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Chapter 1

	His mouth tasted of smoke, not from cigarettes, though she wouldn’t have minded, but this was more woodsy, natural and earthy, reminiscent of burned hickory. At the Millstone Bar, Benoica Dilian—who preferred Benie—had spotted the gorgeous creature right away. He’d been a bold brunette and beautifully built with his long torso, wide shoulders, and sculpted muscles. He’d known all the right things to say, and she knew in bed he would have all the right moves.

	She’d taken him to a quiet, out of the way motel. The kind that rented by the hour. The walls were beige with a few dark stains, the curtains a large flower print with one side held closed with safety pins, and the bedspread was a hot paisley mess. Benie wrinkled her nose at the mustiness, but places like these didn’t smell like potpourri. She cast a worried glance at the decor before promptly turning off all the lights.

	“I like it dark,” she told her pick-up. “It’s more mysterious and sexy, don’t you think?”

	He took her in his arms, and when his tongue swiped across her lips, the heat of his mouth made her knees tremble. “I want to see you,” he said. “Let me turn on the lights.”

	“No,” she whispered. “Don’t.”

	“But you’re so beautiful, and I’m so beautiful. It’s a shame to waste us in the dark.”

	Benie grabbed the front of his jeans and squeezed. “We seem to be doing okay.”

	“Yes, we sure are,” he agreed.

	If she was right about the man, he would make his move soon. She breathed in his scent, the aroma arousing her even more. Yeah. She was right about him. “God, you smell good. What are you wearing?”

	“It’s all natural, darling.”

	“Good genes?”

	“You have no idea.” He kissed her neck, his hot breath causing goose bumps to rise on her skin. “More talk or more action?”

	She ground her hips against him. “More action. Definitely.”

	He didn’t need additional urging as he lifted her shirt and cupped her breasts.

	When his deft tongue twirled her nipple, she almost forgot her purpose. Almost. “Shit, yeah,” she told him, reaching into her back pocket. “God, that feels so good.”

	He lifted his head, drawing himself up the length of her body. “Tell me you want to fuck me.”

	“I want to fuck you.” She mentally added: up.

	“How bad do you want it?”

	She wanted him to stop talking and get to gettin'. Make his move already before she decided she didn’t care about having proof. Then it happened. The bite. All the evidence she needed. “Son of a bitch!” Damn, it hurt. Reflexively, she bashed his face with her forearm and yanked a two-inch push dagger from her back pocket. She pressed it into the side of his neck, then reached over and flipped on the bedside lamp.

	The blond stared dumbstruck at her. “What the fuck are you?”

	She looked at her arms. Her skin had shifted to beige and flowers as she blended into the background where she wasn’t clothed. It had been why she’d turned the lights off in the first place. “You don’t get to judge me, asshole. I’m not the one eating women…and not in a fucking good way.” The man was an other worlder who fed on aroused women, and she’d felt his powers of seduction firsthand. Her bits still pulsed! But off-the-charts arousal wouldn’t stop her from doing her job. “You are guilty of murdering five women in the past two months, and who knows how many countless more women during your existence.”

	He chuckled, but then winced when she pushed the tip of the blade into his neck.

	“Me biting you doesn’t prove a thing, sweetheart.” He smiled a dazzling smile and put his wrists up. “Go ahead and take me in. A warden tribunal will clear me.”

	The wardens were a group of OWs who policed themselves, albeit badly, as evidenced by this slimy bastard. They only took action if the perpetrator’s actions threatened to expose them to the human world. Benie shook her head, not liking that he thought she was an OW lackey. “I’m not a warden.” She sunk the blade into his neck and destroyed his main artery with a quick twist. “I’m an executioner.”

	She jerked out the dagger.

	His eyes widened with surprise as his fingers clawed at the spurting wound. The black ooze of his blood and the pungent, musky scent he released as he struggled to cling to life confirmed he was Leiol—a species mythology and fiction called incubi, but was actually only a hominoid evolution that survived on human flesh. The sex pheromones they excreted made their quests for food more like fishing than hunting. They dangled the bait and reeled the humans in when they jumped on the line.

	Knowing he fed on humans like catfish didn’t make killing him easier, but she had little regret. If she hadn’t taken his life, he would’ve continued preying on innocents. That was something Benie couldn’t allow.

	As incubus’s eyes turned milky, he let out a final, shuddering breath. Benie dropped him to the floor, and his body landed with a dull thud.

	She walked to the wall mirror positioned above an oak-colored laminated bureau. Her skin shifted again to fit her surroundings—the floor, the walls, even the television stand. As her heartbeat slowed, her skin returned to flesh tones and freckles, her hair changed back to auburn, and the bite mark flared an angry red around the broken skin where his teeth had penetrated.

	Benie had allowed the guy to attack her first. It was the first rule of hunting her parents had instilled as part of her training. Make sure your target isn’t human. Her fingers trailed underneath the bruised flesh. She’d heal. She always did.

	Her parents had never discussed how they’d come to adopt her, but she knew they’d saved her from a fate worse than being a slayer.

	Benie rubbed her face then straightened her clothes. She had bigger problems to worry about. Lately, her body’s camouflage mechanism had been faulty, and she found it harder and harder to control. Which made hunting more difficult. She’d been raised to hate the other worlders, OWs, the ones mythology called supernatural or paranormal or sometimes even gods. Who were, in fact, no more than branches of the same evolutionary tree as humans. Some lived for super long periods of time, centuries even, which lent to their appearance of immortality. But as a slayer, Benie had learned a long time ago that all monsters could be killed.

	She dialed a number into her phone, and when the call went straight to voicemail, she said, “Clean up. Lincoln Ave and Fourth Street. Domino Motel. Room six.” She didn’t know who would come, because she never stuck around long enough to find out. Another rule her parents had taught her. Cleaners liked their anonymity as much as hunters. However, she did know that the body and all evidence of the Leiol’s death would be taken care of efficiently. No muss. No fuss.

	She put her cell away then took a syringe from her purse and drew a sample of blood from the dead thing at her feet. Next, she used a hook that looked like a crotchet tool to jab up through his nose and into his brain. She pulled some of his gray matter out and put it in a small plastic specimen container with a flip-top cap. If she’d had time, she’d have sliced into the head, cracked the skull open and tried to retrieve an unbroken section, but she had someplace to be. Ian would have to make do with what she could quickly salvage.

	Her heart fluttered, and her skin shifted for an instant as she thought about Ian Arent. Ian had a double doctorate in chemical and molecular biology with an emphasis in molecular genetics—in other words, he was a freaking genius. For the last two years, his main experiments had all centered on Benie. But the last two months, he’d centered all of his focus on figuring out why she kept glitching. He’d even made her an appointment with a shrink. She looked at her watch. The doc had said he’d see her tonight, but she had gotten a last minute tip on the incubus and hadn’t given the appointment another thought…until now. If she hurried she could make it.

	Benie’s new lack of control meant she could barely go out into public anymore, since any heightened emotion triggered her chameleon condition. According to Ian, the psychiatrist was a professor at the university, and he specialized in behavioral psychology.

	She seriously doubted he could help with her problems, but she wouldn’t break her word to Ian. Even if lately she’d felt more like his lab rat than his best friend—what with all the pokes, prods, skin samples, blood samples, and hair samples. She worried Ian might stop thinking of her as a person—maybe want her brains on a slide. While the OWs hadn’t been able to take Benie out over the years, losing Ian as a friend would end her like no other battle.

	She’d grown up with him in a small town down in southern Missouri. He was younger by two years, but more intelligent by a millennium. Now that her parents were dead, he was the one and only person on earth she trusted completely. It’s why she’d agreed to let him be her own personal Dr. Frankenstein. Unfortunately, Ian’s work had become an ugly necessity. He had been offered several great jobs after he got his doctorate, but he decided to take a teaching job at the local university so he could focus on research—in other words, her.

	Her abilities made it possible to get the upper hand on the baddies when stealth was required. Her father had called her abnormality a gift—fate intervening and evening the odds against the other worlders. She thought it was more like a curse—fate’s way of screwing her out of a normal life.

	Bitterly, Benie left to go be head-shrunk.

	* * * *

	Ian Arent, Ph.D. put his isolation-gown-covered elbows on the counter in his small lab. He’d designed the clean room soon after he had moved into the very large loft-turned-apartment he shared with Benie. Clean meaning that the room was set up for sterile work. The floor was ESD vinyl, and the walls and ceilings were made of thermoplastic sheeting. The air flow and air conditioner were filtered, and thanks to a privately funded grant, he had most of the equipment he needed for his study: a gel electrophoresis chamber, DNA analyzer, a freezer that dropped to-80 degrees, several computers, and many more “bells and whistles,” as Benie called them.

	He smiled at the thought of her, and then frowned. She had changed recently and not in her normal way. Ian had always been attracted to Benie, but lately the draw had become intense. There were moments when he’d had to fight the overwhelming urge to confess his growing desires. He didn’t have time for nonsense. Benie had fought a Jekyll a few weeks before, and now there were major changes in her blood cells and in her perspiration’s chemical makeup.

	The Jekyll, an OW who appeared to be a mild mannered, even timid, human but turned into a violent and raging monster when strong emotions were triggered, had killed three men outside a library in the Meadow district. After dealing with creature, Benie had ended up with a broken wrist and deep scratches across her back and upper arms—the Jekyll, of course, ended up dead. Ian had seen her in much worse shape after a hunt, but this time had been different, and the changes in her body chemistry supported his concern.

	A sharp pang of regret lanced Ian as he thought of Benie. He’d always loved her, more than he’d ever let on during their years together. She didn’t do relationships, and Ian refused to be another disposable lover. He knew Benie loved him back, even if it wasn’t in the way he wanted. He was the most important person in her world since her parents died—he knew this fact with absolute certainty—and he already risked so much with his new research.

	If Benie discovered his current experiment, she might never forgive him. But if he wanted to find out what was going on with her mutating genetics, the tests were the only way he could do it swiftly with any conclusive result.

	His study would’ve been much easier if Benie was more open-minded about the OWs. She had a lot of prejudices—some of them not unfounded—but when it came to other world stuff, she was determined to see them as evil—even if she was one herself.

	Not that he’d say that to her. Ever.

	He made that mistake once when they were young, and she didn’t talk to him for over a month. It had been pure torture being away from her, but nothing like when the authority had put her away after her parents’ suspicious death. They’d blamed Benie. She could have ended up in prison, but her lawyer had convinced her to plea mental incapacity with special circumstances. The jury took one look at the ashen training equipment that had been found in the Dilian’s basement, and didn’t need any more convincing that Benie had been tortured by them. It had landed her in a locked floor at the mental hospital for four years, until she’d turned eighteen.

	He wished her adoptive parents hadn’t raised her to hate and be suspicious of all other worlders. She’d grown up with humans and identified as human, but her abilities and her DNA made it impossible to deny that she was definitely something else. Every new blood sample and slide she gave him, he hoped he would finally find the one that would open Pandora’s Box, or in this case, Benie’s family tree. So far, there hadn’t been even a close match—a testament to her uniqueness in this world.

	Ian walked to bio-fridge and pulled a vial of clear, yellow liquid out. He rolled the glass cylinder between his palms to warm the serum. Next, he drew it into a syringe. He undid the front of his jeans, pushed the back down to expose his hip, wiped the area with an alcohol wipe and injected the large muscle. He winced. The thick concoction burned when it went into his body. He withdrew the needle and sighed.

	No. He couldn’t see any situation where Benie would be okay with this particular human trial.

	* * * *

	The shrink’s office smelled like a mix of orange spice and dust, but it wasn’t unpleasant. Benie stared at the compact man in the brown suit and bow tie who sat across from her, looking down at his pad and paper, scribbling notes. His hair was short and his forehead stretched to the top of his dome. She pondered whether his hair had retreated to the back of his head or whether it had merely migrated to his eyebrows. They were bold and bushy.

	He wore spectacles, the old-fashioned kind, hiding bulging eyes, and Benie couldn’t help but wonder if he’d ever heard of Lasik. Nah, the doctor probably liked the effect of the round spectacles—made him appear more competent somehow. Or maybe he didn’t care what anybody thought.

	Psychiatrists and psychologists were a real bone of contention for Benie, who had her own motives for not trusting the head-shrinking profession. The only reason she gave Dr. Myron Gray a try was because Ian said he worked wonders with involuntary behavioral responses, and he believed Gray could work miracles for her…or some such gibberish.

	The doctor still hadn’t stopped writing in his little yellow notepad. Benie began to think he was solving world hunger or curing cancer, because she’d only been in his office for five minutes and surely that wasn’t enough time to write a book. She rubbed her hands together, trying to avoid putting her fingers in her mouth. She’d already shredded most of her nails to the nubs and didn’t want to suffer the humiliation of having the doctor read some deep psychosis in a nail-biting habit.

	“Let me see if I understand your concerns. Recently, you have experienced difficulties maintaining yourself in stressful conditions. Is that it?”

	“Exactly!” Her hand-wringing worsened as she fought the urge to nibble her nails. “I can’t take it, Doctor. One minute I’m green, the next blue, brown, silver, purple, then I’m back to my old self again. It drives me nuts!” She hadn’t meant for her worries to come out that way. She sounded crazy, even to her own ears.

	“Green, then blue. Interesting.” He jotted on the pad.

	“I’m talking metaphorically, of course.” Damn it, her right index finger cuticle had found its way between her teeth.

	“Metaphorically. Interesting.” More jotting commenced.

	“I mean I don’t really turn blue or green, or any other color for that matter. I’m just…well, you know.”

	“Yes, interesting.”

	He kept scribbling, and Benie’s nerves started to fray. Besides, she worried the notes he took might equal a one-way ticket to the looney bin. She wouldn’t go through that again. After her parents had died, she’d been locked up for four years, until she was eighteen. Ian—sixteen-years-old, emancipated, and fresh out of college with his masters—had been waiting when they let her out. He’d rented them a place to live, and in effect, he’d rescued her. Because of her experience, though, she thought most shrinks were witch doctors practicing voodoo science, and she’d only agreed to go to Dr. Gray after Ian accused her of “not trusting him.” A totally unfair play on his part.

	Now, she stood up. “You know, Doctor. I don’t think this will work out. I’m fine.” Slowly, she worked her way over to her coat and purse. “I mean, of course, I’m fine.”

	She tried a casual lazy smile to let him know she truly was all right, but Benie wasn’t sure if she knew exactly how to pull off casual lazy. She hoped it didn’t look maniacal. “Just fine.” Her scarf went on first, and then the coat. “I don’t need therapy. I don’t know what I was thinking! I must be crazy.” Why couldn’t she stop talking? She grabbed her purse and put a hand on the doorknob. “I didn’t mean that. I’m not crazy…”

	He narrowed his gaze on her hands.

	Good God! They’d turned bright green. She knew she shouldn’t have worn the neon green coat, but it was her favorite—all fluffy and fuzzy. Quickly, Benie shoved her hands that now looked like matching mittens into her pockets.

	Dr. Gray didn’t appear ruffled in any way. He calmly put down his pad and paper and said, “Sit down, Benoica. I think I can help you.”

	Her voice went two octaves higher. “You can?”

	“Yes. Changing colors, though not a voluntary behavior, is still behavior. Once we get down to the root cause, or the why, then it’s a matter of training your body to exhibit an alternative behavior.”

	He wasn’t freaking out. Why wasn’t he freaking out? Ian, of course. He wouldn’t have set her up with a doctor who couldn’t handle weird. And she was Weird with a capital W. She wondered if he knew about the OWs as well, but first she wanted to find out if he could actually help with her problem. “So, you don’t think I’m crazy?”

	“No, Benoica.” He smiled, and it was a wonderful smile with shiny little white teeth. “I don’t think you’re crazy.”

	What a beautiful little man…“Call me Benie.” She took off her coat. “Everyone calls me Benie.”

	Two hours of therapy later, she walked into her apartment with a bounce in her step. “Hey, Ian! I’m home!” Benie’s voice almost echoed off the back walls of the large space. She loved the way it sounded.

	“Hey Ian! Ian, Ian. Echo! Echo, echo.” She felt good, better than she had in a long time. Dr. Gray had actually given her some hope.

	“Benie! Quit being such a nerd,” Ian yelled from his office in the back.

	Throwing her scarf on the floor, she snorted, “You’re one to talk.”

	“And pick up your scarf, you slob!”

	“Don’t you start with me!” She swore he had ESP, or OCD, or PMS. No wait, the last one was her. Well, one of those initial thingies.

	Feeling frisky and oddly carefree, she headed back to his office. “So what’s new, Einstein?”

	His back was to her while he hovered over his laptop pecking in numbers at a mile a minute. “That’s Mister Einstein to you.”

	His dark brown hair was mussed and greasy. He’d been holed up for two days at his desk. She didn’t think he’d even slept much more than a few catnaps. He swiveled his tall and naturally wiry body around in his chair.

	Ian wore his favorite flannel pajama pants and a holey brown T-shirt that said “98% Chimp” with a picture of a double helix.

	Benie smiled. “You’re a mess, Ian.”

	“This is the latest in geek-chic, baby.” He grinned. The dark bluish-black circles under his true-blue eyes made him look much older than his sweet young twenty-two. “How was Dr. Gray?”

	She sat down in a ratty old recliner. The blue flowery fabric felt like burlap, but Ian insisted that he couldn’t live without it. “It went great. The doc is awesome. Thanks for recommending him.”

	“No problem.” He took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “I told you that you’d like him.”

	“He didn’t even freak out when my hands turned fluffy green.”

	He smiled again. God! Even looking tattered, he could raise a shiver of lust in Benie. She loved him, but she wasn’t in love with him, she told herself. He was more like a brother.

	A brother she’d like to bang. Ack!

	She shook the uncomfortable thought from her head. Ian seemed almost asexual at times, even if he wanted her like that, how would she know? The dude didn’t date.

	Ian chuckled. “I told you before, you should wear clothing that’s more neutral, closer to skin tones.”

	“Hey! I love that coat.”

	“Don’t get your panties in a wad. I’m just saying.”

	“Yeah, yeah. What did you tell him about me anyways? I’d figured he’d call 911 on me, but he was cool about the whole deal.”

	“I didn’t tell him anything.” He leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees. “I told you he specialized in all sorts of…unique…behavior.”

	“It’s okay, you can say strange. I know I’m strange.”

	“It’s not that, Benie.” He scratched his head.

	“Wait. What are you not telling me?”

	“Gray is half dagar.”

	“What?” Benie’s skin started shifting into blue with ugly yellow flowers. “You sent me to an other worlder?” She silently cursed, wishing that whoever or whatever had given her the gift to fight OWs would have given her some kind of way to recognize them instantly. The ones who could pass for regular people, well, they looked like regular people.

	Ian slid back in his chair. “Only half other. His father was human.”

	“Oh, then that makes it half better.”

	“Just listen.” He stood and walked to Benie, placing an arm around her shoulders. “That’s how I knew he could help you out. He had some stuff to overcome in his life as well. I think that’s why he became a behavioral psychologist. I’ve known him for years. I took one of his classes during my undergrad work. He’s a good guy and a great teacher,” he said with conviction.

	If Benie had a pet peeve about Ian, it was his defense of the others. She supposed it was the scientist in him trying to understand the impossible. Benie had to admit that he’d developed useful contacts over the past decade. She’d even developed an informant-type relationship with a few, which is how she’d found the incubus so quick.

	Taking a deep breath, she counted back from ten. The yellow flowers were all but gone, and the blue faded. Dr. Gray had been kind, but sheesh. She’d been raised to hunt and slay most monsters, and now she was supposed to let one head-shrink her?

	“I’ll give him a chance. But if he even looks at me funny, I’m taking his head off and cutting his heart out for good measure.”

	“Agreed.” Ian grinned. “I’d better call him and give him a warning.”

	Mortified, she watched her skin shift to the color of the nearby mahogany wood paneling. “Don’t you dare say anything!”

	“I’m kidding, Benie. Mellow out before you completely disappear.”

	She laughed. Then Ian hugged her good and long. Her lower body clenched. His embrace was even more potent than that of the incubus. She often wondered if her attraction to Ian was more about his pure acceptance of her flaws than any real chemistry between them. Then his hand trailed her back and her knees weakened, and Benie knew it was full-on attraction.

	She sighed and placed her forehead against his chest. “You smell, Ian. Get thee to the tub.” She pushed him away and swatted his butt as he walked past her. “And put on clean clothes before those pants are walking themselves.”

	“Nag, nag, nag,” he said on his way to the bathroom.

	Benie would have smiled, if she could’ve mustered one. It sucked lusting after Ian. It wasn’t fair to him or to her.

	The shower turned on, and Benie heard Ian humming the Big Bang Theory song. Geek.

	Exhausted from the physical altercation and the psychological detox, she decided to take a nap. Just for a few minutes. So, she dragged her tired ass to her room and fell face-first onto the bed.

	 

	


Chapter 2

	The persistent loud knocking woke Benie up. She groaned as she rolled over and wiped the drool from her mouth. Shit. How long had she been out?

	“Hey, lazy bones! Pizza’s here!” Ian’s sweet promise of sustenance had her up and stumbling into the living room.

	She arrived in time to see him at the front door, hair wet and wrapped only in a towel. Obviously, she hadn’t been asleep for very long if he’d just gotten out of the shower. Experience had taught them to never open the door to someone she didn’t know. Granted, she wasn’t a child anymore, but years of conditioning made stranger-danger very real in her world. “Wait a minute,” she said.

	Ian looked over his shoulder at her, his gaze twinkling, ready to tease her about worrying too much. “I checked. He’s wearing the uniform and a puzzled expression. It’s definitely the pizza guy,” he said as he unlocked the door.

	Then he flew across the room, courtesy of a deliveryman who didn’t have any fucking pizza, even though he wore the familiar red and blue shirt and shorts. For a split second, Benie saw the man’s eyes. They were a clear, golden-amber. He also had a spiral tattoo on his neck. He was a fucking tracker! The worst pieces of other world scum. They were basically mercenaries for hire, and almost nothing was off limits.

	She watched the split second it took for his face to broaden and his nose to lengthen. Hair sprouted and fell along his exposed skin as his whole body shifted into something that was more wolf than human. Which answered the question as to what kind of OW the tracker was.

	“Shifter!” Benie yelled. She crossed the living room, getting between the werewolf and Ian. She kicked out the asshole’s left knee, and it roared with rage.

	It wasn’t the first time she’d come up against a rogue shifter. One had surfaced a few years back and demolished a dry cleaner’s, killing the owner and his wife. Very messy business. They were strong, powerful, and relentless, and their razor sharp claws could rip through a human chest without any difficulty.

	The beast barreled toward Benie, arms wide and head tucked. She side stepped the attack and sent him sprawling across the floor…near Ian!

	“Watch out,” Benie shouted.

	The shifter howled in triumph as he slashed Ian across the right thigh.

	A cry of pain tore from her best friend’s throat.

	“Ian!”

	He bled badly. Benie’s heart thundered in her chest as terror ripped through her body. Adrenaline flooded her system, and she screamed a battle cry she’d never heard from her own lips. She leapt into the air, alighting with her legs wrapped around the upper body of the shifter. She landed a straight fist to the demon’s throat.

	The monster tried to shake her off, but Benie punched him again. He howled as he turned in a quick circle. She scrambled up, wrapping her legs around his neck. Benie squeezed tight as she threw the rest of her body back, hard toward the floor. The shifter lost his balance, and they both crashed downward.

	“Benie!” Ian shouted.

	She looked up in time to see Ian slide one of her Bowie knives across the floor. The bleeding on his thigh had slowed, but he looked pale.

	Her heart skipped a beat as she realized she could well lose Ian if she didn’t kill the tracker.

	The knife slid past her.

	Her attacker stood up with Benie still wrapped around his neck and threw her against the wall, slamming her into the drywall and leaving a torso-sized dent. She slid to the floor and touched her neck where he’d ripped into her skin. When she looked at her hand it was coated in her own blood, which royally pissed her off. She popped to her feet, fury burning away her fear for Ian…until he started moving toward the fight.

	She took a defensive posture against the werewolf to draw the creature’s attention. “Get out of here, Ian!” she shouted. He might be a whiz with DNA, but he hadn’t been trained as a fighter.

	Of course, he didn’t listen.

	Stupid head.

	Instead, Ian grabbed a lamp from the nearest end table and clocked the shifter in the head. It wasn’t a hard enough blow to do anything more than piss the hairy beast off. Its amber eyes widened then narrowed in rage. It slashed at Ian in a flash of unnatural quickness, striking him across the chest.

	Ian went down, his chest bloody. Benie ran to him, cursing his idiocy, as she pushed him away from the shifter’s next blow. Luckily, Ian had enough presence of mind to get behind the couch for cover.

	Rage built inside Benie, an ugly, malignant tumor of utter wrath. It was one thing to come at her. She was used to it. A lifetime of fighting rogue other worlders would do that to a girl, but the beast had hurt Ian, and Benie would make it pay.

	The shifter snarled in her direction.

	“You don’t want to mess with me, dog.”

	The shifter reared back then charged. She sidestepped the enraged monster and swung her leg around in a sweeping kick, using its own momentum to drive it into the floor. It landed with an oofing sound.

	Benie didn’t miss a beat. She’d learned a long time ago that she who hesitates dies. She smashed the heel of her foot against the back of its head then proceeded to kick the shit out of the spot until she felt his skull cave. She spotted the blade Ian had tried to pass her near his torso, and in one swoop, she grabbed it and plunged the sharp blade into the base of its thick, furred neck.

	The werewolf went limp, but she didn’t stop until she’d almost severed his head from his body. During her rage, it had shifted back to his human-passing form. She kicked him again for good measure. He was dead. Good riddance, Fucker.

	“Benie.”

	She looked over and saw that Ian had moved to the front part of the couch. He had blood on him, but not as much as she expected, but his hands splayed across his chest were covered in a deep red.

	Benie dropped the knife and ran to him.

	“I’m all right,” he said, trying to reassure her.

	She wouldn’t take his word for it. Instead, she began checking him over. The claw marks weren’t as deep as she’d originally thought. Even the ones on his thighs were little more than surface scratches. How was that possible?

	“Oh, man. I thought he got you bad, Ian.” She was positive the shifter had hurt him much worse.

	“Me too.” He chuckled, but not like he thought it was funny.

	If seeing her best friend being shredded by a rogue shifter hadn’t freaked out Benie enough—his miraculously quick recovery put her squarely into the what-the-fuck zone.

	“You shouldn’t be okay.”

	“Maybe because your blood touched the scratches when you pushed me away,” he hypothesized.

	“That’s stupid.” Benie looked down at her palm. Her blood was mostly gone from where she’d wiped her hand on her jeans during the fight, but it had been covered when she’d touched her neck wound. Was Ian right?

	Ian raised a brow. “It makes the most sense right now. Look, I’ll take some skin scraping of the wounds and check them out.”

	“Always the scientist.”

	Ian’s smile softened her ire. “Your blood intermingled with mine, Benie. Your hand was covered with it. You know one of my theories is that your blood has healing properties.” She opened her mouth, and he raised his hands in surrender. “It’s all I got right now. A theory. Nothing concrete.”

	She sat next to him and took his hand in hers. “You seriously think my whacked-out genes healed you?”

	He shrugged. “Maybe.”

	Benie stared at Ian for a moment as the adrenaline of the fight and worry for Ian’s safety waned…and something else began to take over. Like the fact that he was naked, and how it suddenly mattered. A shiver of lust pulsed along her skin as she took in every naked delicious inch of him. She let go of his hand and traced the scratches on his chest with the tip of her index finger. She was grateful he was alive—and healing, and hell, if her blood could do that then maybe her freak-show abilities weren’t so bad.

	But that wasn’t even her main concern.

	Benie found herself fighting the unnerving impulse to throw him down and lick the blood from him, which should have been ewww, but at the moment sounded so delicious.

	Through gritted teeth, she asked him, “Are you certain you’re okay?”

	“The scratches burn a little, but I’ll live.” He diverted his gaze to Benie, and his eyes softened. “You’re glowing.”

	“I…” She couldn’t think. It was like all her hormones had abruptly kicked up about fifty notches. She pressed her palm against the center of his chest.

	“What are you doing?” He didn’t try to move away.

	She tilted her head sideways, watching Ian. The unexpected hunger clawed at Benie—a strange insatiable impulse that demanded satisfaction. It wanted her to either eat or fuck, and since Ian looked like dinner and dessert, she chose the latter.

	“Wait. This isn’t you, Benie.” He worried his lower lip. “The OW who bit you today, I think this might be—”

	“Stop talking,” she said, cutting him off. His words meant nothing to her lust addled brain—less than nothing. She straddled him and kissed him hard on the mouth to prevent any more protest.

	After a momentary stillness, he responded, his lips and tongue moving with hers. His body melded to the shape of her own, his hard erection pressing against her abdomen. As the kiss became more aggressive, Ian stopped and pushed her slightly away from him and stood up. “Benie.”

	To her shame, she found herself getting up and placing her hand on his chest. “I…” Her breath was heavy as she tried to formulate her need into coherent words. It took all her willpower not to throw him down and take him. Mine, a voice cried in her head. “I don’t want to hurt you, Ian, but it’s this or…”

	He must have seen something in her eyes or heard the desperation in her voice, because he placed a finger over her lips, and then replaced it briefly with his mouth. “Whatever you need, Benie.”

	She needed it to be mind-numbing, balls to wall, no messing around sex. Otherwise, her other instinct—the one that wanted to hurt Ian—might take over. “Fuck me, Ian. Don’t hold back.” She couldn’t believe the words falling past her lips, but the passion she saw in his responding gaze made her not care.

	Ian shoved Benie against the wall, his lips moving with hers, only parting long enough to strip her shirt over her head and press his chest to her bare flesh. He cupped her breasts as his mouth went from her lips, to her neck, kissing and licking over her skin.

	This was an aggressive Ian, an almost feral Ian, and Benie didn’t only need more, she wanted more.

	“Your shoulder,” Ian said, tracing the bite mark from her incubus kill. It had mostly healed. The puffy flesh was much like Ian’s healing wounds. Maybe she had healed him somehow.

	“Don’t stop,” she said, her voice thick.

	“I’m not planning to stop.” He took her hand and led her to his bedroom. She watched the way his lean muscles moved when he walked. He was tall with a thin frame, but had she noticed how little body fat he had before? Somehow, with his messy wet hair, the drying blood on his skin, and his aggressive expression, it made him seem hyper-masculine, almost caveman-like. The look of possession in his eyes when he stared back at Benie added to his virility.

	She began to think she wasn’t the only one with a lust that needed satisfying. His body was devoid of hair except for a pleasure trail leading to the short curly brown patch framing his erect cock.

	Benie licked her lips, eager to taste him, to have his rigid length in her mouth. He leaned over to kiss her again, but she pushed him down to the bed. “Not yet,” she said, moving so that her face was in line with his groin, hoping this wasn’t a huge man-eating mistake. But she might not get another opportunity once this, whatever this was, was over. “I want to suck you.”

	Placing her hands on the outside of his thighs, she twirled her tongue over the thick tip. Every caress of her mouth brought new noises from his throat, some whimpering, some primal, but each one charging Benie’s lust. Sucking and licking, she admired the firm, smooth shaft that slipped like silk between her lips.

	She cupped the loose sacs of his testicles, drawing him deeper into her mouth, rolling her tongue across the distended veins, swallowing hard when the bulbous head hit the back of her throat.

	Ian trembled. “I’m won’t last if you keep doing that.” He gripped her head, forcing her to look up at him. “I want this to last.”

	Her body tightened as Ian flipped her over and crawled between her legs and kissed up her thighs. She shivered, gooseflesh rippling her skin, as he tenderly parted her folds with his lips. He stroked his tongue, first into her wet heat, and then, unhurried, dragged it up to her clit. He sucked in the engorged nub, teasing the pulsating core with licks and flicks that made her pant with pleasure. Her hips raised against his face as he drove her to the brink of orgasm, but she held on. Like Ian, she wanted this experience to last.

	Grabbing his hair, she yanked his head up. “Get up here. I want you fucking in me now.”

	Ian growled, and the sound startled Benie. Her body sizzled with pleasure when he kissed the crease of her thigh, then moved to her belly, and up the length of her body. He explored her breasts, laving and sucking, giving each one careful and individual attention until both nipples were tautly erect.

	Her eyes widened as heat poured through her, creating a persistent throbbing between her legs. “Goddamn, Ian. You’re good at this.”

	His lip curled in a smirk. “You think I’m a nun?”

	Well, no. Yes. Maybe. She didn’t want to even think about where he learned his tricks. The idea of him fucking someone else jabbed her guts with an ugly sharpness that Benie didn’t like. “’Nuff talking.”

	His fingers slid into her slick heat as he conquered her mouth with a kiss that could slay any beast. He thrust his tongue past her parted lips with the same expertise he used to penetrate her sex, and with a savage passion drew her tightly against his body as he worked himself in and out of her.

	A familiar tingle, along with pressure, mounted in her groin. She was going to come, and she wanted him in her when she did. “In me. God. Fuck,” she urged, yanking his hair to emphasize her demand.

	Ian’s mouth crushed her own as he removed his fingers, positioned himself between her thighs, and slid his cock inside her in one smooth stroke. The breath whooshed from her body as he buried himself deep.

	“Oh, damn. Hard,” she begged.

	Those few words were all the encouragement he needed. Ian leaned back, pushing her thighs up, and he began thrusting in earnest. She arched to take the long length deep inside her. She raked her nails down his back until they rested on his ass. Digging in, she urged him on.

	Unexpectedly, the mind-blowing orgasm hit her like an out-of-control freight train with her tied to the track. Her upper body bowed at the jolting pleasure vibrating from her groin to the rest of her body. She cried out in one long blissful moan.

	Her climax triggered Ian’s. His head flew back as he quickened his thrusts until a roar of final ecstasy poured from his mouth.

	He collapsed on top of her.

	The powerful hunger went away as if someone had flicked the off switch, but her passion for Ian persisted.

	Benie fought to stave off crying for joy. She’d never climaxed so deep or hard with anyone…ever, and it triggered something inside, reaching down into the dusty recesses of her soul. She didn’t understand why her lust and hunger had been so swift and fervent, but she was glad it had finally forced her to take what she’d wanted for so many years. Though, knowing how glorious sex between them could be, she wanted to rage against all the wasted time she and Ian could have spent together.

	Ian wrapped his long arms around her waist and pulled her close. “You okay?”

	“Yeah,” she told him. “You?”

	“Yeah.” He didn’t sound convinced. She didn’t ask why. Instead, Benie waited until she could hear his soft snoring. Then, and only then, did she close her eyes.

	When she woke a couple hours later, Ian lay curled on his side. Sometime while she’d napped, he’d showered again and dressed. He wore a blue T-shirt that brought out his eyes and some black boxer briefs that hugged his lean hips. And he was staring at her. She could tell he’d been overthinking things, as usual. Running scenario after scenario in his mind, weighing the pros and cons, like he often did.

	“This was a mistake,” he said. “It shouldn’t have happened.”

	His words devastated her. Something beautiful had happened between them, beautiful and powerful, and Ian thought it was a mistake? Fine. She couldn’t force the guy to…to want her. “You’re probably right.”

	Ian thinned his mouth in a fine line. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

	Again, he was a total stupid head. “Absolutely.”

	“I don’t want this to change what we are and who we are to each other. You know?”

	Benie sighed heavily. Of course he didn’t want anything to change. She was work for him. Mixing work with pleasure could throw off the research. Make it impure somehow. She knew exactly what he thought.

	“Ian, sweet Ian.” She patted his face. “We have a dead body in living room. We need to get rid of it before it begins to stink.”

	She didn’t want to think about Ian rationalizing away one of the best experiences of her life. Better to focus on a task she could actually do something about.

	Ian pursed his lips and squished them to the right. Something he did when he had news.

	“What is it?”

	Ian ran his fingers through his hair, his curly bangs falling over his eyes. “I’ve taken the shifter to my lab and put him in the fridge. I’ve never had a whole specimen to study. I’m interested to see if his organs will reveal any new information.”

	Benie grimaced. “You are all business sometimes.” Was that what his expression had been about? Or was there something else he wasn’t telling her?

	Before she could ask, Ian changed the subject. “Why do you think he came here? Usually these kinds of hominoids are doing their level best to stay away from you. Why did this one seek you out?”

	She shrugged. “He wanted to play offense instead of defense.”

	Ian raised a questioning brow at her.

	Benie scratched her head. “Look. He had a tracker tattoo, which means someone hired him to come after me. I should have known my luck would run out sometime. I probably killed a rogue who meant something to someone important. Someone with enough money to hire a tracker. Those fuckers aren’t cheap.” She smiled. “Not like I am.”

	Ian grimaced. “But not easy.” He smiled then shook his head. “There’s probably a dead pizza delivery guy somewhere close. Finding him might be a good idea.”

	“I’ll take care of it,” she said.

	He did the lip-twisty thing again.

	Benie sighed. “What else?”

	Ian held out a small, rectangular box. “In here are samples from a friend of mine, a marine biologist.”

	Okay. So they were done talking about poor dead pizza dudes, unruly asshole shifters, and their fucking awesome sexual mistake. Leave it to Ian to move into science-land so easily, while she sat here with a body still aching for his touch and a heart bruised by his callous words.

	“What kind of samples?” she asked.

	“Well…” He opened the package and pulled out a case. It contained a variety of microscope slides. “These have various chromatophores from different fish and amphibians.”

	He pulled out a stack of the slides. “For example, there are melanophores, erythrophores, xanthophores, leucophores and iridiophores. Each one causes particular animals to change colors to camouflage themselves against predators. I wanted to compare them with the pigment properties in your skin cells and see what they have in common and what they don’t. I’ve even got a few plant samples of chloroplasts. Very cool stuff.”

	“You think I might have these chromato-whatsits in my skin?”

	“Couldn’t hurt to have a look.” He was barely paying attention to her now, his complete focus on this new project.

	“Well, I’d love to stay and play, but I need my beauty sleep.” She didn’t want to leave, much preferring to have an encore of their earlier performance in the bedroom. Like that would happen. It was better to ignore her disappointment and concentrate on the job. “I’ll call around in the morning and see what I can find out about our shifter friend. Maybe one of my informants will know something.”

	She categorically wanted answers, and she wanted them yesterday. Also, she couldn’t stop thinking about Ian’s inexplicable healed wounds. She wanted to believe her blood was that awesome, but Ian’s explanation didn’t sit right with her. It was too easy. And now that she thought about it, they’d never had a conversation about her healing abilities and whether it might transfer to humans. Then again, she couldn’t claim to have listened to all of Ian’s scientific mumbo jumbo.

	The only thing keeping her from completely freaking out was the fact that he didn’t seem that concerned. Could it be possible? Just because she’d never heard of it happening, didn’t mean the possibility didn’t exist.

	Ian’s expression betrayed his disappointment. “You don’t want to look at the slides?”

	Benie snorted. “I’ll leave the science to the scientist. Besides, once you start, you won’t notice whether I’m here or not.” She suppressed a sigh. It would have been funny, if it hadn’t been entirely true.

	“Don’t be like that.” He leaned forward and held out a piece of paper with some writing on it. “Here.”

	Benie registered the name written down. Trace Calder. There was also a phone number. “Who is this, and why should I care?”

	Ian shrugged again. “I called a guy who knows a guy. He says if you need the inside scoop on the OWs, that’s the dude you want.”

	“What makes him an expert?”

	“Besides being one of them, and before you argue, hear me out, he’s a mediator between the species. The guy always stays neutral, and I’m telling you this so you don’t think I’m trying to trick you, he’s an HP.”

