanted her to stop fussing and trust that she knew what was best for herself. 
 
   She focused on the scenery trying to find a thought to keep her from thinking about her response, her understanding of the sound. 
 
   Adalyn slanted a look at Samarra from the corner of her eye. She looked relaxed though a little pale beneath the beauty of her red-brown skin.
 
   “Do coyotes normally mate for life?” Adalyn asked needing to distract herself.
 
   “Not normally,” Samarra told her. “The majority of us take temporary mates throughout our lives. Sometimes we go back to someone that we had a strong bond with. Some form strong permanent relationships with a lover or two who they turn to when they’re in heat.”
 
   “That’s why you wanted my companionship? You’re in heat?” 
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How long does that last?”
 
   “Unless I get pregnant, which isn’t going to happen, and then it goes away after a few weeks and starts again the next month. Sometimes it’s strong enough that I take a lover. Other times I don’t bother,” she said. “I don’t want to hurt anyone, Adalyn. It’s like being a vampire and needing to feed. Mating is a compulsion we can’t fight.”
 
   “Survival of the species,” Adalyn murmured and lapsed into silence as they sped along.
 
   Sam sighed as she pulled into the garage twenty-five minutes later. She cut the engine and released her seatbelt. “I’ll help you in with the bags, but I’m going to have to go out in a little bit.”
 
   Probably a doctor.
 
   “I—okay.” 
 
   Samarra was out of the car a moment later and pulling bags from the trunk. 
 
   “I really should get to my place tomorrow and start cleaning up, seeing what I can salvage. Samarra?”
 
   Sam gave her a long look and Adalyn looked away. “You aren’t staying there.”
 
   “No. I know,” she said. “I’m going to a hotel.”
 
   “Adalyn, be pissed off at me, but don’t be immature and put yourself in needless danger.”
 
   “Why, Samarra? Because you have an insatiable need to protect me from the big bad hyenas?”
 
   “Yes, damn it.” She heard the anguish in her voice. Sam grabbed a handful of bags and stalked into the house leaving Adalyn to carry the rest. 
 
   She blew out a breath as she followed in her wake. Was she dealing with some complicated animal dynamics? 
 
   Heat. 
 
   Temporary mates. 
 
   She shook her head. She needed that book from Samarra’s office. Where had she put it when they’d gotten here yesterday? 
 
   Adalyn watched her carefully as she put the bags down in the guestroom. 
 
   “Samarra?” Mallory called.
 
   “I’m coming. I shouldn’t be gone too long, but Syd will be here. The fridge is full. Help yourself.” She left the room and Adalyn went to the door and strained with her ear against it.
 
   “What happened? I smell blood,” Mallory muttered.
 
   “Damned hyenas attacked,” Sam told her. “Damned pussy males. I’d be hurt worse if it was one of the dominant females.” 
 
   Mallory grunted. “I’ll call Sandy. You’re lucky Syd was following you.”
 
   “She shouldn’t have been.”
 
   “Are you stupid? They’d have taken Adalyn from you.”
 
   “Mallory—”
 
   They’d walked too far for her to hear the rest of the conversation even with the door open, so she closed it back and leaned against it.
 
   What was she going to do? She needed answers about the damned tattoo and what it really meant. How was it going to change her life? 
 
   Where did she find them? It wasn’t like she could just go online and Google it.
 
   Maybe she could. She groaned. She didn’t have—she had her phone. It was in the car along with her purse. Adalyn opened the door and went to the garage. Sam’s car was gone. There was a motorcycle she hadn’t seen before in one of the slots. 
 
   Mallory or Sydney?
 
   She went back inside and wondered through the house. She found a study and the scent of clove told her it was Samarra’s domain. 
 
   Adalyn went in hoping to find a computer. The space was large and neat the wood floor dull sounding beneath the low heel of her flats.
 
   The blue and gray were cozy and warm and the artwork on the walls was mostly abstract. The desk was situated between two windows with a floor to ceiling bookcases on each side filled nearly to the top with books. There were a few knickknacks and pictures on the shelves too.
 
   Curious she went to look at the pictures. A teenager in a tank top with a shoulder length ponytail grinned for the camera. She had Samarra’s eyes. On her bare arm was the same tat Samarra bore and at her feet was a gray wolf.
 
   She turned her attention to a second picture. It was of a gray animal that looked like a wolf but was smaller. The eyes were brown and full of intelligence. The animal had its head on a man’s shoulder where he sat on a rock. She put the picture back before studying the books on the shelf. 
 
   Adalyn found one that caught her eye. Pulling it free, she saw that it was the same book from Samarra’s office. 
 
   Adalyn took the book to the leather couch and dropped onto it. Kicking off her shoes she lifted the cover and found an inscription inside. 
 
   I hope this answers your questions my coya wolf. She caressed the words sensing strength and love in them before turning the page. The table of contents was neatly written out. Skimming it, she found a chapter called life mates. 
 
   Adalyn quickly turned to the chapter and began reading. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Sam headed for the third floor of the club after being treated by the doctor. The claw marks had been bandaged and would heal fast enough, but the same probably wasn’t going to be said of the marks she was going to leave on the person who’d put this whole thing in motion.
 
   She was tired of playing cat and mouse games and wanted answers. She wasn’t going to allow anyone to separate her from the woman who’d stolen her heart. 
 
   She didn’t know if Adalyn could bear to live the life of an animal’s mate or even if she could open her heart completely and give Adalyn all she needed emotionally. However, this insatiable fascination was never going away, so she was willing to try if Adalyn would have her.
 
