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Chapter One

 


His name was
Torrent.

Under other
conditions, Caroline was pretty sure she would’ve fallen in love
with him within the first five minutes of meeting him. It didn’t
matter that she’d never seen his face. Even if he had three eyes
and a blue tongue, it wouldn’t matter. His protective and caring
manner was enough to make all other such shallow considerations
secondary.

Of course,
conditions being what they were—imprisoned in an alien dungeon—love
wasn’t really on the menu.

“Menu,”
Caroline groaned, her mouth watering.

“What?”

She opened her
eyes and scooted down from her bunk to the dirty stone floor and
crouched at the iron bars that separated her cell from Torrent’s.
Tucking the skirt of the prison gown she wore around her legs, she
peered into the darkness toward the direction of his voice. “A
menu. Where I come from there are places called restaurants. They
give you a menu listing all the meals they prepare. That’s what you
order from.” Oh, crap, she was drooling just thinking about it.
“After so many days of stale bread and warm water just the thought
of a menu brings me to my knees.”

His voice came
out in a low, reassuring rumble from the corner of his cell. “I
read about restaurants once. Where I come from such places do not
exist. We prepare meals with family and friends. The closest we
have to something like a restaurant is an open kitchen at an inn
for weary travelers far from home.”

Where he
came from was mysterious. It certainly wasn’t the sharp,
shining city she’d stumbled into when she’d come through the
veil—that’s what Torrent called it, the veil—and into this
strange place. She came from Earth, but she’d accepted that she was
no longer there. She was in another reality, the flip side of a
coin. Somehow, impossibly, she’d been taken from Earth and plopped
down in this place. Torrent called it Selaryica.

After she’d
come through the veil, she’d found herself in the middle of a
clearing. On the horizon had been a great city, all shining towers
and glittering edges. She’d walked straight for it, but, in
hindsight, she should have turned and ran into the woods. She
should have run as far as she could’ve away from it because
at the city’s edge the first person she saw arrested her.

And she’d ended
up here, in a dungeon cell next to Torrent.

She’d lost
track of how long she’d been here since it was completely dark or
mostly dark all of the time. For a while, she’d been lost in a
twisted haze of denial and shock. Torrent had laid it all out for
her, but her mind had refused to comprehend. Alternate realities
had been something for science fiction writers. They couldn’t be
real. And, if they were real, how could she have been pulled into
one? She worried about how she’d get home, and couldn’t understand
why they hated her so much here.

It was
necessity that had finally made her accept the unbelievable as
truth. It was either acknowledge the bizarreness of her situation
or go insane. The constant darkness of the prison cell was almost
enough to send her over the edge. She had to fight for every bit of
sanity she could retain.

She had so many
questions and Torrent seemed to know more than he was telling her.
As much as she appreciated his protectiveness, she didn’t like that
he seemed to be keeping certain things secret.

The small slot
at the base of the heavy metal door scraped open and a wooden tray
slid inside, first to Torrent’s cell and then into hers. She tried
not to lunge across the floor and stuff the entire crust of bread
into her mouth. She was starving, but she still had her pride.
Reaching into the thick darkness, she sought the tray and drew it
to her.

They got two
pieces of bread a day, along with a small tin cup filled with tepid
water. She’d wanted to take off a few pounds…but this wasn’t the
way she’d wanted to do it.

Just as she was
lifting the bit of bread to her mouth, Torrent pushed his share
through the bars. “Eat mine, too.”

“What? No, I
can’t. You need it.”

“I’ll be
fine.”

“No,
really—”

“Please.”

“Torrent, we
get the same amount of food every day and you’re a guy, you’re
bigger than me. You need more calories—”

“Ridiculous.
Take the bread. It’s all I can do for you right now.” Odd how he
sounded guilty about that.

She took his
bread, offered through the bars, knowing he wouldn’t let up until
she agreed. As she ate, she scooted closer to him. “Why does it
matter what you can do for me? I’m nobody to you.”

Torrent
remained silent.

“I know you’re
keeping something from me. It’s almost like you feel responsible
for me being here, but that’s impossible. It can’t be your fault.
You were already here when they threw me in, and we never knew each
other before this.” She didn’t say it aloud, but one of her worst
fears was that they’d move Torrent from his cell. If she didn’t
have him she surely would go insane.

Still, Torrent
said nothing.

She pressed on.
“From day one it’s been like you know who I am. You’ve seemed so
sad that I’m imprisoned here and I’ve wondered why. You
weren’t…expecting me, were you, Torrent? That’s
impossible…right?”