	She could feel her ears warming with anger. Human-passer. Her skin began to shift to the chocolate brown of Ian’s bed, reminding Benie she was still in his bed. Even her hair darkened in color.

	“Damn it, Benie. You have to trust me about this guy. He’s solid, and he can help us.”

	“Fine. I’ll check him out.” She sat up. “I’m off to my bed so we can both get some sleep.”

	He gave her a crooked smile, causing a clenching between her thighs.

	If he kept it up, she would forget what she was doing, forget they were only friends. “I’m serious. You look flat worn-out.”

	“I’ve got a mom, you know.”

	“Gross, dude.” Benie punched his arm. “I’m naked for fuck-sake.”

	“Then quit treating me like a baby.”

	When she looked at him, she remembered what it was like to be in his arms, to have him hold her, kiss her, come inside her. She’d give anything if he looked at her like a lover. But Ian was good at keeping his distance. “Hush and get to bed, Mr. Einstein. Tomorrow’s a big day. I have a monster to meet, and you have shit to examine, dissect, and all that good, geeky stuff.”

	Ian rolled onto his back, but kept his gaze on Benie. “Oh, Mother, you never let me play outside with the other kids.”

	“Sarcasm, I don’t need.” And mother to Ian, she didn’t want to be. She rolled off the bed and crossed her arms over her breasts. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

	Impulsively, and despite their prior conversation, Benie leaned down and kissed him, long and lingering.

	Ian blew out a slow breath. “Mom never kissed me like that.”

	She threw a pillow at him. “Goodnight, Ian.”

	“Goodnight, Benie.”

	*

	After Benie left, Ian relaxed with a sigh. He’d probably screwed up the best thing in his life. She’d been bitten by a Leiol, and he reasoned if she’d adopted the Jekyll’s berserking behavior, then her lust had been a side effect of the incubus.

	Not because she truly wanted him.

	That hurt him the most. He couldn’t stand the idea of losing Benie. He was in love with her, and she didn’t return those feeling. But damn if being with her hadn’t been worth it. Benie was worth it. Though after what he’d seen under the microscope tonight, she might end up hating him. Not for the sex, but because of the slide sample he’d taken from the shifter’s blood. If Ian was right about why his wounds had healed, Benie wouldn’t like the result.

	He scratched at his left shoulder. It had been itching since he and Benie had made love. The tingling started shortly after he’d orgasmed—which had nothing to do with being clawed by the shifter. Or had it? The skin irritation had been part of the reason he hadn’t been able to sleep. It still itched like a dermatological histamine reaction. Maybe he’d rubbed up against something while they were having sex, but he’d never had an allergic reaction to anything in the apartment before. Putting down the slides, he headed to the bathroom to check it out.

	 

	


Chapter 3

	Benie had called Trace Calder at five in the morning, and he’d agreed to meet with her at his house in the Green Hills sub-division for dinner. During the day, she’d asked around with her own contacts beforehand, and they all agreed—Calder was supposedly the foremost expert in OW crap. She hoped he’d live up to the hype.

	She knocked at the front door of his blue split-level ranch with white trim and pictured the perfect family with two-point-five kids, a wife in a blousy apron, and a husband who wore sensible shoes around the house.

	The door is unlocked. Come in, a deep clear voice said in her head.

	Benie nearly peed her pants and fell off the porch. And Ian accused her of not being able to answer the door like a normal person! She’d been told that Calder was a telepath and clairvoyant, but hearing and experiencing it were two different things—very unsettling.

	She opened the door and peeked inside. The guy wasn’t in the living room. “Mr. Calder?”

	“I’m in the kitchen,” he answered, this time out loud.

	She could smell garlic, rosemary, and a touch of basil wafting down the hallway. He stood in the kitchen wearing a pair of fitted jeans that hugged a very cute butt and a black T-shirt that looked like it had been painted on his muscular back. He looked tasty, for lack of a better word—not what she’d been expecting. She’d sort of thought he’d look like a gnome—like Dr. Gray.

	“What are you fixing?” she asked suspiciously.

	He turned around, and she could see he wore a half-apron that said, “Dinner Served Hot.”

	Yes, it is, Benie thought before she could stop herself.

	He smiled. It made his light-brown eyes sparkle, and everything went squishy inside her…which made her grumpy.

	She didn’t want to be having squishy feelings for an OW, especially after what had happened between her and Ian. And what will never happen again, she reminded herself.

	“Are you hungry?” Calder asked, carrying a large pan of sauced spaghetti to the table.

	The question itself made Benie’s stomach growl. Not very dignified or bad ass. Traitorous belly.

	Trace Calder smiled, and she heard his laughter in her head. She pointed to him, and then to her temple. “You stay out of here.”

	“Food will be ready in a moment, Benoica.” He gestured for her to sit at the table.

	People rarely called her Benoica, and she liked the way it sounded when Calder said it, unforced and natural, which she found unsettling. “It’s Benie,” she insisted.

	“All right, Benie.”

	Even the way he said, “Benie,” was sexy as hell. She narrowed her gaze, trying to ignore her attraction to him, and tersely said, “I agreed to dinner, so I’ll eat. But it doesn’t mean I have to like the company.”

	Calder snorted, but he didn’t respond. Instead, he set a pretty table with pasta, antipasto, marinara sauce, and garlic bread. He also grilled asparagus, which she didn’t eat. Ever. It was bad enough that her skin turned funny colors. She didn’t need her urine to do the same thing.

	“No meatballs?”

	“I’m a vegetarian.” He took off the apron and joined Benie at the table.

	She rolled her eyes. “Of course you are.” Great, he was one of those HPs. The kind who liked to pretend he was better than the rest of them because he didn’t eat meat aka humans.

	“Not all of who you call other worlders eat humans. As a matter of fact, only a very small percentage enjoy that particular meal, but I’m pretty sure you know that already. It would be easy to see the world in black and white, but it doesn’t usually work out that way, Benie.”

	She gave him her hardest, most ferocious scowl. “I understand that you can peek in my head anytime you want, but I’d appreciate it if you’d stay the hell out.”

	“Funny, I could have sworn you were human.”

	The statement was so casual that it took Benie a second to realize what he’d said. “I am human!”

	He raised a well-groomed eyebrow. “Half?”

	“How would you know?”

	“Well, for one thing, your hands, your face, and your hair have all but disappeared. I know a few other species that can camouflage themselves like that. Of course, they aren’t nearly as attractive as you are.”

	Benie didn’t know whether to run away mortified or be flattered. The first thing she did was shut her gaping mouth, closed her eyes, and started the breathing exercise that Dr. Gray had taught her during their session.

	“I didn’t mean to upset you.”

	“I’m not upset.” More breathing, Benie, deeper, deeper, now exhale. She knew she wasn’t completely human, but she didn’t need some sanctimonious OW prick pointing out her deficiencies. “Shut the hell up.”

	“It was my mistake. And look, your color is returning to normal. You know, I can usually tell why someone has come to see me, but your thoughts have been very distracted since you got here. Why don’t we get down to business? It may help you to relax.”

	“Good idea.” Benie was glad he hadn’t made any comments about her “cute butt, nice back” thoughts from earlier. He smiled again. Damn it, she needed to focus!

	Trace Calder sat down to his own plate and twirled his pasta between his fork and a large spoon. “So, Ms. Dilian. What can I do for you?

	“Well, Mr. Calder.” Benie could be formal too. “Can you tell me why a tracker would risk exposing itself by coming to a well-populated apartment complex to attack someone?” She thought about the beast’s bloody corpse and its head she’d nearly severed.

	Calder winced. “I’m not sure.” He pushed his plate forward. “I’ve lost my appetite.”

	“I told you to stay out of my head.” She took a hunk of bread. “I can’t believe you’re squeamish. I thought you were an expert.”

	“I’m an expert in languages, Ms. Dilian. I can fluently speak 5874 of the 6900 known human languages, and sixty-seven other hominid languages.”

	“Only sixty-seven?” Benie tried not to look impressed.

	“Yes.” He shook his head. “Tracker’s aren’t stupid. I’ve never heard of them attacking someone where they might get caught.”

	“So, you’re clueless, huh?”

	“No, I have some ideas…”

	The wheels were working in his head, spinning round and round, formulating possibilities. And while Benie wasn’t psychic like Trace Calder, she could tell he held back—not telling her everything. Of course, she hadn’t told him everything either. Like that fact that she came from a long line of hunters, and this was the first time she’d been the huntee.

	Trace raised an eyebrow.

	“Shit.”

	“It’s all right. I wondered which category you would fall in.”

	“Huh? What are you talking about?”

	“I get two kinds of clients, Ms. Dilian.”

	“And the two types would be?”

	“Rich or desperate.”

	Benie didn’t like the implication. Cute ass or no cute ass, Trace Calder was way out of line. “I think that’s my cue to leave. This has obviously been a colossal waste of my time…and yours.”

	Calder grinned, the tiny lines around his eyes crinkling, making him more attractive, if possible. “Maybe. Then again, maybe not. I know someone who might be able to help.”

	Benie stood up. “Someone or something?”

	“Just because they’re not human doesn’t make them monsters, Benie.” He stood in front of her. This close, he towered over Benie by at least six inches. His amber eyes reflected sadness and past pain. “I’ve seen monsters. Real monsters. And most of us—the people you call beasts—don’t fall into that category.”

	Impulsively, almost involuntarily, Benie placed her hand on his cheek. His skin was warm, and for an odd instant, her only thought was to comfort Trace and take away his sorrow.

	Calder dipped his head, and his lips brushed against hers. Benie felt a sizzle all the way to her toes. His mouth was hot and giving as he moved forward, the tip of his tongue gliding across the edge of her lower lip. A strange sensation—a pure sexual energy—took hold of Benie, much as it had earlier when she’d slept with Ian. Thinking of him brought on a slight stab of guilt. But he’d rejected her. Made it clear there was nothing between them but friendship. And here was Trace, this sexy man, holding her in his arms. Benie could feel his desire wrap her skin like a warm blanket and she wanted more.

	She closed her eyes, moaned into his mouth, and enjoyed the way her body react to him instinctually—her breasts tightening, nipples growing hard, and her lower bits slicking with heat. The heady scent of rosewood filled her with a sense of calmness and well-being.

	Safe. Happy. Horny.

	His large hand slipped from her shoulder, down her arm, then dropped to her waist. Gentle and unhurried, he slid his fingers under her shirt, until his thumb brushed against her breast.

	She fumbled with his belt, unhooked the button on his jeans, and then slid her hand down over his bulging cock.

	Trace moaned. He reached between her legs and rubbed the seam of her jeans. A breathtaking jolt of passion ripped through Benie as she fought to keep her knees from buckling. Everything about Trace’s touch felt right, familiar, necessary. Her body wouldn’t wait for the clothes to come off. Instead, she shoved him to the floor and straddled him.

	She rubbed her jeans-clad sex over his straining erection, grinding out her pleasure.

	Trace slid his arms around her, deepening his kiss, exploring every inch of her mouth with his tongue. He flipped her onto her back, thrusting between her legs, fucking her in earnest, even without penetration.

	A low groan started in Benie’s chest and came out of her mouth as a wail when a powerful orgasm shattered inside her bucking body. Mine, a voice cried in her head.

	“Yes,” she said, panting through the waves of ecstasy.

	Trace roared as his own orgasm took him, his chest and abdomen jerking forward, shuddering above her. He collapsed beside her on the hardwood floor.

	She rolled toward him. This stranger who she’d just dry-humped stupid. This stranger who made her feel so calm and at peace.

	Calder stared at her with the same wonder and awe.

	His voice was soft and low when he pulled her close. “Your hair and face have all but blended in with my house, Benie. It’s amazing. But your eyes, they are still a lovely shade of pale green. Beautiful.”

	Her chest tightened when she thought of what she’d done. She didn’t understand the powerful urge that pushed her over the edge, but she knew the catalyst. “Why did you kiss me?”

	“I’ve never met anyone like you.”

	Benie tensed. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“I don’t know how to explain it.” He shook his head. “You move me.”

	She’d moved him all right—from the table to the floor.

	Trace laughed. “Not that kind of moving. Emotionally, spiritually maybe. There is something about you. You’re…different.”

	Great. Ian had rejected her after their encounter, and now Calder thought of her as some kind of weirdo. She pushed her way out of his arms. “Sixty-seven hominid languages and you’ve never met any freaks? I doubt that.”

	“I don’t think you’re a freak.”

	“Yeah, right. And monsters are people too.”

	“Most of them,” he agreed. “But that’s not what I mean. You’re special.”

	Benie flushed, her index fingernail instantly going between her teeth. “That’s me. Special all over.”

	“I’d like to find out.” The corner of his mouth tugged into a crooked grin.

	Benie snorted. She bet he would, and God, she hated herself for thinking it, but she’d like for him to find out too.

	“Look, your normal color is returning.”

	She gazed at her hands. They were shifting back to sun-kissed and freckled. “None of this messes with your head?” She shook her own, remembering he was an other worlder. Of course, he was used to crazy.

	“Is that how you see yourself? As crazy?”

	Benie shrugged. “I’ve got a shrink.” She relaxed. He had that effect on her, and now that her brain wasn’t sex addled, she didn’t like it. Not one little bit.

	Trace reached for her.

	“Don’t.” She got up and moved to the front window, putting space between them.

	Trace stepped toward her. “It’s okay.” Suddenly, his facial expression and body language changed to alert, defensive. “Move away from the window,” he shouted.

	Glass shattered around Benie as she lunged sideways to avoid the body flying past her into the house. “What the fuck!”

	“It’s a Polandrial,” Trace said, crouching, his legs a little more than shoulders’ width apart. “Watch his spikes. They’re deadly poisonous.”

	Benie took up a similar stance. She’d never seen this kind of OW before. His skin was mottled gray with quills poking out of his face and neck. She did, however, recognized the swirling tattoo on his upper arm at the base of the quills. Another fucking tracker! The beast ignored Trace, focusing his cold eyes on her. The quills lifted, jutting outward like a porcupine in attack mode.

	“Holy shit.” She let out a long breath. Head blows were out of the question. “Do you have a gun?”

	“No. I don’t like guns.”

	“Brilliant,” Benie muttered. Trace Calder wasn’t only a card-carrying, tofu-loving, telepathic OW—he was a goddamn pacifist.

	A spike shot out of the hissing creature’s neck. Benie barely ducked in time for it to miss her head and bury itself into the wall. She yanked her knife from the sheath under her arm and held it out toward spiky jerkface.

	Trace jumped forward into a tuck and roll, came up near the monster’s position, and kicked the back of the attacker’s knee.

	Howling, it dropped down to the floor on all fours. Benie seized the opportunity, throwing the knife end on end at its big, ugly head.

	It ducked. Lightning quick. The knife buried itself into the wall.

	“Fuck’n A.” She ran across the living room to the hallway as spikes from the beastly OW marked her trail like a spray of bullets from a machine gun. “Does this thing ever run out of ammo?” she yelled as she ducked into the guest bathroom. Partly because she wanted to know, and partly because she wanted to know if Trace was all right.

	“I have no idea,” he shouted back, his voice coming from farther away than the living room.

	“Not comforting.” But she was pleased he wasn’t out there all by himself like a sitting duck. “How do we kill it?”

	“It can hear you,” came the Polandrial’s inhuman voice.

	“Son of a bitch.” Benie scanned the small bathroom for anything she could use as a weapon. There wasn’t much. A pump dispenser of soap, a hand towel on a ring, and a large mirror. No medicine cabinet, but there was a plastic shower curtain on a spring-loaded rod.

	The rod. It would have to do. She yanked the curtain down, rod and all. It fell apart when it hit the tiled floor. “Excellent,” she whispered, picking one pole up in each hand.

	“Come out, come out, girl. Wherever you are,” the beast beckoned.

	Great, it wanted to play hide and seek.

	Benie heard its heavy footsteps coming up the hallway. She looked in the mirror. Her skin had changed to match the small surroundings. She needed to strip to nothing and fast. Setting the poles on the sink, she yanked off her shirt and bra, kicked out of her shoes, and shoved her pants and underwear to the floor.

	The creature’s heavy breathing grew closer with every step. Benie crouched inside the doorjamb and waited—surprise her only hope.

	The Polandrial charged in, spraying spikes in all directions. Luckily, they hit above her head.

	“Where are you?” the creature snarled. He lifted his snout and sniffed the air. “I know you’re in here. I can smell your cunt.”

	Benie’s eyes widened. That was fucking rude for…anyone! Man or beast. She would rip out its tongue for that remark.

	When it turned its back, Benie grabbed the plastic curtain from the floor and threw it over the asshole’s head. It thrashed around, but before it could knock the curtain off, she tackled him into the tub. She dropped an elbow down hard on its shoulder, making the beast cry out in pain.

	Good. It felt good to hurt it. An overwhelming urge to kill the tracker coursed through her. She literally saw red. Screaming out a battle cry, she went into a berserk-rage, wildly punching, kneeing, kicking out, and making as much physical contact as she could with the monster. She wanted it dead, but she wanted it to suffer first. Benie couldn’t think. It was as if her brain had shut off and only the animal part of her existed. Her hatred fueled her rage with pure adrenaline and instinct.

	Unfortunately, the spiked tracker managed to remove the curtain from his head and three darts pierce her forearm. The effect staggered her. A sheer burning pain where the quills had hit traveled up her arm like all her veins were fuses and someone had lit a match.

	The monster threw her off, and Benie’s backside hit the vanity doors. She rolled onto the tile floor. Even though she’d been hit in the right arm, her left started aching as the pain reached her chest. Her heart.

	A guttural laugh cut through the fog building in her mind. “The prize is mine,” the tracker declared, leaping from the tub.

	She braced herself for death. So, when its decapitated head went rolling past her body and out the bathroom door, she couldn’t have been more surprised.

	Trace stood over her, looking magnificently warrior-ish with a bloody sword in hand. “I’m not a pacifist.”

	“Good…to…know,” Benie managed, right before pain and darkness swallowed her whole.

	 

	


Chapter 4

	Trace Calder fought to keep calm as he carried Benie Dilian to his bed. He’d yanked out the polandrial spikes precious seconds after she’d passed out. The venom still pumped from the end of the quills, and she’d received a hefty dose. Her skin burned with fever. Sweat drenched her ever-shifting body. He feared for her life, and strangely, he worried what it would do to him to lose her. He’d known Benie only hours, yet he felt a connection—the kind of bond that should only happen with years of intimacy.

	“Stay with me, Benie.” He stroked her hair away from her face after he placed her on the bed. “Don’t leave me.” The quiet plea surprised him. She wasn’t his to have, but she’d made him hers. Watching her suffering sent shivers of fear through him. He wished he could trade places with her.

	Fortunately, years of combat training had taught him to keep a clear head in battle situations, and this had been a battle. Benie’s heart was still beating, but he didn’t know how. Polandrial poison was highly toxic and death usually occurred in minutes.

	He wet some washcloths in the bathroom sink and used them to cool her down. She was naked. Her marred flesh proved she’d been to war herself—more than once. The scars told her story. She had a red bite mark scar on one shoulder, a freshly bandaged wound on the other, and several long-healed wounds littered her torso and legs.

	For someone so young, this wild, wonderful creature had lived the life of a warrior. Since she was still young, maybe she found a thrill in every fight. Trace remembered the feeling, but not fondly. He had scars of his own, not all of them physical, and some of them refused to heal. It’s why he’d left his pack, and why he’d left the service of the wardens.

	Tonight, he’d tasted violence again. It was as bitter as he remembered. At least he hadn’t shifted. He didn’t allow his wolf to control him. Ever. It was the reason he’d changed his diet to vegan. A no meat diet made it easier to ignore the call of the moon—the call of the pack.

	“Sweetheart, wake up,” he urged Benie.

	Her temperature was rising fast. He placed his hand on her stomach. Her skin felt hot and dry now, like someone having heat stroke. He fought to keep his hands from wandering the rest of her. He didn’t understand the magnetic attraction, especially the way it messed with his focus.

	Here she was dying, and he couldn’t stop thinking about how much he wanted her in his arms. Not touching her, not having her, it was a physically painful. He hadn’t felt that way for anyone, not even his wife. Which only compounded his guilt. He resisted the urge to caress her. Instead, he leaned over and pressed her lips gently with his own. They burned with fever.

	In that moment, it dawned on Trace that he couldn’t readily hear her mind. Had the poison damaged her brain? Focusing his telepathy on her thoughts, he tried to get into her head. At first there was a resistance, a naturally erected mental wall, but with a little more probing he was able to break through the barrier.

	His mind was flooded with images of a house on fire, a young Benie running from room to room, until she saw a man and a woman, her parents, lying on the floor of a study, flames licking up around them. She screamed as she tried to get to them, but the ceiling collapsed on top of their bodies, and an explosion threw her out into the hall. Her jeans caught fire, and she beat frantically at the flames. Grief and anger and fear roiled within the distraught young girl.

	He remembered the shriveled burn scar on her leg and knew she was reliving a horrific memory from her past.

	As a telepath, Trace’s power to read minds traveled in two directions. He could also project his thoughts into other people’s heads, and sometimes into their dreams. In a few cases, it was the only way to communicate with some of the species he’d encountered. Reluctantly, he invaded her dream, placing his consciousness inside her own. He knew she might be angry with his incursion on her private memories, but he wouldn’t let her fade away from him.

	In her dream, Benie ran from the burning house and stood on an unkempt lawn. Her long, red hair was pulled back into a ponytail, while tears streamed from her light green eyes as she looked up at the burning house. She looked so young as she hugged her arms around her shoulders, huddled in despair.

	“Why?” she asked when he approached. Then she did a double take, looked at him again, the expression on her face telling him how wrong it felt to have him there.

	“I want to help you.”

	“You can’t help me. No one can.” Her expression changed again to one of deep thought, and Trace wished he could read the mind of her dream self, but he couldn’t penetrate deeper than experiencing the moment as she had.

	“I’d like to try,” he said gently.

	She scooted back as he approached, weary and on alert. “Who are you?”

	An ache of disappointment fluttered in his chest. Benie didn’t recognize him. Of course she wouldn’t, not in her current state. “Trace. Trace Calder. I’m here to help.”

	“Too late, Trace,” she whispered. “This is my fault. If I hadn’t snuck out to hang with Ian, this wouldn’t have happened. I could’ve stopped it. I need Ian. He’ll know what to do.”

	Who was Ian? Benie’s dying mind had chosen to make her last moments full of the worst memory of her life, and she wanted another man to help her through it. She hadn’t called for Trace. She didn’t even know who he was in this dream world of hers.

	Trace’s wolf struggled to get loose. The pure visceral reaction surprised him. If he didn’t get his emotions under control, he’d make the situation worse. He forced himself to calm down. “It’s not too late, Benie. I’m going to help you find a way out.”

	“My parents are dead.” She held her leg where her pants had burned through to the skin.

	“Can I take a look at that for you?”

	“Are you a doctor?”

	“No.”

	“Then no. I’ll heal. I always do. I’m a real good healer.” Bitterness tinged her words. “I need to get back to Ian’s. That’s the exit strategy. If anything happens, I’m to go to Ian’s. Ian can help me. He’s smart.”

	“I’m smart. Maybe I can help,” Trace said, trying to keep Benie in the here and now.

	She smirked. “No way are you Ian-smart. He is off the scale genius.”

	He wondered if this Ian was more than a pimply-faced kid who tutored her in algebra. He closed the distance between them with two long strides. Crouching down next to her, he said in his most calming voice, “Benoica Dilian, this isn’t real. Not anymore.”

	“It’s all real.”

	Trace got the distinct feeling she wasn’t talking about the nightmare. “What’s real?”

	She looked up at him, her eyes naked and raw with emotion. “Things that go bump in the night, monsters that hide under your bed and in the closet, the boogey-man. The boogey-man is real.”

	He nodded. “I know.”

	Benie blinked. “Trace?”

	“Yes.”

	Anger flittered across her face as she bit off each of her next words. “Get. Out. Of. My. Head!”

	Trace didn’t just leave the nightmare. He was thrown out. Hard enough that his body jerked when he came back to his own awareness.

	A moan tore from Benie’s lips, sweat beaded her skin, and her eyes slowly opened. “Get Ian,” she rasped.

	Fantastic, she’d awakened from the dream and was asking for this ghost from the past.

	“Ian was a long time ago. I’m here now.”

	“No,” she responded. “Ian Arent. Number’s in my cell phone.”

	“Okay.” Apparently this Ian character was in the not-so-distant present.

	“Okay.” Benie’s eyes closed as her pulse became thready. Her breathing had turned into belabored wheezes and pants, and Trace worried he was too late. Again.

	He rubbed his eyes and scratched his suddenly itching right shoulder. He’d call this Ian guy, but he didn’t like it. He kept one hand on Benie’s wrist, keeping watch on her pulse as he dialed Ian Arent with the other. He put his phone on speaker.

	“This is Dr. Arent,” a male voice answered.

	A doctor. Thank God. Maybe Benie was thinking clearer than he’d thought. Trace said, “My name is Trace Calder. Benie Dilian has been poisoned.”

	*

	Benie came to with a pounding headache. She felt awful. Awfully hung over, that was. She was in her own bed, dressed in a clean white nightgown, and she had panties on. Though she didn’t check the color. Not important. Somehow, she’d made it home, but couldn’t remember how or when she’d arrived.

	Funny, she didn’t even remember going out for a drink. Or the dozen she must have downed. She tried to sit up, but both her arms ached like they’d been beaten with a hammer.

	What the hell had happened?

	She lay still for a few minutes, trying to sort the puzzle of memories. She stiffened as they slowly floated back. First the shifter tracker attack, then sex with Ian, then meeting Trace Calder, and then dry humping Trace Calder, then the polandrial, and finally getting her ever lovin’ ass kicked. Two OW attacks and two hook-ups all in a twenty-four hour period. It had to be a record.

	“Shit, I’m a chaos magnet and a slutty one at that.” The polandrial had spiked her. Trace had said the poison was fatal, but she didn’t feel dead. “If this is the afterlife, someone’s got a terrible sense of humor.”

	Ian stepped in through the open door. The afterlife was looking better and better. He was clean-shaven, handsome, and…worried. “Ian.”

	The lean and lanky yet delicious genius crossed the room quickly and sat on the bed. He threw his arms around her. “Goddamn it, Benie. You scared the shit out of me.”

	“Just another day in the life.” She patted his back. “No harm, no foul.”

	His eyes widened in astonishment. “No harm, no foul? You’ve been out for three days.”

	Shock made her silent. For two seconds. “No wonder I feel like hammered shit.” She tried to smile, but couldn’t seem to get her mouth to cooperate.

	Ian brushed a piece of hair back from her face, and even as bad as she felt, his touch sent a wicked shiver down her spine. His blue eyes were blood shot, but otherwise, he looked…healthy. Somehow, healthier than normal. His shoulders were a little wider, chest broader, and his arms bigger. Nothing most people would notice, but Benie had studied Ian for many years, and she knew him and his body better than she knew her own. The minor differences startled her.

	“I’ve never seen you this sick before,” he said. “Ever.” His brow creased with worry.

	“I’m okay now.” Or at least she hoped she was. She made a concerted effort to sit up, ignoring her protesting muscles. “See,” she said when she’d managed the herculean feat. “I’m right as rain, so don’t fuss over me.”

	His mouth pursed in a cute little bow, and he managed to look slightly offended. “I don’t fuss.”

	Benie shook her aching head. “Can I get some water? My mouth is dry. And maybe some aspirin…or stronger if you’ve got it.”

	“Someone ask for water?” Trace Calder said from the doorway.

	He walked into the room carrying a glass of ice water. His dark blond hair was neatly combed, a contrast to Ian’s messy curls, and his light brown eyes fixed on her. He had a strong jaw and a Roman nose. Both read as uber-masculine, and wow, he rang all her bells and confused the hell out of her. She understood that he’d probably helped Ian get her home, but if she’d been out three days, why was he still at her apartment? And why was she so goddamned happy to see him?

	She narrowed her gaze on the glass of water in his hand. “What did I tell you?”

	“I know,” Trace replied. “Stay out of your head.”

	“What are you doing here?”

	Ian leaned back, looking none too happy. “He insisted on staying.”

	“If you want me to leave…”

	“Stay,” Benie said quickly, the compulsion to keep Trace near overrode her good sense. Not even Ian’s crest-fallen expression could make her take it back. “Stay. Please.”

	Ian stood. “I’ll get a bath running for you. The warm soak will do your muscles some good.”

	Nodding, Benie fought the urge to beg him to stay, too. Watching Ian leave, as Trace came all the way into the room, all she could think was that she wanted them both. Why couldn’t she have them both? If there was any justice in the world…

	Quickly, she glanced at Trace. His expression hadn’t changed. Thank God. Maybe he’d finally listened to her and wasn’t doing his mind voodoo at the moment. That would be novel.

	“Why are you here?” she asked again.

	“I think you know why, Benie.” He sat next to her on the bed and took her hand.

	The warmth of his touch created an unquenchable longing. She didn’t understand why, but she needed Trace Calder. Needed him as much as she needed Ian. She felt like she was betraying Ian, her best friend in the world and the only person she’d ever been able to count on, for another man she barely knew. No not a man, she reminded herself. An OW.

	“You shouldn’t have stayed,” she forced herself to say. Still, she couldn’t let go of his hand. “Ian has always taken good care of me.”

	“I know,” Trace said. “He was quite fond of telling me so. Repeatedly.”

	Benie put her hand over her mouth to hide a smile. “Ian can be protective. He thinks of me like a big sister.” The last sentence had cost her pride.

	“Yeah, right.” Trace shook his head. “Well, one thing you weren’t wrong about is that he’s definitely off the scale genius. Reading his mind is like reading Greek. You know he actually thinks in numbers most of the time?”

	“That doesn’t surprise me.” Benie sipped the ice water. “Hey, when did I tell you about Ian?”

	“Uh, well…” He hesitated. “You woke up briefly and told me to call him.”

	“Oh.” All she could remember now was demon spikes, pain, more pain, then lights out. “Well, he really is very smart.”

	“Yeah, I got that.” Trace reached out and stroked her hair.

	Excitement rushed through Benie, and her pulse thundered in her ears. God, Trace flipped all her switches.

	He smiled when she peered up at him. “You’re disappearing again,” he said.

	She didn’t want to be attracted to Trace or in love with Ian. Her emotions were as out of control as her camouflaging skin. She fought the tears threatening to well in her eyes. I am a bad ass slayer, Benie reminded herself. I will not cry.

	Trace took off his tight black T-shirt and unholy smokes his chest looked carved from solid stone. The mischief in his warm brown eyes as he knelt down in front of Benie, told her that he knew exactly the kind of effect he had on her. Taking off his shirt was an obvious tactic by the telepath, but damn, if it didn’t work. Benie couldn’t stop staring at his gorgeous body.

	He drew her gaze to his when he wiped her eyes with a corner of the T-shirt. Leaning forward, he kissed her cheek. Whatever he was going to say next was cut short by an accusation from Ian.

	“You had sex with him!”

	Ian sauntered over, anger making him even sexier. Not the time or the place, Benie, she reminded herself. “I did not!”

	“Lie,” he replied. Ian twisted so his left shoulder was to Benie. “See this?” He pointed to a green tattoo she’d never seen before. It was a circle with a line through it. The line slashed left to right pointing down toward his mid spine.

	“What the hell is that? And when did you get it?” she asked.

	“I’m not sure but it showed up after we, well, you know. And now I see this.” He pointed to the back of Trace’s right shoulder. Trace spun with a look of surprise. He hadn’t noticed it either, but he had a mirror image of Ian’s tattoo only the line swooshed right to left toward his spine. “Hence, there is correlative evidence that you had sex with him too.”

	“Okay, Grisham. We didn’t have actual sex.” Trace’s mouth pursed sourly. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

	Ian stared at Benie with clear accusation.

	She shrugged, making a distance gesture between her thumb and index finger. “We might have made out just the teeniest-tiniest bit.” She wanted to tell Ian that it didn’t mean anything. That what she did with Trace was just a horny hormonal one-off, but she didn’t want to lie. Not to Ian.

	“There is nothing teeniest or tiniest about me,” Trace countered.

	Ignoring his remark, Benie said, “Maybe it’s got nothing to do with sex. Maybe it doesn’t have anything to do with me at all. I don’t have any ‘not allowed’ tattoos on me.”

	Ian shook his head. “Seriously? Think about it. The only thing this guy and I have in common is you. The data supports the conclusion that you’re the cause.”

	“Oh sure, blame the sick chick.” She put her hand to her forehead as a sudden blast of an icy chill and dizziness took hold. “I don’t feel so good.” She saw the skeptical look leave Ian’s face as her eyes fluttered and then she passed out.

	 

	


Chapter 5

	Ian shook Benie, trying to wake her up while he checked her pulse. Her skin was cold to touch. He guessed her temperature was under ninety-five degrees. Dangerously low. He’d been so angry with her, maybe he still was, but her well-being was the most important thing in his life. Always. “Her heartbeat is rapid and weak.”

	“Shock?” Trace asked.

	Ian wished he would go away. Just fucking leave. He cursed himself for sending Benie to the guy in the first place. It was his fault that she even knew Trace Calder. He’d heard her ask Trace to stay. He didn’t know what hurt worse…that she made out with Calder or that she actually might care about the man. Did he really have a right to be angry? After all, he’d told her that what happened between them hadn’t meant anything. So, even if it had meant everything to him, could he really blame her?

	“I don’t think so. If it was, her legs being raised would have brought her back around. I think her body is still fighting the poison. She’s hypothermic, so let’s get her to the bath. It’s already filled, and it’s the quickest way to warm up her core temperature.” Ian grabbed Benie’s upper body and gestured to Trace. “Help me get her in there.”

	Trace picked up her legs and they carried her to the next room. Gently, they placed her in the tub. Ian got in behind her, clothes and all, and held her head up out of the water. There were no scientific explanations for what was going on with Benie, and he was scared for her. Perhaps more frightened than he’d ever been. He looked at Trace, who had sat on the edge of the tub. “I don’t understand what’s going on.”

	“That doesn’t happen to you a lot, does it?”

	“What?”

	“Not understanding stuff.”

	“Oh, more than you’d think.”

	Sure, Ian was confident where science and theory were concerned. For example, he knew how the heart developed from the embryo stage into full maturity, could even explain how it physically worked down to the micro-cellular level, but in matters of the heart, he was virtually clueless. His whole world could be broken down into two parts: Research and Benie. Which meant half of his world was just barely hanging on, shivering and cold in his arms.

	Ian couldn’t allow himself to think like that. He shook the thoughts from his head. “I don’t know what to do for her. Her blood work is never normal, so I can’t tell if what’s going on is fatal.”

	“I can try what I did at my house, going into her mind, trying to reach her that way, but…”

	“But what?”

	“She’s not going to like it.”

	“She’ll get over it.” He gestured for Trace to begin. “Do what you have to do.”

	Ian watched as Trace closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He slowly let it go, slipping his hands into the water until they made contact with Benie’s abdomen. A pang of jealousy swept Ian, and he fought the urge to pull Benie away from the other man. He didn’t have to like whatever relationship had started between Benie and Trace, but he’d be grateful if it fixed her.

	“What’s she thinking about?” Ian asked after a few moments.

	“She’s in a basement. It’s filled with weapons, floor pads, and several punching bags, along with a wooden fight dummy.”

	“That’s at her parents’ house.” Ian used to watch her train there in the basement. She’d been magnificent to watch.

	“The one that burned down?”

	“How did you—never mind.” Apparently, Benie had shared a lot with Trace, and it twisted Ian’s guts in a knot. But there were bigger problems at hand than his jealousy. “What else do you see?”

	“Benie is working out, moving from one area to the next, like a practiced routine.”

	Before Ian could ask more, Trace shook his head. “I’m going in. I can’t share her dream and talk at the same time.”

	Holding Benie tight with one arm, Ian stroked her forehead and neck with his free hand. Even in the warm bath, she still felt cold, but at least her shivering had stopped. Trace’s eyes jerked behind his closed eyelids, as if in REM sleep. The scientist in Ian couldn’t help but wonder what kind of data he could gather from an EEG of Trace’s brain waves.

	Ian was filled with envy and curiosity, as he simply held Benie. Trace saw a side of Benie no one else could even imagine. To know what she thought, felt—an ability worth having for sure. He leaned his head against the cool tiled backsplash, held her tighter, and closed his eyes. Just to rest them. The last three days had really taken it out of him, and it seemed they were far from over.

	He’d not only had to contend with a doting suitor, his competition for Benie’s affections, but he also had to figure out how to tell her of his current findings. And tell her in a way that she could accept without hating him.

	Feeling dizzy, Ian opened his eyes, but when he did, he was no longer in the bathtub. He was standing in Benie’s parents’ basement. He’d forgotten how incredible she looked kicking and flying—not literally flying, but her jumps had seemed so high, he used to worry she’d float away.

	Benie couldn’t have been more than thirteen in this dream, not too long before her parents died. Ian would’ve been eleven then in this version of Benie-verse. She used to sneak him down when her parents weren’t around. Young Benie landed a flying kick to the dummy’s upper arm, and then followed up with a dropped elbow, twisting around with lightning speed to catch its chest with a hard backhand.

	“I think you’ve killed it,” Ian said teasingly, as he had in the past.

	Benie stopped, her hard eyes snapping up to take in Ian. She raised her left brow. Then a huge grin spread over her face. “Ian!”

	Running toward him, she flung herself at him and tackled him to the ground. She pinned his shoulders with her knees and smiled down at him. “When’d you get here?”

	“Uhm, not long ago.”

	“Egghead. I figured you’d be nose deep in studies.” She gave his shoulder a light punch.

	Even though Ian could deduce that he was in Benie’s dream, what he couldn’t rationalize was the twinge of pain he felt when she’d hit his arm.

	“Oh, suck it up, genius. I’m just trying to toughen you up a little. What happened to geek camp? I thought you were stuck there until after summer break?”

	Geek camp? Then it dawned on Ian—this was the summer he’d gone off for the special advanced study program he’d gotten into at the university. When the summer had finished, they’d offered Ian a scholarship to study abroad.

	He’d rejected the offer. Eleven years old, and he knew what he wanted even then—to be by Benie’s side.

	Trace crouched down next to them and stared hard at Ian. “How come she can see you, but apparently not me? I’ve been trying to get her to talk to me for about five minutes, and I might as well be a ghost.”

	“I have no idea. You’re the expert on this mind stuff.”

	Benie frowned, her bow lips curved down in a pout. “What are you talking about, Ian?” She tapped her index finger against his temple. “Did they scramble your brain in one of those think-tank experiments?”

	Trace was correct. They were both in Benie’s dream, but she could only see Ian. A small smile formed on his lips. He couldn’t help it. “Maybe,” he told her.

	“Don’t play into her fantasy,” Trace said. “If we want to get her out of here, you have to make her realize that this isn’t reality anymore. She needs to wake up.”

	Ian kept his gaze on Benie’s pale green eyes, but he nodded his acknowledgement. “Benie.”

	Her head snapped up in sudden alertness. “Shh…”

	“What is it?”

	“Footsteps on the stairs. Oh man, it’s Dad. I’m not supposed to be down here today.”

	“Where are you supposed to be?”

	She put her hand over his mouth. “Up in my bedroom, studying.” She made a sour face. Jumping up, she grabbed Ian’s hand and hauled him with her. “Over here.” She led him to a weapons cabinet on the far wall, opened the door and shoved him in. Coming in behind him, she closed the doors. “If he catches me, I’m gonna have my ass handed to me. Especially, if he catches you down here as well.”