   Sam stepped into the spacious black room devoid of windows. It was a soundproof playroom equipped with stocks, spanking bench, and an assortment of toys and masks. Eye hooks protruded from a few walls and thick mats formed a square on one side of the room next to a shelf. Across the room was a bed stripped bare of sheets.
 
   Near the bench, the hyena male was secured with shiny silver chains. He had been undressed to his white briefs and his head hung in a submissive gesture. Mallory leaned casually against the wall near him and Mica and Nya, two of their security team, were standing by as well. Nya held a tranquilizer gun loosely in one hand while Mica held a paddle.
 
   Sam crossed the room to join Mallory. She picked up a paddle and tapped it against her palm as she moved into the man’s line of vision. “Your friend got away, so it’s just you to take all the punishment. You can draw it out, and we won’t mind, or you can just answer the questions.”
 
   He looked up at her with disdain. 
 
   “Each one of them wants a turn to use something on you, and it won’t make you hard I promise,” Samarra told him. “Now, let’s just cut to the chase. Who sent you?”
 
   He glared at her and Samarra drew her paddle back and dropped it hard on his ass. He screamed and she reached down to tug his briefs down, baring his flat pale ass. She hit him hard and he jerked on the chains. 
 
   “Go ahead and shift. We’ll just tether you in animal form and put a muzzle on your mouth and torture you that way starting with snipping the end off your tail and setting it on fire and then putting it out and starting over again. Then, we’ll pull out your nails before we start spanking you.”
 
   He swallowed hard.
 
   “I guess he’s not into the scene,” Mallory drawled. 
 
   “Who sent you?” Sam demanded.
 
   “Darden,” he said immediately. “We were to kill you and Adalyn Wolf.”
 
   “Who’s Darden? Independent contractor? Your alpha?” Sam asked.
 
   “He’s Joelle’s right hand,” he confessed. “Jo is our alpha of the Dirty Dogs pack. She wants to make sure Adalyn can never testify against her. She also instructed us to find out where Wolf hid the files.”
 
   “What files?” Mallory demanded and threw Sam a look. 
 
   “I don’t know what’s in the files,” he said. “I swear.”
 
   “Probably some of their crimes,” Mica murmured. “Murders they don’t want to get the lethal injection for.”
 
   “It’s too bad we don’t have it,” Sam said. “Where’s the pack now?” 
 
   “Some of it’s here, but the alpha’s in New York. Darden is here to finish off Wolf and get the file. He’s working with someone who’s supposed to be able to help him get closer to you and Wolf.”
 
   “How many people were recruited from here to help?” Sam demanded. He might not be able to tell her who they were, but if anyone was going to be able to get closer to them, it would be someone who worked at the club. 
 
   That someone was going to die for fucking with her mate and her pack.
 
   “Darden recruited some old packmates who left the pack when our old alpha was killed by the current one. He also brought in a couple of dancers from a club where Wolf works.”
 
   “Names?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said. “Donna, Daffodil, Curtis, Randall, Cargo, and Kerri are all I knew about.”
 
   “Cargo’s a bodyguard for Sorrento,” Mica muttered. “He’ll never own it.”
 
   “Of course not,” Mallory murmured. “Finish up with him and hand him over to Jenner.”
 
   “They’ll kill me,” he exclaimed.
 
   “Then, you’ll be dead,” Sam said coldly. 
 
   ****
 
   “Hey, Adalyn.”
 
   Adalyn jumped guiltily at the sound of Sydney’s voice. She hurriedly closed the book and turned it over, so she couldn’t see the title. “Hi.”
 
   Sydney smiled as she eyed the book. “Light reading?”
 
   Adalyn got to her feet. “I was just—I—”
 
   Sydney waved a hand. “It’s not my study,” she said. “I was just checking up on you. Sam called and you didn’t answer. She was worried.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “She’s on her way home.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “What are you reading?” Sydney asked.
 
   “Oh, uh, just a book.” She waved it before putting it on the couch next to her.
 
   Sydney nodded. “Did you find what you were looking for in there?”
 
   She bit down on her bottom lip and looked down at the book briefly. She’d been reading a long time and had found some interesting things. 
 
   “It’s just a book.”
 
   “How are you holding up? I mean learning that shifters exist has to have been trying.”
 
   She shrugged. “I think the hardest part is having them come after me,” Adalyn said quietly.
 
   “Our world has more challenges than the norm, but we aren’t any less capable of love and compassion, Adalyn,” Sydney told her. 
 
   “I know.” She didn’t believe Samarra was incapable of love or compassion. She thought Samarra was afraid of falling in love with her. 
 
   “I have to get ready for work, but I won’t leave until Sam gets here. If you need me just call.”
 
   “Okay.” Did she think someone would attempt to break in? She’d never noticed Samarra deactivating an alarm.
 
   Adalyn got to her feet and replaced the book as soon as Sydney was gone and headed to her room. She wanted to keep the book to read later, but she figured Sydney would tell Samarra she’d been in here. Adalyn had just gotten so absorbed in the information she hadn’t been able to put it down.
 
   She’d found answers to lingering questions about the mark on her. According to the writer, it was believed humans with the mark like her had some shifter genes deep in their family tree, but they’d been submerged over time, and they could no longer shift. However, they did carry the genes that produced shifter children when the other parent was a shifter.
 
   The strangest part was the mention of mates and their psychic powers. The writer had described her ability to shield and to hide undetected by other shifters to a T. The energy was said to be the coyote’s strength and determination culled into psychic ability giving human usable by the human unable to shift the same prowess just in a different form. 
 