“Not expecting
you.” Torrent let out a slow breath of defeat. “You weren’t
supposed to be brought over. I was supposed to die before that
happened." He sounded disgusted at himself. His voice dropped to a
rough murmur. “This is the worst possible scenario that could
be.”

Caroline gulped
down the last of the bread. “What are you talking about?”

He made a
frustrated sound. “I’d hoped not to tell you.”

“Whatever it
is, I deserve to know.” She curled her fingers around the bars and
peered vainly into the blackness of Torrent’s cell, hoping for the
millionth time for a glimpse of his face.

He sounded
tortured.

“You won’t
believe me.”

She snorted.
“Torrent, I was pulled into an alternate reality and arrested by
aliens. I think at this point I’ll believe anything.”

“You’re my soul
mate, Caroline.”

She paused for
a moment, absorbing his words. Then she laughed. For some reason
hearing those words—such strange words, so unexpected—in
this situation was hilarious to her. “Soul mate?”

“Yes, Caroline,
I’m completely serious right now.”

She bent over
double, holding her aching, still-hungry stomach, and laughed so
hard tears streamed down her face. Maybe it was stress. Maybe this
was a catharsis. Caroline didn’t know. All she knew was that it
felt damn good to laugh.

Finally the
laughter stopped and she wiped her cheeks. “Uhm, okay. That’s
funny. So I’m your soul mate, huh?” Maybe she’d been spending all
this time with a crazy man.

Torrent’s body
thudded against the bars separating them as though he was trying to
squeeze through them. “I’m the reason you’re here, Caroline. My
blood called to yours. You and I, we’re a perfect match and the
universe connected us even through alternate realities, like two
magnets finding each other through time and space.”

“I’m sorry,
Torrent,” she said, scooting away from him. “I didn’t realize all
this time I was talking to a cra—I mean, someone with sanity
issues.”

Torrent made a
low sound of frustration. “You just pointed it out; you’re sitting
in an alien prison, why is it so hard to believe you and I are
connected?”

She sobered. He
was right. So many other impossible things had happened to her this
week, why not one more? Swallowing hard against her dry throat, she
chose her words carefully. “Okay, I will grant you that just about
anything could be possible if such things like alternate realities
are true.”

“I didn’t want
for you to be drawn over. I was supposed to die before that
happened. There’s a prophecy.” He grunted in frustration. “You were
supposed to stay in your world, and I was supposed to die, but it
didn’t work out that way. Everything’s a mess and you’re in
danger.” His voice had gone low and angry. “How am I supposed to
protect you now?”

“Hey, I’m
capable of protecting myself, okay?” The guy was a tad bit
chauvinistic. That was definitely something they’d have to talk
about if they really were soul mates…if they got out of this
alive.

“I know you’re
strong, Caroline. The fact you’re still sane says that much about
you.”

“Let’s pretend
for a moment that what you say is true, that I have been pulled
through my reality and into yours because I’m your soul mate.
Explain to me how all that would work, exactly.”

Torrent moved
closer to the bars. “That is a complicated question. I will try and
answer it as succinctly and understandably as possible.”

She moved to
his side and absorbed as much of his body heat that she could. “I’d
appreciate that.”

“You are in a
country called Selaryica. It is a place with several races, the
primary and most populous of which are the Magica. They have been
at war with my people, the Lycaon, for centuries.”

“So these guys
who have us imprisoned are the Magica.”

“Yes, you are
in the city of Titan right now. The Magica are in command of
certain types of magick. My people are the Lycaon and the Magica
genetically engineered them a very, very long time ago. That
happened when we all lived in your reality, around nine thousand
B.C.”

“Uhm,
what?”

“Let me try and
clarify. The Magica and the Lycaon are both native to your reality.
The Magica created the Lycaon to be warriors and protectors of
their race. They created us to not be able to procreate, but we
evolved, changed and became able to produce offspring. The Lycaon
became a separate species, a race in our own right, and we fought
for independence from the servitude of the Magica. When that
happened, the Magica felt threatened and tried to kill us all. This
sparked a great war, one that has waged between our peoples ever
since.”

“How did the
Magica and the Lycaon end up over here, if you’re native to my
world?”

“When the war
began between our people, the mystical Powers-That-Be pulled all of
us over here.”

“Mystical
Powers-That-Be?”

“We don’t know
for sure how it happened, but we may know why it happened.
It is thought this occurred because humanity was in its infancy and
we would have interrupted that species had we remained.”

“This is too
weird.”