	Her body so close to his, her warm breath falling against his shoulders, Ian remembered why his eleven-year-old self gave up a grand opportunity to study in Germany. God, Benie had been worth it then.

	She was worth it now.

	He heard voices from outside the cabinet. Two people, both male. He recognized her father’s voice. “What does he know?”

	“Nothing, so far. His paranoia keeps him searching for the child. He’s not satisfied that she’s simply vanished. He wants proof of her death,” the other man replied.

	“And what if he finds her?”

	“He won’t hesitate, Daniel. He’ll kill her without a second thought.”

	“I won’t let that happen. I’ll just have to get to him first.”

	“You killed his wife and the first husband. As second, he’s in charge now. It’s exactly how he planned. You’ll never get near him. Your purpose is greater now, greater than that of a hired killer.”

	“I will protect the girl with my last breath.”

	“It may come down to that. You broke the Triune when you helped him murder Marta and Dar.” Acrimony laced the second man’s words.

	“I didn’t know,” Daniel said.

	“Of course you didn’t. All you cared about was killing the ‘other worlders’ as you like to call us. And if you got paid in the process, so much the better.”

	“They killed my father.”

	Ian felt Benie stiffen next to him.

	“A small faction killed your father. You can’t judge every race by the action of one group.”

	“Don’t bet on it. You’re all monsters.” Daniel’s voice with tight with seething anger.

	“I don’t think you believe that anymore. It doesn’t matter. Your penance is to keep Garrick from learning about the girl.”

	“She’s well hidden, gray man. Don’t worry.”

	A sinking feeling grew deep inside Ian as well. This memory of Benie’s was wrong somehow. Even more so, since he hadn’t been there the first time. He’d stayed at the university until the summer ended. But even if he had heard the private conversation between Benie’s dad and the unknown man, he would not have understood it then. Not like he understood it now.

	After the basement door closed, Benie cracked the cabinet open and looked around. “They’re gone. Whew, that was close. Dad would have had my hide.” She turned around and smiled up at Ian. “Hey, you think you can get out of your house tonight? There’s a wicked band playing up at the Black Bear.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “I think I can sneak us in.”

	“Benie,” he said, grasping her by the shoulders. “Wake up.”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“This isn’t real. You’re dreaming. Wake up.”

	“Ian, I don’t understand what you’re talking about.”

	“Look at me? Do I look like the boy you remember?”

	She frowned, but didn’t respond.

	“A little help, Calder.”

	Trace, who’d been relegated to the role of observer, walked over to them. He put his hands on Benie’s shoulders. Her neck muscles went rigid, but she didn’t turn around.

	“Benie,” Trace said.

	“Ian, why are you acting so strange?” she asked.

	He placed his hands on her shoulders, overlapping Trace’s. “Wake up. Please. I need you to wake up.”

	She gazed up at him, her eyes swirling with color. “Ian, I…” Placing her hand on Ian’s, she grazed Trace’s fingers as well. She looked at Ian. In an instant, her body transformed, grew taller, older, that of the adult Benie. “Trace.”

	“Yes,” he whispered in her ear.

	“My father…”

	Ian shook his head. “Is not coming back now.”

	Benie’s arms slid around Ian. Trace mimicked her action, embracing both Benie and Ian.

	She looked up between them. “I want to go home.”

	Ian leaned down and kissed the tip of her nose. “Then wake up.”

	Trace dipped his head and kissed her cheek. “Wake up.”

	Benie met Trace’s mouth with a fiery kiss, then broke it. Turning up to Ian, she pulled his head down, her lips parting as she kissed him hard. Her tongue darted past his teeth. Ian closed his eyes, savoring her taste as he fed from her lips.

	He didn’t even feel the sensation of warm water surrounding him, until she broke from his mouth. He opened his eyes. They were no longer in the basement. Now, all three of them were in the tub.

	Benie smiled up at Ian. “I’m awake.”

	He smiled back. “I’m aware.”

	She kissed him as the water level began to drop. Trace was getting out of the bath. Benie reached back and grabbed his wrist. “Don’t go.”

	Trace looked as confused as Ian felt.

	*

	Waking up in a tub full of hot water and hot men should have put Benie on guard, but instead, all she felt was insatiable need. She needed both Ian and Trace. Her body, mind, and soul craved each of them. It was as if she’d lose her sanity if one of them walked away.

	“I don’t know if I can.” Trace shook his head. “I feel so drawn to you, Benie. It scares me.” He stood from the tub, water sluicing from his jeans. “I can also read your mind, so I know how much you want me.” The words held pain. “But you love him. I can’t compete with that.”

	Ian slid out from under her and sat on the edge of the tub. “No worries, Calder. If it comes down to Buff and Beautiful versus Bony and Brainy, I know which side wins every time.”

	Benie stared at them both as if they’d each grown an extra head. Ian’s words hurt her most of all. “I need you. Both of you.” She felt desperate. Every fiber of her being cried out to be in their arms. “I don’t know why, but I do.”

	Hot and cold, pain and pleasure, she felt nothing and everything. “I’m losing my mind.” Her skin had become like the water, translucent and liquid. “I’m losing myself.”

	Without them, both of them, she would die. It wasn’t something she knew in her head, but she definitely felt it in her heart. Ian was the air she breathed. Trace was nourishment. One might sustain her for a while, but without Ian she would suffocate, without Trace she would starve.

	Oh God, this wasn’t right. The compulsion to make love to both men confused Benie. Wanting both men wasn’t fair. Not to Ian or Trace. Fair or not, it didn’t stop her from grasping Trace’s pants with one hand while she clutched Ian’s shirt with the other, gazing from one man to the other with a desperation that shamed her.

	“Benie?” The stark look in Ian’s eyes helped her to let go.

	“I’m sorry.” She slipped beneath the surface of the water. Better to go quickly than have her death drag out for days.

	Four hands took hold of her. She tried to tell them to stop. Them touching her, only made her desire more potent, and the pain more real. The words caught in her throat as Ian and Trace hauled her onto the bathroom floor.

	Ian embraced her, rocking Benie in his arms. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

	Trace stroked her face. “Her mind is so dark. Darker than I’ve ever encountered. I don’t know if it’s physical or mental, but she truly believes if she can’t have us, then she’ll choose death as the alternative.”

	“Will she die?”

	Trace bit his lower lip, his brows narrowed with worry. “Maybe.”

	“Please,” Benie begged. “Let me go…or don’t. But choose. I’ve chosen already.” Her words held a deeper meaning. They were ritualistic and older than time. She didn’t know when or why she’d made the choice. But it didn’t change the fact that she had chosen. It was as if both men completed the missing parts of her. Ian was intelligent, but he was more than that, he also had the inner strength to protect Benie if necessary. Trace was strong, powerful, and his sharp mind and ability would only add to their power base.

	She would need a strong power base to rule.

	Rule? Where had that come from? She really was losing her fucking mind. Benie struggled to make sense of her cluttered thoughts as she withered from the inside.

	“We have two options…” Trace didn’t say them aloud, but Ian seemed to get it.

	“Option number two is not going to work for me.” He caressed her cheek and kissed her. “I told you before, Benie. Anything you need. Anything.”

	Ian offered her pity sex, which should have made her angry, but instead, she grabbed on to his offer like it was the only life raft in a vast ocean. So, when Ian kissed her again, Benie tilted her head to meet his mouth full on, feverishly kissing him back. She moaned as her mind began to clear, but she needed more. Blindly she reached out for Trace and pulled him down to them. Parting from Ian’s mouth, she tilted her head back to Trace. He met her halfway, his sensuous lips working hers as Ian fluttered kisses down her neck, licking and sucking the water from her skin.

	“Yes,” she breathed into Trace’s mouth. “Yes.”

	A hand—she wasn’t sure whose—slipped between her thighs.

	“Touch me,” she begged. “I need you to touch me.” When the fingers slid under her panties and between her wet folds, she moaned her pleasure.

	“God, you’re so slick,” Ian said, his voice two octaves lower than normal.

	“Taste me,” Benie said.

	He brought his fingers to his lips, his beautiful blue eyes intense with lust, and licked the glistening fluids from them. “So good,” he murmured.

	Ian’s voice sounded strange, foreign, but Benie couldn’t focus enough to reason why. She laced her fingers in his hair and arched as he slid a finger inside her.

	Trace rumbled, drawing Benie’s attention. She recognized the raw passion in his eyes and knew it had to match her own. She craved both men with a crazed intensity that wouldn’t let up until satisfied.

	She unbuttoned and unzipped Trace’s jeans and loosed his cock. It sprung from him, thick and hard. Benie grasped his shaft and stroked the silky length of him.

	Ian laid her down, pulling her nightgown up as he kissed a trail to her chest. He sucked in one nipple, teasing and twirling. Benie pushed her hips off the floor, aching for him to go lower.

	Trace, leaning over Benie on all fours, darted his tongue into her mouth. He cupped her other breast with one hand. She moaned, pressing her shoulders against the floor and arched as Ian sucked hard, his teeth grazing her nipple. Her lower body clenched with need. Then Trace latched onto her other nipple, his mouth hard but sensual, and she cried out at sensory overload.

	Their mouths, Trace’s firm, with just a hint of scruff, Ian’s soft and determined, moved down her abdomen like a duet melding smoothly, trying to find the right rhythm, and showing so much promise. Benie needed to bind them to her completely, and she needed them bound to each other, as well.

	When their lips found the insides of her thighs, she gasped. They both peered up, their lips stilled at the sharp intake of breath. Their eyes. There was something wrong with them, they were different somehow, but Benie couldn’t think clearly. Her need became the only thing that mattered.

	Not even the rumbled growl from Ian could penetrate the fog of her desire. “Please don’t stop,” she begged, gripping his hair tightly. She reached out for Trace’s hair with her other hand and gave it an urgent tug. “Please. I need. Need…need.” Her arousal was choking, and she felt like she would suffocate on it if they didn’t bring her to completion.

	Trace, on her right, licked first across the folds of her sex, and the almost unbearable sensation collapsed her legs. He crawled between her thighs, lifting her with his shoulders. He worked his tongue in circles around her clit, flicking and sucking. Ian, on her left, nipped at her upper thigh.

	Benie gripped Trace’s hair and pulled him closer. The stubble of his chin rubbed against her sensitive skin, but still it wasn’t enough. She was on the edge, a powder keg ready to blow, but she couldn’t come. Her body wouldn’t allow it. Not without Ian.

	“Fuck!” she screamed. What she wanted from Ian wasn’t fair to her best friend, but fairness didn’t matter. Not now.

	She turned her gaze to meet his, silently pleading. An awareness crept past her blinding passion. Had his eyes widened? And why were his normally light blue eyes a deep shade of cerulean? Was she hallucinating? Was that a side effect of the poison? Benie knew something was wrong—so wrong, but she couldn’t wrap her thoughts around it. And the need in her was too powerful—it was animalistic. Beyond primal.

	Trace lowered her to the floor and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

	Shit, worse and worse. She felt a creeping madness building in her mind. “I know you don’t want me, but I need you. Need you.” Her voice sounded weak and whiney, and she hated herself for putting her best friend in such an awful position.

	Trace’s voice was low and soft when he spoke. “You’re wrong, Benie.”

	“Shut up, shut up, shut up,” she murmured. Fear of being swallowed whole, disappearing into nothing, tightened her throat.

	“Ian,” Trace said. “You have to help her.”

	Yes, Benie thought, help me. Without either of them tending her, her body began to burn and ache, scalding her from the inside out.

	She didn’t care about words or feeling, she only cared that if someone didn’t touch her soon, she was going to implode. She grabbed Trace’s hair and tugged until his mouth was back on her aching sex. She felt a finger slide inside her, then another, and the searing pain eased.

	She opened her eyes. Trace’s hands were on her thighs, which meant…She rolled her head to the left and looked at Ian. “I’m sorry.” Emotionally, Benie wanted him to want her. Physically, she didn’t give a shit what he wanted. She needed him to do what she needed him to do.

	“Tell her you want her,” Trace said, after his tongue swiped the length of her sex. “She needs to know how you feel.”

	“I…” Ian’s voice trailed off, but thank God his fingers kept working in and out of her, sliding and rubbing the sweet spot just inside her channel.

	He crawled up next to Benie, his hand continuing its ministrations. Ian kissed her shoulder and neck as she looked away. Shame and fear made her afraid of what she might see in his face. His free hand cupped her chin, and he forced her to look at him. “I love you, Benie.”

	“I know,” she whispered. Tears she didn’t know she’d cried fell down the side of her face. He’d always loved her. She knew that. Ian was family. The only family she had, and she was destroying their bond with her stupid mutant desires. “This isn’t fair to you. I’m sorry.”

	“No, you don’t understand.” He kissed her mouth gently. “I’m in love with you. I have been for a very long time.”

	She blinked with disbelief. Time stood still for several seconds as she studied Ian’s face. “When? How?”

	“It happened the first moment I saw you.”

	“You were ten years old.”

	“Yes, and you were twelve and would never look at me as more than a little kid. I knew then and there that I had to have you in my life, any way you wanted me. Any way you needed me.”

	“Oh, Ian.” She breathed his name like air. The pain running in her veins returned hard and fast. “God!” she screamed. “It hurts so bad.”

	“What do you need me to do?”

	She grabbed Ian by the back of his head and tugged his face within inches of her own. “I need you inside me.”

	Ian, without hesitation, shimmied out of his wet pajama pants, his erection jutting from his body. Benie scrambled off of Trace’s shoulders and climbed onto Ian’s lap. She grasped his cock and guided the length inside her. He was long, and large, and perfect, but even as she stroked her body onto his, she didn’t feel relief.

	Why couldn’t she get relief?

	She leaned forward, her mind and body silently shouting, Trace!

	*

	He heard her call, felt her need, and still, Trace hesitated. Watching her fuck Ian, his own cock threatened to blow at the sight of Benie’s ghostly naked form. So, why did part of him want to run away?

	Because she doesn’t love you, idiot, he thought. That’s why.

	How could she? They’d only known each other for days, not years.

	Sure, he could feel Benie’s desire for him, but it wasn’t a fraction of what she felt for Ian Arent. If what he suspected was true, Benoica Dilian was more than even she knew. After the vision of her father and the gray man, it wasn’t hard to put two-and-two together. If he was right, then it wasn’t just her body calling to him, it was her biology. Which meant, if he did this—completed this bonding with Benie and Ian—it would be forever. And in this, he’d be a third wheel in the relationship for the rest of their lives.

	Even so, he found himself crawling forward. His animal, his wolf, snarled at his resistance. It saw in Benie a strong mate—a worthy mate. He hated himself for hesitating. He’d been listening to her muddied thoughts, like a mental ward rioting. He knew the costs if he denied her, but could he live with being second best in her heart?

	His body said yes, but his heart wasn’t so sure. He’d been hurt before. Emotions clouded his judgment, clouded his ability. Could he go through that again? Would it be even worse this time?

	Trace! He heard her call again. There was power in it this time, leaving him staggered with a driving lust. Thinking was keeping him from taking and claiming her.

	Thinking was overrated.

	Pushing his jeans off, he straddled Ian’s legs and leaned over Benie’s back. “I’m here,” he whispered. Her skin mimicked the floor and Ian’s naked body, but he knew it was all Benie he felt in his arms.

	“In me,” she begged. “I need you both in me.”

	Ian stopped his upward thrust into Benie, intuitively giving her time to adjust as Trace pushed his way inside her. It was difficult as his cock competed with Ian’s for room inside her tight channel. But she reached between her legs and stroked their erections at the same time, pressing them together, and eased them both in.

	All three of them moaned at the same time as Benie rocked her hips downward and back. She felt hot and tight around his shaft. Add in Ian’s cock sliding up and down his own, Trace didn’t think he could last. He could hear her mind quieting as excitement replaced panic and pleasure replaced pain.

	“Oh, fuck, yes,” Benie mumbled. Trace could feel and hear the pain in her mind ebbing, leaving her body like a tide rolling out to sea.

	He matched the rhythm with her gentle rocking, thrusting forward when she rocked back.

	Ian’s cock drawing out, Benie’s pussy sliding down, then her sliding up, as Ian slid in. The sensation was amazing, like nothing he’d ever felt before. The closest his mind could come to grasping the feeling was being stroked, sucked, and fucked all at the same time. His eyes met Ian’s through Benie’s chameleon skin, and neither of them looked away.

	He could hear Ian’s panting growing louder with every thrust, matching Benie’s, matching his own. There was something else in Ian, a change in the way he thought, less analytical and more animal. Not the way a human would think—and definitely not the way he’d heard Ian’s mind work over the past three days. A secret. He picked that much up, but the spike of ecstasy when Benie leaned back and rocked her hips forward pushed all concern for Ian out of his head.

	As they moved together, each working toward a mounting climax, an astounding sense of love surrounded Trace, and in that moment, it didn’t matter who loved who or how much.

	Benie wept openly, her head flung back against Trace’s shoulder, her mouth finding his, frantically kissing him as her body bucked between the two men. All the pain had gone. She broke from Trace, and leaned forward to kiss Ian, the shift in position allowing Trace and Ian to go deeper inside her. He felt her pleasure as both cocks thrusting simultaneously made her feel completely whole. More so than she’d ever felt.

	Trace rejoiced when sweet release took Benie. She threw her head back, roaring her pleasure as she shuddered with blinding rapture. Ian thrust hard once, holding his breath. His hips jerked as he came inside her. Trace was more demonstrative. A loud moan tore from his lips as he bucked his hips against her ass.

	And in that moment, something popped in his brain.

	Then Benie collapsed.

	 

	


Chapter 6

	After the mind-blowing orgasm, Benie had blacked out. When she awoke, her body felt all loose and gelatinous. The kind of relaxed that normally took a heavy dose of muscle relaxers and painkillers to achieve. She should have been embarrassed, but she felt too good to feel anything but awesome.

	A moment later, she heard Ian say, “I think we put her in a coma.”

	“Don’t be stupid,” Trace countered. “Her mind is the calmest it’s been since I’ve met her. She’s not even dreaming.”

	Benie felt the velvet softness of her bed caress her stomach. When had they taken her to her room?

	Trace was on her left, Ian on her right, and both men were talking over her. She remembered with a pleasant quiver how they felt inside her as they’d worked together to bring her to climax. There was no way, she thought ruefully, that two men of their size should have fit comfortably inside her at the same time, but it had been more than comfortable—it had been glorious.

	She kept her eyes closed, pretending to still be out. She didn’t want the moment of this afterglow to end. Not like before. She hoped if she was still enough, both men would stay and never leave.

	Ian stroked her back. “I’ve never seen her skin do that before,” he said. “It’s like millions of blinking lights on a Christmas tree.”

	She closed her eyes against his stare. She couldn’t be an experiment anymore. She couldn’t handle this moment being reduced to an opportunity to collect more data.

	“You’re wrong,” Trace said again.

	“What?” Ian said.

	Trace looked down at Benie and tangled his fingers in her hair. “She’s awake.”

	Benie grunted. “Can’t put one past you, can I?” She wondered why either Ian or Trace would stick around such a freak show act.

	“You’re not a freak,” Trace said.

	Benie gave him a sharp look, but then softened. “I know you can read my mind, Trace. I accept that. But could you be a little more discreet about it? I mean, do you really have to remind me all the time?”

	“I suppose not.” He chuckled.

	Ian’s hand stilled on her back. “Benie, we have a problem.”

	“No shit.” Her problems were too many and too complicated to even list.

	“Not what I mean.” He drew a circle with his finger on her lower back, then drew a line toward himself, then another line toward Trace. “I have no idea what this means.”

	Benie chewed the inside of her cheek. She had no idea what he was talking about. Ian stood up and took Benie’s left hand. She followed him off the bed. Trace came around and took her other hand. They rotated Benie so that her back was to her dresser mirror, and then they both turned to face the opposite wall as well.

	“Now look,” Ian said, peering over his shoulder.

	Benie craned her neck around. “What the hell does that mean?” There was a violet circle on her lower back, matching both Ian’s and Trace’s in size. Only instead of one line pointing downward, she had a “V” through hers that pointed outward toward the men.

	“I’m not sure,” Ian said.

	“I think I do,” Trace said.

	Benie raised a brow. “How?” She couldn’t help but think if Ian didn’t know, how in the heck could Trace?

	“I may not be a genius, but I’m certainly not unintelligent, Benie,” Trace said stiffly. “Besides, this has more to do with our world and not science.”

	“Our world?”

	“Yes. Our world.” Trace rubbed his chin and shook his head. “Look. You can’t keep your head in the sand about what you are anymore. It’s too important. You are in a lot of danger. Now more than ever, if these marks are what I think they are, and I’m pretty sure they are.”

	“What are you talking about?” Benie grabbed a nightgown from her drawer and pulled it over her head. She grabbed a pair of panties from the next drawer, stepped into them, and shimmied them up over her hips. “You’re talking nonsense.”

	He grasped her upper arm. “I’m not trying to scare you, but you’re in very real danger,” he said again. “We all are.”

	A knock sounded at the door. A clicking noise drew Benie’s attention. She glanced over and a numb shock took hold. “Ian?”

	She watched, dumb struck, as his bones and muscles began to break and twist and reform. His face elongated at the center, his nose and mouth protruding.

	“What’s happening? Ian?” She turned to Trace, whose puzzled expression must have mirrored her own.

	“I didn’t know Ian was a lupine shifter,” Trace said.

	“He’s not,” Benie protested. “He’s a person. He’s not an other worlder.”

	“Until today, I would have agreed.”

	Ian collapsed to the floor. Fur sprouted along his skin in a beautiful dusting of various shades of brown, black, and gray. Benie, with disbelief, lowered her hand to his muzzle as he shifted into a giant wolf. Ian growled, snapping and snarling as he backed away.

	“The way he thinks has changed.” Trace sniffed the air. “Even his scent is different.

	“I don’t understand,” Benie said. “How is this possible?”

	“I don’t know. We are not the werewolves of fiction. Someone can’t be changed into a lycanthrope. They have to be born to it.”

	The knocking at the door couldn’t shake her attention from the wolf in her bedroom.

	“No.” Benie covered her mouth as she tried to hold back from screaming. “He was attacked by a shifter earlier this week, the tracker who came after me, but this…”

	“I’ve never heard of someone being turned, Benie. That’s pure myth. Not reality.”

	“Then how do you explain this?”

	He shook his head. “I can’t.”

	The knocking grew louder and more persistent.

	A loud blast shook the loft floor, and Benie could no longer ignore the problem, especially since her best friend turned werewolf took off in a run toward the noise. Benie and Trace ran after him. In the living room, just inside the exploded front door, Benie saw a short man with a nearly bald head and thick pop bottle glasses. Dr. Gray? What the hell was he doing here? And why had he splintered her door? Benie took a step forward, but the wolf leapt between her and the psychiatrist, bearing his teeth and growling a warning at the man.

	“Get your things, Benoica. You and your mates have to leave now.”

	“What is going on here?” It was as if north was south and south was north.

	“Your new power came in like a thunderclap in our world. He knows you’re alive, and he is coming to kill you.”

	Was she hallucinating again? “Who is coming?”

	“Your father.”

	Her stomach dropped, and a cold chill ran down her spine. “My father is dead.”

	“You’re biological father.”

	“How can you know any of this? You’re just a shrink.”

	The doctor shook his head and stepped toward her. Ian barked and Trace positioned himself next to wolf, his fingers elongating and reshaping into claws.

	Trace cast a menacing glare at the short, elderly OW. His voice was rough and low when he finally spoke. “He isn’t who you think he is, Benie.”

	The elder man pushed his thick glasses up on his nose. “Hello, Calder.”

	Trace barely nodded his acknowledgment. “Hello, gray man.”

	* * * *

	Garrick Mauldin paced the river-stone floor of his office. He was tall, thin, and deceptively frail-looking. His short white hair didn’t contrast much with his pale skin or bright gray-green eyes. He wore a blue sweater vest over a white button down shirt and gray slacks. He didn’t look like the most powerful man in all of the human and non-human world, instead, he looked like a tenured college professor.

	Anger, rage, and hatred permeated every part of him—he’d felt the power shift like a blast of heat in the air around him, triggering a palpable connection to the girl.

	Over twenty years ago, he’d suffered the loss of his wife, their second husband, and especially his child. Her death had grieved him the most. Garrick had shut himself away for months after their deaths, sick with pain of the broken bonds. But he’d gotten over it. Slowly, surely, and over a long period of time.

	He’d taken reign over the Caledon and the role entailed as the one remaining heir to the throne. Garrick believed it was better to be feared than loved, and for the past two decades that had been his motto.

	“Keane!” he shouted.

	A tall man with bronze skin and white hair walked into the room. He held his head high. His long white hair hung down to the middle of his back. He carried a sword at his side, and the scars marking the many battles he’d survived would have frightened almost any foe. His pale blue eyes avoided Garrick’s as he waited for his king to command.

	When he’d become the sole monarch to their people, Garrick had put Keane in charge of the wardens after exiling the previous leader. Keane was a good soldier. Loyal. Unlike his predecessor, he hadn’t held a grudge over Marta’s death. Still, Garrick had secrets he didn’t want anyone to know about. The girl for instance.

	He banged his fist against the wall, his frustration growing as the tie between him and the girl grew. “The slayer is still a problem. The trackers have failed, and she still lives.” He’d hired mercenaries to take out the girl instead of using the wardens. He didn’t need anyone asking questions, and no matter how much Garrick trusted Keane, he couldn’t trust anyone with the truth.

	“I need someone smart and deadly for an important mission.”

	“Can I ask what that mission is, my king?”

	“No, you may not.”

	Keane nodded. “As you say. I’ll have a name for you in the next hour, my lord.”

	After Keane left, Garrick cursed fate for its meddling. It could only be chance of fate that a second Triune had been formed. All those years ago, his plan had worked very well, he’d survived the broken bonds. But now, to have confirmation that his daughter, his baby girl, had somehow survived that fateful night and grew up to create another power-triad…

	Well, that just pissed him off.

	 

	


Chapter 7

	Benie struggled to wrap her mind around the scene in her living room. Her shrink had blown up her front door and announced someone was coming to kill her. To top off the weird, Ian had suddenly transformed into a wolf, and Trace seemed to be sprouting fur too.

	Wolfed-out Ian growled at Dr. Gray, his hackles rising as he crouched, ready to attack the little man if he made any sudden movements. Two men, tall and broad, both with dark-chocolate hair, eyes the color of mercury, and nearly identical in appearance, walked in behind the doc.

	“What are you doing here, gray man?” Trace’s voice had lost some of its human qualities as his features became more wolf-like.

	Benie willed herself to wake from the nightmare unfolding around her. No such luck. Jesus, she thought. This is really happening. Both her lovers—and Christ-fuck, she had two lovers—were fur-growing, wolf-shifting other worlders.

	Dr. Gray closed the door behind him and steepled his fingers. “We don’t have time to hash this out now.” He turned to Trace. “If you want to keep Benoica alive, you must all leave now. It’s not safe here. If I felt your mate bond then so did Garrick, and he won’t rest until she’s dead.”

	Benie had been assessing the muscular twins, trying to determine their threat level, but now she turned to the shrink. “Why did Trace call you gray man? And who is this Garrick dude?” Anger replaced her rising panic. “And why does he want to kill me? And what the fuck do you mean by you felt our mate bond?”

	He shrugged and pushed his glasses up his nose. The thick lenses magnified his deep, dark brown eyes. “I think the last question is self-explanatory. You did just mate with these two, right? There was a sound transmitted to our kind when the bond formed.”

	Damn. The pop she’d heard when they’d all climaxed—had the sound traveled to every OW? The thought mortified Benie. And the marks. Shit. The marks definitely meant something. Dr. Gray shook his head. “Most of our kind will have no idea what they experienced. But Garrick, he not only knows what it means, he will do everything in his power to stop you from usurping his throne.”

	“I am not interested in usurping anyone’s anything. Can’t someone just tell him that? I haven’t even heard of him until now.” Except…Benie remembered the dream. The one Ian and Trace had snatched her from. Had it been a real? Could it be a memory long forgotten like so many she’d repressed after the fire?

	Yes. She’d been in that closet alone when her father had talked to someone he referred to as ‘gray man.’ But could Dr. Gray really be the same person?

	“You remember, don’t you, Benie?” asked Dr. Gray gently.

	She nodded, afraid to speak. A sick feeling burbled in her stomach. Blinking, she looked at Dr. Gray.

	“Garrick is your father. One of two who sired you. He’s also the ruler of Caledon. In mythological terms, he is the equivalent of the Seelie king.”

	The blood drained from Benie’s face, and she swayed as she fought a rush of vertigo. “It’s not true. It can’t be.” She’d fought so hard against OWs her whole life, and she was suddenly supposed to believe she was the daughter of the OW king.

	“Calm yourself and your mates. I’ll explain what I can,” he said.

	His serene demeanor unsettled her. She needed to fight. It was the only way she knew how to solve problems. She walked numbly to the couch and plopped down. The wolf that had once been Ian cantered over and placed his muzzle in her lap.

	“Is he going to turn back into Ian?” she asked. Trace took a seat next to her on the other side. He’d shifted back to human. With the immediate threat passed, Trace’s complete nakedness in front of a Gray and his bodyguards made Benie uncomfortable.

	Trace didn’t seem to be a bit bothered. He leaned until his shoulder brushed hers. “Yes,” he told her, but his eyes held an uncertainty that scared her.

	Dr. Gray shifted his gaze between Ian and Trace. “The right and left,” he mused. “Appropriate.”

	Benie fidgeted anxiously as she thought about the first time he’d studied her with his unnerving stare. “You’re not going to break out your little yellow notepad are you?”

	“No, no.” He smiled. “Not this time.”

	Trace put a protective arm around Benie. Her entire body sighed in relief at his touch. When Ian picked up his furry head and broke contact with her legs, the tension returned. She reached out and put her hand on his back, surprised at how soft and cool his fur felt. The tension eased again. Touching Trace and Ian made her feel better.

	Her mates. The words clicked in her mind. She hated feeling so needy, but she kept her contact with both of them. Ian’s eyes had lightened to almost his normal blue. Whatever else Gray had to tell her, she could take it. She was a tough girl. She’d survived her parents’ death in a fire, four years in a mental hospital, and four years on her own tracking and killing the monsters when they threatened human life. So why did these revelations feel so petrifying? Unfortunately, she couldn’t wish this problem away. My father is a royal asshole.

	She still couldn’t quite believe it. But wouldn’t having OW blood answer questions about her own abilities?

	“Okay,” she finally said. “Just lay it all out on the table. No holding back. Tell me what the hell you think you know about me, and no messing around. Just say it.”

	Dr. Gray crossed his legs and folded his arms. “Benoica, you’re special.”

	Oh, God. Not this bullshit again. She was getting pretty damned sick and tired of being so special. But she kept her mouth shut. For one thing, not wanting something to be true wasn’t the same thing as it being a lie, and for another, the little doctor intimidated her.

	When she didn’t argue, Dr. Gray nodded. “Good. Some acceptance. We need that.” He pushed his heavy glasses back up his nose again. The man really needed contacts or something. “Your real parents…”

	She interrupted him. “Daniel and Elise Dilian were my real parents.”

	His gaze held an empathy that made her uneasy. “Your biological parents,” he corrected, “were the Triune of Caledon.”

	“You said Caledon is some kind fairy realm Seelie something or another.” She knew most human myths were based on OW facts, and she rummaged around in her head for what she could remember of fairies and elves. Two words came to mind. Noble and devious. “What’s a Triune?”

	“The Triune creates a power dynamic that has not been rivaled by a single other species on earth. Their leadership has traditionally helped maintain a balance between humans and others. The power to form a Triune is maternally inherited. Your mother, Marta, bound two men—Dar, an earth elemental Caledonian, and Garrick, born to fire. They were the leaders of our people, the same as Marta’s mother and her two husbands before them.”

	“Like a monarchy?”

	“The Caledon are high-born creatures filled with true earth magic. They are relatively human in appearance for the most part. They’ve always been ruled by a royal female and her two mates. Only direct female heirs have the genetic ability to choose and bond with two mates.”

	Trace, who’d been quiet until now, said, “Neither Arent or myself are Caledonian. I am lupinus of the Sharashock Pack, and,” he looked at Ian. “I’m not sure what he is, but I know that we don’t fit the criteria for the Triune.”

	“Just because it’s never been done, doesn’t mean it’s impossible. Obviously. Benie’s magic chose.” Gray’s eyes softened. “I personally think it chose wisely.”

	Benie couldn’t get her head around all the information levied at her. How was any of this possible? Though, it was hard to deny the evidence. “How did this happen?”

	Dr. Gray knelt a few feet in front of Benie. “Your mother and first father were assassinated by a team of humans—led by Daniel and Elise Dilian. They were supposed to kill you as well, but Elise couldn’t bring herself to do it.” He shrugged. “Instead, she snuck you out of the palace and took you home.”

	“The people who raised me, who loved me, they killed my real parents?” Lies. He was lying. She didn’t know why, but her fury built hot and fierce.

	“They killed Marta and Dar,” said Dr. Gray, “but only because they were paid to do so by Garrick. He wanted the crown, and he couldn’t have it unless he annihilated his entire family.”

	As Benie grappled with this terrifying information, Dr. Gray continued lobbing word bombs at her. “When you began to evolve, as is your inheritance, Garrick could sense the change. I think he sent out trackers as a precaution. But now he knows you’re still alive—and you’ve created a Truine. You have more right to rule than he does now, and he won’t stop sending people after you until you’ve been neutralized.”

	“Keane?” Trace asked, his voice bitter.

	“I don’t believe so,” Gray said. “Not yet.”

	Benie turned to Trace. “Who’s Keane?”

	Trace gritted out the words. “He’s the current leader of the wardens.”

	“Oh. Them.” The incubus had thought Benie was a warden until she’d cut his throat. They were a policing group for the OWs. A bunch of bad-ass warriors. Benie could almost respect them if it wasn’t for the issue of them not giving a shit about human life. It didn’t mean she wanted to tangle with them though. “Why wouldn’t this Garrick want the wardens to know about me?”

	“Loyalty and trust are commodities Garrick can ill afford. The less people who know about you, the rightful heir to the throne, the better for him.”

	“Benie,” Ian said.

	Startled, Benie looked down at her best friend. He was naked, kneeling next to her, and completely fur-free. She still had her hand on him, but hadn’t noticed when he’d shifted back.

	She could see the question in his expression, and heard the apprehension in his voice when he’d said her name. He knew how she felt about OWs, and somehow he’d managed to get himself turned into one. She’d exposed him to the dark world, and he’d changed from human to something else. Was she at fault? Benie didn’t know how to process everything, so she shook her head and stroked a dark curl back from his face. “We’ll talk about this later.”

	“The essence of a Triune is to make three…” Dr. Gray held up three knobby fingers. “…into one.” He folded his middle and ring finger. “Once you learn to control your abilities, you will be a force.”

	Three into one? “I still see three of us here. Unless we’re going to meld into a big old blob.” When Dr. Gray didn’t respond, Benie tensed. “Please don’t tell me we’re going to melt into each other. I don’t know if I could take being a six legged freak.”

	“There will be no melting. The three into one is a power meld. You will change them into more than what they are.” He gestured to Ian and Trace, and Benie worried that she’d already done so with Ian. “And they will help you to become everything your birthright demands,” he continued. “If you survive long enough to carry your child to term.”

	Trace and Ian looked as confused as Benie felt. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

	“You’re pregnant.”

	“What?” Maybe she could buy all the other crap the doc was spinning, but pregnant? Not a chance. She’d had sex with Ian, and then sex with Ian and Trace, and neither of them had used condoms, but she was on the Pill goddamn it. It was 99.8% effective, according the box. Because of her supernatural healing, she’d never worried about sexually transmitted diseases, but pregnant? No way.

	“How do you know she’s pregnant?” Ian asked. Benie could almost see him putting his scientist hat on, and his question made her wince.

	He pointed to Ian’s naked back, at the circle with the line. “The marks prove it.”

	“Oh, my God,” breathed Benie. “Are you saying these marks are like the equivalent of a positive symbol on a pregnancy test?”

	Dr. Gray blinked. “I suppose. The power of the Triune lies in the child being created,” Dr. Gray addressed the both men. “And since the power has shifted to you three, Benoica is most certainly pregnant. And just like Garrick and Dar fathered Benoica, both Ian and Trace are equally the father of this child. Unfortunately, the marks make you easy to find. The symbols act as homing beacons for Garrick because Benie is his direct descendent.”

	Ian and Trace each turned their gazes on Benie. Trace on the left. Ian on the right. The left and the right, echoed in her mind. She shook her head. “That’s impossible.”

	“My dear,” Gray said. “I think you’ve seen enough in your short time to know that the impossible is often possible in our world.”

	“Fine,” she conceded. “Let’s pretend this is all true. If I decide to go along with your plan, what needs to happen next?”

	“Garrick fears you will overthrow him for the leadership of the Caledon. He will keep sending people after you until he has killed you, your men, and your child. Do you understand?”

	“What if we just tell her people who she is?” Ian asked. “Wouldn’t they rally around their rightful queen?”

	Judas! Benie glared at Ian. She didn’t want to be anyone’s queen, and he damned well knew it.

	“It’s too dangerous,” Trace said, a low growl in his voice. “Especially if Benie is pregnant.”

	Gray stepped in before Benie could object one way or the other. “The people of Caledon are too afraid to have that kind of hope right now. Garrick has made certain of their obedience. Once the child arrives, the power of the Triune will be too great for anyone to deny—even you, Benie. Whether you believe in your destiny or not, your father does. And he won’t rest until all of you are dead.”

	Trace put a protective arm around Benie’s shoulders. “That’s not going to happen.”

	“So what do we do for the next nine months?” Ian asked.

	“Twelve actually. The gestation period for a Caledon is longer than that of a human,” Gray said. “You’ll have to keep her safe for the next year.”

	Dr. Gray smiled at her. “There is good news. Now that you are Triune, you’ll have a better grasp of your abilities. They will continue to grow as you’re exposed to more of our kind. You need to practice those exercises I taught you.”

	Benie’s stomach twisted into an ugly knot. Less than a week earlier she’d been a single, monster slaying bad ass, and suddenly she had two lovers, a baby on the way, and she was not only an OW, she was the daughter of the psychopath in charge. She looked from Ian to Trace. Could they do this? Could she? She was plagued by a mixture of doubt and confusion.

	Dr. Gray stood, obviously readying to leave. “The way I see it, Benoica, you have three choices. You can run away and hope that Garrick doesn’t hunt you down and kill the three of you, or you can stay and fight off every mercenary and assassin he sends.”

	“What’s option three?”

	“We regroup, craft a strategy to track and trap Garrick, and then kill him before he can kill you.”

	Benie lips pulled back from her teeth in vicious smile. Garrick had changed the course of her life when he’d killed his mate and her other husband. His actions had shaped Benie into who she was today. She was a fighter. A killer. One of the best. Focusing on sinking her blade into the bastard was the only thing keeping her sane. “He’s mine. I get to take him out.”

	Gray smiled back with the same amount of ferocity. “Of course.”

	She clenched her fingers, flexing as adrenaline coursed through her veins. “Where do we start?” She itched to fight, and whatever happened after they got rid of Garrick…well, she’d cross that bridge when the time came.

	Rubbing his balding head, Gray peered around the large loft living room before moving his gaze back to Benie. “It’s not the same comfort you’re used to, and there won’t be any modern conveniences, but I’ve a place we can use as a home base to formulate a plan. Caledon is fluid. In constant motion, which makes it very hard to find when you don’t live there. I have men who are still loyal to me, but none Garrick will trust.”