   If the human was well taught, she could shape the energy for defense into balls or other shapes. 
 
   The coya was a female coyote and the term shadow applied to the coyote’s link with the dark nature of the animal. Those who embraced that part of themselves were fierce fighters, difficult to heal, and long-lived. 
 
   In her bedroom, Adalyn set about putting the clothes away and was wondering if she could get another look at the book. There was still so much more she needed to learn about Samarra’s heritage especially since apparently they had some part of it in common. 
 
   “Hi.” 
 
   She smiled. “You saw a doctor,” Adalyn said. She’d changed and she didn’t look pale.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’m glad you realized it wasn’t just a scratch,” she teased.
 
   Sam grunted. “It wasn’t that bad,” she murmured as her gaze slid over Adalyn. “Sorry I was gone so long. I had to take care of some business.”
 
   Sam looked a little tense and Adalyn wondered what she’d been doing. “Something came up at the club?”
 
   “Sort of,” Sam replied moving toward her now. “Reading. Did you find what you needed?”
 
   “Are you mad?” She winced.
 
   Samarra shook her head as she reached her and caressed her face. “Why would I be?”
 
   “Maybe there were books you didn’t want me to see,” she answered, swaying toward Sam. She loved the way she smelled and the way her hands felt stroking her skin. 
 
   “I don’t have anything to hide, especially from you,” Sam said. 
 
   Samarra wouldn’t just open up to her about what she was, and Adalyn didn’t blame her. But she needed to know what she was walking into. 
 
   “I was thinking.” She slid her hands up Samarra’s chest, fingers brushing the curves of her breasts before she rested her hands on her shoulders. 
 
   “About what?” Sam asked softly.
 
   “Us,” she said deciding to take the leap she wouldn’t have dared take two days ago. Her heart pounded hard now, and her stomach clenched with her fear. Sam cocked her head to one side, gaze curious. 
 
   “Oh.” She withdrew her hands and pushed them into the pockets of her pants. “What about us?”
 
   She swallowed and leaned into Sam despite her withdrawal from her. One of them had to do this and she may as well be the one since she was the one putting her heart on the line.
 
   “I—” She licked her lips. “I was thinking I’d accept your offer to stay here until I found another place.”
 
   Sam shrugged. “I’m glad.”
 
   Okay. She closed her eyes briefly as she gathered her courage. “Does it hurt when you change?” Adalyn asked. That wasn’t what she’d meant to say.
 
   “A little.”
 
   “Show me? I want to see you in your animal form.”
 
   Sam studied her for a long time before stepping away from her and Adalyn sighed thinking she wouldn’t show her. She really needed this but she wouldn’t push. Maybe Sam didn’t want her to see her that way.
 
   Then she shifted.
 
   The colors of the shift were deep purple with a hint of pink and then a gray coyote stood before her looking like a German Sheppard. The animal didn’t move but sat down and waited for Adalyn. 
 
   Sam’s fur varied in shades of gray and her underbelly looked white. Her blue eyes were intelligent and bright. 
 
   Adalyn closed the distance and rubbed the animal’s head tentatively. She was beautiful and soft. “You’re so pretty, Samarra.”
 
   Sam barked and Adalyn jumped. Sam nuzzled her hip. 
 
   “I bet you’d keep a girl warm on a cold night,” she teased and Sam licked her hand. Adalyn laughed. 
 
   Sam changed back. “Did seeing me like that ease your fears?”
 
   “Actually, I was never afraid of you,” she said. “I feel too much for you for fear.”
 
   “Adalyn, don’t,” she said in a warning tone.
 
   “I fell slowly in love with you over the last three months, and I’m only falling deeper now,” she said softly.
 
   “I’m not a cuddly plush toy,” Sam snapped. “You can’t just stand here and tell me that and expect me to let you go.”
 
   “I don’t want to go anywhere,” Adalyn said. “And I don’t want to be just the woman you turn to once a month to scratch your itch. I want to be your mate with all the rights and privileges it entails.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Sam held her gaze and Adalyn saw the shock in her eyes before she looked away wiping a hand over her mouth. Adalyn watched her, her own breathing coming harshly, shoulders rising and falling quickly. 
 
   “Adalyn you shouldn’t say things like that,” Sam told her roughly. “The animal won’t let you go if we claim you.”
 
   Adalyn laughed. “I just told you I didn’t want to leave.”
 
   Sam swallowed convulsively. “I—” A rap at the door interrupted her sentence. She cursed. “Syd, you’re supposed to be at work.”
 
   Sydney peeked inside. “Jen wants to talk to you,” she said quietly. “He’s on the phone.”
 
   “I’ll be right back,” Sam told Adalyn.
 
   Adalyn frowned. “She better mean Jenner, the cop,” Adalyn muttered. 
 
   “It is,” Sam told her as she headed out the door.
 
   Adalyn stood where she was, hoping Samarra was merely surprised by her words despite their conversation earlier today. If Samarra didn’t want to commit to her it would break her heart, and she certainly couldn’t stay with her. 
 
   ****
 
   “What did he say? Sydney asked. 
 
   “He said the cop is bad news,” she answered. “He’s been suspended pending an investigation. They think he might have killed his partner.”
 
   She shook her head. “What about the Agent Rusk?” she asked. “My intel says she’s good.”
 
   “She’s good and dead,” Sam told her grimly. “He thinks the cop killed her. He found her in her motel room an hour ago with three bullets in her. Sang shot her in the back.”
 