“It gets
weirder. Some of the Magica and Lycaon were left behind on Earth
and their genetic signature exists today in certain individuals,
certain individuals like you.”

She frowned and
gripped the bars tighter. “What are you saying?”

“I’m saying you
have Lycaon blood. The Magica never expected for the Lycaon to be
able to produce offspring. Not only do we do that ability, but we
spawn shifters that take forms other than dire wolf—“

“Wait a minute,
what? Dire wolf? Shifter?”

“Did I skip
that part? Yes, the Lycaon are shifters, mostly to the form of dire
wolf but sometimes to other birds and beasts.”

“And I am…part
Lycaon?” She rocked back on her heels, trying desperately to absorb
that.

“Our fertility
rates are low and we produce many more males than females. It’s a
result of the genetic engineering; we suspect. There is a magical
component to the fertility of the Lycaon, as well, that we call the
mating bond. It links most compatible males and females, no matter
where they may be, and draws them together. If a mate is beyond the
veil separating our realities, it pulls that mate through.” He
paused. “That’s what happened to you.”


“B-but…whoa. Just whoa...if I’m part Lycaon, what about my
sisters? What about—”

“Kaitlyn and
Paige are here, mated, and doing very well.” He said the words
softly, carefully. “Kaitlyn is a hawk shifter, strong of heart and
sharp of eye. She is mated to Rafian and Lucas. Paige is a dire
wolf shifter, happy with her mates, Jarek and Kaiden.”

The strength
went out of Caroline’s body. She fell back with relief and curled
up into a ball on the floor, sob after sob racking her body. After
all this time she knew her sisters were okay.

“Caroline?”
came Torrent’s voice. “Are you all right?”

The sobs eased
away and she rested boneless on the floor for several moments.
Finally, she pushed up, wiping the tears from her eyes. “Why didn’t
you tell me sooner?” Her voice came out harsh and unforgiving. “I
sat in here for God only knows how many days and you said
nothing about my sisters. How could you?”

“I’m sorry. I
should have told you. It was wrong. I didn’t say anything because
telling you about your sisters would have forced me to tell you
about us.” He paused. “I know what my fate is to be and…now I fear
it may be yours as well.”

“What do you
mean?”

“I am
prophesied to die in this war and I believe my death will come
soon. Like I said, I’d hoped it would happen before you were
brought over—”

“But here I
am.” Her voice sounded dismal to her own ears.

“Yes.”

They were quiet
for several moments. Finally, Caroline forced her thoughts away
from her likely bleak future. “What did you mean when you said
Kaitlyn and Paige have mates?”

“Exactly that.
Most women here have two mates, not one. Sometimes even three. It
depends on how many men that woman is perfectly suited for.”

“And…me?”

Torrent
remained silent for several moments, and when he finally spoke, he
sounded tortured. “You and I are rare exceptions. You and I are
only suited for each other.”

“So, basically
you’re telling me I found my soul mate mere moments before both our
deaths. Awesome.”

“I won’t let
them hurt you.” His voice came out a protective snarl.

She pressed
herself as close as she could to the bars. “You don’t have a
choice, Torrent, and you know it.”

Torrent said
nothing for several moments, then he reached up and touched her
cheek. “I can’t even see you in this darkness, but I know you’re a
part of me. I can feel it.”

It was the most
romantic thing anyone had ever said to her. Her throat clogged and
she blinked away tears. “Do you want to know what I look like? I
have dark hair and eyes—”

“You’re
beautiful in every way. I don’t need to see your face to know
that.”

She swallowed
hard and reached into the darkness, placing her hands on his cheeks
and feeling the curves and ridges of his face like a blind person.
Maybe it was the situation, the danger, the darkness, whatever, all
Caroline knew was that no matter how crazy his story sounded, she
wanted to believe it. Her voice came out soft and full of
tenderness. “I wish I could know you, Torrent.”

He made a low
sound of anguish. A heartbeat later the scrape of the cell door
opening scoured their eardrums. The guards coming to take Torrent
somewhere? Cold fear gripped her heart.

What if this
was the end? What if they were going to execute him?

She gripped his
hand. “No. It can’t happen,” she whispered to herself. She wasn’t
sure about this whole soul mate thing, but she knew one thing:
Torrent was a special man and she had deep feelings for him. No way
could she let him go.

Not now. Not
ever.

“It
won’t,” Torrent snarled. He pulled away from her faster than
lightning. A roar, a crash, and two muffled yelps of terror filled
the darkness. Silence for three heartbeats. Then the sound of
jingling keys met her ears and a scrape of shoes on the corridor
floor. A key turned in the lock of her door and it swung open
slowly. She threw her arms up, even the dim light of the corridor
blinding her. She blinked, unable to make out anything.