	Ian snapped his head up. “My work…”

	Of course, Ian would be concerned about his experiments. Benie forced down her old fears. She had more to worry about then coming in second place to science. As Trace squeezed her hand, she tried to push the dread away and not give it weight.

	“Your work will be moved to another location, Ian, but I’m afraid you won’t have access to it for a short while. In order to give us the time, we need to be completely untraceable.”

	“You’ve been sitting on this plan for a while.” Benie examined the elderly OW. Doctor Myron Gray was turning out to be much more complex than she’d imagined.

	“Yes,” he replied quickly and without apology.

	His small stature commanded respect, but even so, she didn’t understand why he would want to be involved in such a dangerous design. “How come you’re not afraid of Garrick?”

	Dr. Gray shook his head as he walked to the door. He opened it, but turned back briefly. “Marta was my sister. I stopped being afraid of Garrick the day he had her murdered. I don’t care what happens to me.”

	“Jesus. Bury the lead, Doc,” Benie said. “So, you’re my uncle?” She appraised the small man and couldn’t find a single family resemblance.

	“I take after my father.” Gray smiled, but didn’t reply. “We’ve already wasted too much time. I have a car waiting. Eustan and Destan,” he gestured to the two men behind him, “will drive you. I have a few more stops to make, but I will meet up with you at the safe house. Will you come?”

	Benie looked to Ian. He nodded. She turned her gaze to Trace next. He knew the world better than Ian or herself. When he nodded his agreement as well, she blew out a shaky breath and looked at Dr. Gray. “Okay.”

	*

	Ian Arent, still aching and light-headed, fought against the impulse to shift back into a wolf. They’d traveled for more than three hours of highways and rural roads, crammed into the back of an SUV with Benie between himself and Trace Calder. Thousands of stars illuminated the cool night sky, blazing brighter than he’d ever seen them. He hadn’t bothered to grab his glasses. He hadn’t needed them since returning to a human form.

	His vision was even better than it had been when corrected with glasses. It was as if colors were more vibrant, contrasts sharper, and he could see farther than he knew it was possible for the human eye. The ability to smell everything—the decaying fall leaves, the heavy moisture hanging in the air, and the strong scent of the four other people in the car with him—astounded him. Trace smelled like dry wood mixed with an undercurrent of pepper. The two men in the front both had the same warm, burnt sugar fragrance. He couldn’t be sure if any of it was natural or cologne. However, none of the aromas drove him to distraction like Benie’s. It washed over him—a strong heady musk with mossy undertones and hints of citrus. It made the wolf inside him want to claw its way out.

	Ian stared at his lengthening nails, unable to believe even as it happened, what he witnessed. He curled his fingers into his palms and dug the nails in until the pain and blood forced his wolf back. For many reasons—most of which were on account of what he’d read in books—he’d expected the change to be excruciatingly painful. It hadn’t been. The exhilaration and thrill of the turning had caught him off guard. He wondered at the science behind the shifting and reforming. Maybe the transformation triggered a rush of endorphins that blocked the pain receptors in the brain to make the process easier. Pleasurable even.

	But transforming from wolf to human had verged on torture. He’d had a bone marrow aspiration performed four months ago for a baseline before he’d began experimenting on himself. The pain of becoming human again was much like the pain of that procedure. Only, instead of having the discomfort limited to his iliac, he ached all over. His mind sizzled with emotion. All logic washing away with each second he denied himself the relief shifting would bring.

	He inhaled deeply to oxygenate his brain. Instead of clearing his head, the scent receptors in his nostrils were doused heavily with Benie’s newly acquired sex pheromones courtesy of the incubus bite. A hint of musk and an almost a berry-like aroma more than piqued his appetite. The urge to rip her clothes off and fuck her until she screamed his name—Calder and the other two men be damned—brought his claws out again.

	Just then, Trace leaned forward, turned his gaze on Ian and raised his brow. Ian felt his lip curl as a low growl rumbled from his chest. My mate, he wanted to shout.

	“What’s wrong?” Benie asked.

	She wore a furrowed expression, her lips compressed with worry. She squeezed Ian’s knee, a gesture meant to be comforting, but her touch stoked his desire more. He should have moved away from her to temper his barely controlled reactions, but he moved closer instead. Her breathing quickened when he slipped his hand between her thighs.

	“Ian,” she said. A fear he’d never heard in Benie tinged her words. “Your eyes are dark. So dark. This isn’t you.”

	His hands itched to tear through her jeans and claim his prize.

	“Arent,” Calder said.

	Ian snapped his gaze to the man who sat on the other side of Benie. The other side of his mate.

	*

	Ever since Ian had changed back into human form, a feat Trace found grudgingly impressive, he could feel the man’s struggle. He’d also heard it in Ian’s tangle of thoughts. How was it possible that he’d been “turned” into a lupinus, a wolf-shifter like Trace? People weren’t made in their world, only born. All it took was for one parent to be a shifter, but when he’d first met Ian, he’d have sworn he was all human. Him turning wolf at the apartment had been the first time for the young man, and it worried Trace.

	Wolves, especially young ones, didn’t do well outside a pack. Trace was eleven the first time he’d shifted, younger than most in his pack. His father, the alpha, had watched with pride as he managed to shift back into his human form the next day. Some wolf-shifters found it difficult to return to their human selves. Some never shifted back. His younger sister hadn’t after her first time. Her loss still affected him.

	In wolf form, Trace was a hunter, but in half-form, he was a savage predator, unequaled in most situations. He hadn’t wanted to be a killer, but his father had contracted him to the wardens when he was sixteen. His father may have been proud of Trace’s abilities, but he hadn’t been foolish enough to want a rival alpha in his pack. Five years Trace had laid waste to the dregs of their world. All the while, able to hear their monstrous thoughts. His empathic talents only made it worse. The diseased minds of his prey had eaten at his soul for too long.

	He’d left service six years ago, and had worked hard to puts his past behind him. But now, with Benie’s safety at risk, Trace would become that soldier again. Even if it meant going up against his old boss and former friend Keane Silvertail. A draganos. A dragon-shifter like the two brothers in the front of the SUV. And he was also the man who’d caused Trace to lose his wife. He held back a bitter snort. One day he would face Keane again, but first he had to deal with the impending situation in front of him.

	Ian was about to shift again, and in someone who hadn’t been taught the ways of the pack, it could be dangerous. Mostly for Ian, because Calder would rip his head off if he did anything to hurt Benie, accident or otherwise.

	“Trace,” Benie said. “Help him. Something’s really wrong.”

	Her thoughts were filled with concern. She worried Ian was becoming something unfamiliar. She felt like she was losing her best friend, and with everything else happening—learning of her origins, being pregnant, having two mates, and going into hiding—she believed she would lose her mind.

	“Arent,” he said again, more sharply this time.

	His wolfish gaze landed on Trace with a challenge he hadn’t expected. He was alpha after all. Much older wolves had been cowed by him. But his dominance didn’t phase Ian. The need to hunt, to bleed something, and to fuck had overloaded the analytical part of his scientist’s brain.

	Trace looked at Benie. “We have to get out. Ian has to run and hunt. It’s a rite of passage for new wolves. He hasn’t been able to do that yet. To test his will against his animal’s.”

	Benie palmed Ian’s cheek, her scent heavy with arousal as the man rubbed against the seam of her jeans with his fingers. “What happens if the animal’s will is stronger?” she asked.

	Then the animal wins, Trace wanted to say, but worrying Benie wouldn’t help the situation. If Ian continued the losing fight against his wolf, against the change, the wolf would eventually win. There would be no coming back for Ian after. A lesson he learned too well after his sister’s wolf ravaged any humanity left within her. He might be okay with Ian turning and never coming back, but the loss would crush Benie.

	“Help him,” Benie said. “Whatever you have to do. Just help him.” Her thoughts were beginning to change as well. Lust and desire were becoming all-consuming. Her body responded like that of a she-wolf. Most of the science stuff in Ian’s head didn’t make sense to Trace, but from what he’d gathered, Benie had been adopting abilities from the different species she’d fought. Her face widened, and her green eyes darkened. Would she change as well?

	Shit, if he didn’t get them both out of the truck soon, the situation would get completely out of control. If Benie was shifting too, they needed open space.

	“Hey,” Trace hit the back of the driver’s seat and snapped. “How much longer?”

	“Twenty minutes to the cabin,” the man said.

	Benie was already climbing onto Ian’s lap. Her transformation—nails extending, along with the snick-snick of bone—called to Trace’s wolf. The veins beneath the surface of his arms wiggled and widened as his pulse boomed in his arteries, forcing blood to his changing bones and muscles.

	“Pull over.” His tone left no room for argument.

	When the truck slowed down, he reached over Benie and Ian, grabbed the handle, and shoved the door open. In one blurred movement, he shoved the three of them out of the truck onto the gravel road.

	 

	


Chapter 8

	Hot water soaked into Garrick’s bones as he settled into his bath. He sipped aged honey and willed his cell phone to ring. Keane had given him the contact information for a mercenary for hire. According to Keane, the merc had a penchant for stealth, and a reputation for always getting the mark. Known only as Shade, the assassin was very expensive—and so covert, no one knew if Shade was a man or a woman. He could care less. He’d give Shade all the gold in his vault if it meant his damned daughter would no longer be a threat to his throne.

	The phone beeped twice with a text alert. Garrick looked at the screen. The message was short and from an unknown number: Apartment cleared out. More later. Shade.

	“Fuck!” he shouted. He flung the phone at the wall. It shattered.

	Hel, his maid scurried into the bathroom. “Can I help you, my lord?” She bowed her head. Her curly brown hair brushed her collarbone.

	She avoided eye contact with Garrick, and it pleased him. She had a slight frame with small breasts. A characteristic of her kind. Her pale skin flushed as if she sensed his gaze lingered too long on her body.

	“Do you want to help me, Hel?”

	Her words trembled from her lips. “If you need me, sire.”

	He laughed, enjoying the warmth of her fear. “I’m sure there are many ways I could need you, my dear.”

	A small, helpless noise escaped her throat but she kept still. Kept her head bowed.

	Garrick shook his head. He had no time to play games with servants. “Get me a new phone. Same number.”

	“Yes, my lord.” She gripped the edges of her shift, but didn’t move.

	“You may go, Hel.”

	He could visibly see the relief in her posture. She quickly curtsied then fled the room.

	Garrick leaned back into the bath water, allowing the heat to soothe him. He sipped more of his honey. Scaring Hel might have been cruel, but it had improved his mood for the moment. He needed Shade to deliver. He needed the girl—and her unborn child—dead, or he would lose everything.

	Including his own life.

	* * * *

	The truck hadn’t come to a complete stop when Trace had pushed them out of the vehicle. Benie hit the ground hard, jagged chunks of gravel dug into her arms and back as she tucked into a roll. Not an easy task, considering Ian hadn’t loosened his grip around her waist. She’d been ready to screw him right then and there in the back of the truck. In front of everyone! Benie didn’t understand why she couldn’t control her emotions or her libido. It seemed just another extension of her inability to control her own freak abilities.

	The truck skidded to a halt just past them. The driver jumped out. Ian was already sprouting fur. Trace yelled, “Go!”

	“What’s happening?” Benie asked. Her voice sounded strange even to her own ears, and her body tingled. She looked down at her hands as they took on alien appearance.

	“You’re shifting, Benie,” Trace said. “You have to control it. Slow it down. If not…”

	“What? What?” Crescent moon-shaped fangs dropped down and cut her tongue. She pressed her fingers against monstrosities behind her curling lips. The taste of her own blood quickened the change. Her heart beat quickly as fur slipped along her skin like velvet. A sense of power and invulnerability permeated every fiber of her being. That scared her too. “Tell me!” she screamed.

	“You’ll lose the pregnancy if you go too fast.”

	Ian let go of her, twisting away, as his body began to reshape. “Ian,” she said, feeling like a lost girl again. She needed him. Needed her best friend, but he was in as much trouble as she was. She turned her gaze to Trace. He was transforming as well, but at a much slower pace.

	He took her hand. “Stay with me, Benie. We’ll do this together.”

	“But Ian…”

	“…will be fine,” Trace said. “He’s already shifted once. He can do it again. He’s strong, Benie. A lot stronger than I imagined.”

	She nodded. Ian was strong-willed. He’d been the one to hold her together when her world had crumbled.

	“I will take care of us,” Trace promised. “But now, our wolves need to run. We need to hunt, Benie. We need to be a pack. It’ll be what gets us through this night. What gets us back…”

	She wasn’t sure what he meant, but heard the warning in his voice. Still, his presence calmed her. “Back from what?”

	“Just focus on slowing down.”

	To the side of them, Ian’s wolf whined. Impatient for her to join him. She could feel his longing. The urgency caused the shift to increase pace.

	“Slow, Benie,” Trace said. “Think about your arms, your face. Then we’ll move to neck and chest. After. Your legs. Last. Your stomach.”

	Benie closed her eyes and used Gray’s technique to relax while she focused on the different areas of her body.

	“Good,” she heard Trace say.

	He let go of her hands, but she could still feel him. When she opened her eyes, an amber-eyed wolf stared back at her. She shook her head, her ears twitching. She blinked. Not just twitching ears. Four legs. Fur. Benie opened her mouth to ask questions, but nothing came out but a high-pitched whine. She pawed at the dirt, amazed at the strength encompassed in her chest and shoulders.

	Her senses were heightened as well. The ambient light brightened thanks to her new wolf vision. Night had practically turned to day. The thick fur covering her body negated the chill autumn air. Somehow her clothes had been discarded during the change. They lay on the ground next to her feet, but she didn’t care. The surrounding trees blazed colorfully with red, orange, and golden leaves of the season. A soft spread of a low fog carried the sweet aroma of woodland creatures: squirrels, raccoons, rabbits, opossums, and deer. She couldn’t believe how easy it was to discern one scent from the other.

	This is amazing.

	Every time. It was Trace’s voice in her head.

	She turned sharply to the gray and white wolf. I thought I said to stay out of my head.

	This isn’t that, Benie.

	Hey. It was Ian’s voice this time. Benie turned to Ian. His ears shifted back and forth. Run now. Talk later.

	It seemed they both had complete access to her thoughts. And she to theirs. In her human form, she might have felt violated, but in this form, as a wolf, it felt natural and right. How is Ian able to speak in my head?

	We are lupinus, Benie, Trace explained. Kindred. We are able to mind-speak in our wolf forms.

	Is that why you can read minds when you look human? She could feel his internal wince at her implication, but she ignored it. Is that another part of your wolf powers?

	No. It’s different. My telepathy is from my mother. She was not lupinus.

	Talk later, Ian said. Run now. Hunt now. Without waiting, he turned and loped toward the line of trees in the distance.

	Benie and Trace both turned and stared past the trees where he’d ran. Now and again, Benie could hear the rustling of the underbrush as small prey scurried in fear of the newly arrived predators. A hum of joy rang inside her compact body making every tendon in her legs vibrate.

	Hunt now, Trace said. She could almost see the smile at the corners of his muzzle.

	Benie’s tongue playfully lolled from the side of her mouth. Talk later.

	The sharp bark of Trace’s approval sent her running after him, deeper into the woods.

	*

	The anticipation of the hunt burned strong in Ian. In Benie’s world, no matter how much she liked to play at being human, he’d always been the outsider. Not as strong, not as resilient as the OWs. Yes, he was usually the smartest person in the room, but he knew he’d never been good enough for Benie. How could she respect a liability? He’d always thought of her as special and unique. Nothing would ever change his opinion of her, but now he knew she was royalty too. She’d been born to lead.

	His wolf didn’t want to think of his guilt. He’d made himself an other worlder using Benie’s stem cells, and it made him feel like he’d abused her trust, even if changing into a wolf hadn’t been his intention. Yet, he’d known change in his own body was not only possible, but also imminent.

	Ian! Benie’s voice in his head brought him to a staggering halt. Her fur was the color of her hair, a fiery auburn. An unnatural color for real wolves. There was a lighter color over the dense, darker under coat that in the moonlight gave her a ghostly appearance. Even in this form, her beauty was immeasurable.

	The gray wolf next to her, Trace Calder, playfully nipped at Benie’s hindquarters. Ian bared his teeth as jealousy overrode the high of being in his wolf form.

	Trace leveled a warning gaze at Ian.

	Ian didn’t flinch.

	Don’t be a fool, Arent.

	Stop it, Benie said to both of them. Are we hunting or fighting?

	Grudgingly, Ian voted for hunting.

	They quickly tracked a deer to a stream less than a mile into the woods. Trace, the only experienced wolf, directed their movements sending Ian around the back side to block the deer’s escape while he and Benie came in from right and left angles. It amazed Ian how comfortable it felt to work with Calder and Benie. The three of them, when operating on pure instinct, moved as one unit.

	Though frankly, Ian wished Trace would disappear. The man was powerful, attractive, and could fight. How could he compete with Calder on a physical level?

	Ready, he heard Calder say.

	Yep, Ian said back.

	His wolf bristled with excitement as he crouched under a fallen oak at the bank of the stream. Benie yipped with an almost puppy-like eagerness. It sent the deer dashing into the trees. A zinging thrill raced through Ian as he lunged after the buck. The chase sent his high over the edge. They hunted now on adrenaline and scent. They howled and ran, rejoicing in the challenge. Ian relished the long stretch of his legs as he leapt over downed trees, large rocks, and small briar bushes while he tracked their prize. He could hear Benie’s exuberant thoughts, along with Trace’s, join his own. They’d formed a tacit contract of cooperation, and it made the hunt a celebration of unity.

	Calder drove the game between Benie and Ian. Ian jumped at the skittering beast, clamping his mouth onto its neck. Benie scored a grab on its hind legs. When Trace joined the take down, the buck fell. In the thrill of conquest, Ian’s humanity slipped away as well. No more jealousy or anger. He was one with his animal, with his pack, and he’d never felt freer.

	When they’d had their fill, the wolf, once Ian, curled against the right side of his female mate while the other male wolf lay on the left of her. Surrounding her this way, protecting her…it seemed natural. Even when she’d changed into a human, he recognized her as his own. Or maybe he recognized he was hers. She stroked his back, and he closed his eyes at the shiver of pleasure.

	Foreign noises barely penetrated his hazy bliss. Even as the sounds grew louder, they made little sense to him. He looked at her when she grasped either side of his muzzle. Her gray-green eyes stared into his soul and held him enrapt. A word. A single repetition poked at the fog until it broke through.

	Ian.

	Now he really saw her. Her fiery hair flowed in a tussled mess over her shoulders. Twigs and leaves clung to the lower curls. Dirt and mud and blood smudged her face, her arms, her breasts…

	Behind her, a man rested his hand on her shoulder. It puzzled the wolf. The other wolf male was gone, but not gone. He made a confused noise.

	Ian.

	That word again. He could scent fear and worry and pain, but he couldn’t sense the reason why. They had hunted. They’d enjoyed their victory. Why was she scared? He stood up, his paws sinking into the damp earth. His ears flickered forward taking in more of the strange noises.

	Ian. A name. His name. He could hear more words, and they were more than noises now, but he still didn’t understand what they meant.

	“Why isn’t he changing back?” the female said.

	“Like I told you, sometimes our kind gets stuck.” He heard remorse in the male’s tone. Could smell the stench of grief on him.

	“Unstick him.” Her fingers tugged at the fur on the wolf’s neck.

	“I can’t.”

	The wolf licked her face and tasted her salty tears. He licked her again with a yearning to take away her worry. His effort only seemed to increase the pungent scent of her anxiety.

	“What will happen to him?”

	“If he doesn’t find himself. His humanity. He’ll stay wolf.”

	“No,” the woman said, gripping the fur tighter. “You listen to me, Ian Michael Arent. You will not stay this way. Come back to me.”

	She wanted something from him. He didn’t know what, but he knew he’d do anything to give it to her.

	“Something’s changing, Benie. Keep talking to him. His mind was pure wolf a few moments ago, but I can sense Ian in there now. Keep talking.”

	The wolf understood some of the male’s words this time. Benie. Ian. Talking.

	“I can’t lose you.” Tears streaked the dirt on her cheeks. “You promised me, Ian. You promised you’d always be here for me. I can’t do this without you.” She threw her arms around his neck.

	He felt his body melt—a searing pain that started in his gut and grew into every limb. He held his breath as the night grew darker around him. The warmth of her body saturated his skin. Her tears wet his cheek as her hands roamed his naked flesh. He pulled his face back, awed by her beauty. His best friend. His mate. His Benie.

	“Ian,” she said, relief visible in her expression.

	“I’m here,” he said. He coughed as the vestiges of the intense pain dulled.

	“I don’t know how he managed to come back,” Calder said. He stared at Ian as if he’d grown a third eye.

	Ian gave a shaky breath. He inhaled, tasting Benie’s scent at the back of his mouth. Relief. Overwhelming joy. He tightened his embrace. “I’ll always keep my promise.”

	*

	Benie rejoiced as Ian—human Ian—held her in his arms. When he hadn’t changed back, when Trace had said there was a possibility he wouldn’t, Benie thought she’d lose her mind. She twisted his short curls around her fingers, reassuring herself he was real. The desire to touch him, to be touched by him, was undeniable.

	“I’ll never leave you, Benie.” He breathed the declaration into her ear. His tongue tracing the edges. “I need you.”

	“Yes,” she said.

	“I want you,” he said, his voice thick and heavy. “Want you so goddamn bad.”

	“You have me.” Ian’s naked chest pressed against her breasts, his warm breath brushed her sensitive neck, and his strong hands kneaded her back until she was wet with aching desire. But not just for Ian…

	She turned and held out her hand for Trace. She couldn’t take her eyes off his wide, muscular chest, his narrowed waist, or the erection thick between his legs.

	“What about you?” Please. Benie allowed her unarticulated emotions to bubble to the surface. Trace was a part of her now. A vital part, and she needed him too. She might not know him well, but somehow she’d chosen him. Claimed him. And she didn’t know what she’d do if he rejected her now.

	Finally, he turned his gaze upon her. Raw, naked passion scored his expression. She watched his Adam’s apple bob with a hard swallow.

	His deep amber eyes, full of lust, focused in tight on Benie. It was her turn to swallow hard.

	“I don’t know why fate has done this to us, but I need you both.” She shifted her gaze from one man to the other. Her body burned for their touch. “Please.”

	“Yes,” Ian said.

	Trace answered with a kiss, his mouth feeding from Benie’s as he trailed his fingers down her torso. Ian nuzzled the damp skin of her neck, his lips fluttering the surface, softly—sensually.

	A swell of happiness crowded out the doubts and fears. Benie melted back into Ian’s arms, pulling Trace with her in the process. She reached down, gripping Trace’s ass, and wow, what a nice ass it really, really was. If there was a “Super Fine Ass” award, Trace Calder would win hands down.

	Benie took Trace’s length in her hands, her fingers and palms tracing the silken skin. She leaned over, taking his cock between her lips. He tasted of earth and musk and salt as she thrust down his shaft. Having him in her, even if it was just her mouth, made her desire soar.

	She wanted Ian inside her as well. Both of them, again, invading her body, even if not in the same way as before. It’s what she yearned for more than anything else, craved it—them—like a drug.

	She raised her ass to Ian, her head against Trace’s thigh as she sucked and licked his shaft. Ian sat on his heels behind Benie, his fingers dancing over her sex. He sheathed his cock quick and deep, stretching her wide. A primal moan issued from his throat.

	Tilting her chin back and to the side, Benie captured one of Trace’s balls into her mouth, sucking and tugging, as her hips jerked backward on Ian’s cock. Trace growled, spreading his thighs to give her more room.

	“Benie,” Trace muttered. He cried out when she took his shaft once again between her lips. He began to thrust into her mouth with earnest, sliding himself harder and faster between Benie’s lips. A powerful wave of excitement, of desire, of love nearly stunned her.

	The mark on her back throbbed with aching pleasure. It claimed them all as mates. She’d marked them. Mine, she remembered saying when she’d been with both of them alone. She hadn’t realized her ability to call a mate at the time, and some guilt toiled in her emotions, dampening her joy.

	Trace gritted out. “I am yours.”

	Ian’s chest covered her back. His fingers pulling her hair back from her ear. “Yours,” he agreed.

	Tears burned Benie’s eyes. She knew their responses might be a result of the marks, but she didn’t want to care. Not right now. She wanted to enjoy the moment, revel in the melding of their bodies coming together in a way that felt like destiny.

	Trace’s sac pulled tightly in her grip, tugging upward, and she sucked harder. She took him with her mouth the way Ian took her from behind. Pleasure stabbed at her lower abdomen. Ian’s thrusting increased—faster, harder. The pressure of her building orgasm rippled through her hips and stomach. With urgency, she took Trace’s shaft to the back of her throat, tears leaking down her cheeks, while her lips brushed the dense dark curls at the base.

	Trace’s groin jerked forward near final climax. And though they’d made the deal that Trace would stay out of Benie’s head, she knew it was next to impossible for him. She sent him a clear message: Come for me. Let me taste you. Swallow you inside me.

	The jolt of her passionate request triggered Trace’s body, and his bellows of pleasure soon followed as he filled her until he spent the last of his desire.

	Ian continued thrusting in and out of her swollen heat as she swallowed, milking Trace’s shaft for every drop. Ian held her hips up with one arm beneath her abdomen, leaning forward as he took total possession.

	She had Trace’s seed completely, and now she wanted Ian’s. Her eyelids fluttered as her mind repeated Ian’s name over and over. She moved up on all fours, letting Trace’s softening cock slip from her lips. “Oh, God. Yes,” she whispered, the pressure mounting hard and swift once again.

	Trace maneuvered beneath Benie, his mouth clamping over her left nipple as his fingered her clit while Ian continued his thrusting assault.

	She grabbed the back of Trace’s head and pulled him up into a kiss, passion arching her entire body as her eyes lost focus. She yanked away when the lust riding her body felt like it would flay her skin. “Oh God,” she shouted.

	“Benie!” Ian called, and his husky voice acted like a punk to a firecracker.

	Everything happening to Ian, all the danger, the bad stuff, changing into a werewolf, Benie knew it was her fault. Even so, he didn’t resent her. She loved him, and his complete acceptance of her, of her world, of these awful changes she brought into his life, told her that he loved her completely.

	He thrust deep once again, and her desire exploded. “Yes!” she cried out, her body bucking and shuddering with complete and total release. Her screams echoed against the dense copse of surrounding trees.

	Ian moaned as he drove his cock in deep—once, twice, then a final time. He collapsed on Benie, and she in turn collapsed onto Trace.

	They lay there for several minutes. None of them daring to speak.

	“Well,” Benie finally said, filling the awkward silence. “That happened. Again.”

	She cursed herself as they both stiffened and repositioned themselves on either side of her. She reached out to both men and stroked their hair, Ian’s shaggy and brown and Trace’s black, thick, but cut short to his scalp. Trace pulled away.

	“What?”

	He stood up. “We should get to the cabin. It’s the safest place for you right now.” The switch in Trace’s demeanor, so abrupt, put Benie on guard.

	“You’re right,” she said. “Absolutely.”

	Ian intertwined his fingers with hers. A welcome gesture of comfort. Trace cast a brief glance at them before turning his back on Benie.

	“This way,” he said.

	His rebuff hurt her, which in turn pissed her off. “Fuck you, Calder.”

	“Yep,” he said. “That about sums it up.”

	What the hell had happened? She couldn’t understand why he was suddenly so cold?

	Ian growled, startling Benie. She squeezed his hand tight to keep her at his side. “Let it go,” she said, wishing like hell she could take her own advice.

	 

	


Chapter 9

	A simmering anger bubbled in Trace as he led them to the cabin. He could sense the brothers, the two who had driven them. He picked up the pace, not bothering to look back to see if Ian and Benie kept up. The rustle of their bare feet on the dried fallen leaves answered that question, anyway. He’d partially shifted enough to change his eyes, vigilant for any subtle change or movement in the landscape. He might be pissed off, but he wasn’t stupid. Benie’s safety was the most important thing right now.

	His stomach flipped as he thought of her. He wanted to be accepting of this new life. He’d made the choice back at Benie’s apartment to be her third. His knowledge of the Caledon, and his realization who Benie was, meant he couldn’t even plead ignorance in his decision. But when she’d come for Ian, the wave of love she’d felt for her friend, had been more than Trace could take.

	Also, she felt guilty. She blamed herself for Ian’s change. But it wasn’t her fault. He’d picked up enough from Arent’s mind to know the man had experimented on himself without telling her. He was a liar. And still, Benie fully loved the man. She needed him. Couldn’t live without him…Apparently. She’d never feel the same way about Trace. She’d never trust him like she trusted Ian. Trace had been born “other” as she called it. Deep down, he feared she would always see him as one of the enemy.

	Her wild and impetuous nature called to him. When they’d hunted together, they’d been a pack. The three of them. Two alpha males and one alpha female. Equal in all aspects. Until they’d become human again. When Ian’s mind went dark, pure animal, Trace feared the worst. It had been the same for his sister. The animal pull could be strong, an easier, freer way of living. But Ian had managed to come back from wherever his humanity had been banished. Trace might not like Ian Arent, but he had a deep respect for him.

	A dim light twinkled beyond the tree line, and the scent of sulfur and smoke—the dragons—grew strong, sharp.

	He stopped short of the open field in front of the cabin. He held his hand up and made a fist. The signal for his team to stop. He reminded himself he was no longer a warden, and the two people behind him, his bed mates, were not his team. He turned back to them, surprised to see that Benie and Ian stood motionless, waiting for him to give them the all clear.

	He could feel Benie’s irritation, but he tried very hard to not invade her mind. She had the right to keep her private thoughts private. Besides, he wasn’t in any hurry to have his suspicions confirmed about her feelings for him. She didn’t care about Trace as much as she cared about Arent. She never would. He had to find a way to live with the situation.

	Benie crossed her arms across her breasts. Her wildly tangled hair gave her the appearance of a wood goddess. Her skin shifted in various shades of camouflage to match her surroundings, but even so, he could detect a faint reflection of light, like an aura, outlining her. Even hidden he could see her. It felt like a small victory.

	“The cabin’s up ahead in the clearing,” he said, keeping his voice low and soft. “I don’t smell anyone but our escorts, but we should still approach with caution.”

	“I’ll round the back,” Benie said on approach. “Ian, you stay here until you get the all clear.”

	Ian’s scent changed to the bitter aroma of humiliation. He narrowed his gaze on Benie. “I’m not helpless.”

	She stared at him for a moment. “I didn’t say you were.” There was pith in her tone. “But you’re not a fighter, Ian. You don’t have training, and I’ll worry about you if we’re attacked. Will you please just stay here?”

	Trace could feel Ian’s wolf trying to rise again. “Calm down, Arent.”

	“I won’t be sidelined. Not now. Not with so much at stake.”

	“Fine.” Trace held up his hand before Benie could protest. “Ian can take the perimeter. Do a once-around at the edge of the woods. Whistle if you see anything. Benie you go around back of the cabin. I’ll scout the front.”

	Benie held up her hand, mimicking Trace’s gesture. “How about, since no one can see me, you two stay here, and I’ll go check things out.” Without waiting for answer, she strolled between them toward the cabin.

	“Stubborn woman,” Trace muttered.

	“She’s been that way since we were kids,” Ian said.

	Trace rolled his eyes. The statement served to remind him of Ian and Benie’s history together. A history he could never compete with.

	He crossed his arms over his chest, trying without luck to watch her progress. Damn, she was good. Logically, he knew she was best equipped to scout. She’d been born for stealth. However, it didn’t stop the rise of frustration. Every instinct in him wanted to protect her. Garrick would stop at nothing to prevent Benie from becoming queen. He was a ruthless psychopath.

	The distinctive scent of smoke saturated the air. Just past a thick cluster of silver maple trees, Trace saw three men walking toward him.

	Ian rumbled in warning, and Trace could sense his defensive urge to shift. The guy needed to learn how to control the impulse if he wanted to be effective in the fight against Garrick.

	“It’s the brothers,” he said. “The one’s that drove us here.”

	“There’s a third,” Ian countered.

	When they drew closer, Trace could see the third was identical to the other two. “Triplets.”

	“Huh.” Ian’s tension eased. “Where’s Benie?”

	“I’m here,” she said from behind the three dragon shifters who were, much to Trace’s delight, visibly startled.

	He swelled with pride. Benie was strong, beautiful, dangerous, and magnificent. He pushed aside his plaguing doubts. My mate, he thought fiercely, and his wolf agreed, even if she didn’t love him.

	*

	In unison, the three silver-eyed doppelgangers turned to Benie and took a knee. They bowed their head in deference. “My queen,” two of them said at the same time while the middle brother remained silent.

	He smirked at Benie. “I bet they’re not talking about Freddy Mercury’s band,” he teased.

	“Shut up.” She rolled her eyes. In general, she preferred OWs on their knees, but she wasn’t planning on killing these guys, at least not at the moment. The bowing made her completely uncomfortable. Almost as much as them calling her queen. “Hey, fellas. You can get up.”

	“Yes, your highness,” said the brother on the left. They all stood up.

	Benie winced. “Stop that.”

	The brother on the right pointed at the cabin. “We’ve got the place stocked. The gray man is waiting inside.”

	One of these days she would make someone tell her why Myron Gray, her so-called uncle, was called gray man. Surely it was about more than his last name. For now, she was more concerned with finding out more of his plan.

	“When did Dr. Gray get here?”

	“He arrived an hour ago, my queen.”

	“Benie, please.”

	He half-bowed at the waist. “I’m Eustan.”

	“Huh. Like Houston without the hard H.”

	“Yes, my queen.”

	She raised a brow at him. “I take it you’re not going to stop the queen thing.”

	A hint of a playful smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “No, my queen.”

	Benie assessed the brothers again. They all had dark hair that fell in loose waves over their shoulders, and silvery-gray eyes that captured the moonlight like mirrors. They were a little over six feet tall and built like soldiers. They were HPs, human-passing, except for the eyes. Trace had said they were dragon shifters. This close they smelled like burnt charcoal. Not an unpleasant scent, though.

	“Identical triplets?” she asked.

	“Yes, ma’am,” the man on the right said.

	“That must have been one big-ass egg.”

	He shook his head and laughed. “It’s a myth that dragons are like reptiles or birds. We’re mammalian. No eggs, your highness.”

	“Call me Benie, please.” They were freaking her out with all the highnesses, queens, and ma’ams.

	“I’m Destan.” He gestured to the remaining brother. “That’s Max.”

	“Max? Your parents run out of stan names?”

	“No, my queen,” Eustan replied. “He just prefers Max.”

	She sized them up quickly, figuring out the best way to kill them if it came to a fight. Though neither her nor Trace had any weapons on them. Not that they had any place to store them. Their clothes were out by the road where they’d changed into wolves, and her knives along with them. Now was the perfect time to utilize Trace’s gifts. She raised a questioning brow at him.

	He nodded. She wondered what he’d picked up in their heads. Nothing to awful or he wouldn’t have given her the okay.

	Benie nodded back to him then turned to Destan. “Lead the way,” she said.

	Inside the cabin, there were three robes by the door. Benie gratefully put one on. Trace and Ian grabbed the other two.

	Through the living room and in the kitchen, Dr. Gray stood at a tall table. A pot of coffee, along with breads, cheeses, and fruit snacks were laid out on the counter. She was still a little full from the deer, but ate a cube of cheese and savored the soft texture as it melted in her mouth.

	“Dr. Gray.” She couldn’t keep the edge from her voice. He’d known who she was when she’d come to his office—a deception she found hard to forgive. He was her mother’s brother. Her uncle. So bizarre. She felt like she’d stepped into an Outer Limits episode, and those shows never ended well.

	“Come have a seat,” the small man said, inviting them to take the barstool chairs around the table. “We have much to discuss.” He pushed his thick glasses back up his nose as he cast a flickering glance at Benie.

	“What’s the plan?” she said. She’d listen to what he had to say, but in the end, she’d make up her own mind on how she wanted to proceed.

	Dr. Gray, or maybe she should think of him as Myron, pointed to a large area on a map and moved his thin fingers around in a circle. “Caledon is constantly moving. There is no way to infiltrate as an outsider. We have to get someone inside. Garrick will never trust anyone I’d try to place, and anyone he would trust would not be our ally.” He gave Trace a meaningful look. “You understand what I’m saying.”

	“Yes,” Trace said. “You want me to go back.”

	Alarm bells rang in Benie’s head. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“I quit the wardens in good standing. I can get my job back.” Trace tucked his hands into the robe pockets. “It’s a chance to get Caledon’s location.”

	“No,” Benie said. “There has to be another way.”

	Max put his hand on Benie’s arm. A deep sadness filled his expression.

	“Max is right,” Destan said. “Trace is our best option.”

	Max nodded his agreement. It dawned on Benie he hadn’t said a word.

	“Doesn’t he speak?” she asked.

	“No, ma’am.” The other brother, Eustan, toed the tiled floor. “Not since Garrick had his tongue removed.”

	The horror of his statement hit Benie like a gut punch. “Why? Why would he do that?”

	Destan answered. “For the same reason he had his own family slaughtered…because he can.”

	“Well, that and the fact that he smarted off. Too much of our father in him,” Eustan added.

	Gray refocused the conversation. “That’s enough.” He shook his head. “It may take a month or two for Trace to work his way into Keane’s inner circle again. We’ll use that time to gather our forces. We need to be ready when he pinpoints a location. We’ll only have a short window to attack.”

	Benie wanted to scream. This was the plan? To have Trace go in alone? No back up? She glared at her uncle and the triplets. The idea of being separated from Trace or Ian for even a day, let alone one to two months, made her feel as if she were losing a part of herself. Ian took her hand. It helped. She tried to take Trace’s hand, but he stepped out of reach.

	“I’m doing this, Benie. We’re mated, but that doesn’t mean you own me or my decisions.”

	“But Garrick will want you dead as much as he wants me dead. Because we’re mated!”

	“He doesn’t have any idea who you’re mated to, and I was once second in command to the head of his wardens. Keane and I were friends…and I don’t know why I have to explain all this to you. You’re pregnant, Benie, and you have a bounty on your head. I’m the best shot we have to putting an end to all this, and that’s all that needs to be said.”

	Benie yanked her hand from Ian’s and slapped her palms down on the map. If she were in a cartoon steam would have hissed out of her ears. As it was, her hands changed colors to blend in with the topographical design.

	“Weird,” Destan said. His metallic-eyes shined as he stared at her ever-changing skin. “But very cool.”

	“Yeah, super cool,” Benie quipped. Anger burned through her veins. Trace’s willingness to leave her to go undercover reminded her of when he’d turned his back on her earlier in the evening. Another rejection. She pushed the emotional ache aside burying it under a growing fury. Trace had been a soldier. A warrior like herself. If she didn’t respect his decision, he’d resent her later. Maybe even hate her.

	She turned to Gray, pointedly avoiding eye contact with Trace. “All right. Let’s do this.”

	 

	


Chapter 10

	Trace Calder’s resolve wavered when his new mate Benie Dilian gripped his hands and stared at him with raw, naked emotion.

	“I don’t want you to go,” she said.

	“I know.”

	It had been hours since Trace had dropped the bomb on Benie that he planned to infiltrate the Caledon by once again becoming a warden. She’d asked to speak to him outside the cabin. Alone.

	Now, Trace watched her pace back and forth near the edge of the woods between a large maple and a pine.

	“The plan is dangerous. And stupid,” she said. “You go in there alone, you won’t have any back up. You’re going to get yourself killed.” Her voice choked with pain. “You’re going to kill me.”

	Her pale green eyes softened when Trace gathered her in his arms.