   “He knew what she was,” Sydney mused. “If only we had the file.”
 
   “We will have it,” Sam answered in a hard tone. “I have Aisha working on it.”
 
   “What do you mean?” she frowned. 
 
   “Addy sent it to her boss’s email. She told me what it was and I got Aisha to hack it while Addy tried on clothes today.”
 
   Sydney nodded. “Mal called to tell me about the interrogation. We have to close and then deal with Sorrento.”
 
   Sam shrugged. “That’s the plan.”
 
   “I’ll talk to you later,” she said. “Mal wants me at the club.”
 
   Sam went back to Adalyn’s bedroom to find her sitting on the bed. Adalyn looked at her. 
 
   “Where’s the washer?”
 
   “I’ll show you,” Sam answered.
 
   Adalyn got to her feet and gathered up the lingerie and nightgowns. “I’ll need to have some of these things cleaned.” 
 
   “We’ll take care of it Monday.”
 
   She nodded. “Samarra, I don’t want you to feel like you have to be with me because I put my feelings out there, okay? Don’t tell me you want me and then break my heart day-by-day a lie at a time.” 
 
   She shook her head. “I couldn’t do that to you, darlin’,” she told her. “I’d never bother playing you that way.”
 
   “The first time you lie to me, I’ll let it go, the second time, I’ll get some tranquilizers and shoot you in the ass when you go out to run so you can’t go see her. The third time, I’ll just leave.”
 
   Sam gave her a skeptical look. “Where you figuring on getting the tranqs?”
 
   “Sydney.” She shrugged.
 
   “Okay. See the scary part is she’d get them for you,” Sam said  as she closed the distance between them. “I’m in love with you too.”
 
   “Then, don’t lie to me and don’t keep things from me,” Adalyn said coldly. “I’m not a child, so tell me what the cop wanted.”
 
   “You really want to know this?” Sam cupped Adalyn’s face between her hands.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Samarra told her what she’d just told Sydney. “If it comes down it, which it usually does in our world, I’ll track them and kill them. That way they’ll no longer be a threat to you.” 
 
   Adalyn wrapped an arm around her neck. She wasn’t going to get used to this kind of justice, but she’d learn to understand it.
 
   “I don’t want you killing unless you have too.”
 
   “A—”
 
   “No.” She put a finger to Sam’s lips. “I understand you’ll have to sometimes but this might not be one of those times. Let law enforcement handle it.”
 
   She opened her mouth to speak and Adalyn rose on tip toe to kiss her into silence.
 
   Their tongues tangled in a hot lazy kiss that curled Adalyn’s toes against the carpet. She sighed curving her arm around Sam’s neck as Sam deepened the kiss. 
 
   “Samarra, I need you,” Adalyn said as she clenched her hands in Samarra’s shirt. She pulled the shirt from her pants and ran her hand under the fabric to find skin and lace. She scrubbed her hands up her lover’s back.
 
   Sam broke the kiss to tug her shirt over her head. She tossed it aside and Adalyn smiled. 
 
   “I love the color of your skin,” she murmured. “Can I touch you?”
 
   “Touch me, darlin’,” Sam urged. I want your hands on me.”
 
   Adalyn trailed kisses from Sam’s collarbone to her shoulder. She nipped her skin lightly and Sam growled. 
 
   “Harder,” she commanded. Adalyn kissed Sam’s warm skin with her tongue and then bit her harder. “Just like that.”
 
   Adalyn ran her hands down Sam’s back before gripping her hips as she kissed the top of one mound. She reached around to unhook Sam’s bra and pushed it aside to flick her tongue over a taut peak. She closed her lips over the tip and sucked.
 
   “Yes,” Sam rasped the word out.
 
   Adalyn trailed a finger down the placket of Sam’s pants and moaned as she felt the dildo beneath her hand. She lashed the tight bud of Sam’s nipple  before sucking it harder and then moving on to its twin.
 
   “Adalyn, darlin’, you’re driving me crazy,” Sam said and growled low in her throat as she pushed her fingers into Adalyn’s hair.
 
   Adalyn flicked the nipple again as she undid Samarra’s leather belt then the button of her pants. She caught the nipple between her teeth to the tune of a harsh gust of air before blowing over the turgid peak as she pushed her hand inside Samarra’s briefs. Her fingers wrapped around the dildo.
 
   “Addy, let’s get rid of some of these clothes.” Samarra ripped Adalyn’s shirt up and Adalyn lifted her hands allowing Sam to peel it away. 
 
   Cool air kissed her skin and she sighed. She was on fire, her skin burning. Sam kissed her again as she palmed Adalyn’s breasts before releasing the clasp of her bra.
 
   She brushed the straps down Adalyn’s arms and gave one firm mound a light slap and then dipped her head to bite the fleshy curve before spearing the rosy nipple. Then, she took it between her teeth and tugged lightly. 
 
   Pleasure rolled through her and Adalyn hissed and pushed her fingers into her lover’s hair. Sam laved the tight bud and sucked it as she pinched its twin. The effect was a delicious kiss of sensation that made her juices flow from her. 
 
   “I love the way that feels,” Adalyn panted out. 
 
   Sam licked over the twin as she plucked the vacated nipple. Her tongue glided around the areola before her teeth scraped at the little tip. She sucked it hard, her cheeks hollowing. 
 
   “Samarra!” 
 
   Sam gave her breast a light swat before she straightened and turned Adalyn to face the bed. “Put your hands on it.”
 