 


 



Chapter
Two

 


A hand gripped
her and pulled her to her feet. “We’re getting out of here,”
Torrent growled near her ear. “I have no idea how, but we’re doing
it. I deny that prophecy in your name.”

He pulled her
into the light of the corridor. She squinted her eyes shut, her
pupils on fire after so long in the dark. The light seemed not to
affect Torrent at all. She yelped in surprise as he hefted her over
his shoulder and began to run down the hallway.

The sounds of
an alarm blared suddenly, making her jerk and twist in his grasp.
Her eyes were slowly beginning to adjust to the light, but
everything was bright, bleary and bouncing as she joggled up and
down on his massive shoulder. She could make out the vague forms of
guards at the end of the corridor, however, closing fast.

“Torrent!” She
cried in alarm.

“They’re in
front, too.”

Awesome, they
were trapped.

Torrent stopped
and dropped her gently to her feet. Blinking, she looked up into
his face for the first time and could see him. Holy flipping
Adonis from Heaven, he was the most beautiful piece of manhood
she’d ever seen. He had short dark hair, a strong, handsome face
and blue-gray eyes.

His body was
simply…guh. Massive and muscled.

He pulled a
long glowing baton from where he’d secured it at his belt. She
recognized it as a Magica weapon. He must have taken it from one of
the guards he’d jumped. He tossed it to her. “I have no idea how
they work, but I know if you hit someone with one, it hurts.”

Good enough for
her. “But don’t you need one?”

His teeth
flashed in a feral smile. “No.”

She stood back
to back with him and tried not to vomit up her moldy bread and
tepid water as the guards barreled down the corridor toward them
from both directions. She was an office worker, not a fighter. How
the hell was she going to manage this? Especially after the abuse
her body had taken in the last week of her imprisonment. All she
was fit for was the fetal position.

Too late to
worry about any of that. Their pounding boots brought them closer
and closer, their mouths open with the feral screams of the
terrified. They were still running toward them, but now they looked
scared…. Were they frightened of her? A low growl issued from
behind her. What a second…..

She whirled and
confronted a huge wolf. It was silver and had silky fur, its body
powerfully corded with muscle. She screamed a staggered back a
step. This was Torrent in dire wolf form. Oh. My. God!

Torrent lunged
at her and she screamed again, diving away from him and hitting the
wall, the baton falling from her fingers. Flattened against the
corridor, she watched Torrent roar at the guards who had been only
a breath’s space from her a moment ago. The guards quailed, eyes
wide, staggering back, their reluctant bravado clearly failing
them. But they were closing in on the other side too. Surely
Torrent couldn’t fight off all of them.

At the exact
moment that realization bloomed, a guard managed to strike
Torrent’s haunch with one of the wicked batons. Torrent roared in
pain and anguish.

“No!” she
cried. “Bastards!” Caroline groped for her fallen baton and
struck out at the nearest guard, crashing him over the head with
every ounce of her energy. The man looked stupidly stunned for a
moment, then fell over.

Torrent flipped
one of the guards about ten feet down the hallway, then swung his
massive head toward her. His big wolf eyes locked gazes with hers
for a moment and suddenly she just knew what he wanted—he wanted
her to climb on his back. He roared at the guards near her again
and they fell back, allowing her a moment to leap onto his back.
Abused as her body was, she was all adrenaline right now. Terror
had a way of doing that to a person.

Clutching the
baton in one hand, she flattened herself against his silky back as
Torrent lunged forward, jumping over the heads of the clutch of
guards attacking them. Then he whirled and gave a massive, spittle
spewing roar that made them all quake in their black polished
boots.

Collectively,
they cowered backward. One turned, dropped his baton and ran in the
other direction. The others hesitated, then surged forward, finding
their courage.

Torrent turned
and bounded down the hallway, away from them. He pushed through the
doors at the end of the corridor and up a dimly lit flight of
stairs. Behind them the guards yelled, giving chase, emboldened by
Torrent’s flight. He pushed through double doors at the top of the
stairs and skidded on slick marble floor into the middle of a huge,
bright foyer thronged with people dressed like pilgrims.

This place just
got weirder and weirder.


Silence.

Everyone in the
foyer stared at them, motionless, stunned. Then the screaming
started and the running. Apparently seeing a dirty, starving woman
atop a giant wolf was cause for sheer pandemonium.

Unfortunately,
not all the people were running away from them. There were more
guards with batons and they looked braver than the ones
downstairs.