	“You won’t die, Benie. You’ll live. You were born to live.” He could feel her heart like a pounding fist against his chest—a byproduct of her fear for his safety. She really cared for him, and the realization eased his tension. “It’s the best way. The only way,” he amended, “to find Caledon. As long as Garrick remains hidden, he will keep sending assassins to kill you.”

	Keane Silvertail, leader of the wardens, had once been counted among Trace’s friends. He’d reluctantly joined the wardens at his father’s order, and Trace had been determined to prove himself unbreakable. Keane had taken a personal interest in Trace and one other student, Semina Thames. Keane had taught them both the ways of a sword master, but Semina had preferred guns. She fought with cold calculation, no passion. But there was something in her strength that spoke to his wolf. She’d been the first woman to make him feel the mating call, and when she agreed to marry him, a deeper part of himself had known it wouldn’t turn out well.

	After all, a leopard can’t change its spots any more than a wolf can ignore the moon.

	With Benie, his wolf insisted things were different, but this time he held on to his doubts. How could this end well for any of them? He stroked her cheek. “I left the wardens in good standing. There is no reason for Keane to deny my petition to return.”

	Besides, Trace thought, Keane owed him.

	Her hand wound up his back, kneading his tight muscles. He dipped his head to meet her as she rose up on her toes. The touch of her lips electrified him. Never had a woman affected him in such a visceral way. He could feel Benie in his blood, his muscles, and his bones. She’d infiltrated his every cell until she was no longer a separate being. She was a part of him.

	He wrapped his arms around her and lifted her into his embrace. She tasted of sweet spice when she parted her lips for his invading tongue. He savored her, feeding from the kiss as if it were a last meal. Quite possibly his last with Benie if he didn’t survive the mission. He didn’t want to think about the possibility of dying. Only living. Living now with Benie in his arms. She was his mate. His.

	And Ian’s.

	Another doubt reared its ugly head. Trace shook it way as Benie wrapped her legs around his waist and rubbed herself against his groin.

	“Love me,” she said through the kisses. “Just love me.”

	I do, he thought. And I will.

	Benie yanked her T-shirt over her head. She wasn’t wearing a bra. Her creamy breasts with light pink areolas and tightly drawn nipples made his wolf long to howl.

	Benie was a warrior, trained to kill without mercy or guilt. Basically, she’d been trained to be a sociopath. With her upbringing, she should have been a ruthless, cold-blooded killer, but she wasn’t. Benie had a moral compass. An internal directive. She followed a code of right and wrong, and he admired her even more for her boundaries. She would make a good queen. And he would do everything in his power to make sure she survived to rule—even if it meant dying to protect her.

	* * * *

	The assassin Shade watched from a hunter stand in a tall oak more than five-hundred meters from the cabin. The arrival of the gray man seemed to confirm the target location, but the red-haired woman and her two companions showed up several hours later, naked and disheveled. They’d been accompanied by three other men, whose similar appearance marked them as either identical triplets or clones.

	After they went into the cabin, Shade bided time. Killing was a patience game. Assassins made a lot of money, but those who rushed jobs usually didn’t live long enough to spend their hard earned dollars. The gray man had left an hour ago. The assassin considered moving in for a closer look, but it became unnecessary when the red head walked out the front door to the side of the house. A tall, broad man, one of her companions, followed her closely. Shade still couldn’t get a good look at his face.

	They fought for a moment. Something about Caledon. About Garrick. About dying.

	Don’t worry, girl, Shade thought. You won’t live past the sunrise.

	Where was the third companion? The job required all three of them to die. It would be Shade’s biggest payday yet.

	The man and red head stopped fighting. Shade watched as he put his arms around the woman. Watched as she leapt up and wrapped her legs around him. When the mark yanked her shirt over her head, the man shoved her against a nearby tree as their frantic kisses and groans traveled on the night air like sorrows song.

	Shade stared at the lovers, eyes shifting to another form, one that could see farther and clearer. When the man jerked his head back and howled, Shade was finally able to see his face.

	Trace Fucking Calder. This wasn’t happening. Was Keane playing a trick? Was this a misguided attempt at revenge? Shade didn’t stick around to watch. She’d found the red head and her companions once she could find them again. And right now she had a bone to pick with a certain dragon.

	* * * *

	The rough bark scraped against Benie’s back when Trace thrust himself inside her. She wanted to cry in joy as he merged their bodies. He buried his face against her chest, latching his lips around a nipple. He sucked, and licked, and tugged. She groaned as every tease of his tongue sent stabs of pleasure to her groin. The heat of his body, the scorch of his desire, made Benie beg to burn.

	She flung her head back and opened her eyes when pain from hitting the hard tree trunk blossomed in her skull—pain that pushed the pleasure to an even greater level of ecstasy. His eyes were wolfish-amber as he stared, sweat beading on his forehead as he quickened his thrusts. His cock felt thicker inside her now, and for a brief moment she heard his mind.

	Benie. Love. Doubt. Mine. Not mine. Can’t. Love. Want to love. Want her love. Want.

	“You have me,” she moaned. “You have me, Trace.”

	He withdrew himself out of Benie and turned her around. Startled, she reached out for the tree to brace herself. Trace grabbed her hips and roughly pulled her toward him. She felt one of his hands on the small of her back, and she gasped when slammed his cock inside her without warning. She gripped the trunk, holding tight, as he quickened his movements.

	Instinct kicked in, a primal reaction to his claiming. Benie swallowed the part of her that wanted to resist Trace’s dominance. The part of her that was also dominant. He needed reassurance she was his. He would leave soon, and she wanted to him to know just how much she valued him. She wanted him to come back to her.

	She roared and went to her hands and knees. Trace stayed joined with her as he dropped to the ground with her. Benie raised her ass high, giving Trace complete access, as she submitted to him. He dug his claws into her hips.

	Need. Need, is all she heard from his thoughts now. And his blind desire washed over Benie. On the brink of orgasm, she shoved herself back on Trace and cried out. A growl tore from him followed by a quick jerk of his hips and a shuddering collapse of his upper body. He stayed in her, joined, until he spent the last of his climax.

	Benie didn’t move until he withdrew his softening cock from her.

	He lifted her up, her back against his. His hand slid across her chest to her face. He whispered in her ear. “I have to go, Benie.”

	A tear slid down her cheek, and she nodded.

	Trace kissed the wet trail. “You understand. I have to do this for you. For the baby. For us.”

	Benie clasped her hands to his arms as he held her more tightly. She was a fighter. She’d always faced a problem head on. Never shied away from a challenge because it was difficult. She respected Trace’s determination, his bravery, but she wished the risk was hers and not his. But she couldn’t get into Caledon. Not like he could. The strategy was sound, even if the idea of Trace leaving ripped her guts apart.

	Finally, she turned around and looked into his eyes, now light-brown again. Soft, kind, yet fierce. She kissed him gently. “Yes. I understand.”

	* * * *

	Keane Silvertail’s cell phone rang. The caller ID was simply the number one, which meant it could only be her. Shade had a high opinion of herself, but that didn’t mean she was wrong. In her field, she was the best. He answered on the second ring. “Is it done?”

	“Why didn’t you tell me?”

	He stiffened. The tone of her voice was deadly, yet underneath was a current of panic. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

	“Trace Calder,” she said flatly.

	Keane felt mule-kicked. Trace’s name was one he hadn’t heard in a very long time. “What about Trace?”

	“He’s with the red head Garrick hired me to kill.”

	“What do you mean he’s with her?”

	“How much more plain can I be? He is not only in her proximity, he is fucking her. Against trees, apparently. I watched the whole goddamn horror show. I don’t know what the hell this bitch did to piss off his royal pain in the ass, but I’m out. I won’t help you hurt him. Not again.”

	Her words cut deep. Keane shook his head—not that it mattered. Shade couldn’t see his denial. He pushed his guilt aside. How was Trace mixed up in this business? He hadn’t understood Garrick’s obsession with the girl, and frankly, he hadn’t cared. He was a loyal servant to the crown of Caledon, and Garrick was its wearer. Garrick worked very hard to hide information about the girl—careful to keep everything about her secret and private. But now that Trace was involved, Keane found himself curious. Had Trace quit the wardens and joined the rebels? Was this girl part of the faction backing the gray man? Had she seduced his old friend and turned him into a traitor? He’d never seen Trace as the type to get involved in conflicts if he could avoid them. He’d kept tabs on his old friend over the years, and Trace had made a comfortable living as a mediator. So, why was he with the girl?

	“No amount of money is worth this,” Shade said.

	Keane agreed, but as the Chief Warden, he had his own role to fulfill. “Just watch the girl and nothing more until you hear from me.”

	The phone clicked, and Shade was gone.

	A minute later, his phone rang again. The number read as “Unknown”. Keane narrowed his eyes on the phone and his the call button. “Hello.”

	“Keane?”

	“Yes?”

	“This is Trace. Trace Calder. I’d like to talk to you about rejoining the wardens.”

	Keane felt the blood leave his face as a cold chill from the past froze him for a moment. Maybe Trace would have the answers about the girl Garrick strove to hide. However, if Trace turned out to be in league with the rebels, Keane would act. He’d sworn his allegiance over twenty years ago, and he was honor bound to keep his oath. He didn’t want to hurt Trace, or worse, kill him, but his desire to spare his friend would not stop him from doing his duty. Finally, he said, “Okay. Let’s meet.”

	 

	


Chapter 11

	It had been a week since Trace had left. He’d managed to get one message out to Myron Gray, and none of it had been personal to Benie. She knew he was being discreet, but it didn’t stop her lonely ache. She longed for Trace more than she imagined was possible. Ian had equated her pain to phantom limb syndrome. As if Trace had been nothing more than an amputated appendage. She’d slugged him in the shoulder and didn’t talk to him for almost two days afterward. Trace, whether Ian believed it or not, was integral to Benie’s life. A lot more important than an arm or a leg.

	She knew in her heart, Ian’s theory was more about jealousy than true belief. Trace was a big, muscular guy. A warrior. For some stupid reason, her genius best friend thought he couldn’t compete with Trace physically. He found solace in believing the telepath couldn’t compete with him on a mental or emotional level when it came to Benie. With Trace gone, she didn’t disabuse Ian of the notion. Between the hiding, the waiting, the pregnancy, and all the revelations in between, she didn’t want one more thing to deal with.

	Gray had moved Ian and her to another place. This safe house had a basement like the first, and it hadn’t taken Ian long to convert it. Their world crashing down around them, and Ian still made time for science. Benie didn’t know whether she resented or respected his dedication. A mixture of both, she decided.

	Trace wouldn’t have liked the new place. It was a glorified box sitting amongst rows of other glorified boxes. He liked space, especially with his telepathic abilities. A twinge of ache and longing as she thought of Trace Calder laced around her stomach.

	A heavy thump, thump, thump and a crash from the basement jerked her attention away from her thoughts. She jumped up from the sofa where she’d been pretending to read and relax, and ran down the stairs.

	Ian was crouched on the floor of his laboratory cradling his arm to his side. Shattered glass was scattered about his feet. “Oh my God. What happened?”

	“Nothing,” he gritted out, his tone edged with irritation.

	“Are you okay?”

	“I’m fine.”

	Benie took Ian’s arm and asked him again, “What happened?” His protective sleeve was torn and blood seeped from a one-inch gash. A broken shard protruded from the wound.

	Ian stood with some effort. “I said I’m fine.” He stared at Benie as if seeing her for the first time since she’d ran down to the rescue. “You’re not clean.”

	“What the fuck, Ian?”

	He smiled. Simple, but reassuring. Very cute and sexy, in an annoying sort of way. “I only meant, this is a clean room, Benie. You barged in here and didn’t use protocol.”

	“Nag, nag.” Benie placed Ian’s forearm on the counter. “I thought you were being attacked!”

	“This room has no access to the outside other than the door at the top of the stairs. You were sitting at the top of stairs. So, seriously, who would have attacked me? The lab mice?”

	“After all the experiments you’ve been doing lately…” She shrugged. “Never know.” When he’d explained how he’d infused her DNA with his own, she’d been so fucking angry. The conversation had not been gentle or kind. She’d initially blamed herself for Ian becoming a shapeshifter, but when her guilt had nearly overwhelmed her, Ian told her the truth. He’d explained that because of her stem cells, the ones he’d injected into himself, his body had reacted to the werewolf attack and changed him at a molecular level. Which meant, he had no room to bitch if she was concerned.

	He raised an eyebrow. “Hmm.”

	She ignored him. “Anyhow, we should get this glass out. It looks like you’re going to need stitches.”

	“Stop. Okay? I told you I’m all right.” His blue eyes sparkled with intensity, and the stern turn of his bow-lips melted Benie’s insides into a gooey mess. “Besides, one good wolf shift, and I’ll be good as new. The perks of being one of them.” His tone was only mildly bitter.

	His words stung more than she would admit. He liked shifting too much. Benie had shifted once, so she understood the allure. The turn was the kind of high that could become addictive. Instead of protesting, as it would do no good, she stroked his cheek. “Okay, tough guy.”

	Ian grabbed a first aid kit off the wall while she cleaned the floor. Opening the kit, he poured a reddish solution over the wound then used tweezers to retrieve the glass. After dabbing up the excess blood, he used some kind of glue to seal it all up. “There. See, all better now, and I didn’t even have to pull any tricks.”

	“Wow, what a big boy you are.” Benie grinned. “You didn’t even flinch when you pulled out the glass.”

	“Didn’t I?” He smiled. “I guess the adrenaline rush stemmed the pain.”

	“Oh.” It was her turn to raise a brow. “And what caused your adrenaline to spike?”

	“If I had to guess…” He wrapped his arms around her waist. “…I’d say it was you.”

	Or the pheromones, she mentally added. Stupid sex creature. She was still secreting hormones, but luckily not as often, or at least not as often in public. It still happened frequently around Ian. He was just so freaking sexy.

	They weren’t certain what effects would happen because of the polandrial poison. All she knew for certain was that the sample Ian had extracted from her had killed a bunch of white mice.

	She kissed Ian softly on the lips, pushing the bad ju-ju to the back of her mind. “Oh yeah? Tell me about it.”

	“How about I show you?” He nuzzled her neck, his hand sliding up her side to cup her breast.

	“Even better.” Benie melted against his tall frame.

	Ian slid Benie’s pink sweater down and off her right shoulder. He brushed his lips over the bared skin. “Mmmm. You smell good.”

	“Better than antiseptic.”

	“No contest. So much better.” Using both hands, he pulled her sweater up and off. He unsnapped her bra and slid it down her arms. “Even better still.”

	“Fair’s fair.” She helped Ian out of his lab coat and his white T-shirt. “Goddamn, you look fine.” He’d been cute before, super cute, but turning werewolf had thickened his sleek muscles.

	“The real question is…” He took Benie’s hand and placed it on his hard cock. “…how do I feel?”

	“Oh, I’d say really good, but I think that’d be an understatement.”

	Ian grinned. “I’m willing to let the empirical evidence speak for itself.” He dropped to his knees and pulled Benie’s jeans down, revealing her pink cotton panties. Written across the front was a big “C” for carbon and the words “I’m looking for something to bond with.”

	“You’re wearing them.” Ian looked up, biting his lower lip and smiling.

	“You did buy them for me.”

	“I love them on you. But I think they’re going to be even better off you. But first…” He licked the already wet fabric between her legs. “Mmm, you are delicious.”

	Heat, pressure, tingling—Benoica thought she would lose it right then and there. With her legs turning to gelatin, remaining up right became near impossible. Ian caught her thighs and held her steady. He pushed the pink fabric to one side and slid his tongue along the folds of her wet sex. Next he slid her underpants down her legs and off, then lifted her leg over his shoulder.

	“Hold on.” His teeth found her sweet spot, nibbling her swollen clit as Benie braced herself against the counter.

	Ian fed against the sensitive skin. He sucked and licked and nibbled until his face shined with her fluids. Benie squirmed forward, her hands tangling into his loose, brown curls. The tip of his tongue flicked against the spot just inside her, sending her body shaking forward.

	Her hands slipped off the counter, spilling them both to the floor. She worked the buttons on Ian’s slacks. “Shit, you’ve got on too many clothes.”

	His shaft was hard and engorged with hot blood. She desperately wanted him inside her—needed to feel his rigid length sliding in and out. Her aching desperation caused her stomach to flutter and her own juices wet her thighs.

	Her breath became ragged, irregular and harsh. “Fuck.” She stood and leaned over the lab counter then slid her legs apart to give him easy access.

	Ian kissed up Benie’s thighs, licking and nipping. His fingers slipped inside her wet heat. Shallow, not deep, playful. He stood behind her, his strong hands tugging her hips back until his jutting erection brushed her opening.

	It was torture waiting for him to enter. “Please, Ian.”

	“It’s all about thermodynamics, baby.” He chuckled, lust dripping from his voice. “I’m just trying to bring the heat.”

	“Funny, Einstein.” She bit her lower lip, and added sexily, “Geeks are sooo hot.”

	“I’ll show you geek.” And boy did he ever. Ian entered her, his cock sliding into her wet, hot depths with one smooth stroke. No hesitation and all demand.

	She felt the pressure mounting, swelling with desire as he thrust in and out of her with a steady pace.

	“It’s so good,” she murmured pressing her head against the cool counter top. She arched her back to meet his strokes. Her fingers gripped the far edge of the table as she rocked her hips to meet his. “Faster,” she panted. “Deeper.”

	He plunged into her with a voracity she hadn’t seen in Ian before. She cried out his name as he took his pleasure without mercy, thrusting at a fevered pace.

	So good, so good. Just the right amount of pain. She screamed as a hard orgasm quaked through her, and her entire body to drop forward in shuddering ecstasy.

	Benie’s knees buckled, triggering Ian’s climax. The tremors took them both to the floor. When the tremors subsided, she opened her eyes. She stared into Ian’s deep blue pools. Breathless and completely sated, she teased him, “Don’t worry. You’ll be better next time.”

	Ian reached around and smacked her ass. “Hey!”

	“Kidding. Can I just say wow and fucking wow?”

	“Yes, you have my permission.” He smiled.

	Benie snuggled into the crook of his arm.

	“You miss him. Don’t you?” Ian said, rolling to his side. He stroked Benie’s forehead.

	She squeezed her eyes with shame. “Do you hate me for it?”

	“Never,” Ian said softly. “It’s not your fault, Benie. Biologically you are connected to Calder, same as you are to me.”

	It wasn’t just science for Benie, though she didn’t think she could convince Ian. She wished she could make him believe. “I lov—”

	Ian put his fingers to her mouth to stop the words. “I love you, Benoica. That’s enough.”

	He wouldn’t let her say it. He never did. Biology or no biology, she loved Ian Arent. Theirs was a deep affection built on years of friendship and abiding trust. But she loved Trace Calder too. Maybe not in the same way as Ian, but her soul cried out with loss for her other lover. And now they hadn’t heard from him in a week. Something was wrong. She could feel it, but at least he wasn’t dead. It was the only thing Benie was certain of—and the gray man had confirmed Trace was still breathing. She could still feel the bond between them. She didn’t think it would be possible if he was dead.

	Sometimes she thought his volunteering for the mission had been an excuse to run away. One baby, two fathers—it was enough to freak out anyone. Add in the fact that Benie was on Garrick’s most wanted list, and it was enough to send anyone to the hills. If she could’ve run away, she might have taken that road as well. But it was hard to get away from the truth because wherever she was, it was there, too.

	“Has Dr. Gray heard from him?”

	“No,” she sighed.

	“He’ll be okay, Benie. Trace is trained and,” he grudgingly admitted. “Bad ass.”

	Benie nodded, but she couldn’t shake the knot of fear taking permanent residence in her chest.

	* * * *

	Trace Calder shivered as he thought of Benie. He desperately tried to reach out to her with his mind, but the distance between them was too great. Maybe it had been that way from the start. The first several days, he’d thought Keane had truly accepted him back as a warden, but by the end of the week, Trace had known his time was almost up.

	He hadn’t suspected Keane’s betrayal to be so thorough though. He’d walked Trace right into Garrick’s quarters, the man Trace hated most in the world, and he thought, here’s my shot. My chance to take out this man who wants to kill my mate and our child. Before he could do little more than draw up the hilt of his sword, Trace had felt the sting of the dart in the side of his neck. He’d been hit with a tranquilizer.

	Keane knelt beside him as Trace crumpled to the floor. “Sorry, Brother. You’re on the wrong side of this one.”

	“You’re wrong,” Trace gasped as the sedative worked its way through his system. “Benie is—” Before Trace could say more, Garrick stomped his face hard enough to knock him out.

	* * * *

	Dr. Myron Gray tapped his chin as his foot, crossed over his knee, wiggled at the same pace. They sat in chairs opposite each other in the safe house living room. “How are your breathing exercises working? Are you finding it easier to control your abilities?”

	“Don’t you mean disabilities?” Benie bit her lower lip, then held up her hands. They’d taken on the coloration and pattern of the white jacquard lounge chair she’d been gripping. It gave a whole new meaning to white-knuckled. “It’s been two weeks now. And we haven’t heard from him since that first stupid message! The longer I go without knowing he’s all right, the more I lose control? Have you seen what happened to the mice Ian injected with the venom from under my fingernails? I couldn’t bear it if my lack of control lost me someone I care about.” She thought of Ian and Trace. “Someone I love.”

	Gray looked up, his eyes magnified in his glasses. “Try the exercises, Benoica. The practice may not seem like it’s helping you, but doing nothing will definitely get someone hurt.”

	Benie pinched her wrist until the pain distracted her from her worry and began to breathe deeply. After thirty-seconds, the color of her skin returned to normal.

	He raised a bushy brow. “You need to concentrate on controlling your abilities. I understand you’re worried about Calder. However, if you can’t find a way to manage your new behaviors, you will have very little chance of defeating Garrick. He will kill you, and I don’t want to lose any more family.”

	His words stung Benie deeply, and they hurt her more than Benie could admit. She carefully controlled her reaction so the pain didn’t show. Scratching her nose, she leaned forward. “That sounded like a value judgment to me.” She shook her head. “Not very shrink-like.”

	“No, you’re correct.” He leaned forward, his expression full of worry. “But it is very much like an uncle who doesn’t want to see his niece dead.”

	Benie gulped the lump forming in her throat. She’d recently found out she had a living relative. Myron Gray, her psychiatrist and apparently “the gray man”, was Benie’s uncle on her mother’s side. Her biological mother—not the woman who’d raised her. The one who’d raised her, well, Benoica had about a dozen issues to work out about that, considering her adoptive parents were the hired hunters who’d killed the biologicals. At least two of them.

	“Why do they call you gray man?”

	“It’s not a very long story,” he said. Gray held out his hand. Benie watched as his skin turned to ash gray. “When you can blend into the shadows, your target never sees you coming.” He suddenly looked more ferocious to Benie. More lethal. “You already know that, though.”

	“So, because your skin can change. Is it similar to mine because we are related?”

	“Not just because of my skin. I inherited my ability shift to various shades of gray from my biological father, Maxtan Gray. He would be your great grandfather. One of them. Gray smiled. “My fathers, Maxtan and Eustice had equally loved my mother and each other. It made for a happy triune and a peaceful rule of Caledon.” He leaned forward. “How are things with Ian?”

	“Fine,” Benie said too quickly. She didn’t want to discuss Ian with Gray. Especially since she wasn’t exactly sure what was going on in that department. Despite the awesome sex, their intimacy seemed shadowed by their doubts, their fears.

	“What happened to your parents?”

	“They went the way of old kings and queens.”

	“Dead?”

	“Not dead.” Gray shook his head. “But gone to a happier, less stressful place away from the politics of our world.”

	Benie sighted. She wished she could join them in this happier, less stressful place.

	Gray gazed at her meaningfully. “It is the way of our people. It is what must happen when a new Triune is formed.”

	Instinctively, she placed a protective hand on her belly.

	“Yes,” he said, answering her unasked question. “It will soon be time for you to take your rightful place.”

	A text alert whistled. Gray pulled his phone from his pocket. He pushed his glasses up his nose. “Excuse me a moment.”

	“Sure, no prob.” Benoica slumped back into the chair. She watched Dr. Gray exit the house, instantly on guard as she saw another man outside the door. Gray shook hands with the large, dark figure and closed the door behind him. If her uncle wasn’t afraid of the newcomer, it meant he was part of the resistance. One of the good guys. At least she hoped so.

	Benie thrummed her fingers on the chair until boredom and curiosity got the better of her. She stood and walked to the door, quietly, carefully putting her ear to the polished cherry wood. She could hear bits and pieces of the muffled conversation on the other side. But two words stuck out: “Trace Calder.”

	Her knees nearly buckled where she stood. Gray was talking to someone about Trace. Frantic for news, she dropped to the floor and butted her head against the threshold where there was a minute crack between the bottom of the door and the floor. They sounded far away, but at least Benie could make out the conversation.

	“He’s still alive then?” she heard her uncle ask.

	Who was alive? Trace? Had Gray doubted it before?

	“As of yesterday, that was the case, sir.”

	Relief mixed with anxiety. Benie’s heart threatened to leap from her throat.

	“I don’t know if that’s good news or bad news.” There was a pause. Then Gray continued. “Tell Destan to gather his brothers and meet me at the safe house tonight,” he said. “We must move quickly.”

	Benie heard his footsteps and knew he was heading back into the room. She scrambled up off the floor and practically jumped into the chair.

	Her uncle walked in rubbing his dome. Benie wiped her palms on her jeans, anxiously waiting for whatever news he had to tell her.

	Gray leaned against his desk, pursed his lips, and placed his fingers to his brow. “I know you were listening.”

	She couldn’t keep the desperation from her tone. “Where’s Trace?”

	“It’s not as simple as where, Benoica.”

	“Quit coming at me with your Yoda-wisdom, and just tell me what the fuck you know.”

	Myron Gray scrunched his nose and pushed his glasses back again. “He’s been captured.”

	“What? How?” He’d been so certain he could seamlessly infiltrate Caledon by becoming a warden again. “How did he get found out?”

	“That’s the question. The first report was promising. But since all communication had stopped, I feared the worse. I just found out that he is alive.”

	“He’s okay?” Benie asked.

	Gray took her hand in his. His long fingers were warm as he gently squeezed. “He’s alive.”

	“Tell me what’s happening. I need to know, and I need the truth.”

	“Sources say that Trace Calder has been captured by Garrick. They report he is being questioned about your location.”

	“For over a week?” Feeling her gorge rise, Benie fought to push the panic down and bury it deep.

	“Yes.”

	Suddenly it dawned on Benie. “Oh my God. They’re torturing him, and I’m just now hearing about this?” And if he was still alive, it meant he was enduring. Keeping her safe at great personal cost. “We have to help him.”

	“Benoica, it’s not a good idea—”

	“I don’t give a shit what rationale you’re about to spew. Even if you don’t want to help me, I’m going to get Trace, and I’m going to bring him home.” For once, she played the family card. “I need him home, Uncle.”

	Myron Gray, apparently in deep thought, looked out the window, blinked slowly, and then nodded. “All right.”

	“Thanks,” she said, not sure if she was thankful at all.

	Benie calmly walked to her room, close the door behind her and cried.

	* * * *

	Ian Arent locked the door to his laboratory. He didn’t want Benie walking in on him. Not today. Ethically, he had always been opposed to such practices as eugenics and genetic engineering of human beings. Morally, he had a huge problem with selective breeding or the idea of a “super soldier.” Even after her stem cells had created a gateway for his genetic mutation, he’d continued his experimentation. He had to make himself stronger, more capable.

	He had to be more.

	For her.

	To be worthy as her mate, as a father to their child.

	The last batch of serum hadn’t killed the lab mice, and though some of the results were unexpected, they appeared more vigorous, energetic, and stronger than normal. Of course, even as he held the injection to his arm, Ian’s justifications did not hold up in his mind. He could present all the reasons more genetic modification would be good for human existence, when in reality he knew at the core of his work, he didn’t really care or believe his own rhetoric.

	Benoica was his first and only priority, and she would need more than his intellect to keep her safe.

	He pressed the plunger, watching the contents sink into his flesh.

	The red light at the top of the stairwell blinked.

	The door opened and Benie shouted down. “Time for the war table.”

	Quickly, Ian disposed of the empty syringe and put away the serum before hurrying up the stairs.

	He opened the door of the small clean room, and then exited into the living room. The three brothers and a large man with long black hair stood next to Dr. Gray in the living room.

	Benie cleared her throat and headed to the dining room. “Come on,” she called to them. “Let’s get this party started.”

	* * * *

	They took the bag from his head, and Trace Calder blinked as the room came into focus. Ah, yes. Here he was again in the torture chamber with its slate gray slate walls and no obvious exit. He lay against a large flat rectangular stone, at least six feet long and three feet high. There were shackles connected to chains bolted into the floor at the four corners of the monument.

	He looked up at Keane, who stood on the side, his gaze on the far end of the room. Trace followed the warden’s stare, unsurprised when an insidious figure emerged from the edges of darkness. “Will today be the day?”

	Garrick was tall, thin, and looked like a frail man in his sixties. Trace knew better. The appearance was camouflage. Nothing about the leader of Caledon was weak. His short white hair was slicked back. He stared at Trace with bright gray-green eyes that reminded him of Benie. Little did Garrick know how much strength the reminder brought to Trace.

	Trace braced himself against Garrick’s thoughts—calm, calculated, and cruel. During these long sessions, Trace had come to know Garrick very well. He understood his motivations, maybe even more than what was comfortable. Garrick had allowed his fears to drag him over the line of sanity.

	Maybe Trace would go that way as well.

	“Let’s begin,” Garrick said to Keane.

	The dragon lord took a long metal spike from wall, a tool Trace had become way too familiar with. His face was carefully blank as he shoved the spike through Trace’s shoulder joint.

	Trace cried out, unable to silence his screams as the pain ripped at his flesh. Garrick had done something to stop Trace from shifting, from being able to heal, and every new wound become more intense than the previous.

	When he could catch his breath, Trace said to Keane, “Kill me.”

	The blond man, his oldest friend turned enemy, shook his head. “I cannot,” he said, a hint of sadness.

	“Why?”

	Keane’s answer was simple and succinct. “I serve at the pleasure of my liege.”

	* * * *

	Shade had kept vigil over the woman and her companion. She’d followed them from the cabin to another remote location. She’d been surprised to see the gray man. If he was involved, it made her glad she was in a holding pattern. There were certain people in the world you didn’t piss off. Unfortunately, she was caught between two of those exact kinds of people. What the hell had Keane gotten her into?

	She wondered about Trace. She hadn’t seen him since him and that woman…Shade didn’t even want to think about it. She didn’t have a right to be jealous or angry. Not now, and never again. She’d forfeited the privilege.

	A breeze picked up, knocking leaves down on her mini-coup parked down the street from the house. Shade scrunched down when the woman and three men exited the front door and piled into a black SUV. After they pulled out of the small drive, she started her car and followed from a distance.

	 

	


Chapter 12

	The black SUV skidded slightly at the change in road surface, alerting Benie to the abrupt switch from pavement to gravel.

	The driver, a large man with an angular face, sharp cheekbones, a wide mouth, and piercing dark brown eyes, gripped the steering wheel. His long black hair was braided in a thick queue that fell over the backside of the driver seat and swung freely as the road twisted and turned. When Benie had been introduced to Ty Wasape, his large size—all muscles—and his height of nearly six and a half feet tall, had made her nervous. Even a little afraid. A feat, considering she was a monster-slaying bad ass. Gray trusted the man. Which meant, Benie would trust him too.

	Destan, one of the dragon triplets, sat in the front seat next to the quiet, serious giant.

	Benie tapped Destan on the shoulder. “Are you sure it’s way out here?”

	The silvery-eyed dragon-shifter shrugged. “That’s what our informant said.”

	Ian, who shared the back seat with Benie, put his head against the window and closed his eyes. His subdued behavior worried her. She couldn’t figure out what was going on in that massive brain of his. Asking now wouldn’t do her any good. If he hadn’t been willing to tell her in private, he certainly wasn’t going to tell her with Ty and Destan in audience. Instead of prodding him, Benie kept her mouth shut, and stared out her window watching darkness fall on the trees that lined the road.

	After ten minutes, the driver pulled off behind a thickly wooded patch of land.

	“Is this it?” Benie asked.

	“No,” Destan said as he and Ty exited.

	Benie and Ian followed suit.

	Destan came around to Benie’s side. “It’s a three-mile walk, but safer and stealthier than knocking on the front door. Besides, we don’t want to give Garrick the chance to move Caledon’s location before we get inside.”

	“I still can’t believe it’s possible to move a whole…” She waved her hand in the air. “Kingdom, or whatever, with magic.”

	Ty slung a mean-looking machete—at least three feet long and four inches at the widest part of the blade—over his shoulder. “We need to go before we’re noticed.”

	Destan closed his eyes, his skin shifted slightly and shined like metal in the moonlight. When he opened his eyes, for a brief moment, his pupils were slits instead rounds. “My brothers are waiting at the fence line. I’ve let them know we’re on our way,” he said to Benie. He pointed to his head when she raised a questioning brow. “Triplet Telepathy.” He smiled suddenly, his face full of humor, and sang, “Baby, we were born this way.”

	Benie groaned. “Gaga fans.” She rolled her eyes.

	Ian, who’d been quiet until then, spoke up. “If we’re going to do this, we should go.”

	Ty Wasape grunted his agreement.

	They traveled single file behind Ty. He used his giant, sharp machete to easily chop vines and limbs that hung in his path.

	“Jesus,” Ian whispered. “I’m glad this guy’s on our side.”

	Benie remained wary as they began their descent down the treacherous hill.

	The appearance of a large, three-story Colonial farmhouse in the distance surprised Benie. The perimeter was well lit and heavily patrolled. She stopped, and Destan lightly collided with her back.

	“Why are we stopping?”

	“Is that it?”

	“Yes.”

	“It’s not what I expected,” Benie said. Caledon was supposed to be a kingdom, a place of rule for the other worlders. To find it an ordinary, if not well-guarded, homestead, disappointed her. “I just thought there would be more…well…you know. More. You have to admit, the place doesn’t scream other.”

	“No, I’d say more Farmer John,” Ian agreed.

	“Exactly.” She shouldn’t have been able to see so clearly at this distance, but as her abilities grew, so did her senses. The place may not have looked like a fortress, but it was protected like one. Doubt and fear grew inside her. Ian wasn’t a warrior, even with his new status as other. Having new strength and power didn’t make him immortal. Benie had killed too many OWs to believe his change could protect him. “There are ten men on the house. At least out front. They are carrying serious weapons. Automatic rifles, handguns, and two have swords. It’s a good bet they have plenty of traps set as well.” She gave Ian a hard look. “You should stay behind.”

	Anger clouded Ian’s eyes turning their normal blue to a vibrant chartreuse as the amber from his wolf bled into his irises. “Not happening.”

	“You’re not trained for fighting, and I can’t protect you when shit hits the fan.” She looked meaningfully down to the farmhouse. “And,” she added. “Shit is going to hit the fan.”

	“I’ll be fine, Benie. I’m not a weak human anymore.”

	Her heart clenched with pain at his declaration. He seemed to think she somehow wanted him to be more than what he was, but it was the human geek inside him she’d fallen for all those years ago. He was everything she wanted and more than her fucked up history and genetics deserved.

	Before she could protest more, Ian opened his black jacket. “Besides, I am totally dressed for stealthy.” Under, he wore a black T-shirt that said, “Base pairs bond for life.”

	Her chest tightened. The situation was more than dangerous—it was dire. She had to go in for Trace, but if anything happened to Ian, she’d never forgive herself. Unfortunately, he wasn’t going to take “no” for an answer. And if she forced him to stay behind, he’d never forgive her.

	She reached up and clasped her hands behind his neck. “I can’t lose you.” And she meant it. Losing Ian would be like losing her head. She couldn’t live without him, either.

	“You let me worry about me. You worry about keeping yourself safe.”

	Nodding, Benie placed her forehead against his chest.

	His patted her back. “Benie, I—” Destan’s throat clearing interrupted him.

	“We’ve got to get going before someone is alerted to our presence.”

	“Right,” Benie said. She gave Ian a quick kiss. “For luck,” she added.

	“You’re all the luck I need.”

	Destan rolled his eyes. “My brother Max is in place, and he’s going to take the perimeter alarm out in ten minutes. It will only be off for a few minutes, so we have to go, and quickly, if we want to be in place.”

	Ian nodded. He squeezed a black bag about the size of a small purse. “Ready.”

	“Hmmm.” Benie hadn’t noticed the bag before now. “Is that your ninja gear?”

	Ian smiled. “Something like that.”

	She chewed the inside of her lower lip, then shrugged. “You didn’t bring some kind of chemical whatcha-doohickey, or anything, did you?”

	“Don’t we have to be somewhere?”

	“Yes.” Tension thrummed beneath her skin. “You didn’t answer me.”

	He leaned over and kissed her forehead. “I know.”

	Benie watched Ian navigate the steep hill toward the rendezvous point. Something about him felt different, foreign. Shaking her head, Benie followed after him.

	Wild grapes grew all over the property. They looped themselves in tangles over the smaller trees and up the sides of the big ones, choking out the plants around them. Benie started to feel like she was being choked as well.

	*

	Garrick paced the small room. He’d been alerted to a breach in the sixth quadrant of the compound. Not even his most trusted advisors were aware that his daughter existed or what significance Trace Calder played in her life.

	“Benie,” Trace mumbled as he tugged futilely at the restraints. “No. Don’t come.”

	Garrick saw tears leak down the sides of his prisoner’s face. Panic-spiked adrenaline raced through his system. She could not be here. No one could find out about her. If they did, it might not be the end of Garrick’s hold on the Caledon, but it would certainly put a kink in his power base. Some would lose faith if they found out a new Triune existed.

	Why won’t this child just die? Another thought entered his head. If Benoica had come, then he no longer needed Calder. He gestured to Keane. “Kill him.”

	One down, two to go, and Garrick could go on as leader of his people unchallenged.

	*

	The distinctive scent of dirt and pine saturated the air. Just past a thick cluster of silver maple trees, Benie could see two men hunkered down. Getting over the fence had gone without a hitch. Thank heavens. She’d needed something to go right, because so much lately had gone wrong.

	A flashlight flickered three times. The signal from Destan’s brothers. So far, so good. She held onto the glimmer of hope they could rescue Trace.

	As they approached the small grouping, the two men stood then looked Benie. They dropped to a knee and bowed their heads.

	“Huh?”

	“Your highness,” Ian whispered. “Tell them to get up. They’re making me nervous.”

	“Please.” She rolled her eyes. She believed Max and Eustan did it just to yank her chain. “Hey, dudes. We don’t really have time for this. We have a rescue to coordinate.”

	Eustan smiled as he rose to his feet and dusted his knees. “Yes, your highness.”

	Benie winced. “Knock it off. Where’s Trace?”

	“Calder’s in the main house.”

	Max, who was a mute since Garrick had cut out his tongue, pointed past the tree line where a large empty field lay naked between them and the farmhouse. This close, Benie could see three good-sized sheds and a barn strategically placed around the back of the house.

	“What are those?”

	“Entrances,” Eustan said.

	“To what?”

	“Caledon.”

	Okay. That made no sense at all. “Are they magical entrances?”

	The young man smirked. “No, ma’am.”

	Her irritation rose.

	Ian put his arm around her shoulders. “I’ll go in with Benie.”

	Max put his hand on Ian’s arm and shook his head.

	“Max is right,” Destan said. “You can’t. You’ll only slow her down. She can disappear, you can’t. We’ll take you in with us.”

	Max nodded his agreement.

	Destan had just described Ian as a liability. Benie knew it had to have stung his pride, but she was glad he didn’t argue the point.