   Adalyn put her hands on the mattress wondering what Sam had planned and then she knew. Sam was peeling her cotton lounge pants and panties down and delivering a light swat to her ass. She gasped as the sting slithered through her. Sam dropped her hand on her left butt cheek sending a ripple of pleasure through her with the hard tap. She repeated the action on her right cheek before hitting her harder.
 
   “Mmm,” Adalyn moaned. 
 
   Sam kissed the back of her neck before whispering, “I love it too.” She gave her another tap before trailing kisses down her back. She bit the curve of her ass and then drew her tongue along the slit of her pussy.
 
   Adalyn shivered. Two fingers opened her and a wet tongue speared her clit, circled it. Then a thumb stroked over the pulsing button lightly while Sam pushed her tongue inside her.
 
   Adalyn closed her eyes and groaned roughly. “Oh baby, yes,” she cried and worked her hips trying to get Sam’s finger at just the right angle. 
 
   Sam licked along her labia taking sticky juices into her mouth before thrusting her tongue into Adalyn’s pussy. At the same time she rubbed her finger around her clit before stroking it.
 
   “Samarra, please,” she cried.
 
   Sam withdrew from her and Adalyn moaned in frustration. A moment later a hard tap stung her ass before Sam moved closer and positioned the head of her dildo at the entrance of Adalyn’s body.
 
   Adalyn shuddered, her breathing ragged, and her skin damp. Sam slowly slid into her tight clasp, parting the tight tissues. Adalyn gripped the sheets, eyes closed as sensation washed over her. She caught her bottom lip between her teeth as Sam glided deeper into her. 
 
   “I love this,” Adalyn moaned and reached back to stroke one hand along Sam’s jaw. “Samarra, what you do to me is indescribable.”
 
   Sam kissed the side of Adalyn’s neck and gripped her hips tighter and filled her completely. Adalyn sighed roughly. Samarra took her with slow, rhythmic strokes as she used one hand to work Adalyn’s clit. The pressure of her fingers was light, almost a teasing caress that kept her burning as Sam took her higher. 
 
   “Oh hell, it’s so good,” Adalyn cried as she thrust back to meet Sam’s thrust while her nails dug into the back of Sam’s hand as she worked her clit. “Oh, God!”
 
   “Adalyn,” Sam rasped out her name as she drove faster into Adalyn. Sam gave her clit a hard tap and Adalyn’s body jerked.
 
   “Uh-ahh!” Adalyn let out a hard cry as her orgasm took her over.
 
   Behind her Samarra’s cry was harder as she came too.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Adalyn rolled onto her back, breathing hard, and she reached for her lover. Samarra pulled her into a sitting position and kissed her softly. 
 
   “I love you, Samarra,” she murmured and collapsed onto her back on the bed. Adalyn waited for Samarra to say something when she didn’t Adalyn tensed.
 
   “Adalyn,” she said softly as she sat down on the bed. “You touch places inside me I never thought I’d let anyone reach again.” Sam caressed her stomach. “It scares me how much power you have over me.”
 
   Adalyn sat up, hope taking wing inside her. Something that had only been meant to be a fling could become so much more if Samarra didn’t run from her. “You’re safe with me, Samarra.” She caressed her cheek. “I promise.”
 
   “I’m an animal, Addy, and I’m always going to be this way.”
 
   “I don’t actually care about that,” she admitted. “And really I don’t think you’d be the same person if you weren’t a coyote too. You wouldn’t have that animal magnetism that drives me crazy with wanting you.”
 
   Samarra laughed. “Adalyn.”
 
   Adalyn laughed too. “It’s true.” She leaned forward and kissed Sam urging her back onto the bed. Sam’s arms curved around her holding Adalyn close and she sighed. 
 
   “Addy, my love.”
 
   “Am I your love?” she asked, lips curling into a teasing smile.
 
   “My true love,” she murmured and rolled them over so she was on top. Their lips met again and Adalyn moaned into the kiss.
 
   ****
 
   Adalyn woke the next morning to find herself alone in bed. The clock told her it was well after nine. Samarra obviously didn’t believe in sleeping in. She pushed back the covers. They were going to have a talk about that.
 
   Adalyn padded to the bathroom to shower. When she was done, she went back into the bedroom and found clothes laid out for her. She frowned. They were some of the things they’d picked out yesterday. 
 
   “She washed.” She laughed. “Woman is crazy.” She dressed quickly and braided her hair before heading to the kitchen. Samarra could hear the murmur of voices inside and stopped outside the door to listen. Coffee wafted out to her along with the smell of bacon, eggs, and waffles.
 
   “Has Aisha been able to get into his email?”
 
   “She got the files,” Sam told her. “The guy managed to get his wife as well as some other guy meeting with a couple of dirty cops. One of them was Sang. He got information about the murder of the Oregon police chief and a New Jersey cop. Joelle, Reacher’s wife was present for every discussion including handing off bribe money to an A.D.A.”
 
   “Are the murders on their or are they just talking about who did the crimes?”
 
   “The murders are on there. Joelle wanted proof of death. She’s on there plotting her husband’s death for his money too,” Sam told her. “He caught her screwing a pretty hot guy named Darden who just so happens to be here to kill Addy.”
 
   “We’ll turn the information over to Jenner.”
 
   “I planned to, but there’s one more thing,” she said quietly. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “I got an interesting email last night,” Sam told her. “I didn’t see it until this morning obviously. I got pictures of every member of Joelle’s organization and names of allies here in the city. Leah is one of them.”
 
   Leah was working with the people that wanted to kill her? 
 