	Eustan added, “You don’t have much time. By now Garrick knows there are people on the property who aren’t supposed to be here, and he is definitely clever enough to figure out who.”

	He handed a piece of paper to her. “Once you’re at the house, follow this map to the entrance closest to the dungeon. It should take you directly to where Trace is being held. We’ll create a diversion and draw attention away from you and Calder. Hopefully long enough for you to get him out.”

	Benie wanted to scream. This was the plan, to just go in and take Trace? No back up? She stared at the triplets, hard and glaring. Then softened. These men had gotten her and Ian to the compound, and at great personal risk. Could she really fault them for not wanting to go face to face with Garrick and his men?

	“Okay. Let’s go.” She focused on shifting her skin, letting all her strong emotions for Trace, and Ian, and even for these three dragons she’d grown so fond of, flood her body. Once she’d completely transformed, she stripped her clothing off.

	Ty Wasape, who’d remained quiet since they’d joined the dragon brothers, whispered, “Amazing.”

	“Yeah,” Destan agreed. “That’s our queen.”

	Benie shook her head. She grabbed four small knives, along with some clear tape, from out of the bag she’d brought along. She then proceeded to tape them under her armpits in such a way as to camouflage them with her body.

	“Weird,” Ty said. “But very cool. It’s like the stuff is floating on the air.”

	“Yeah, super cool.” Benie put her arms down and checked to make sure the weapons couldn’t be seen. “That’s sarcasm, if you’re unfamiliar.” She stared at Ian, willing him to go home, but since he couldn’t see her glaring now that she’d made herself completely blend into the night, she gave up trying. “Time to get it done.”

	*

	“What are you waiting for?” Trace asked. He didn’t struggle against the shackles. Not anymore. The reason for struggling was gone. Soon the pain would be gone. Permanently. “Kill me.”

	Keane turned his back to Trace. “Not yet.”

	“Great. Fucking great.” The son-of-a-bitch wasn’t through with him. “Your king wants you to kill me. So goddamn it, kill me.” The last bit came as a choking sob. Trace was done. Finished. If his wrists and ankles hadn’t been bound, he’d have ended his own life already. Anything to stop Garrick from getting to Benie. If he was dead, there would be no reason for her to come to Caledon.

	Keane turned back to him. “It will all be over soon. One way or the other.”

	Trace concentrated on sending her a message as he did every day, knowing she’d probably never receive it, but still he tried. Benie. Don’t come for me. I’m a dead man already. Please don’t come. Let me go.”

	*

	Benie crossed the field without incident. Even if it hadn’t been night, she would have been fine. Her ability didn’t depend on light. At least it didn’t require a lot of light. Of course if it had been pitch black, she wouldn’t need to shift anyhow.

	With a guard at every window, and two sentries on the front door, how in the world was she supposed to get inside? She could make herself invisible, but she couldn’t walk through walls.

	A voice penetrated her mind. Don’t come for me. I’m dead. I’m a dead man. Not worth it. Don’t come.

	Trace?

	Benie. Trace’s voice in her head was full of despair. You shouldn’t be here. Go. Run. Run.

	Not without you, she shot back. Benie paced the entire house, searching for the cellar door marked on the map. She found a locked opening on the back right side. She grabbed a knife from under her arm, and had the old-fashioned lock opened in a few short moments. Carefully, she opened one side. The creaking sent panicky chills up and down her spine. Mentally she told the hinges to shut up.

	She heard Trace’s voice again. You shouldn’t be here. Please, go. I am already dead.

	No, she thought back fiercely. If he was already dead he couldn’t get into her mind. Unless his ghost had learned some weird Jedi mind trick thingy like an other worlder Obi Wan.

	Forget it, Trace. Get yourself together because I’m coming for you.

	Fear pulsated in her stomach when he didn’t answer back. Without hesitation, she crawled into the inky blackness beyond the cellar doors.

	This was pitch black. She had to fumble her way forward until she found the exit. Gripping the handle, slowly, quietly, she opened the door. A putrid scent of human waste and remains instantly gagged her. A flickering sconce on the wall dimly lit the hall with barred cells on either side, only making the basement seem even more horrific.

	She retched, the sound echoing off the brick walls.

	“Clever, girl.”

	Benie’s hand instantly gripped the blade she’d used to open the lock.

	A figure stepped forward out of the thickest of shadows. His form slowly transformed into that of a man. He was tall, thin, and he wore a sweater vest Mr. Rogers would have envied.

	He grinned. “What? No kiss for Daddy?”

	A chill of foreboding and shock ripped through Benie’s psyche. Her enemy—her blood. “I’ll kill you, you bastard.”

	“You’re not wrong. About me being a bastard, that is. The killing part? Well, there you’re just grossly mistaken.” Garrick’s form shimmered and faded, but his shadow remained. It moved forward, quickly and without warning, until it stopped in front of Benie.

	So Daddy had a few tricks of his own. He could shift like her. Benoica slashed out with the blade, hoping to catch him across the neck. End game.

	Unfortunately, the blade met with no resistance. There was nothing in front of her but air. She waved her hand above the shadow.

	She heard Garrick laugh. It sounded like a whisper of wind. Then suddenly the shadow at her feet took shape. And there he was, standing right in front of her. His arm snaked out like a cobra—snap. He gripped her throat with more strength than she could have imagined his frail form capable.

	Swinging up with her right hand, she tried to slash him again. He knocked the blade out of her hand and slapped her across the face almost simultaneously.

	Damn. Shit. Piss. Fuck. He was fast.

	“I should have never sent fools to do what I could have done so easily myself. At least then I would have known the job was done right.” He sniffed. “Nevertheless, I’ll rectify the situation now.”

	Garrick examined Benie. He shook his head. “You look so much like your mother.” Even with Garrick’s reminiscing, he didn’t stop choking her. The pressure on her throat grew crushing.

	She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t speak. In an act of pure self-preservation, she allowed her body to go limp, praying the move would break Garrick’s grip but not her neck.

	It didn’t work, but it surprised him enough that Benie was able to punch him in the groin without him blocking the action. That move made the ruler of Caledon let go. He doubled over, howling in pain.

	“Not so smug now, huh?”

	Before Benie could get off another punch, he disappeared once again into shadow. Okay, so maybe he was still a little smug.

	The ghosted form went up the wall, across the ceiling, and came back down behind her.

	More prepared, Benoica sensed him before she saw him begin to shimmer back into form. She leaned back into a side kick. Garrick was quick, and moved just in time to prevent solid contact, but Benoica countered with a sharp jab, catching him in the mouth.

	He wiped his lip and spat blood. His eyes glittered with rage.

	His rage was met with her own. She could feel the berserking essence of her werewolf permeate her being. “I won’t be caught off guard again, Daddy.” She flicked her knife at him. “Come on. You wanted your kiss.”

	She cried out her wrath as she attacked full force using all the fighting skills her adoptive parents had taught her. She slashed, kicked, and punched. Garrick fought back adeptly. He blocked some of her hits, while some landed, and not for nothing, he landed quite a few blows of his own. The violent surge of adrenaline allowed her to ignore the pain.

	Even still, Garrick was faster, stronger. He swooped his leg under Benie’s, causing her to land on the hard cement floor with a thud.

	Straddling her thighs, he pinned her arms to the ground. He leaned in close to her face. “Here’s your kiss, daughter.”

	His mouth met hers. Gentle, chaste. “Ahhh!” Benie screamed. Then she bit him on the lower lip, tearing fiercely into his flesh.

	Garrick’s eyes grew wide with disbelief. “You’ve poisoned me? But how?”

	She guessed the question as to how and when the poison from the polandrial would work in her body had been answered. “Good. Now die.”

	“Oh,” he smiled, even with pain apparent in his eyes. “It will take more than that to kill me. So, you first.” He raised his elbow and caught her against the jaw. Blinding, white-hot pain exploded in Benie’s head.

	Her vision clouded, but didn’t completely fade. She watched as Garrick prepared his next blow, unable to do anything to stop it.

	Ian and Trace. She’d failed them both. And the last thing she’d see on this earth was the smiling face of her powerful and maniacal father.

	An explosion sounded from somewhere deep in the house, or maybe outside. Suddenly, Garrick’s eyes widened again, and he gasped for breath. He rolled off Benie, clutching at his throat. She looked around the darkened hall, unable to get a bearing.

	Ian Arent came into view. “Ian,” she whispered, her mouth and throat dry and swollen.

	He’d shifted into half-form, a fierce and deadly werewolf. Benie rolled onto her side and watched, since she hurt too badly to do much more.

	This is it, she thought. Garrick will die, and no more fighting.

	Instead of dying, he dissolved into darkness once more. The shadow scurried across the floor and under the door of the room leading to the outside cellar door. Gone. Just gone.

	Dead would have been better, but for the moment, she allowed herself to feel relief. “How?”

	Ian squatted next to Benie, his body already shifting back to human, and helped her to stand. He checked her over from head to toe for major injuries. And since she was naked, and no longer shifted, it wasn’t hard for him to get a complete picture. “Are you okay? Does anything feel broken?”

	Benie thought about Trace, and his last words. I am already dead. She hadn’t heard him since, and she feared the worst. “Only my heart.” She shook her head. He’d manage to control his shift like someone who’d been born to it. “Ian. How did you do that?”

	“Long story short? I’ve been doing a little experimenting at home. I’ll explain more later. Right now, we have to get moving if we want to get Trace out of here.”

	She barely managed the words. “If he’s still alive.”

	“He’s alive, Benie. If he wasn’t, your mark would have lost a line. You’re not the only one who’s been talking to Myron Gray. Anyhow, I checked your back. The mark. It’s intact. Which means we’re not too late.”

	Emotion, threatening to manifest in a wave of tears, washed over her. She didn’t have time to break down. Not now. It could wait.

	“Do you know where he is?”

	“No, but we’ll find him.”

	“The explosion?”

	“Yep. Little black bag.”

	“We’ll find him.”

	“For sure.” He squeezed her hand. “Let’s go.”

	As if on cue, a blond man with bronze skin appeared at the end of the hall. He carried a human over his shoulder. Ian put himself between the man and Benoica.

	“Wait.” The guy held up his free hand. He deposited his burden gently onto the floor. It moaned.

	“Trace?” Benie walked toward them with difficulty. Her legs were sandbags—thick, heavy, and hard to move.

	“Kill me,” Trace rasped.

	Benie choked back a sob when she saw the state of him. He was naked, his body covered in dirt and dried blood. His normally robust frame was gaunt and drawn. “What have you done to him?”

	“I’m returning him to you.”

	“Why? Why are you helping us?”

	The blond man dropped to his knee before the three of them. “I serve at the pleasure of my liege.”

	He stood, and with the same flourish he’d arrived, the blond man disappeared.

	As soon as he left, Benie could once again move freely. She dropped to Trace’s side. “Trace? Oh, God. Ian, help me.”

	“Garrick,” Trace mumbled.

	“Gone now,” Benie said.

	“He can’t live.”

	“He won’t. Not for long.” She stroked her fingers through Trace’s matted hair. “I swear it.”

	“He won’t stop. Not until you’re dead. Not until we’re all dead.” His voice faded as his head slumped.

	Ian checked Trace’s pulse and glanced over to Benie. “I’ll carry him.”

	A figured stood at the cellar door. Tall and lithe with pitch black hair and a gun in each hand. One lethal-looking woman. Benie gathered her will, ready to do whatever it took to get Trace and Ian out of the farmhouse.

	The raven beauty spoke, “Hurry. Garrick is coming back.”

	Trace raised his head. “Semina?”

	“No time now to explain, sweetheart. Garrick wants your balls.”

	Benie didn’t care for the weight of possession in the woman’s tone. She shoved her jealousy aside. “Are you one of Gray’s people?”

	“Nope. But I am here to help.” She gestured toward the exit. “And I hate to go all Terminator on you, but come with me if you want to live.”

	Destan came running in and stopped short when the woman aimed one of her guns at his head. “Do we have a problem?”

	Benie shook her head. “If she’d wanted us dead, she’d have already tried to kill us.”

	“Then I suggest we get the hell out of here. Ty and Max have taken out the guards, and Eustan is getting the SUV, but the magic is shifting the kingdom, and we do not want to be in here when it does. Because I have no idea when or where we’ll pop up.”

	She still didn’t trust the woman. Not one of Gray’s rebels, and all too familiar with Trace. “Who are you?”

	“Semina Calder,” the woman answered. “But you can call me Shade.”

	“Calder?”

	“As in Mrs. Trace Calder.” Shade narrowed her eyes. “Are we going to talk about this now, or are we getting the hell out of here before the place goes all magical transport?”

	Benie, feeling gut punched, jerked her thumb back at Ian. “Help with Trace.” She narrowed her gaze on Shade. She felt a mild sting as a polandrial spike broke through the skin of her index fingertip and dripped poison. She tried to hide her surprise at her new ability. “Lead on. But I promise you this, if you take us into a trap, you’ll be the first to die.”

	Shade assessed Benie for a moment. Finally, she nodded. “Deal.”

	 

	


Chapter 13

	The farmhouse began to shake, the walls shimmering as they clambered toward the stairs. Benie debated going after her father. Trace was bloody, with huge open wounds on both shoulders, elbows, hips, and knees. The extreme damage made it impossible to walk, which meant they would have to carry him to safety.

	I’m dead. Just leave. His words rang like mourning bells in her mind. Leaving without Trace had never been an option. Now, Ian and a woman named Shade—who claimed to be Trace’s wife—hauled him toward the exit while Benie took the back of the group to fight off anyone who came at them from behind.

	“Hurry,” Destan shouted. “Caledon is losing its reality. If you’re not out the door when it moves, you’ll be stuck wherever Garrick takes you.”

	“Let’s go,” Benie said, urging Ian and Shade to move faster. She had some questions for the mysterious woman, but they could wait until they were safely out of her father’s kingdom.

	A guard with a long sword ran toward them as they exited the cellar doors. Benie’s first impulse was to throw herself between the ruffian and her mates, but one loud blast from a 9mm Glock stopped her cold. The sword dropped first, and then the man—a neat hole dead center of his forehead. Benie looked at Shade, the dark haired woman was vigil as she scoped out the open landscape. Benie gave her a nod of approval.

	“Come on,” she said, exasperated when a small army began to converge on their group. She couldn’t take them all on, and even if they did win this battle, it wouldn’t be without casualties. Who could she stand to lose? Her two lovers? Never. Ty Wasape or any of the dragon triplets? Not without regret and guilt. After all, they were only here because she’d insisted on going in to rescue Trace, and they were tasked with her safety. The mysterious woman Shade? The one who was apparently, or at least had been, married to Trace at some point in time? Not even her, Benie thought. I don’t want to lose even her.

	Ty Wasape, the large Native American man, had dropped his large bloody machete on the ground and shifted into a large black bear. He tore apart the guards who’d come at them from behind. She never seen such a large and vicious rendering, and she thanked her lucky stars he was on their side. Destan darted in and around four men, neatly crippling them by slicing major tendons behind their knees, at the ankles, and finally he finish by ramming the blade into the back of one guard’s neck in an upward thrust that scrambled his brain.

	Benie, not to be outdone, pulled her taped down knives from her sides and ran at two attackers, one turning gaunt and pale before her eyes. He bared razor sharp fangs as he leaped at her. Benie side stepped the lunge and rounded on the amphyr, a vampire-like creature, and punched him in the back of the head. He landed face first in the grass, but scrambled to a stand as she flipped over the second man, shoving her knife down past his collarbone and into his heart.

	The amphyr came at her again, his high-pitched scream meant to instill terror. Unfortunately for him, he’d picked the wrong fucking girl on the wrong fucking day. Benie dove forward into a tuck and roll, and she came up, knife at the ready to slit his throat. Another loud blast had her turning away at the last second. Her blade missed its mark, and sliced a wide gash over his left eye. The bullet hole in his chest was what took him down as the fanged man fell over.

	“I had that,” she yelled at Shade.

	The tall, dark-haired woman shrugged. She resumed her position under Trace’s shoulder, as she helped Ian carry him further out into the yard. But she kept her gun hand free.

	More bad guys were coming. “Destan,” Benie screamed over the roar of the shaking farmhouse as the walls shimmered and puckered, flickering in and out as it translocated. His two brothers were conspicuously absent. “I hope you have an extraction plan?”

	A group of at least twelve men ran toward them from the tree line, weapons drawn. They were sitting ducks in the empty yard. The dragon ran to her, large silver wings sprouting from his back and tearing his shirt apart. “Hold on,” he yelled.

	Two other full-on, head-to-toe, silver dragons, their bodies the size cargo vans with claws big enough to pick up large prey animals, swooped down on the group.

	“Ty!” Destan shouted. The bear shifter turned back to his human form, his neat braid replaced by free-flowing ass-length hair. He turned a level gaze to Destan, nodded, and held up his hand. One of the two flying dragons dropped down and grasped his arm with one claw.

	It pivoted toward Benie, and she shook her head. “Trace first.” The dragon seemed to nod, and it latched on to Trace’s waist. The pained moans of her tortured mate gutted Benie, but it had to be done. There was no gentle way to rescue him.

	The second dragon flew in and grabbed Ian and Shade. Benie looked at Destan.

	“You ready?” he asked.

	She’d never flown before, not even on an airplane, but she steeled her resolve and flung herself into his arms. The sensation of air whooshing past her as she watched Caledon completely disappear took the bottom out of her stomach, and silently, she apologized to Destan before throwing up on his chest.

	*

	Ian Arent stared across the living room at the new comer. The woman looked deadly, but she’d helped them escape, and for that he was grateful. When she’d said she was Mrs. Trace Calder, a sickening lump formed in Ian’s gut. Whether he liked Trace or not, Benie needed him, and for Ian, her needs would always come before his own. He’d made that vow when he was twelve and in all this time, nothing had changed for him. Not his love for her or his devotion. Nonetheless, he wished Benie didn’t need the wolf shifter. He knew her feelings for Trace ran deep, but he couldn’t bring himself to acknowledge her love for the man.

	He didn’t want to play the “who came first” game. He’d loved Benie longer, and he wanted to believe he loved her more. Ian shook the petty thoughts from his mind. The important thing healing Trace. When Ian had seen him crumpled on the ground, a disheveled figure of a man, Ian had felt a rage like never before. It had taken every functioning brain cell in his head to keep himself from going full-out wolf and tracking down the man who’d harmed his pack mate.

	Eustan arrived with Trace a few minutes later. Ian helped the dragon shifter put Trace on the bed. Calder was covered in bruises, gaping wounds, blood, and filth. His naked body curled in until he lay in the fetal position. His black hair was clumped and greasy. Why hadn’t he shifted? The change would ease his pain and help his torn muscles and tendons to mend. There was something wrong with Trace.

	“Calder.” He lightly tapped Trace on the back, wincing when the normally strong man flinched at his touch. “You need to turn. You need to heal.”

	“Can’t,” Trace muttered. “…did something to me. Can’t take my wolf form.”

	They’d done something to him? What could they have done that would screw with Trace’s own nature? The man had endured terrific and terrible pain, both physical and psychological, and was never allowed any relief. Ian’s desire to rip out someone’s throat brought his wolf closer to the surface. He liked the new entity he shared head space with. The wolf was instinct, not logic, and sometimes Ian really wanted to act and not think. But to help Trace, thinking was required. He pushed back the wolf, suppressed the rage he had toward Garrick and anyone involved in his pack mate’s torture. He would get some of Trace’s blood, analyze it, find out why he couldn’t shift, and by God, he would fix him.

	Ian moved closer to the broken man and was hit with the smell of feces and urine. “I’m going to help you, Trace. I’m going to figure out what they did to you, and I’m going to make it right. I promise. Then we’ll track this fucker down and take him out.”

	Trace responded with a low groan of pain, and once again, Ian had to fight his wolf back. When he exited the bedroom, intent on getting a blood draw kit from his lab, the dark-haired woman stepped in front of him.

	“Is he okay?”

	Ian blinked, his lip curling into a snarl. “Get out of my way.”

	She held up her hands. “I’m just…worried.”

	Ian pushed past her. He didn’t have time for this stranger. Didn’t have time for her fears. Benie mattered. Trace mattered because he mattered to Benie. The woman, she didn’t matter. Halfway down the stair he heard the front door open. Benie was back, and Ian grabbed the kit and rushed back to the living room.

	Benie stared at him, her red hair wild and in tangles, and her face pale and lined with worry. She had a tan blanket wrapped around her shoulders, and Ian wondered where she’d picked it up. One of the triplets, he supposed.

	“I’ll just go,” Shade said, backing toward the door.

	Benie turned her glare on the leather clad, gun-toting woman. “You stay,” she said to her. Then she pulled the blankets tighter around her shoulders and looked at Ian. “Where’s Trace?”

	*

	“Hello,” Benie said.

	Trace’s soft moan startled her. He was a shapeshifter. An other worlder with unique abilities to survive much worse than this. She gulped the thick knot in her throat and looked for answers in the one person she could always count on. She turned her gaze to her best and oldest friend. “Why isn’t he healing?”

	“He can’t shift,” Ian said. “I’m going to figure out why.” He stepped forward, opening up a white tub. Inside he had a rubber arm band, a tube with a red cap, a tube with a purple cap, and a butterfly needle. Benie was familiar with the equipment. Ian had used the same kind of kits to draw her blood in the past.

	Benie walked to the far side of the bed—the side Trace’s face was turned. She tried again. “Hello.”

	He cast her a quick glance, but just as quickly, he looked away.

	She reached out. His head jerked up and away from her. Alarmed, Benie scrambled backward and fell on her ass. His normally soft brown eyes were golden—the color of pale ale. Under the bruises, the blood, the filth, was a man she loved, but she barely recognized him.

	Destan knocked on the door and poked his head in. “Can I help?”

	“I don’t know what to do.” Her nosed stuffed up as tears prickled the corners of her eyes.

	The dark beauty, Shade, peeked her head in behind Destan’s. “I’ve run Trace a bath, if these guys want to carry him in. He needs to be cleaned so his damage can be assessed.” Her words were clinical, dispassionate. And in a way, the coldness made Benie feel better.

	She nodded her head. “Yes.”

	She went ahead into the bathroom, stretching her hand to the tub. Steam rose from the white porcelain, so she added cold, testing it on her forearm. Just the right amount of warmth.

	When Ian walked in cradling Trace in his arms with such tender care, Benie wanted to weep. “Can you set him in the tub?”

	He answered by laying Trace gently in the water. Trace’s soft moan of pain gutted Benie. She took his hand. He felt real and solid. Without looking away, she reached for a bar of soap and worked it into a creamy lather. She took the cloth Ian handed her and began to wash Trace in light, smooth strokes.

	“Don’t,” the broken man whispered.

	Benie let the blanket fall off her shoulders. “It’s okay.” She kept her voice steady, soothing. She took his hand again and with the other kept washing him, careful to not press too hard over the deep wounds in his joints.

	At one point, Benie gently pushed him forward with Ian’s help, careful to protect his head as she washed his back. Her Trace, her beautiful, magnificent man. Garrick had tried to destroy him, and for that, she would return the favor. As the dirt and blood washed away, she began to see him again, the strong warrior she fell in love with. The man her body and her marks had chosen as worthy. He’d survived the torture, never once giving her up. He was more than worthy. A swell of emotion forced her to her feet. She positioned herself behind Trace and sat down in the few inches of water. She straddled him then eased his head to her chest, and stroked his hair.

	Ian took the detachable shower down, turned on the water, but not so much that it shot out in a hard spray, and kept his hand under the shower head until the temperature was warm without being hot. Benie swelled with love for Ian. Her friend who had always been there for her, and even now, he was doing everything he could to make her happy. She tried to convey her gratitude with a look, and Ian’s gentle smile told her he understood.

	He unplugged the tub to let the water drain. Carefully, he held the shower head inches from Benie and Trace’s bodies to rinse them off. Benie stroked Trace’s arms, whispered comforts and reassurances. She tried to love him through the pain—grateful she didn’t have to do it alone—as the warm water washed the dirt and grime down the drain.

	When they’d finished caring for him, Max, the mute brother, waited in the hall to help. They dried Trace with a large, white towel and took him back to the bedroom. A new, multi-colored bed spread draped across the bed. The stand on the right had 4X4 gauze pads, a bottle of betadine, sterile saline, rolled gauze, tape, and scissors.

	Max inclined his head toward the medical supplies. Benie nodded, and the young man went to work on tending to her lover’s wounds.

	“You’re safe,” she whispered, crawling in to bed next to Trace, careful not to get in Max’s way. “You’re safe now.” But even as she said the words, she found it hard to convince herself they were true. Until Garrick was dead, none of them would ever be safe again. “Ian.” Her gaze fell on her other lover. “We can’t lose him.”

	He nodded, his blue eyes almost black in the dim light. “We won’t.”

	 

	


Chapter 14

	Hot shame filled Shade. She had once been married to Trace Calder. She had once loved him, even if it hadn’t been an enduring passion. She’d been young, dumb, and full of cum, as the saying went. Only later did she realize she wasn’t relationship material. She’d left him, and at the time, and still now, believed it had been the best gift she could have given the man.

	She worried his condition was because she’d told Keane about Trace’s involvement with this young woman Benie. Keane had been a trusted friend. He’d helped Shade to find a different path when she wanted to leave Trace. He understood she would bring their friend nothing but misery. She couldn’t seem to love anyone. Not completely. Trace had deserved better. Still, if her revealing Trace’s relationship to the woman was responsible for his torture, she would put Keane down, old friend or not.

	Why did Garrick want this Benie chick dead? What was it about the girl that had the king of the Caledon so freaked out? And why should Shade care? All good questions. She planned to get answers before she left the safe house to begin her hunt for Caledon.

	*

	Garrick Mauldin, reigning king of Caledon, and a person whom he considered beneficent in his rule, stayed in mist form until the polandrial poison could no longer affect him physically. The venom, even without a body, burned. His daughter had been stronger than he imagined. Her power growing beyond that of her mother. Marta had been born with a chameleon-like ability, but Benie had become more somehow. He’d felt the power of the Triune pulse through her when they’d grappled. He missed how comforting the marks could be during stressful times.

	In a way, the girl’s strength had made him proud. He’d been a part of creating such a unique and dominant creature. Maybe he’d been wrong in wanting the child dead as well as his wife and first husband. He could have molded and shaped her as a weapon in his rule.

	Garrick shook his head. No. If anyone had discovered she still lived, they would have backed her against him. It was the very same reason she had to die, but maybe not as soon as he’d planned. Calder bore the mark of the Triune on his shoulder, the same as Garrick had all those years ago. It meant for a certainty the girl was pregnant with an heir to the throne. If her child held even a fraction of her power, she could strengthen Garrick’s rule and make him untouchable. He just needed to figure a way to separate his daughter from the two would-be fathers.

	*

	The pain ate at Trace. Every cell in his body screamed, and instead of getting better, the agony seemed to be getting worse. Keane injected him every day before the torture began, but Trace hadn’t been familiar with the serum or the technique. He’d never been on that end of the wardens. He hadn’t been responsible for intel gathering, so torture techniques had not been a part of his training.

	He burned as if acid flowed through his veins.

	“You’re awake,” a soft voice said, barely a whisper.

	Trace blinked, unable to enhance his vision. He couldn’t even change his eyes. However, he did recognize the woman. “Semina.”

	She was crouched next to the bed, her long hair pulled back tight and out of the way. “It’s just Shade now.”

	Trace nodded his understanding. It had been six years since he’d last seen her. He’d married her when he was nineteen, and she’d excited him like no other woman. But after a couple of years together, the shine had worn off for both of them. He’d told her he wanted to quit the wardens, that he’d had his fill of killing. It hadn’t been the direction she wanted to take her life. So when she’d told him she was leaving him, Trace hadn’t been surprised.

	When he attempted to move, the pain in his joints made it hard to breathe, let alone speak.

	Why are you here? he projected into her mind. It was a relief when she opened her thoughts to him. Semina, now Shade, wasn’t a telepath like Trace, but she was an empath. She could sense feelings in people, which made her a very good hunter, investigator, and assassin. It had also been why they’d been paired together.

	Who is this woman? Shade asked. “Who is she to Garrick, and why does he want her dead?”

	You don’t know?

	Would I be asking?

	She is…Before he finished, he felt Benie sit up behind him.

	“I’m his daughter.”

	Shade seemed genuinely startled. “He doesn’t have a daughter.”

	“Yes, he does,” Benie said. “And he’s trying his best to remedy the situation.”

	Trace leaned his head back into Benie’s hand as she wound her fingers in his hair. The light touch relieved his aches and warmed him. He watched as Shade studied them both. “Then you are the rightful queen. I will serve you. If you’ll have me.” She was talking to Benie, not Trace.

	Benie ran her hand lightly down Trace’s arm—a small act of possession. It made him feel stronger.

	“Okay,” Benie finally said. “Now, get the hell out of our bedroom.”

	After Shade left, Benie asked, “Do you love her?”

	“No,” Trace said, surprised by the question.

	“Did you?”

	“Yes, once.” When Benie didn’t respond, Trace added, “It was a childish love. One built on sand and never meant to last. I don’t love her. I don’t hate her. She isn’t even a painful memory anymore.” Every deep breath he took to get the words out made him physically hurt, but he knew Benie needed to hear them. And whatever Garrick had done to him was killing him, and so, Trace also needed to say them. “You are the only thing that matters now. The last two weeks showed me just how much I love you. How much I can endure to keep you safe.”

	“Oh Trace,” her voice broke.

	He couldn’t stop the groan of pain when she wrapped her arm across his chest, but he found the strength to grab her hand as she recoiled when she realized she’d aggravated his shoulder wound.

	“Stay,” he said. “Touch me. It helps.”

	Benie inched her body closer to his, pressing her breasts and stomach against his back. His mark began to pulse as it had when she crawled into the tub—when they were skin to skin. The pain ebbed, and for the first time in weeks, he could inhale without feeling like he would shatter.

	*

	The bright, clean lab filled with whirring noises and ticking sounds as the centrifuge separated blood solids from serum through centripetal force. Ian tried to relax under the siege of white noise. The logical part of his brain, which in his case, happened to be the largest, told him that everything in the physical world could be explained with science, and the things that couldn’t was a failure of man’s intelligence, not magic.

	But the less logical part, the part that craved the high of shifting from man to beast, believed that some things defied explanation. He was a creature of evolution now, like Benie, and he had to stop thinking so linear if he wanted to resolve Trace’s inability to become a wolf. When the machine slowed to a stop, the silence startled Ian from his reverie.

	The tox-screens showed elevated levels of arsenic. He smeared some of the separated blood onto a slide and held it up to his nose. He breathed in deeply, allowing his wolf’s keen sense of smell to take over. He detected whiffs of lead, iron, and…Mercury? Quickly, he grabbed the tub of sodium bentonite from the lower shelf in his supply closet. He used it as a desiccant for lab spills, but its absorbent and adsorbent properties made it a good detoxifier. The bucket was only half-full. Hopefully, it would be enough.

	*

	Ian ran into the room with a bucket of gray powder, a gallon jug of distilled water, a power drill, and a large beater attachment from the kitchen. He mixed the mud and water using the power drill with the beater attached, and instructed Benie to position Trace onto his back. In his weakened state, Trace didn’t resist.

	“Why are we packing mud on him?” Benie asked.

	“To draw out the poison.”

	After a few minutes, when the mud turned into a gel-like substance, Ian began to scoop handfuls of the stuff and push it over each of Trace’s wounds.

	“Wet some towels, Benie, and bring them in here. We’ll cover the poultices to keep them wet.”

	She knew Ian had his reasons, and his confidence gave her hope.

	“How do you know Trace was poisoned?” She’d made herself sick with fear for Trace, and she needed reassurance from Ian.

	“I discovered it was heavy metal toxicity. Specifically, mercury. The bentonite should draw the metals out.”

	“Mercury?”

	“Yes, and I believe in wolf shifters, it’s crippling. I called Gray, and he concurs.”

	“I thought silver was a werewolf’s kryptonite.”

	He continued to ply Trace’s skin with the mixture. “That’s a myth. I’ve tested silver on myself without any ill effect.”

	“Of course you have.” Benie fought not to roll her eyes. It didn’t surprise her that Ian had been experimenting on himself again. “So, mercury.” She knew it was a poison for humans, and if it had made Trace sick, she didn’t doubt for a second it was deadly for wolves. “How will we know if it’s working?”

	“If the clay can draw the metal from his wounds and leech the trace amounts from his skin, we should see some improvement in the next couple of hours.”

	Again, it was a waiting game. Benie rubbed her stomach as she felt a flutter across her lower abdominal area. “Oh,” she said, when it happened again.

	“What’s wrong?” Ian’s alarm startled her.

	“The baby,” she said. “I can feel her.” For the first time since she’d been told about the Triune, told about her legacy and the pregnancy, it felt frighteningly real.

	Ian wrapped his arms around her and held her close to his chest. The strong beat of his heart calmed Benie.

	“It’s okay, Benie. Trace is strong. You’re strong. Together, we will get through this.”

	“I don’t know what I’d do without you,” she said, leaning her head against him.

	“You’ll never have to find out.” He kissed her cheek before letting her go to resume his care for Trace.

	Benie reached down and touched Trace’s cheek. Her own mark warmed with a prickling sensation that verged on unpleasant.

	“Ian,” she said, as he finished off the bucket. “Do you feel it?”

	He touched his own shoulder almost absently. “Yes.”

	“His mark feels…sick.”

	“It’s the poison.” Ian sat down on the bed, Trace between them. “Give the clay a chance to draw it out.”

	She remembered how Trace had relaxed in the tub when their skin pressed together, and again, when she’d curled behind him after Shade had left. There had to be a deeper reason for the marks other than decoration. Some benefit she hadn’t yet discovered.

	*

	They’d watched Trace for hours, and he wasn’t getting better. Benie worked to suppress the part of her that feared he wouldn’t survive.

	“He needs you,” Ian said, breaking his silent vigil. His tone had taken on a lost boy quality. “I didn’t see it before, Benie. You really care about him. You love him, don’t you?”

	“Yes,” she said. “I do.”

	Ian looked toward the window. “When I saw him half-dead on the ground, I felt such rage. I’ve never been that angry in my life. I wanted to kill everyone. I felt like…” He hesitated as if grasping for the right words.

	“…like someone had to tried to cut off your leg?” Benie supplied.

	“Yes,” Ian said. “But even more than that.”

	“He’s ours, Ian.” She propped up on her elbow and looked down at Trace, his eyes closed against the world. “And we’re his.”

	“I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

	“I’m not sure you have a choice.” She shook her head and reached across Trace for Ian’s hand and lightly rested their joined fingers on Trace’s chest. “I’m sorry. I took that choice away when I marked you.” At her apology, her mark warmed, and the prickling turned to a persistent pulse.

	Ian looked down at his hand in hers, and his eyes widened. “It’s turning black.”

	Startled, Benie stared at Ian’s hand.

	“Not my hand,” he said. “The clay. Look as his joints.”

	It was true. Even through the towels, she could see the clay, which had been a light gray, was now developing spots of inky blackness. “What does it mean?

	“I think it’s working.” Ian pulled his hand from Benie’s grip and turned on the ceiling light to brighten the room. The black started to disappear.

	“What’s happening?”

	Ian’s confusion mirrored her own. “I don’t know. It was working.”

	The itchy tingle returned. Could the marks be the key? “I think he needs our touch.”

	“Maybe yours,” Ian countered.

	“No,” Benie said. “I haven’t taken my hand off him this whole time. Only when we both touched him did the clay turn dark.”

	Ian reached down and placed his palm on Trace’s stomach. Benie put her hand above his, and the clay around their hands darkened. “Wow.”

	“Yeah,” Benie said, pulled the damp towels off Trace. “Take your clothes off.”

	Ian rolled his eyes and sighed, but he did as Benie asked. She pressed her naked body to one side of Trace while Ian occupied the other side. They stroked his skin where their bodies couldn’t touch their poisoned mated. Soon, the clay turned all black.

	Trace opened his eyes, surprised when he saw Ian curled against his left side. “Arent,” he said gruffly.

	“Calder,” Ian responded.

	Benie gripped Trace harder when he no longer moved with pain. His voice was strong and certain when he turned his head and drank her in with his soft brown gaze. “I’m alive,” he said.

	For the gazillionth time since Trace’s rescue, Benie felt tears slide down her cheek. “Welcome back.”

	Within seconds, the man was replaced by a large gray and white wolf lying between Benie and Ian.

	Ian raised a brow, his eyes already amber. “Run?”

	“We are in suburbia,” Benie said.

	“The state park isn’t that far away.”

	“What happens if someone sees three wolves slinking down the streets?”

	“It’s after midnight, Benie. They’ll think we’re dogs.”

	“Big ass dogs,” she said, stroking her fingers through Trace’s fur, her own wolf close to the surface now.

	I need to run, Benie. I need to stretch. Trace’s words cut off her doubts.

	Ian’s features were already shifting. Benie grabbed a T-shirt and a pair of shorts from the drawer. “One of us should have opposable thumbs if we plan to leave the house,” she said as an explanation. Instead of going to the front door, she grabbed Destan’s SUV keys from the hook on the wall near the interior door to the garage. Benie glanced at her two wolves. “I’ll drive us to the park.”

	 

	


Chapter 15

	Benie piled another blanket around her body, her lips shivering against the deep bone chill running through her. She’d turned up the thermostat to ninety degrees, and it still felt freezing in the new safe house. Turning off the television, she hunkered deeper into the cushions of the couch. They’d moved after several reports from the neighborhood watch to animal control about a pack of wild dogs running loose. Gray thought it was a good idea for them to relocate to a more remote area. This place was surrounded by woods, like the first had been, but had a lovely view of the lake off the back deck.

	It had been four weeks since they’d rescued Trace. Four weeks since the combination of clay and marks had brought him back from the brink of death. The new safe house was small, and it didn’t afford any room for Ian to have a real laboratory. He and Trace had been using the free time to hone Ian’s new abilities as a shifter, but there was still an unspoken tension between the two men. Since Trace’s return, she’d made love to both him and Ian individually, but not together. The men didn’t seem to want to share her time, and she tried to respect their needs, even if their needs superseded her own. She’d already saddled them with a life they may not have chosen for themselves. Was it fair to try and make them bedmates too?

	Goose flesh raised tight bumps on her arms, and she rubbed them hard in an effort to warm herself. It was getting damned near ridiculous. The throbbing headache pounding against the temples of her skull didn’t help matters.

	For over a week now, it seemed like her body had been rebelling, with heartburn, having to pee all the time, and a wonky body temperature that made her feel either overly warm or cold. Pregnancy could explain some but not all of what was happening to her body. She had an appointment with a midwife in a few days, her first, and had a full list of questions to ask.

	For now, she’d just be happy if she didn’t feel so goddamn cold. And her head, if it would just stop hammering. Her eyes felt hot and tired, such a contrast to the rest of her. Counting the polandrial poisoning, this was the worst she’d ever felt.

	Her vision blurred as the headache worsened to the point where she thought her brain might start leaking from her ears. Where were they? Where were Trace and Ian? They were supposed to take care of her, damn it.

	Writhing on the couch, Benie buried herself deeper into the blanket and cushions. They were coming. She knew it. But why weren’t they already there? “Trace? Ian?” Delirium settled in. “Where are you? You said you’d be here for me. You promised. You promised you wouldn’t leave me…”

	*

	Ian had picked up Trace on the way back to the house. He had sympathy for what the man had gone through, even worried a little for him, but he spent most of the time worrying about Benie. Trace no longer talked much, and his sense of humor had long dried up. Frankly, Ian thought, in their situation, humor might be the only thing that would get them through each day.

	As they neared the front door, Ian felt the tug of Benie, as if his body instantly reacted to a distinctive distress signal. “Do you feel that?”

	“Yes,” Trace replied. The sullen expression had been replaced by alert intensity. “Get the fucking door open.”

	Ian jiggled the key into the lock. It wouldn’t go in. The anxiety and distress grew more acute. “It won’t work.”

	“Damn it to hell. Give me the keys.” Without waiting, Trace yanked the keys out of Ian’s hand. They went flying out into the dark yard.

	“Jesus, Trace!” Ian turned and banged on the door. “Benie. Open the door.” He could feel his wolf scrabbling frantic inside him. Their mate was in danger.

	Next Trace pounded. “Benie. Let us in.”

	Benie’s stress level was skyrocketing, and Ian could sense it as if it were his own.

	He roared, kicking the door and splintering it inward. The path open, he rushed to where Benie lay all bundled except for her face. Her skin was flushed, nearly baked.

	Trace gave one amazed glance at the shattered door before he dropped to Benie’s side.

	Ian hadn’t meant to break the door. Hell, he hadn’t even known he could do it. He was sure it had something to do with the enhancement serum he’d been developing. It was as if his fear and panic had turned his wolf into Wolverine.

	“Benie?” He cupped her face. Her skin was hot, really hot, and dry. “She’s running a fever.”

	Trace took off his jacket. “It’s like a fucking sauna in here.” He walked toward the back room. “What’s going on with her face?”

	Ian took a closer look. Benie’s skin was changing color, which by itself wasn’t so unusual, but this was different from her normal chameleon-like ability. Dark areas appeared then disappeared as her skin transformed. He pulled the covers back. It was happening with her entire body—like a Christmas tree light with bad wiring, winking and blinking all wrong. He pressed a finger against one of the darker areas on her shoulder, and it was like nothingness—a small black hole. Instantly, the area firmed and pushed his finger out of the empty space.

	“So cold,” Benie said through chattering teeth.

	“It’s all right, baby.” Ian smoothed her thick red hair.

	She curled into a tight ball.

	“Here.” Trace handed Ian a thermometer, one that worked from the ear.

	A quick beep later, Ian handed it back. “105.6. Too high. Way too high. Her brain is baking.”

	“I’ll get some aspirin, you get some cold cloths.” Before Trace could leave, Benie’s hand snapped out and latched onto his wrist.

	“No. I need you. I need you both. Touch me. Please, please.” She turned, stretching herself before both of them. “Take off your clothes. Off. Off.”

	Ian quickly pulled off his clothes. Benie’s own urgency ran through him, a combination of lust, fear, and anxiety. He didn’t have any embarrassment about being naked in front of Trace anymore. All that mattered was Benie.

	“Do it, Trace. She’s sick. Can’t you feel it?” His mark, the violet line and circle on his shoulder, throbbed.

	Trace nodded his head and undressed. “I can.”

	Benie pushed her hair back, which had grown out just past her shoulders. She spread her legs and reached down to the tangle of dark red curls at the apex of her thighs. She slipped her fingers between the lips of her sex. “I need.” Tears streaked her burning cheeks. “I need.” The dark swirls appearing randomly on her body disappeared as her gaze swept across both men.

	Her dusty-green eyes turned nearly fluorescent and caused Ian to catch his breath. She’d pushed her blankets aside, exposing her pale, pale skin with slight freckles, her soft breasts with erect nipples. Blood rushed to his groin, making him hard as the overwhelming scent of her desire drove him insane.

	He glanced at Trace. The man, naked now, was just as hard.

	Trace’s pupils dilated. “She’s so damned beautiful.” He lowered to his knees in front of Benie.

	Benie met Trace’s mouth with a fiery kiss. Ian watched him rub his palms over her breasts. She moaned against Trace’s mouth. Strangely, the mark on Trace’s back, a mirror twin to Ian’s, pulsed with light as he teased one of her nipples between his thumb and forefinger, his tongue flickering over the tightly drawn crux. Ian wondered if his own pulsating mark was doing the same.

	He knelt next to Trace as the man moved further down her body. He and Benie both watched as Trace slid his tongue down her stomach. Her skin visibly quivered under his touch. The back of Trace’s hand traveled up her thigh until his fingers reached the soft folds of her damp sex. He spread her open and twirled his tongue around her swell, sinking a finger into her wet channel.

	“Yes,” she groaned.

	Watching them, Ian found he enjoyed seeing Benie in the throes of desire, being able to fully view her flushed face and body as she writhed with passion. He suppressed his uneasiness, the part of him that said it was wrong to take pleasure in another man touching the woman he loved.

	He watched Trace’s fingers glide in and out of Benie in the same rhythm he used to lick and suck her swollen sex. Every hormone in Ian’s body sizzled at the sight of her squirming under Trace’s seductive attention.

	Trace thrust another finger in, and she moaned with pleasure. Ian’s breathing and heart rate increased.

	“Ian,” Benie said, heady and husky.

	Ian’s body shivered with anticipation. He knelt beside her, and dipped his head to meet her parting lips and kissed her hard. When her tongue darted past his own, Ian closed his eyes, savoring her as he fed from her lips.

	*

	Benie’s mind began to clear the more Trace touched, groped, and sucked—and the more insistent Ian’s kisses grew. She wriggled her hips, relishing the feel of Trace’s mouth on her. She gazed at Ian until he looked back. His blue eyes looked so lovely, especially this close. Ian’s lips parted to suck in her tongue. She tasted him with a hunger food could never satisfy. The delirium of her fever began to clear as they both attended her urgent desires, but her body craved more.

	“I need you in me,” Benie said to both of her lovers.

	Trace sat back on his heels and Benie twitched at the loss of his lips and tongue. Without needing direction, Ian moved Benie over, sat down next to her on the couch, and then pulled her on top of him. Her thighs burned as she positioned her slick sex over his shaft and slid down on him. Instantly, she felt more connected, more alive.

	Trace scooted his body behind her and between Ian’s legs. Lifting her ass to him, Benie arched in anticipation. She could feel Trace’s fingers lubricating her anus. She tensed as he penetrated her with a finger.

	He leaned to her ear. “It’s okay, Benie. I’ll take it slow.”

	“Yes,” she said, as Ian gripped her hips. She closed her eyes for a moment, allowing herself to feel Ian’s thickness stretching her, filling the aching urgency. The marks on her back thrummed when she felt Trace’s hands spread her buttocks. The tip of his lubricated cock slid the divide, stopping for a moment before he pushed inside her.

	Benie moaned at the burning ecstasy that rocketed up her spine. Trace held still, allowing her to adjust to his size, but Ian thrust his hips upward to meet Benie. She squeezed her muscles around him, and in doing so, did the same to Trace. Noises of pleasure sounded from both men. She rolled forward then arched back and down to take them both deep.

	Benie raked her nails down Ian’s back until they rested under his firm buttocks, and dug in. Her headache was gone, the cold was gone, all she felt was rapture and bliss as they joined with her, made love to her so fucking good. Stroking, gently, rhythmically, in sync with each other. Pressure built in her groin, scorching red-hot with the promise of gratification. It didn’t take long.

	Her upper body jolted at the shockwave emanating from her vibrating depths. She sang out her pleasure in one long blissful moan. Her climax triggered Ian’s and his head flew back, his hands gripping her hips as he drove his cock deep. A howl of final ecstasy poured from his mouth. He collapsed back onto the couch.

	The heat of his body soothed her every nerve.

	“It’s okay,” Trace said, his fingers twining her hair. “It’s okay. You’re okay now.” He withdrew from her, slowly, as if trying not to disturb the serenity, but the absence of him settled in her like a bottomless ache. He disappeared to the bathroom and came back a few moments later, dressed in boxers, and holding a towel. He handed it to Benie, and sat down beside them. She drew herself off Ian and sat up on the couch.

	“How do you feel?”

	She heaved a breath and moved to settle between the men. “Better.” Sweat leaked from every pore in her body, soaking the cushions beneath her. “Damn, it’s really hot in here.”

	Trace shrugged. “You had the heat set on tropical, babe.” He felt her forehead with the back of his hand. “Your fever’s broken.”

	Ian had covered his lap with the towel. “Let me check your temp.” He grabbed the thermometer and put it to her ear. “Yep. Down to 100.2 now.”

	“I don’t understand what’s been happening lately. It seems like I’m getting sick all the time. It can’t just be the pregnancy.”

	Nodding, Ian put his arm around her shoulders. “I agree, Benie. Another thing to ask the midwife.”

	“Already on my list.” Benie bit the inside of her lip. Her body’s strange behavior had been growing increasingly whack over the past week or so, but she’d noticed it was worse when…“I…no, that’s crazy.”

	“What?”

	“I don’t want you guys to think I’m trying to manipulate you.”

	Trace sighed. “Just say it.”

	“Well.” Benie tapped her chin. “I feel better when I’m with you. Both of you.” The dull throb of her marks acted to confirm her theory.

	No Ian and Trace, bad stuff.

	With Ian and Trace, all better.

	Ian wiggled his nose, something he did when in deep thought. He shrugged. “Could be. I’d like to do some hormone and blood studies when our marks are the most active to see how our bodies behave under their…influence. But I need my lab stuff.”

	She knew he missed his work. Ian’s need to discover the world on a microbiological level was insatiable.

	Trace rubbed his forehead. He tipped his head down and kissed Benie’s cheek. “If you’re feeling better, I’m going to lay down a bit.”

	Are you okay? Benie asked, reaching out to his mind.

	Just tired, his mind whispered back.

	But Benie couldn’t help but wonder if there was more going on with him.

	 

	


Chapter 16

	Trace lay in bed for a long time counting the ceiling tiles. He hated himself for what he was doing to Benie, or rather what he wasn’t doing. He longed to share a life with her, even if that included Ian Arent. But a part of him had been lost in Garrick’s chamber, there had been a lunacy to Garrick’s thoughts, a brokenness in the man that had infected Trace with his jealousy, his rage, and his loss. The man had killed his wife and first husband because he’d felt second best, and he’d had an extreme reaction to such a petty feeling. But killing them had broken his Triune and fragmented his psyche. If it hadn’t been for Trace’s one-time friend turned enemy, Keane Silvertail, who’d delivered the torture, all the while begging Trace mentally to stay strong—even if it had been merely a ploy to find out about Benie—Trace would have completely disappeared in Garrick’s madness. He still felt the void, the empty space in Garrick’s soul.

	For whatever reason, it affected his intimacy with Benie. Not because he didn’t want to be close, because God knew his body yearned for her constantly. It was because Garrick’s doubts and insecurities had somehow wiggled their way into his thoughts and sometimes became his own. Anger, rage, hate, along with the love. He couldn’t let Benie see those thoughts. Ever.

	The light went out under the door to the living room, which meant Benie and Ian were coming to bed. Closing his eyes, Trace simulated sleep. He couldn’t face them. Face her. Every time she looked at him, he feared she’d know the truth.

	*

	Benie rolled onto her side, watching as Ian softly snored—so peaceful. She looked over her shoulder at Trace. He twitched, his face grimacing with unknown horrors. Sighing, Benie shifted onto her back and placed her palms on both men, skin to skin. She felt the tingling of the marks on her back. She was part of a Triune, the central part, the necessary part.

	She hated it at times. Hated being other. She’d been a weapon in a war against her own kind, but it didn’t matter now. None of her life before Trace, Ian, and the baby mattered. She wanted to run away, but it wasn’t possible. Not anymore. Her father Garrick had killed her mother and her other father, because of jealousy and to gain power, and he wouldn’t stop until Benie and her child were dead too. All because he was afraid she’d usurp his throne and claim it for herself. All hail, Queen Benie.

	Ugh. She felt a wave of disgust at the thought. She didn’t want to be queen of jack shit. All she’d ever wanted to do was hang out with her best friend Ian and kick some evil other ass occasionally. Was that too much to ask? Of course it had been.

	Truth be told, all that mattered to her anymore rested beneath her fingertips. She brushed a curled brunette strand of Ian’s hair from his eyes. My genius, she smiled.

	Benie shuddered as she remembered the four years of hell she’d endured at the mental hospital. When she got out, Ian had managed to make a life for them. He’d created a safe place for Benie, and until she’d met Trace Calder, Ian had been Benie’s only family in the world, and she loved him fiercely.

	She turned to Trace, unsure of why she’d chosen him, or rather the Triune had chosen him. It wasn’t just because he was handsome, even though he was. Very much so. Tall, muscular, thick black hair, bright amber eyes, and an ass that would make most women fall out of their seats. No, it hadn’t been just the looks. A lot of men she’d met had been good-looking. Something else in him had called to her baser self, the part of her that coveted what it craved and wouldn’t let anything get in its way.

	Benie nestled her fingertips in the soft black hair on his chest. She felt the rise and fall of his chest, his breath shallow and quick. Trace’s heart raced, and she worried for him. As usual, his dreams were dark, his sleep restless. Please, let me in.

	He could if he chose to. Trace’s talent didn’t stop at being able to read thoughts. He could join thoughts. But he’d closed her out. There was nothing he could show her that would make her look at him with anything other than acceptance and love. But he didn’t trust her.

	Gray had said to give Trace time, he would eventually come around, but time was not on their side. More and more of Garrick’s henchmen had been catching up to them. With every move came a new battle. She needed Trace to be whole again. As much as she needed her genius, she needed her warrior as well.

	Leaning over, Benie kissed Trace on the forehead. The warmth of his skin pressed into her lips. Feverish—he always felt feverish. Benie had noticed it the first time they’d kissed. She lingered for a moment, comforted by the pressure and heat. Trace had shied away from real intimacy since his captivity. Benie hadn’t realized how sick she’d felt from not having them both with her at the same time. For the first time in a month, she didn’t feel achy all over. Had she tied them with the marks like a weighted ball and chain? Is that why Garrick had wanted out? He couldn’t take a life where he couldn’t exert any control? Is that how Trace felt now?

	“I miss you,” she whispered.

	Trace’s eyes opened, startling gold, framed by his dark, dark lashes. “Benie?”

	She smiled and caressed his cheek. “I’m here.”

	He stared at her, long and hard, grim, until Benie felt the smile leave her eyes.

	“Why won’t you talk to me?” she whispered.

	Trace shook, slight, barely perceptible, like a dog settling his fur. For a moment, sexual energy pulsed between them. Until Trace turned away and got up from the bed. The line of his naked body glowed against the moonlight pouring in from the bedroom window. The effect was ethereal, beautiful…disturbing. Trace was a ghost, and Benie could feel him slipping further away with each day.

	She watched as he turned the light on in the bathroom. Benie sat on the edge of the bed when the door closed behind him. Ian’s soft snoring drew her attention. A twitch of a smile formed on her lips. She wished she could sleep as soundly.

	With a weary sigh, Benie walked softly across the floor. She rested her hand on the knob. “Trace?”

	“Don’t come in, Benie.”

	“I just want to talk.”

	“Leave me alone.” His voice sounded strained. “Please.”

	Benie turned the knob. It twisted easily—the door wasn’t locked. Quietly, she opened it a crack, no more, then peeked in.

	Trace stared at his own haunted reflection in the mirror.

	“What are you doing?” she asked casually, carefully, worried she’d spook him.

	“I told you not to come in.”

	“Do you want to talk about it?” It was a question she’d asked once a day since his return.

	As usual, he said, “No.”

	“You can’t go on like this, Trace. You can’t keep shutting everyone out.”

	Anger edged his voice. “Everyone or you?”

	Benie was on the verge of anger as well. The energy coming from Trace made her shudder. “Fine. Me. You can’t keep shutting me out. I need you. Not just in body, but all of you.”

	Trace didn’t respond. He gripped the edge of the sink with both hands. He had built a steel wall around himself designed to keep in the pain. If Benie had a metaphysical blowtorch, she’d cut a big hole in it and let the shit run out. Unfortunately, Trace clung to his pain like a child holding onto a comforting toy. A freaking wubbie of heartache.

	She grimaced at the thought. “How long do I have to wait?” She moved in behind him and slid her palms against his thighs. “A day? A week? A year? Forever?”

	“Wait for what?”

	Benie stared at Trace, forcing him to meet her eyes. “For you to love me. To let me love you in return.”

	Trace snorted, a derisive laugh, and he turned to face her. “You’re kidding, right?”

	She held her breath for a moment, allowing his words to sit in the pit of her stomach. Placing her fingers on either side of his face, she breathed, “Let me in. Let me take some of your bad stuff from you.”

	He tapped his temple. “Believe me, you don’t want what’s in here.”

	“Yes, I do.”

	“For a bright woman, you’re goddamn stupid sometimes.” He pushed her hands away.

	A spark of fury formed like a tiny bomb in Benie’s chest, ticking away. She pushed it down, fighting to keep it from going off. Focusing inward, she counted back from ten, carefully working the tension from the top of her head to her fingers and toes. The spark ebbed, but didn’t fully go away. “You’re the stupid one.”

	“You’re right. I’m goddamn stupid too. Stupid to think this could ever work.” He stood up and walked past her, his thigh brushing her shoulder, as he made for the door.

	The dam burst. Without word or thought, only deed, Benie tackled Trace into the wall. The switch in her brain shut off as the fulminating madness of a berzerking rage took over. She screamed, pounding and punching his body, and when he tried to hold her, she kneed him in the stomach. Trace sidestepped the oncoming kick and managed to get behind Benie.

	His strong arms wrapped around her waist while she kicked and struck out at the air. He pulled her to the ground, both arms holding hers in place. As she squirmed to get out of his embrace, he looped his legs over Benie’s and locked them in place.

	“No,” she roared. “No!”

	The door opened, Ian, looking startled, gazed down at both of them. “What’s going on here?”

	Ian’s presence helped Benie’s mind to clear.

	“Get out,” Trace said, and Benie felt his muscles tighten like a coiled rubber band. “This is between Benie and me.”

	Wheezes escaped Benie, along with the rage, in heavy exhalations. Ian raised a brow.

	“Go, Ian.” It pained Benie to say it. Ian was her comfort, but if she was ever to get through to Trace, she’d have to do it alone. She closed her eyes as Ian stepped out, mostly to keep herself from begging him to come back. She waited until she heard the click of the closing latch.

	She turned in Trace’s arms when he loosened his grip. She wanted to touch him, to run her hands over all his tightly bound muscles, but she resisted the impulse. “You’ve already left on an emotional level. Would you leave me physically? Would you really leave me alone?”

	He wouldn’t make eye contact. Instead he stared at a space beyond Benie’s shoulder. “You have Ian. You won’t be alone.”

	“I need Ian, true. But I need you too. You’re just as important to me.”

	“Am I? I don’t think you can honestly say so.”

	“You think I don’t want you, care for you, as much as I do Ian?” She’d attributed his personal distance strictly to the torture. It hadn’t dawned on her it could be something else altogether. “Is that why you avoid being alone with me?”

	“You didn’t answer me.”

	“Trace.” Benie touched his chin. “Look at me. I want you to believe me when I answer. You can’t do that unless you see me. Really see me.”

	He met her eyes and blinked. It felt to Benie more like a flinch.

	She held his gaze. “You’re not going to believe anything that comes out of my mouth. So take a peek inside my mind. The one place no one can lie to you.” Benie had given Trace permission to her inner most world. She opened her heart and let the emotions overwhelm her thoughts.

	The hard lines around Trace’s eyes softened. “It’s too late for me, Benie.” His voice had lost its edge. “I have these thoughts…I can’t control.”

	“I don’t care.”

	“Neither do I.” He shrugged. “That’s the problem.”

	He was doing his damnedest to push her away. She’d be fucked if she’d let him.

	She leaned in and kissed him. “Care now?”

	Trace shook his head. Benie licked the tip of his nose. “How about now?”

	He chuckled, albeit reluctantly. “Stop,” Trace said.

	“You have such a lovely laugh.” A glimmer of happiness? Maybe. Truth be told, Benie missed the joy that occasionally graced her life before she found out she had an alternate destiny.

	The smile on his face faded. “Benie. It’s too hard.”

	“I know.” She put her hand on his stiffening erection and smiled. “I can feel it.”

	“That’s not what I mean, and you know it.”

	“Trace, I don’t know anything. That’s the problem. Tell me what you need from me, and I’ll do it. If you want me to crawl around on all fours, bark like a dog, lick your toes…anything, just ask.”

	Trace smirked, and a spark of his humor returned. “Barking like a dog might be a start.”

	“Ruff.”

	“Kidding.”

	“I know.”

	His expression grew dark with memory. “It was awful.”

	“I know. It kills me when I think about all the pain you went through. How bad my father hurt you.”

	“I could have taken the pain, but…It hurts too much to think about it.”

	“If not the pain of torture, than what?”

	Trace looked away, covering his right brow with his hand. Shame. “I spent every day listening to Garrick’s deranged mind, and it was like a disease inside my head.” He met her gaze. “I’m not the same person you met and fell for. I’m not. And I don’t know if I can ever be him again.”

	“You’re still you, Trace.” She stroked his hair. “You’re still here with me.”

	He snarled. “Do you know how many times I’ve had to stop myself from tearing Ian apart? How many times I’ve wanted to shift into my wolf to hunt and kill? I am not the same man. Yes, I’m here. Barely. I’m here because you need me. I’m here because you’re my mate, and you’re carrying my child. But Marta and Dar were Garrick’s mates and look what he did to them.” He poked a finger to his temple. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

	“You are not Garrick.” Benie pulled Trace’s face toward her and placed a gentle kiss on his lips. “His thoughts are not your thoughts. He is evil, Trace. Pure and simple. That will never be you.”

	“I wish that were true…” His expression was so bleak as he turned away that it broke her heart.

	“Look at me, Trace,” Benie insisted. She wanted to add, “Don’t make me hurt you,” but under the circumstances, maybe it wasn’t so funny.

	When he turned back his face seemed gaunt, eyes a little sunken, like a man who’d spent too many days in the desert without water. And then he showed her. Not everything, but glimpses of what Garrick’s thoughts had been like, what lived in the insanity the mad king called a conscience.

	Trace’s hands went to his ears. He began to rock back and forth. “I can’t…No more…”

	“Trace?” She wrapped her arms around him. “You saved me every day. You protected me from Garrick. All the pain, all the mental and physical games my father played. He’d poisoned you every day, and still, you protected me. You didn’t tell him where I was. You could have ended all the pain they inflicted on you, if you’d just given me up, but you didn’t. You held strong. You were brave. Braver than I might have been. You protected me. A man who would do that is a man who would never harm the people given to his care.” She kissed him soundly, inhaling the heady scent of his musk. “You would never harm me.”

	 

	


Chapter 17

	Trace held Benie on his lap as she stared down into his eyes. The missing piece, it no longer felt missing. The void inside no longer empty. “I will never hurt you, Benie.”

	“I know,” she said. Her green eyes, electric, fantastic, held his face in view.

	He smiled.

	“Oh my God, Trace.”

	“What?” he asked.

	“Your smile.” She kissed him. “It went to your eyes. It actually went to your eyes. Your lovely, brown eyes.”

	I love you, he projected into her mind.

	I love you too.

	Trace heard her thought loud and clear. He’d built so many walls around his telepathy, he’d forgotten how good it felt to be inside her mind. He wrapped his arms around her back. Lacing his fingers in her thick, red hair, Trace plunged his tongue between Benie’s lips, his cock painfully swollen and mashed against her stomach.

	Yes! Benie’s mind rang out as Trace pulled her close enough that they could share the same skin. Her hand slipped between them, and her fingertips brushed across the tip of his cock smearing the slick of pre-come. She brought it to her mouth, and he leaned back from the kiss to watch as she slipped her finger between her lips.

	“Mmm,” she hummed. “So good.”

	Her lips mashed against his once more with fired passion. The combination of saliva and his own secretions heated Trace’s appetite to boiling. He hadn’t come earlier when they’d been on the couch, and now he felt like he’d explode any second. “God, I want you. I want you so bad I ache.”

	Nips and bites flitted along his throat, chest, abdomen, as Benie worked her lower body over Trace’s erection. He froze, afraid to move, afraid not to move. Air whooshed from him when she seated herself on his cock. A throaty hum of delight escaped from Benie as she rocked her body over his rigid shaft, milking the length with her tight, slick sex. Trace growled with a passion he hadn’t allowed himself to feel for a very long time.

	Benie’s mouth met his, a fresh, hungry desire filling her eyes. Her mind was open to him, and he knew she wanted to weep her joy at being in Trace’s arms.

	Every stroke of his cock inside drew heat to his groin. He let her in to his mind as he joined with hers so they could share in their mutual pleasure. The strain on her engorged clit felt wonderful and painful at the same time. He lifted her from the floor and flipped her onto her back. He pushed her knees up so he could angle himself deeper and thrust harder. She bit her lip, keeping her gaze fixed on him, a difficult task, he knew, with every plunge of his rigid length, and he was relentless.

	“Yes, yes,” she mumbled, along with other grunts and moans of pleasure. “Shit.” Her eyes started to droop. He gave her hair a sharp tug, because he liked the way the small pain brought her pleasure to a bright point. “Shit, this feels so good.”

	“Say my name,” he rasped, his thrusts solid and deep. “Say my name and make it real.”

	“Yes,” she cried out as her back bowed. “Trace!”

	He opened himself to the sensation of her orgasm as wave of spasms wracked her and a frenzied euphoria danced through her body. Grinding herself onto him, she milked his cock for every ounce of pleasure, riding the ecstasy as Trace’s orgasm tore through him and a roar ripped from his throat. He held her tightly, almost vise-like, until the last of his climax ebbed, and he softened inside her.

	They held each other for a long moment, neither of them saying a word, just pure, unadulterated and silent happiness.

	The door opened.

	Benie and Trace looked up, Trace feeling just a smidgen of guilt.

	Ian brushed his fingers through his curly locks and pursed his lips. “Glad to see nobody’s dead.” He closed the door behind him.

	Trace and Benie turned back to each other. Trace was the first to sputter then laugh. Benie followed soon after. It was like air had been vented into a vacuum and, for the first time in a long time, he could breathe easily. He felt good, and he wanted the feeling to last forever.

	 

	


Chapter 18

	“Interesting.” Helen Downing, midwife extraordinaire, well versed in other reproduction, tapped her lower lip with the bell end of her stethoscope. Benie was four months into her pregnancy now, and the midwife had insisted she get an ultrasound. Especially since her frequent bouts of fever when Trace and Ian weren’t near kept reoccurring. But getting an ultrasound meant Benie had to leave the safe house and go to the midwife’s office. It was the first time she’d been out in the world in two months. She’d jumped at the chance.

	Helen the midwife had a round face with gray hair and gray eyes, which made her pale, nearly white skin almost pasty-looking. Needless to say, she gave Benie the jitters. It was hard to trust someone who didn’t register on the color scale. But Helen had been attentive and kind, and Benie felt a little bad for judging her based on appearance alone.

	Ty Wasape and Eustan waited out in the hall at Gray’s insistence that they take extra security. As Benie’s pregnancy developed, he worried Garrick would grow desperate in his plan to get rid of her.

	Benie suffered through the cold gel and the even colder roller ball Helen pressed into her stomach without even the hint of a sigh.

	The midwife’s eyes narrowed at she looked at the screen just out of Benie’s view.

	“Interesting,” Helen said.

	Trace and Ian stood beside her, looking at the ultrasound picture as if it were some ancient text no one could decipher.

	“Interesting?” Benie rubbed her slightly bulging tummy. The cold gel for the ultrasound was still tacky to the touch. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

	The midwife blinked rapidly and worried her lower lip. “Not sure.”

	“Is there something wrong with the baby?” As if cued, a fluttering movement tickled her abdomen.

	Benie’s lovers said nothing, and there was more blinking from the midwife.

	“Is there some kind of weird abnormality?” Benie groaned and closed her eyes. “Please don’t tell me it has two heads.” She was only partially joking. The way they were all looking worried her.

	“Sorta.”

	“Holy shit! I have a two-headed baby?”

	“Not exactly.” The midwife pulled the ultrasound monitor into Benie’s line of sight. “You have a triple uterus.”

	“A what?”

	“Triple uterus. It’s like you have three uteruses in one. Sort of looks like a fleur de lis. But that’s not the unusual part…”

	Irritated, Benie yanked her gown down and sat up. “Of course, having three wombs isn’t unusual enough. There has to be more.”

	“I don’t know how to tell you this, but you have two fetuses.”

	“Twins?” The room started spinning. “I feel sick.”

	“Not twins. I’d say the fetus in the middle is about four months, while the one on the right is approximately two months.”

	Covering her eyes, Benie lay back on the exam table. “This is not happening.”

	“I recommend we terminate the younger fetus.”

	“Well, I recommend you stop calling it a fetus.” Benie sat up again. Her balled fists clenched and unclenched. She narrowed her eyes at Helen. “It sounds like you’re talking about a pickled pig ready for dissection. Get the fuck out of here before I figure out the most efficient way to terminate your stupid ass.”

	The midwife took several steps back, but didn’t leave the room. “But your majesty, terminating the second fet…baby may be the only way to make certain the heir conceived of the Triune will survive.”

	Up until this point, Ian and Trace had been smart enough to keep their mouths shut, but now they were gaping. “Two kids?” Trace asked.

	Ian leaned forward, examining the ultrasound picture again. “If the second isn’t part of the Triune, does that mean it has only one father?”

	Trace and Benie both turned to stare at him.

	“Either way, I think we should consider Helen’s recommendation.”

	“Oh, shut up, Ian!” There was no way she’d do that. It might have been irrational, but Benie loved Ian and Trace, and she couldn’t imagine any circumstance where she’d willingly kill a little person they’d created together.

	Waving his hand, Trace said, “It doesn’t matter. I don’t care if you’re the father, or I am, I’m with Benie.”

	A bad rendition of “Papa Don’t Preach” ran through Benie’s head as she channeled all her anger and determination into four little words. “I’m keeping my babies.” Then added, to make her point, “Both of them.”

	The colorless midwife shuffled her feet. “As you wish, but I’m afraid your turns of fever will get worse.”

	Benie put her hands on her hips. “I don’t understand. What does that have to do with having two pregnancies?” Holy-fuck. Two babies!

	Helen tapped her notes. Irritatingly, it reminded Benie of her Uncle Myron. “The Triune is not only nourished by the mother, but the father’s as well, and with two pregnancies, it’s going to be double duty. I’ve only seen this happen once before, and neither the mother nor the infants survived to full term.”

	“You’ve got to be kidd…oh.” The baby…one of the babies, kicked. She assumed it was the older.

	“I’m afraid the second child has put your system out of balance.”

	“Oish. Okay, so Ian and Trace are fucking handcuffed to me. Is that what you’re saying?” That had been happening before everything went out of whack. “But I don’t understand why I’m getting so sick, especially when Trace and Ian are away from me for only short periods of time.”

	“This is only speculation, but think of this imbalance as a pressure cooker. As the double pregnancy hormones are secreted in your system, it builds up and spills over into the rest of your body like steam in a sealed pot. Now, if that steam has nowhere to go, then the pot explodes.”

	“Are you calling Trace and Ian release valves?”

	The midwife blinked a whole bunch more. “I wouldn’t call them that, but apparently your children seem to think they are. It appears that the Triune, in an effort to protect herself from the hormone’s toxicity, is doing her level best to keep her fathers nearby as protection.”

	Trace patted Benie’s stomach. “Smart girl.”

	Benie swatted him away. “Stop that.”

	He smiled. “Well, she is.”

	Ian’s expression was more thoughtful, but he nodded his head in agreement.

	Helen sighed heavily. “There’s another problem.”

	“Of course there is.” Benie had just about had enough. “A father trying to kill me, three uteruses, two babies, overactive and apparently toxic pregnancy hormones…what’s one more problem?”

	“It’s another reason for termination of the second…child. While proximity will relieve some of the toxicity, the stress will put a strain on the second pregnancy, which could cause a miscarriage, and in turn cause the Triune fet—” The midwife caught herself. “Infant to go into distress, and you could lose both. That’s what I was trying to tell you before.”

	“Sort of sounds lose-lose.” Benie rubbed her eyes, suddenly tired, weary, and sad. Could she really terminate a pregnancy? On the other hand, how could she not? She wanted a second to breathe. “I need a minute alone.”

	Helen placed a tentative pat on Benie’s shoulder. “Yes, of course. I’ll be out in the hall.”

	Ian wrapped his arms around Benie first. Trace joined their tiny circle. “Whatever you decide…”

	The air became thick and Benie felt claustrophobic. “Can you guys wait out in the hall too? I need a minute to gather myself. Then we’ll talk. Okay? We’ll make this decision together.”

	They each kissed her, murmured comforting words, but in the end, Benie sat on the exam table in an unflattering hospital gown feeling utterly alone. Her breath quickened, and it felt harder to get air in. Stupid anxiety attack. She’d had them before.

	She crossed the floor to one of the three windows covered by blue curtains and opened it. As she gulped in the fresh air, trying to catch her breath, she didn’t notice the shadow slipping into the room.

	“Hello, daughter.”

	Benie’s eyes widened as she pivoted around. Standing less than six inches from her was Garrick. He was wearing a sweater vest over a man’s blue dress shirt, buttoned tight from the collar to the cuffs, looking all Mr. Rogers meets Nightmare on Elm Street. The short, neatly cut gray hair and fashionable wire-framed glasses finished out the effect.

	Before Benie could scream, his hand went over her mouth. She smelled the pungent aroma of a sweet honey. Her legs felt suddenly wobbly, and her mind fogged. A couple seconds more and she passed out cold.

	


Chapter 19

	“The compound is impenetrable, even if we knew for sure Garrick had her, which we don’t. He’s taken precautions to make sure no one can sneak back in.” Myron Gray paced the room outside the midwife’s office. Max, Destan, and Eustan, all dressed in identical jeans and black T-shirts, which made them impossible to tell apart, stood near the office door. Ty Wasape, who stood taller than the brothers, leaned against the wall with his arms crossed.

	Trace picked up a medical book from the sink and chucked it against the wall. “He fucking has her. Proof or no proof, you know it as well as I do.”

	The triplets took a step, but Gray gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head. The three dragons relaxed. The small man raised his hand toward Trace in a “calm down” gesture. “Likely,” he said. “But until we know for certain, there’s no sense in rushing in blindly and getting ourselves killed in the process.”

	“He has her,” Trace said firmly, the overwhelming frustration making his voice sharp.

	Ian shook his head, and Trace could tell he’d been fighting the shift, his wolf’s demand for action, for nearly two hours. “We have to think about this logically. Why would Garrick take her? Wouldn’t he just have her killed on sight?”

	Trace punched the top of the desk, his body vibrating with sheer rage. “Do you think she left on her own? That bastard has her, and there’s no telling what he’s already done to her by now. I can’t allow it. I won’t…”

	The silence after Trace’s outburst sat in the room like three-day old tuna.

	“I’m not disagreeing with you,” Ian finally said. “I think you’re right. But he must not want to kill her anymore. At least not right away. Think about it. Our marks are still active. She’s alive. If Garrick wanted her dead, we wouldn’t still feel the Triune.”

	“She’s alive.” Trace’s hand went absently to the mark on his shoulder.

	“Exactly.” Ian threw up his arms. “She’s alive. We both know it. So…”

	“We need more information.”

	“Yes.”

	Trace half-mused, “You know, you’re pretty smart sometimes.”

	“I have my moments. If I’d been really smart I never would’ve left Benie alone in the room. That would’ve been genius.”

	Trace agreed with Ian. They shouldn’t have left Benie alone in the room. He turned to Gray. “Whatever happens, it needs to happen fast. Before Benie becomes toxic to herself.” He didn’t add and the pregnancy, because if they couldn’t save Benie, then nothing else mattered.

	“We make a plan,” Gray said. “I’ve already got Eustan on every contact he has in the Caledon regime. So far, no one has heard anything.”

	“You have a burner I can use?” Trace asked.

	Gray snapped his fingers and the large Native American bear shifter reached in his jacket pocket and pulled out a flip phone. He handed it to Trace.

	Ian sidled next to him. “Who are you calling?”

	“Someone who owes me a favor.”

	* * * *

	Keane Silvertail paced the floor of his office. Since Calder’s escape, Garrick had shut him completely out. The king of Caledon refused to allow Keane to put wardens on him for a protection detail, and according to Keane’s ears in the palace, the king had been coming and going in frequent intervals…until last night. They reported that Garrick had closed off his chambers and ordered, “No one in or out,” on the penalty of death.

	What was the lunatic up to now? The man had been unstable for as long as Keane had been chief warden. But unstable or not, Garrick had had the right of rule, and Keane was loyal to the throne as had his father and his father’s father. He still could find no information or confirmation about the girl Garrick wanted dead, but from the tattoo on Trace Calder’s shoulder, Keane had a developed a theory about her. If he was right about the woman, the wound in Caledon made by Garrick’s rule might be healed.

	His phone rang. The number unknown. He swiped his finger across the screen and put it to his ear.

	“Hello?”

	A female voice on the other end said, “We need to talk.”

	“Shade?”

	* * * *

	Benie’s mind drifted, heavy with fog and disorientation. The last thing she remembered was the triumphant look on Garrick’s face, right before…She bolted upright, ready for him this time.

	Ow. Her head throbbed with the sudden movement and the brightness of the room. As her eyes adjusted, she took in her surroundings. The king-sized bed she rested on was soft and plush, covered in rose pink silk sheets and down pillows. The floors were white marble with blush pink veins. The high white walls were accented by billowy curtains of a darker rose color, making the tile colors pop.

	Confused, she propped herself up on one elbow. Not what she expected. Instead of shackles, her arms were adorned with gold-colored forearm cuffs—too light and too hard a metal for real gold. Her legs were decorated similarly with three-inch wide anklets, and she felt a metal collar around her neck. The hospital gown was gone and replaced with a diaphanous floor length gown.

	“Oh man.” A sinking feeling formed in her gut. “I’m dead.” She scrambled from the bed and padded across the cold floor to the nearest window. There were white bars no more than two inches apart behind the pane of glass. Every window was the same. She tried the door.

	Locked.

	If this beautiful prison turned out to be the afterlife…

	Voices carried from beyond the door. Benie scooted her body tight against the wall, positioning herself so that if the door opened, she’d have the element of surprise. The jiggle of a key in the lock brought her to full alert. She shimmied from the gown as her skin rippled and changed to adapt to the white wall and marble floors, everything except those flipping gold bands. Benie tried to slide them off. They wouldn’t budge. She looked for a latch, anything that would pop them open. They appeared to be solid. “Crap.”

	Benie scouted the room looking for something, anything to use as a weapon. Other than the bed and its bedding, the room was bare. She didn’t think a pillow fight was the best means of defense.

	She ran to the nearest window and yanked down the high curtain. An aluminum dowel fell with it. “Fan-fucking-tastic.” It was flimsy and blunted on both ends.

	Keeping it anyway—if nothing else it might startle whoever came in—she ran back toward the door, sliding the last couple of feet as it opened.

	A dark blond man stepped inside. He wore black pants with black leather boots and a white shirt, which fit him snugly across his broad chest. A jagged scar ran down the left side of his face, red and puckered, fresh. She recognized him as the amphyr from the fight after Trace’s escape. The wound had been made from Benie’s knife. How had he survived the bullet wound to his heart?

	His left eyelid had been sewn shut, while his other eye, ice blue, stared down at Benie with cold contemplation. The effect was instantly terrifying, especially since she had no defense against the brute.

	So much for the element of surprise. She screamed, bringing the curtain rod around in an arcing swing. Unsurprisingly it snapped in half as it hit the hulking man’s shoulder. Without flinching, he kicked the door closed behind him.

	Benie followed with a palm heel strike, thrusting her arm straight up with her hand flat and her wrist locked. She connected with his nose, and he staggered back, dark blood gushing from his nostrils.