   “We need to take her out for her betrayal.”
 
   “Not yet,” Sam said coldly. “We should let this play out, but Mal needs to know.”
 
   Syd’s phone vibrated at her hip, and she grabbed it from its holster. “It’s Mal.” She connected and put the phone on speaker. “What’s up, Mal.”
 
   “Hey, Syd, are you with Sam?”
 
   “Yeah, we’re just shooting the shit. What’s going on?”
 
   “Sam, why don’t you get over to my office? Joelle Reacher is here, and she wants to talk about Adalyn.”
 
   “What?” Sam snarled. “Tell her to—”
 
   “She says Adalyn sold us a pack of lies about the murder of her husband. Adalyn killed him when he broke it off with her.”
 
   Adalyn’s eyes widened. She was such a liar. Samarra could not believe that.
 
   “The lying little slut is just playing us all,” Mallory said. “So, get down here and settle this once and for all.”
 
   “I’m on my way,” she snapped.
 
   Adalyn backed away from the wall. “Oh my Goddess.”
 
   “I’m going to kill that bitch,” Sam muttered. 
 
   “I’ll stay here with Adalyn,” Syd told her. 
 
   “Addy,” Sam called as she hurried from the room. “Adalyn get back here.”
 
   Adalyn sprinted for the door but Sam caught her with a quick burst of speed. She pulled her back against her even as Adalyn struggled to get free. “Baby, stop fighting me,” she begged. “I’m not taking you to her.”
 
   “She’s lying, Samarra, I swear,” she cried.
 
   “I know, sweetie,” Sam crooned. “Even if she wasn’t, I’d still kill her now for trying to take you from me.”
 
   Adalyn twisted around in her arms to look up at her. “Samarra. I’m telling you the truth.”
 
   “Shh. I believe you, darlin’,” she murmured as she stroked Adalyn’s hair. “I’m going over there just to let her know the score.”
 
   “Mica’s on her way and so is Brynn. Lucky they were in the area,” Syd told her. “ETA fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Thanks, Syd. Protect her.”
 
   “With my life and theirs,” she said with a grin. “Besides, you’re the one walking into a trap.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “You can’t go, then,” Adalyn insisted.
 
   “I have to, sweetie,” Sam told her. “This isn’t a ploy to get you back, but a duel, animal style.” She gave her a hard kiss and stepped back. “I’ll see you later, mate.”
 
   Adalyn reached for her arm. “You better come back here in one piece even if it’s bruised and bloody,” she ordered but fear snaked through her. She’d seen what Joelle could do.
 
   Sam grinned. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Adalyn wiped at tear as Sam walked away. “I love you, Sam,” she murmured.
 
   “Love you, too.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Sam wasn’t too happy about being called away from her mate. She had wanted to get Adalyn moved into the den and settled out there where she would be safe until Darden was caught and this situation with Joelle Reacher had been settled. 
 
   However, she was surprised that Reacher had gone to Mallory and asked for this meeting. She suspected the woman didn’t expect her to just turn Adalyn over to her, and she would call for a duel to settle the matter.
 
   Duels could be called at any time one shifter sought justice against another. Death wasn’t always the end result. The matter was often settled with a badly beaten person who was down and couldn’t rise. Today the only redress that would be given if the hyena wasn’t careful was the woman’s death. 
 
   Sam knocked on the door. The muffled “come in” had her opening the door stepping inside to find a tall brunette standing post at the door along with one of her packmates, Cinnamon, who was security. 
 
   At Mallory’s back was another security team member from the pack who worked security here as well. Facing Mallory was a platinum blonde who looked as if she owned the place. Holding up the wall across from her was a cold-eyed blond who gave her a hard look. 
 
   The room felt crowded just standing in the doorway.
 
   “Looks like a party,” Samarra said coolly as she closed the door and leaned against it.
 
   “Sam, meet Joelle Reacher,” Mallory said calmly. “She was just telling me that Adalyn has something of hers as well as being a thief in her territory, Adalyn killed Reacher’s husband.”
 
   “I want a mate’s justice,” Joelle said giving Sam a slow once over with calculating eyes. 
 
   “And you only brought two guards?”
 
   “Why would I bring more?” Joelle demanded airily. “I’m not afraid of a coyote and I expected your alpha to be obliging.”
 
   “That’s why you sent an emissary to attempt a kidnapping?” Samarra demanded. “Why didn’t you come to Mallory before that?”
 
   “I didn’t think recovering Wolf would be of any concern to you,” Reacher told her. “She is just a stripper.” She shrugged, her gaze full of disdain. “I’d like to settle this quickly.”
 
   “Sam,” Mallory said. “Your lover, your call.”
 
   Sam moved into the room and sensed the aggression of the hyenas rise. The woman took a step toward her and stopped not far away. “No dice and if you don’t stay away from her and me, we’re going to have a problem.”
 
   Joelle stared at her for a long moment. It was clear she didn’t plan to be thwarted. “I want you to turn her over now.”
 
   “No,” Sam rebutted acerbically. 
 
   Joelle got to her feet. “I guess we have a problem. You present her or I’ll hunt her and kill her.”
 
   Sam grabbed Joelle around the neck so fast the man holding up the wall didn’t have time to react. The woman was on her though driving a fist forward. Sam drove her elbow into the stomach of the woman at her back who’d grabbed her around her neck. She stomped on her foot and whipped around to drive the heel of her hand into the woman’s nose. 
 