	The door flew open and a hulking barbarian with pale blond hair and bronze skin ran inside. He had a sword held aloft his head, and without hesitation he charged forward.

	Benie yelped, scrambling backward, as she recognized him as the man who’d brought Trace to her during the rescue. Easily, he sliced through the neck of one-eye. The amphyr’s head hit the floor before his body.

	She knew the guy stalking toward her. She’d seen him in Trace’s mind when he’d showed Benie what happened to him. Keane Silvertail. The man who’d tortured her mate.

	Keane rushed forward with lightning speed and grabbed her arm, and she turned into him, sending her leg out in a sweeping back kick. As if made of rubber, the chief warden jumped and flew in a high arc over Benie, landing in front of her, still holding her wrist.

	She punched out, twisting her arm, trying to land a blow to his neck. Unfortunately, with the gold cuffs highlighting her camouflaged limbs, Benie lacked her usual element of surprise.

	Keane grabbed her other wrist. Benie roared as he brought both her arms down to her side, twisted her around, and then pushed her to the ground. He held her arms behind her back in an awkward and painful position, while his knee rested in the middle of her spine.

	“I don’t want to hurt you,” he said. His voice had the same unnatural, metallic quality she’d noted when he’d presented her with Trace.

	Other than the fact that he was freakishly strong, and fast, and a psycho, Keane sounded almost reasonable. But sociopaths usually did, until they had you helpless and strapped down on their table slicing and dicing you.

	“What do you want from me? Why am I here?”

	He leaned forward, and she could feel his cool breath against her neck. “Calder sent a message for you. They are coming. Keep faith.”

	“Why would Trace tell you anything? After what you did to him…” She shook her head. “This is a trick.”

	His expression soured. “Never trust an Adam,” he said.

	“What?”

	Keane rolled his eyes and sighed. “I was told to tell you to never trust an Adam.”

	“Oh.” Benie snorted. “Not Adam. Atom.”

	The blue-eyed brute shook his head. “If you say so.”

	“It’s a science joke. Never trust an atom. They make up everything.” Only Ian would have sent that message. Reluctantly, she quit struggling in Keane’s grip.

	“We must go.” Keane handed Benie a knife and turned his back to her. “Unless you decide you want to kill me now that I’ve delivered the message.”

	Benie considered sinking the blade into the considerable expanse of his wide back, or better yet into the base of his skull. “Why are you doing this?” She fingered the sharp tip of the six-inch blade.

	He turned around, his gaze steady on her. “You are Garrick’s daughter.” His tone implied a question.

	“Yes.”

	“Then he is not the rightful ruler of Caledon. And as long as you are alive, he never will be. My family has served yours since before written history.” He knelt down on one knee and bowed his head. “I am your loyal servant…if you’ll have me. If you won’t then I ask that you end my life, for I have no life outside of service.”

	Benie’s eyes watered as thick emotion clogged her throat. “You’re my best bet at making it out of here. We’ll discuss whether you live or die if either of us survive to have the conversation.”

	“I agree to your terms, my queen.” There was no attempt at humor in his words, not like when the dragon triplets teased her, and she suddenly felt the weight of her birthright as an anvil around her neck.

	“I’ll follow your lead.”

	Keane glanced at the door. “Outside of Garrick’s wing, guards are posted every two feet in the hallway beyond the three-inch-thick security doors. Inside, the windows are barred with reinforced steel. I tell you this not to frighten you, but only as a warning. I managed to lie my way in past his guards, but even if we manage to overpower one guard, there will be at least twenty more to stop us from stepping foot out into the rest of the kingdom.”

	Benie understood, escape would be next to impossible, but what she didn’t get was why Garrick hadn’t just killed her. She was a threat to his rule. Keane’s turning was more proof of that. “Why bring me here? If killing me solves his problem, then why hold me captive?”

	An inky shadow Benie hadn’t noticed before shimmered into solid form in front of the door. “Plans change, my daughter.”

	Benie glared at Keane, as if he’d somehow betrayed her. He shook his head, his stance widening as he readied himself for a fight. The headache she’d felt when she first awoke thrummed and throbbed with dull tension. “Oh, for the love of Pete.” This was no time for her pregnancy hormones to go on overload.

	“I was wrong,” Garrick said, ignoring Keane as a threat. “I should have raised you myself. Brought you up as a proper heir to Caledon.”

	“So what? You’re planning on handing me the keys to the kingdom now? Just like that?”

	He stretched his arms, long and languid. A breeze from his direction blew across Benie’s hot skin. “Not exactly. I think it’s too late for us to have a real…connection. But your child, my granddaughter, well, we can have something magnificent. It’s a terrible shame that the assassins who killed my beloved wife and first husband had also kidnapped our daughter, that she survived only long enough to give birth to a new heir…,” he finished sadly, as if already giving the speech to his followers. “Then I will be the guardian to the new Triune, and the people will have no choice but to fall in line.”

	After an initial “oh crap” moment, the burden of her circumstances crashed down around her shoulders. “No.” He wanted her baby. Not. Going. To. Fucking. Happen.

	“I’m thinking of the name Serene,” her father said. “What do you think?”

	“I think you’re nuts.” Benie involuntarily hugged her stomach as a cramping pain doubled her over.

	“I’ll teach the child respect. Something you obviously never learned.” He transformed to shadow once again. “She shall rule by my side, and Caledon will be united once again.”

	Benie sat in stunned silence for a moment. Then she turned to Keane. “He’s insane.”

	The blond man nodded. He picked up his sword and rushed Garrick. The older, frail-appearing man, laughed as Keane passed through his mist. And with a sharp crack, he hit the chief warden across the back of the head and sent him sprawling unconscious to the floor. Three guards came running into the room.

	Garrick motioned at them. “Take him to the cells.”

	And just like that, Benie’s only ally was gone. She grunted as another pain nearly took her to her knees.

	Garrick tsked and shook his head. “Really,” he said, his voice heavy with disappointment. “I have not held on to the rule of Caledon because I am weak, daughter. If that were the case, the rebels would have killed me long ago. The gray man would have taken my life personally. But I am strong and my abilities are powerful. It’s the reason the Triune chose me in the first place. You, your mates, and the rebels are no match for me, girl.” His face pinched, and his eyes narrowed until he looked as sinister as his words. “I will outlive you all.”

	Benie shrieked and lunged at Garrick with the knife Keane gave her. Her father laughed, his body turning to shadowed mist again, as she landed on the floor. The chill of fever shook her as she lay on the cold tile. She felt a hand at her elbow.

	“Let me help you up,” a woman said.

	Benie turned, a sob escaping her as she saw her betrayer. Helen the midwife.

	She’d been relegated to nothing more than an incubator. Another means for Garrick to assert and keep control. That would not fucking do. She clutched the knife, and in one swift jab, she stabbed the midwife in the stomach and yanked the blade in an upward motion, slicing the wretched woman from belly button to sternum.

	“No!” Garrick hissed as Helen toppled over, her guts bulging from the gash.

	When Benie finished the woman with a second jab to the throat, Garrick wisped into mist, flew across the room, and knocked the knife from Benie’s bloody hand.

	He rematerialized a few feet away, holding the blade. “She was your hope for a healthy child, daughter. Now you take your chances with fate. Live or die, I win.”

	He called in an exterior guard to remove the dying midwife, and without a courtesy glance back, he strode out of the room and slammed the door behind him.

	Benie crawled on the bed and curled into a ball, huddling in for her own comfort. She rubbed her belly. “Your fathers will find us. All of us.”

	She could only hope it wouldn’t be too late. She could feel the hormones inside her already developing to toxic levels. The headache was a sure indication. She had maybe a day or two she guessed until the fever and madness would completely take her, killing her and the babies. If that was the case, so be it. Better to die than allow her children to be raised by an insane murderer. Maybe better all around.

	The point of the “V” at the small of her back throbbed. She needed her men, her mates. “Trace. Ian.” She stretched out her thoughts. “I need you.” She rubbed her stomach. “We need you.”

	 

	


Chapter 20

	The lamp in the small room flickered, annoying Ian as he watched Trace continuously monitor his phone.

	“Anything yet?”

	Trace shook his head, the dark rings under his eyes mirrors to Ian’s.

	It had been two days since Benie’s disappearance. Trace had called his ex-wife, Semina, also known as Shade. She in turn passed a message on to Keane Silvertail, the head of the wardens.

	Since that time, they’d heard nothing. In a rare moment of need, Ian placed a hand on Trace’s shoulder. They usually avoided each other, but his mark had been itching and tingling all morning, and the urge to touch Trace, as if the marks called for contact, had been nearly impossible to resist.

	“Did you hear that?” Trace rose from his chair, fully alert. “Did you?”

	The mark’s vibration grew stronger, but Ian hadn’t heard a sound.

	“Ian!” Trace grabbed his arm. “Did you hear her?”

	“What are you talking about?”

	“Benie. Maybe I’m losing my mind.” Trace didn’t let Ian go. “Her voice sounded distant, barely audible, but I swear I heard her.”

	“Let me in,” Ian said. He’d shared Calder’s conscience before when Benie had been poisoned. He knew it was possible, and even more, Ian wanted to believe they could still save their mate.

	Trace nodded sharply. Ian could feel Trace’s mind, stretching out with his telepathy, opening all Ian’s senses, joining with him and casting a widespread net. He jerked at the first brush of her thoughts. Benie was out there. He could feel her now. Far. Distant. But she was there. Just out of reach.

	The mark on Ian’s left shoulder began to burn, and because they were connected by Trace’s telepathy, he felt Trace’s mark as well, as if a branding iron had pressed white hot to their skin. The searing pain brought him to his knees.

	Ian cried out, holding his left shoulder with his right hand. “What’s happening?”

	Gray’s voice penetrated the chaos in Ian and Trace’s minds. “You must join in mark and will. It’s the Triune. It calls to you both.”

	Ian couldn’t move, not under the weight of visions and thoughts, but he refused to close himself off from Trace. He wouldn’t shut it down, not as long as she was out there.

	He felt Trace’s hand slip into his palm from behind him. The weight of Trace’s back pressed against his own, and in that singular moment, when the marks joined, time stopped, the voices stopped, and the world stood still.

	Suddenly Ian could breathe, think. His mind sharpened with clarity.

	“Help me, Ian,” he heard Trace say.

	Ian leaned his head back until it rested against Trace’s.

	They joined minds completely. Ian found it oddly comforting having his bed and pack mate near him, and for once, beyond their petty rivalry, he could sense that Trace felt the same. Together, they searched out the furthest reaches to find their common destination. He’d always viewed Trace as an obstacle, something to overcome in his relationship with Benie, but in this they were well suited. Allies.

	In one voice, they called out to Benie, seeking the connection.

	They both heard her voice, clear as a bell. “I’m here!”

	*

	Benie heard them calling, Trace and Ian both. “I’m here,” she said, pushing her will and thought in their direction.

	The mark, along with her body, seared with an agonizing need for her men. Where were they?

	We’re looking for you, love. We won’t stop until we find you. Trace’s voice penetrated the melancholy.

	Her body burned with fever, and the delirium had her seeing and hearing things that weren’t there. Ian and Trace’s voices were probably another hallucination. She shook her head. They wouldn’t make it in time, not before the toxicity killed her and the babies. “It’s hopeless.”

	As long as you’re alive, it’s not. Ian spoke this time.

	“Ian…” How many times had he come to her rescue? He’d been the one person in her life she could count on. Always. She laughed, a short barking sound. “Quite a mess I’ve made, huh?”

	Not you. Hush now. Ian’s voice brushed her mind like silk across bare skin.

	“I’m dying.”

	She felt the alarm in them. They were strong men, both powerful in their own ways, but they weren’t a match for her other biology. Ian would know that better than anyone. “I love you.” It was the last thing she said before she reluctantly broke off the connection.

	Weariness settled in. Her head pounded to excruciating levels as her internal temperature rose. Benie shivered, her teeth chattering as she pulled the blankets to her chin. It wouldn’t be long, maybe a day at the most until toxic meltdown. Maybe the end would come sooner than she thought. She almost prayed it would.

	*

	It had been three hours since Benie had broken contact. No matter how many times Trace and Ian tried to connect with her again, they failed. She’d severed the tie completely. They were no closer to finding her, and Trace worried that when they did, it would be too late.

	One of the triplets, Max he guessed, since the man didn’t speak when he entered, ran into the room. The silver-eyed dragon shifter grunted his urgency and handed a piece of paper to Trace.

	“It’s from Shade. She’s located Caledon.”

	Ian put his hand on Trace’s arm. “Where?”

	“He’s moved the kingdom to Arkansas, a remote location in the Green mountains.” They were just outside of Springfield, Missouri, and the Green Mountains were at least a four-hour drive.

	“I have a faction of rebels in Little Rock,” Gray said. “A small army. It will take them about six or seven hours to assemble and meet us at the location.”

	Trace’s adrenaline surged as his panic rose. “We need to leave now before he moves Caledon again.”

	“You can’t take him on alone,” Gray said calmly. “We need the back-up.”

	“As it is,” Trace said. “It’s going to take several hours to get to Benie. Hours she might not have left.”

	“I know some people,” Destan said. “I can get them here in a half an hour. And we,” he indicated his brothers and himself, “can get you all down there a lot quicker.” His pupils slitted as a nictitating layer slid over and back. “Dragon power. Blah, blah, blah.”

	Gray gave a disapproving glance to the young man, but didn’t protest.

	Trace stiffened as he felt an arm wrap the front of his chest. The mark on his shoulder warmed as Ian’s chest pressed against his back. His panic dulled with the contact, and he didn’t pull away from the offered comfort.

	“I think I have something that will help us take down the bastard,” Ian said.

	Trace touched the other man’s hand as it lay flat on his chest. “Yeah?”

	“It’s a serum I’ve developed that enhances our abilities. Makes them…more.”

	“How?”

	“I derived it from Benie’s blood.”

	A snort from the open door drew their attention. Destan crossed his arms. “Benie juice?”

	“I would never call it that,” Ian said.

	Trace nodded to Destan. “And you shouldn’t, either. Not unless you want Benie to take your head off.”

	Ian nodded. “We wait for Destan’s back-up, then we go in like it’s World War III.”

	Trace put both his hands over Ian’s now, letting the other man’s warmth bolster him. “Let’s find our girl.”

	* * * *

	The first night had ebbed into another day, then the day back to night. Benie stretched out on the silk sheets, and then twisted. She’d refused food and drink, hoping to hasten death. She turned and drew up into a ball. She couldn’t find a comfortable position, one not bringing any more relief than another. Why had she cut off contact with her mates? No, she told herself, she’d done the right thing. To distract herself, she watched the gold cuffs on her arms and legs move like ghosts around her as her skin took on the dusty rose color of the bedding.

	She needed Ian and Trace. Needed them right then and there. Where were they? Wait. Wait. She’d sent them away. “I’m sorry.” Fevered thoughts picked at her brain.

	The impulse to claw her way through the darkness and call out to her lovers pulsed within Benie, palpable and urgent. Her need to protect them was overwhelmed by the Triune’s need to connect. The fever seared her body, causing her skin to sting and buzz. Like a boat adrift in open water, Benie closed her eyes, and in a weak moment, opened her mind and reached out for her anchors. A wash of relief flooded her system when their auras mingled with hers.

	It wasn’t enough, not physically. She drew them closer. “I need to see you. To touch you and be touched.” With a swift intake of breath, she reached out her hands and gripped them tightly, amazed she could actually feel them beneath her fingertips.

	She knew Trace’s remarkable ability could allow her to see and touch them as if they were real. Benie willed it so. Gradually a figure began to materialize before her, and she held her breath with anticipation. Would it be Ian or Trace? Black hair. Definitely Trace. But no…blue eyes. Ian?

	Benie’s eyes widened as the rest of the figure formed, so solid and real in front of her. Confused and dumbstruck, she inched back across the bed. “Who are you?”

	“It’s me,” he said. “Trace.” The voice sounded like Trace.

	“I’m here, too, Benie.”

	“Ian?” Confused and confounded, Benie studied the man. He had Trace’s coarse black hair, straight nose, and bow lips, but he was tall like Ian, with Ian’s blue eyes and narrow face. “Trace?” He wore a bomber jacket and a pair of black jeans. Classic Trace. But he had on a T-shirt with the slogan, “Talk Nerdy to Me,” definitely one of Ian’s.

	“Yes,” the man said, and she heard both their voices in unison.

	That did it—she’d finally lost her marbles. She hadn’t reconnected, merely allowed the fever to take her to a very strange—and, she decided as she looked at the handsome man before her, the best of both her lovers—wonderful place.

	She was dying. Why shouldn’t she embrace these last moments? “Take off your clothes. Come lay by me. I want to feel your skin against mine.”

	“Benie, listen, we need to know where you’re located in the house. You need to concentrate.”

	This was her fantasy, and the hunka-hunka combo-man was trying to ruin it. She ran her fingers over her breasts and licked her lips. “I need you to shut the fuck up and take off your clothes.”

	“Go to the window. Tell us what you see.”

	The vision’s hands trembled. “You need to focus.”

	She reached out, her fingers touching the solid form, cold and hard, not like their warm flesh. Was this a trick? Her father’s idea of a cruel joke? “No,” she said. “You’re not real.”

	The creature wended his fingers into her hair and yanked her head back to look at him. “Stop. You have to pay attention.”

	The small stab of pain when it pulled her hair helped her mind to clear some.

	“Benie.” It was Ian’s voice now. He sounded gravelly, raw.

	Benie stared at the thing that was both Ian and Trace, taking in its dark, twisted beauty. She reached out again. Instead of a cold, sold mass, the thing had become warm and permeable. Her hands sank beneath its skin, or rather it began to sink into her. The mark on her lower back flared to life, and she felt a throbbing sensation on her left shoulder, and then on the right, as it completely absorbed into her body. Their psychic touch abated some of the madness.

	Ready or not, darling. We’re here, and we’re coming to get you.

	Benie lay back onto the bed rolled onto her side. He father stood just inside the bedroom door staring at her.

	“Son of a bitch!” Benie yanked the sheet up her body.

	“I’ve never seen anything like what you just did. And trust me, that’s saying a lot.” He waved his hand. “You really are a magnificent creature.”

	“I hate you.” She moved off the bed, still holding the sheet to her body.

	“You have become Triune, not just a symbol, but real strength and potency. You are undeniably the Queen of Caledon. I’m sorry, daughter, but I can’t allow you to live now. Not even your child is worth the danger to my throne.”

	Benie smiled, calm and unafraid. “You should have killed me when you had the chance.”

	Garrick shrugged. He pulled out a small pad and pushed a button. The wrist and ankle cuffs yanked together magnetically, pulling Benie to the floor like a calf, roped and tied. “I don’t think the chance has passed. Do you?”

	“No,” Benie shrieked, as she struggled helplessly against the magnetic shackles. A crashing boom of thunder shook the room, dashing the smile from Garrick’s face.

	Benie heard semi-automatic gunfire, along with two more explosions. She struggled to pull the cuffs apart. They wouldn’t budge. “They’re coming,” Benie yelled. “They’re coming, and they will fucking end you, old man!”

	Garrick roared, his shadow-self leeching lightning quick across the floor. Before Benie could react, Garrick shoved a dagger into her chest.

	“No!” Benie stared at the blade protruding from her own body with disbelief as a sharp, agonizing pain took her to the floor.

	Garrick drew the dagger from her chest. Blood spilled easily from the wound onto the white marble floor. “Your turn, daughter,” he taunted. “End me.”

	Screams and shouts out in the hallway spilled into the room. The door exploded inward and two giant werewolves standing upright entered—one with a sword, the other with a gun. They aimed everything at Garrick.

	Every slice and shot hit nothing but air.

	Benie forced herself to ignore the battle. A war, much greater, waged inside her body as she fought to live. She felt the full weight of the triangular mark on her back flaring with life, filling her with the will to overcome and triumph.

	A werewolf skidded past her as Garrick batted him down. The sword clanked onto tile. Blood soaked his fur. Trace. Benie had to keep it together. Somehow, the wound in her chest was healing, but it needed her full concentration. She couldn’t let her father know she was surviving his mortal wound, not if she wanted any chance at all at taking him by surprise.

	The black holes in her skin, the ones that came with the fever, flitted in and out of reality. She embraced their emptiness and felt her body give way to something else. Something less solid. Her wrist and ankle cuffs slipped through her skin as her limbs turned to mist.

	She hesitated, surprised when the cuffs clinked against the stone tiles. Ian, in wereform, got in a strike on Garrick, before he shadowed once again.

	Benie willed her form to float, to move as fluid along the floor and to the wall.

	“You can’t kill what you can’t catch,” Garrick said, taking solid form again as Benie’s mates regrouped and began to circle him. “I’ll live and you’ll die.”

	“The hell you say.” Benie reached out with a speed she’d never achieved before, punching through his back. Instinctually, she wrapped her ghostly fingers around his hammering heart.

	Garrick jerked. “No,” he whispered. “This isn’t possible.”

	Benie grasped his heart, still beating within his chest, and squeezed.

	Mouth open, gaping, unable to breathe, Garrick dropped to his knees. Benie kept her hold, tight and certain. Myron Gray walked in as Ian and Trace resumed their human guises, and watched Benie take her justice.

	“You should have the honor, Uncle,” she said. Benie leaned to Garrick’s ear. “The gray man will have his vengeance.”

	“He killed your mother and father. He had your adopted parents murdered as well.” Gray’s eyes softened with sadness and a long overdue grief. “His life is yours to take.”

	Benie thought about everything she’d been through, and not just the past four months. The man responsible was in her grasp. Her own father. His blood ran through her veins. But he wasn’t someone who could be redeemed. He was a cancer, and cancers needed to be aggressively removed. She clenched his heart tight in her fist until her fingers burst through the wall of muscle protecting the valves. One beat, then no more.

	Benie ripped her hand from his chest, blood splattering across the floor as she shook her fingers.

	The fighting out in the hallway stopped. The sudden silence unnerved her.

	Destan ran in the room holding a sword wet with scarlet blood high in his hand. He looked disheveled, but exhilarated. “That Benie juice rocks!” He looked at his father, Ian, Trace, Benie, and a very dead Garrick, and said, “All clear. Caledon is taken.”

	Benie narrowed her gaze at the dragon shifter. “Benie juice?”

	“Uhm,” he said, backing from the room. “I’m going to go check on the bros. Let them know all is well on the home front.”

	Ian and Trace crossed the floor, enfolding Benie in their arms. For the first time in days, she felt warm and safe. Myron Gray stepped toward them. Benie caught his lost expression. She disengaged from her mates and went to her uncle. She wrapped her arms around his small shoulders, surprised when the man’s body began to shake. He was crying. She’d ended his mission. She’d killed Garrick and avenged their family. And she realized, in that moment, that Gray had embraced his hatred of Garrick for so long, he’d completely blocked out sorrow.

	His breathing grew softer, shallower. She felt his hand at the small of her back. “This was your mother’s room,” was all he said. He gave her a quick squeeze before disengaging. He turned on his heel and walked straight out the door.

	Benie blinked back the tears. Fuck. She’d been a goddamn water fountain since the beginning of her pregnancy, and it didn’t seem as if taking out Garrick had cured her leaky eyes.

	Her chest wound was nothing more than a pink mark now. Trace and Ian, once again surrounded her, holding her, keeping all the bad stuff out. Later, she would deal with the world, but right now, she needed her men.

	Too soon, Uncle Myron came back, followed by the triplets Eustan, Destan, and Max. Ty Wasape and Shade, along with dozens of more people she’d never seen traipsed in after. All dropped to their knees, prostrating themselves before her.

	“Stop that,” she said, feeling uncomfortable and certainly unworthy. The conga line of subjects came to a screeching halt.

	Gray approached her with the identical triplets. “Your mother would be proud.”

	“Thank you, Uncle.” She kissed his cheek. She looked down at Garrick’s dead body, feeling nauseous. “I need to get out of here. I’m trying real hard not to ralph, but it’s getting tougher.”

	Destan stepped back. “She’s already puked on me once. Someone else’s turn.”

	She knew it was the pregnancy that was making her feel ill, not the dead man. Benie had killed many, many bad others in the past. No regret. And staring at Garrick, she didn’t have any regret now.

	Eustan said, “We’ll take care of the clean-up, cousin. You go get some air.”

	“Cousin?” Benie looked at Gray for an explanation.

	He scrunched his brows. “Oh, yes. Didn’t I mention I had some sons?”

	“No. No, you did not.”

	“That’s right.” Gray smiled. It made his face look a little off balance. “I didn’t, did I?”

	Destan crossed his arms and thrummed his fingers across his elbows in quiet contemplation. “Damn, we sure blew this place to shit. It’s going to take a while to get it in living shape for you all. I’d say we can have it ready in four weeks?” He looked to his brothers.

	Max nodded, but held up two fingers. Eustan said, “Three.”

	Destan shook his head. “Okay, three.”

	“We have to live here?” Trace whispered in her ear.

	“Can you build me a laboratory?” Ian asked with barely contained excitement.

	“Only if you tell me about the Benie juice,” she said.

	“What?” Ian shrugged, innocently holding his palms out.

	“Uh huh,” Benie said. She had no plans in letting it go, but for now, she linked her arms in theirs. The contact with her men satisfied the Truine. “Let’s get the hell out of here. I could use a hot shower and about a week of sleep.”

	Trace stopped mid-step. “The babies?”

	The new power within Benie flared. For once she was completely in charge and in tune with her body. She could feel them both, little hearts beating fast and healthy. “They’re fine. Perfect even.” She grinned at her lovers. “Just like their fathers.”

	


Epilogue

	One year later…

	Being queen had its perks, but Benie had never imagined all the paperwork involved. She had a stack in front of her that she was told couldn’t wait until morning. They had to be signed and faxed tonight, and Eustan, who’d volunteered to be her go-to guy, was waiting for her to finish.

	Apparently, the Caledonian Empire incorporated several large businesses including computer software and pork bellies. Luckily, Trace had a great head for numbers and legalese. Without him, Benie would have been lost ninety-nine percent of the time.

	Ian no longer treated Benie like a lab rat, constantly exploring what made her tick. Nevertheless, when he’d asked her for a few stem cells for a new project to help someone she’d become very close to over the year, Benie agreed. Her cousin Max hadn’t stopped talking since Ian had grown him a new tongue.

	Uncle Myron had moved back to Caledon now that his exile had been lifted, and he no longer needed to hide. The remaining wardens swore fealty to Benie and became part of Gray’s rebels, his shadow warriors. Her uncle convinced her to pardon Keane Silvertail, but only after Trace had agreed it was the right thing to do, and he put the man in charge of training new recruits.

	Strangely enough, now that the war was over, her uncle looked like a slightly older version of the triplets—dark hair, blue eyes, rather handsome actually. She’d assumed the triplets looks were from their dragon shifter mother, but apparently not so. It seemed Gray had the ability to not only blend in with shadow, but to alter his features. It was how he’d managed to stay hidden from Garrick for so long.

	Eustan, at her behest, found and purchased some property in the Mark Twain forest region, and once Benie figured out how to move Caledon, she shifted it there permanently. The underground tunnels of the kingdom were really vast. Benie couldn’t believe just how far they reached. It was an entire city beneath the earth housing thousands of her people. She’d finally convinced them to stop bowing every time she was amongst them.

	She dotted her i’s and crossed her t’s on the last document and pushed the intercom button on her desk. “Finished.”

	Eustan walked into her office and quickly grabbed the stack of paperwork. “Finally.”

	“Are you really bitching at me?”

	He rolled his eyes. “No.”

	“Yes.”

	“Yes.” He smiled.

	“Go on, get out of here.” This was Benie’s life now. She’d gone from monster slayer to paper shuffler all in the span of fifteen months.

	Tired, she stretched her limbs to restore the blood flow. She couldn’t wait to go to bed. Quickly and quietly, she walked down the hallway to her bedroom. She managed to open the door without even a squeak.

	A heavy blissful sigh escaped her lips as she took in the beautiful sight of little Marta Elise, a little under four months old now, sprawled across Trace’s chest in their king-sized bed. Both Trace and Marta were asleep. She was such a pretty baby. Benie had chosen her name using her biological mother’s name along with her adoptive mother. Ian and Trace had been great about it. The tiny princess was perfect, and Benie couldn’t have been happier.

	On the other side, Ian cradled Leopold Ray in his arms. Her son had been born two months after his sister. He’d been a little early, but Benie had never felt more grateful to be done with pregnancy. His birth had been difficult, but man, was he worth it. He’d been named Leopold for Ian Leopold Arent, and Ray, for Trace Ray Calder. Even if only one of them was the father, the three of them had agreed it didn’t matter. They would raise the children equally.

	They weren’t a traditional family by any sense of the word, but they were family.

	Ian looked up at Benie, smiling. “He’s been a very good baby today.”

	Benie walked to Ian’s side of the bed. “We did good, huh?”

	“Definitely.”

	Leaning over, Benie kissed Ian’s forehead and picked up her son. “Leo, my sunshine, my boy,” she sang softly to the infant. Ian’s hand slipped between her thighs, making her lower bits grow warm and tight.

	She chuckled. “You trying to make me drop the baby?”

	“My parents dropped me. Didn’t hurt me one bit.”

	Benie smacked his shoulder. “Who says?” Gently, she settled Leo into his crib.

	“Come on.” Benie took Ian’s hand. He followed without question. She walked to the other side of the bed and softly kissed Trace and Marta on the foreheads, and then led Ian toward the master bathroom.

	He pinched her ass on the way in. “Feeling frisky tonight?”

	“Oh, I just thought it’d be nice to have you loofah my back.”

	“Is that the euphemism we’re using these days?”

	Benie turned in his arms and whacked him on the shoulder. “You gonna talk or are you going to kiss me?”

	“Kiss you, definitely.”

	“Still talking.”

	“Nag.”

	“Geek.”

	Trace’s voice entered their minds. Can you guys keep it down? You’re going to wake up the kids.

	Ian raised a brow and gave Benie a crooked smile. She grinned back. You can always join us.

	He didn’t bother to answer. A few seconds later, the bathroom door opened. Trace pursed his lips. “I think I might need help with the loofah as well.”

	* * * *

	Myron Gray sat in his office scrolling through a backlog of email. Since Garrick’s death, he’d finally felt able to breathe. He’d visited his parents in Canada, and the four of them had finally mourned Marta’s death. Benie would have made Marta so proud. She was a fine woman, a good leader, even if she could be a little head strong at times.

	An alert popped up on his computer monitor. He sat forward, the headline grabbing his attention. “Three dead at Osage Reservation in Oklahoma.”

	He picked up his phone, scrolled through his contacts, and hit the call button.

	The call was answered on the first ring. “Gray,” Ty Wasape said on the other end.

	Gray looked at the pictures attached to the email. All three men had been gutted and their throats slit. All three were bear shifters like Ty. All members of his tribe. “I’m sending you a file. You are going to have to make a trip home.”

	He hung up, grimacing as he read through the entire report. Garrick’s reign of terror had ended, but there always seemed to be some new maniac to deal with.

	His son Max knocked at his office door. “You coming down for supper?”

	Gray smiled at hearing his youngest son’s voice again. “I’ll be right there.” He clicked to forward the email to Wasape, shut down his computer for the night, and eagerly joined his family for a meal.

	The End

	The Bear Witch Project, Midnight Shifters Book 2

	Chapter 1

	Solange “Sol” Tremaine could feel the jackpot getting close as she fed the machine two quarters from her winnings back into its hungry maw and pulled the handle again. She held her breath, seven…seven…bar. The air puffed from her mouth in defeat. Determined, she put in two more coins. She widened her eyes as she squirmed and fidgeted, fingers crossed. Bar…bar…bar!

	“Woo hoo!” She leapt from her chair as the slot paid out twenty-five quarters. Not the big jackpot, but satisfying all the same. Sol had been on the same machine for two hours, a Lucky 7 three-reel quarter slot. She’d been playing the max bet of fifty cents and had already filled up one large plastic tumbler. Shaking the cup, she estimated she’d won about two hundred dollars. Yes indeed, after a bad week, the Sun Casino in Oklahoma was just the right way to avoid her problems and parental smothering for a little while. Besides, she was an eighth Osage—at least that’s what Mom had told her, so in a way, when Sol had driven by the casino on her way from Dallas, Texas to Springfield, Missouri, it felt like fate.

	Sol loved the Native American casinos. For one, they weren’t federally regulated, and for two, the slots used real money! Not like those oh-so-seductive paper tickets in the riverboat casinos. She’d gotten herself in trouble more than once when she forgot she was spending actual money. Her hands were stained black from the soiled quarters, but she didn’t care. It’d wash. She pushed two more coins into the slot and pulled the handle.

	Bar…cherry…seven. Which added up to nada, zip, nothing. Oh well, she sighed.

	How had things gone so wrong? She’d taken an accelerated track at the University of Texas and had graduated from college a year early, and then she’d been named one of Texas’s emerging young artists. She didn’t have a boyfriend, but her professional star was rising. That is until her twenty-first birthday several weeks ago. She’d started experiencing headaches, and the way she saw colors had inexplicably changed. She’d even yelled at an exhibitor because she thought he’d changed the lighting on one of her pieces. He hadn’t. It was exactly what she’d asked for, but it hadn’t looked right. Nothing looked right anymore.

	She attributed her mental weirdness to the stress of keeping herself financially afloat while pursuing her art career. However, two nights ago, the faucets turned on and off on their own, her garbage disposal whirred without anyone flipping a switch, and her paintings for the Dallas Art Fair had been scattered like someone had played Frisbee with the canvases. She felt like she was stuck in some low-budget horror movie. She got so freaked out, Sol called her mom, and her mother insisted she come home immediately.

	Normally, Sol would have argued. She was a grown-up, after all, but there had been something oddly urgent in her mother’s voice, and she reluctantly agreed. She knew stopping at the casino was more about avoiding home than gambling. She loved her mom, but the woman, by definition, was a helicopter parent. She’d hovered over Sol, never giving her a moment of privacy or room to breathe.

	“You’re not a teenager anymore,” she mumbled to herself, feeding the slot more coins. “Concentrate on Lucky 7.”

	Ching. Ching. Ching. Ching. Ching.

	Ty Wasape almost jumped out of his skin, ready for battle, when the creature leapt off her seat in front of a slot machine and hooted.

	He had to bite back a groan of rising lust as he watched her breasts bounce in the excitement of her victory. His bear snarled. These were not his feelings, he told himself. Her magic drew him. Her hair was auburn and her skin tawny, beautiful. She had wide curvaceous hips and large breasts, soft and feminine. Her oval eyes held the most delicate shade of golden brown he’d ever seen. If she had been just any woman, he would have admired her and moved on, but no, she wasn’t just any woman. He knew inside the luscious package was the soul of a sorcellarie, but the humans would have called her a witch.

	When Myron Gray aka the gray man, leader of the shadow warriors, had tasked him to investigate a rogue witch who was killing shapeshifters on his tribe’s reservation, Ty had jumped at the chance to go home. Three men were dead—his brothers by race if not blood. He’d arrived early in the morning, and until this woman found her way onto the casino floor, had not felt any magical presence.

	Joseph Big Horse, one of the elders, arranged for Ty to pose as an employee so it was easier to move around without arousing suspicion. He spotted Joseph’s wife, Meredith standing by the black jack tables. She gave him a barely perceptible nod of acknowledgement then turned away.

	Good. She was a serious woman, and had the reputation of being fiercely loyal to Joseph. Unlike most the tribe, she knew that Ty was special. Not quite human. His last name Wasape, meaning bear, was more than just his name—it was his legacy. Tribal elders, like Joseph, were aware of Ty’s ability to transform. He’d been born to the Osage Bear Clan. Actual bear shifters were honored protectors for the tribe of mostly human Native Americans. He’d been given the last name at the age of thirteen—the first time he’d shifted into his other form. After he’d mastered his shifting abilities, he’d learned he was also considered an other worlder. The OWs were part of many species that secretly coexisted with or outside the human race. He served the realm of Caledon as a shadow warrior, but his first priority would always be the tribe.

	When he’d been a boy his grandmother, Mi Wak’o, told stories of the French sorcerers who discovered the Osage in the late 1600s. She’d used those boogey man tails to frighten the youngster into behaving. According to the legends, the sorcellarie could wield magic powerful enough to make shifters do unspeakable horrors. Ty had never seen a sorcellarie before, but in one of her oft-told stories, his grandmother claimed she’d watched a battle between Ty’s Great Uncle, Red Sun, and a powerful witch. Mi Wak’o had said the magic called to her, and she felt it crawl over her skin. Red Sun—an other worlder, though not a shifter—carried a token from Brother Bear, the tribe’s spirit guide, which kept him from falling under the witch’s spell. Red Sun had gifted him that very token after Ty’s first shift. The magicked flint had been chipped into the shape of a bear. He pulled it from his pocket and squeezed it tightly in his fist, but eased up when he could smell his own blood.

	Ty couldn’t stop looking at the beautiful woman. Even with his token’s protection, he felt her strange energy wash over him. Ty held back his bear as it roared inside his human form, desperate to bathe in her magic. She was definitely a witch. He felt the truth in his bones.

	But was she the murderer?

	The shadow warriors had a strict policy of proof before punishment, so he still had to make sure she was the one killing the shifters.

	He reached out with his senses, trying to discern what he could from the woman’s essence. The ability to test auras was a trait in the Osage bear shifters. But her spirit resisted his probing, and like a door, it slammed shut, cutting off the connection. Determined to test her, he reached out once more and strengthened his hold.

	Stretching her hand for the one-armed bandit’s handle, Sol was stopped mid-grab by coldness and searing pain. The casino around her turned bright pink before melting into a pale shade of blue. She grasped her chest, unable to breathe, unable to scream for help.

	Oh, my God! She staggered from the stool. I’m having a fucking heart attack! Just as quickly as it hit, the tight, cold pain drained from her body and the colors around her faded.

	Sol gasped, sucking in a ragged breath, and tried to control her shaking limbs.

	“Are you all right, Miss?”

	She eyed the tall, dark, and dreamy man in tight, straight leg blue jeans and a light blue, fitted Tee with the Sun Casino logo stretched tight across his wide chest. She had to crane her head to look up at his face. His dark, piercing eyes nearly jet in color startled her with their intensity. His dark hair was pulled back from his face and braided. She could see the tail of it when he craned down to help her. The end fell below his waist. He had a broad face with a sharp nose and a wide sensual mouth. To top it off, the man was not only built like a professional linebacker, he also had the height of one.

	Oh lordy. This guy, to put it mildly, was a total panty dropper.

	“I’m fine,” she said. Her breathing had returned to semi-normal. Though if he stayed this close, she might stop breathing altogether. He was the kind of guy that made a girl’s lungs collapse. “I need a drink. Maybe something with gin.”

	He nodded, whipping his long braid around as he turned and retreated to the bar.

	“Oo la la.” She whistled low and soft. She rubbed at the ache in her chest, while she watched him lean over the bar to get her order.

	Achi-wa-wa, he had a nice ass.

	Ty had reached out with his other senses, and the act had triggered a violent reaction in the woman. He hadn’t meant to hurt her. He hadn’t even known he could. He had no real training for dealing with sorcellarie because they were too rare to be viable threats. He wondered if any of his ancestors had tried to test the essence of one of her kind with the same result. He would have to ask Red Sun.

	If her heart had stopped it would have solved his problem, but he was struck again by the shadow warrior oath: Proof before punishment. He didn’t want to admit that his protective instinct had roared to life when he saw her in pain, her angelic features contorted.

	What is wrong with you, Wasape? 
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