   The sound of bone crunching was sickening, but Sam ducked as Joelle threw a punch of her own. Sam took the blow to the jaw and pain lit through her though the bone didn’t break. Sam grunted and Joelle kicked out but the side of her foot just caught the side of Sam’s calf as she blocked the second punch. 
 
   Joelle lunged forward and drove Sam back to the wall where she went for Sam’s throat then with her claws, and Sam caught her wrist and drove a clawed hand into Joelle’s stomach. The hyena’s eyes widened in surprise and pain and then she shifted.
 
   ****
 
   Adalyn set the book she was reading in Sam’s study down as the hairs on the back of her neck stood up straight. Fear tickled down her spine and the eerie laugher of the hyena sound from outside the window.
 
   Her heart pumped hard and she swallowed tightly and closed her eyes. “Dum.” She chanted the word as she slowed her heart beat and got to her feet. She regulated her breathing, so that her breaths were slow and deep. 
 
   The sound of glass breaking didn’t draw so much as a gasp from her even as she moved toward the door of the study. Behind her, glass shattered in the room and she whipped around just as a man placed a folded blanket over the jagged edges of glass on the framed and climbed in. 
 
   “You were very hard to find for a while,” he said, his black eyes cold. “I don’t know where that file is, but your death will negate the need to find it.” He shifted and charged at her as she ran from the room. 
 
   He slammed into her, taking her to the floor. His claws were sharp on her skin through her blouse and he scratched her down one shoulder. She didn’t scream as the pain burned through her and hot liquid dampened her torn blouse and tickled down her side.
 
   “Off,” she said through clenched teeth and energy radiated from her throwing him off. She rolled over as he hit the floor with a thud. Breathing hard she stood there watching him as he watched her. If only she was a true telekinetic, she’d throw him out of the window.
 
   An eerie laugh drifted through the house and was followed by a vicious growl. The hyena snarled at her and she clenched her fists at her sides. She couldn’t run again. He’d just take her back to the floor and probably kill her.
 
   “You have animal medicine.”
 
   Her babysitter’s words whispered through her mind. He charged her, and Adalyn focused using all her strength. He leaped into the air, jaws parted, and slammed into the shield. He landed and batted at it, while snarling. 
 
   She backed up, and he followed. Adalyn dropped the shield and threw energy at him. It hit him tossing him back several steps and giving her time to vanish down the hall as he let out a pained howl.
 
   ****
 
   Sam slashed the hyena across the chest and she laughed before driving forward, knocking Sam onto her ass. Sam shifted mid-fall knowing she was taking a risk. The hyena might get her before she recovered from the shift. 
 
   The hyena snarled and Sam completed her shift. The hyena was on her, mouth open. The coyote’s move was swift. She slashed the hyena’s side, claws dragging up to the side of her neck. The hyena lowered its head to her throat and coyote’s claws sank deep hitting the artery. Blood spurted, spitting into her face. 
 
   The hyena threw back its head and let out a howl and it was in that split second that the coyote lunged forward and clamped down on the other animals throat. The hyena tried to dislodge her, but the coyote shook the other animal viciously until it slumped on its belly.
 
   “Sam.” Cinnamon was at her side as soon as she shifted back. She moved gingerly, body bruised and shoulder dislocated and bleeding. 
 
   She gritted her teeth and Cinnamon pulled her to her feet. “Go.”
 
   Cinnamon braced one hand on Sam’s uninjured shoulder before jerking the other back into place. Sam let out a scream but the pain was gone as fast as it had come.
 
   “Thanks. Mal?” She looked around to find Mallory sprawled in her chair looking bruised and beaten up with a drink in hand. 
 
   “I am so glad it was only three of them,” Mallory told her. “I’d be fucked.” She groaned and her fingers went to her busted lip. “Pansy-assed men.”
 
   “Cinnamon smirked. “Well, she was a jackal.” She jerked her head to the dead blonde. 
 
   “Fuck.” Sam groaned. “My mate.”
 
   “I’ll call Syd.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   Sam made it to the house in record time after Syd didn’t answer her phone and no one picked up the house line. She climbed out of her car with Cinnamon hard on her heels as they rushed the porch. 
 
   The door opened and Adalyn stumbled out blood staining her face, hands, and clothes. 
 
   “Addy!” Sam caught her as she collapsed against her. “Addy.”
 
   “Syd needs a doctor. Her leg’s broken and the side of her neck is bleeding badly. Mica—I can’t find her.”
 
   “Shit,” Cinnamon muttered. “Get Sandy out here, and I’ll look for Mica.” Cinnamon was inside the house in seconds. 
 
   Sam used her cell to call the doctor and took Adalyn inside. “Where’s Syd?”
 
   “Kitchen.”
 
   “Can you stay with her?” Sam asked. “Mica and Cinna might need me.”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah.”
 
   “Are you okay, baby? Tell me most of that blood isn’t yours.”
 
   “It’s not,” she said and Sam sighed praying she wasn’t lying and then led Adalyn to the kitchen where she took in the scene in shock. Darden lay dead on the floor with multiple stab wounds and claw marks.
 
   “She kicked ass,” Syd said weakly. “Course if she’d been a little faster I wouldn’t be bleeding to death.”
 
   Sam snorted. “You’re a tough bitch, you’re not going to die on me,” she said but pain rippled through her. “We’ve lived through so much worse.”
 
   “Find Mica, and Brynn,” Syd said. “Adalyn, keep me company.”
 
   Sam kissed her lightly on the lips and left the room. Her senses were keen even in her human form and they didn’t detect Brynn inside the house, so she exited, stepping out a side door into the backyard. She surveyed the expanse of green and tress standing tall providing shade and color. 
 
   “Brynn?” She walked around the side of the house to find the coyote sprawled on the ground with two dead men close by. Her heart stopped and she hurried over.
 
   “’Bout f-fucking time.” Blood ran out the corner of her mouth. “Bastards double-teamed me.”
 
   “Hold on,” she commanded and she knelt by the woman’s side and clasped her hand. “I’m commanding you to hold on.”
 
   Brynn nodded and stared into her eyes as a light breeze blew around them. An alpha could hold her people to life with the sheer force of her command. Orders weren’t discarded lightly even in the face of death, but she wasn’t an alpha. 
 
   She, Mica, and Brynn were all shadow coyotes, had all come from the same pack in Oklahoma. But she wasn’t their leader. 
 
   Brynn’s lashes lowered. 
 
   “Brynn, damn it, bitch hold on.”
 
   “Fuck. You’re bossier than Mal,” she whispered.
 
   “Then, obey me,” Samarra snapped. “This is nothing to the last hyena battle we fought.” She swiped back a tear. Memory and the current circumstance tightened her chest with the fear of loss.
 
   “S-Sorrento…” Her eyes closed.
 
   ****
 
   Two hours later, having been healed, Adalyn sat on the couch in the living room with her mate’s arm around her shoulders. Sam’s expression was grim as was Mallory’s. Mica and Brynn were barely alive, but Syd was recovering and receiving a blood transfusion. 
 
   Sam was okay, but it would be a few days before she was back to one hundred percent. Sam hadn’t wanted to take valuable energy from the pack’s two healers when her friends had been far worse off.
 
   “The little prick told me Sorrento has been trying to turn a few members of our pack for weeks now. He’s managed to infiltrate Oaklyn’s pack but turning Oaklyn took longer. He agreed to work against us.”
 
   “That dumb bastard,” Sam muttered.
 
   “Sorrento has no idea what he’s getting into especially now that he’s pissed off my shadow coyotes.” Mallory gave her a tired smile. 
 
   She’d seen that in the journal. The breed was capable of telepathy with their mates even in their human form. In their animal form the telepathic ability had a far greater range than normal coyote shifters. They were as strong and as ferocious as a wolf, and their pack mentality was more dangerous than that of the hyena. 
 
   The shadow coyote would not only stand their ground, they would decimate any foe no matter how much stronger that foe was. They would protect those they loved at all costs, but their first loyalty was to their mate, while their second was to the pack.
 
   “You know, we’re going to have to do one or two things with Oaklyn’s pack,” Mallory said.
 
   “What are you thinking?” Sam asked.
 
   “I’m thinking they’ll need a new leader, one I can trust to have my back,” she said. 
 
   “You want someone to challenge the dominant who steps up to replace Oak?”
 
   “The only one who can,” Mallory told her with a shrug. “You.”
 
   “Sam?” Adalyn demanded. 
 
   “I’ve seen it in you for years,” Mallory told her. “You’re a born alpha. Hell, I made you a lieutenant because you’re so strong. Your energy is too dynamic for anything other than leading. I know you’ll take Brynn and all the shadows, but you’ll have my back.”
 
   Sam sighed. “I don’t—”
 
   “Brynn is still alive because her alpha commanded her to cling to life,” Mallory told her and then turned to look at Adalyn. “An alpha’s will is iron, her command is law and even a dying coyote will obey it. Sometimes the almighty takes a soul but that’s the way it is.” 
 
   “It’ll be hard, and I don’t know anything about being an alpha.”
 
   Adalyn kissed her cheek. “I’ll be right by your side, baby to tell you when you’re messing up.” She smiled teasingly. “But you’ll be fair and firm.”
 
   Mallory laughed. “Oh damn, now I’m just plain jealous over here. Stop with the sappy,” she joked.
 
   “We need to talk about this, Addy,” Sam said. “Being an alpha is going to affect you too.”
 
   She shrugged. “I’m not scared. I like a challenge.” She beamed and Sam chuckled and kissed her. 
 
   “You must really love me to be willing to give up your fabulous career,” Sam teased pulling Adalyn onto her lap.
 
   She wrinkled her nose. “I’m just using you for sex, but I’ll need something to do in between sessions.”
 
   Sam laughed. “Woman, you’re crazy.”
 
   “So, it’s set, then,” Mallory said. “I hate to lose you Adalyn, but you can’t dance at the club anymore. You’re going to be a liability and a distraction. Plus Sam could use a secretary.”
 
   “Maybe,” Sam said. “But you’re right. It’s all set. Are you bringing in the wolves?”
 
   “I’m meeting Jenner later to talk. Doesn’t matter what he decides, we’re taking down the hyenas and Oaklyn.”
 
   “Game on,” Sam said coldly.
 
   Mallory got to her feet. “I’ll be expecting a formal announcement about you and your mate soon.” She smiled. “Welcome to the pack, Adalyn.” Mallory hugged her.
 
   “Thanks.” She hugged her back.
 
   Sam walked Mallory out and returned with a smile for her mate. “Your life is about to change, darlin’ and it won’t always be safe.”
 
   Adalyn shrugged. “My life hasn’t been safe in years, Samarra. First I was a punching bag and then I was on the streets. I’m a survivor.”
 
   Sam pulled Adalyn into her arms. “I love you, Addy,” she murmured. “No matter what happens over the next several months that’s the one thing that won’t change.”
 
   “I’m counting on it.” She wrapped her arms around Sam and hugged her tight.
 
    
 
   The End
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