“Uh. We better
go!” she yelled at Torrent.

Torrent lunged
forward, nearly knocking Caroline off his back. He bounded toward
the front doors while guards took swipes at his haunches with their
weapons. One of them grazed his side and Torrent jolted with pain.
The shock radiated through his massive body and into her, gathering
between her teeth and flavoring her tongue with metal.

Torrent burst
through the doors, turned and ran down the street, gathering speed
to a flat out run. Buildings and surprised people blurred past them
faster and faster. Forced to let the baton she clutched clatter to
the street, she gripped his fur two-handed, lay down against his
back and held on for dear life. Clearly his plan was to outrun the
guards. Caroline thought it was the best plan ever.

Torrent skidded
around corners and jumped objects in the street. All she could do
was grip him with her legs, curl her fingers into his fur, close
her eyes, and hope like hell they’d make it through this.

Finally,
Torrent slowed and she opened her eyes to look around. He’d run
them right out of the city. Now they were in the forest with the
skyline rising behind them. He trotted ever farther into the trees
as twilight descended, sometimes finding long stretches of stream
to run along, concealing their tracks, presumably. Of course, it
seemed the Magica possessed abilities and powers that the Lycaon
didn’t. Maybe there were nonphysical ways they could be
tracked.

They traveled
well into the night. Caroline drowsed on his back, exhausted and
hungry, nearly toppling off him several times. Finally Torrent
deemed it safe to stop. She slid from his back and stumbled to a
tree. She desperately needed food and sleep.

“We’re within
Lycaon boundaries now. We should be safe.”

She looked up
to find Torrent had shifted back to human…full, glorious,
naked human male.

Quickly, she
jerked her gaze away. He was gorgeous, but she was not in the mood
to ogle. “Should be safe?”

“We can eat,
sleep a little. Then we’ll continue home.”

His
home. She sank down at the base of a tree and closed her eyes.
She’d give anything for her apartment, her soft bed, the food in
her refrigerator. Would she ever see that place again?

There was too
much here to process. She just wanted to go to sleep, to escape
everything.

“Torrent? Eat
what? There’s no food.” She opened her eyes but he was gone.
Shivering, closed her eyes again. It was strange how much she
trusted him. She simply knew he’d be back. The heavy hands of sleep
dragged her under despite the chill in the air.

She woke to the
sound of a crackling fire and the delightful scent of cooking meat.
Torrent sat at the opposite side of the campfire.

The warmth
reached out and touched her skin through the tattered, filthy
prison dress she wore and she salivated at the scent of whatever
was currently roasting over the fire. Though, as hungry as she was,
she wanted to escape back into sleep. Maybe when she woke it all
this would have been just a crazy dream. A girl could hope. Her
gaze met Torrent’s over the fire, his face partially obscured by
the smoke.

Torrent removed
the meat smoking over the fire, set a portion of it on a wide leaf,
then walked over and handed it to her. He’d tied a skirt of leaves
around his waist to hide his nakedness, and she was grateful. “Eat
something.”

She pushed it
back at him. “You should have it. You just expended a huge amount
of energy.”

“I already
ate.”

“Oh.” Of
course. He’d likely hunted in dire wolf form. She accepted the
food. “Thank you.”

She took a
bite, letting the hot, salty meat fill her mouth and groaned. It
was the best thing she’d ever tasted.

“If we travel
the rest of the night, we should reach my village.” He returned to
his place and sank down to the ground. “That means we’re not far
from your sisters.”

Caroline jerked
with surprise and swallowed hard. “Really?”

He nodded. “I
will send a message telepathically to have them meet us.”

“Tele—never
mind.”

“We can press
on after you’ve eaten.”

“Don’t you need
to rest?”

“I’ll be fine.
I want you safely out of the reach of the Magica.”

“So, we’re not
safe right now?”

“Not as safe as
Id like us to be.”

She nodded and
went back to eating. He looked exhausted. Dark circles marked the
skin under his blue-gray eyes. In her twenty-four years she’d never
met a man as protective and self-sacrificing as this one. Sad, but
true.

“How are they?”
she asked between bites. “My sisters? I mean, I know you said
they’re happily mated shifters, but I’d love a few more
details.”

He shrugged one
broad shoulder. “Kaitlyn loves being a hawk, loves the freedom of
flying. She has a beautiful garden she tends in the warm months and
seems to really enjoy using vegetables from it in her meals. Paige
still dances. There’s a theater in the village and sometimes people
come to watch her perform. They are joyful. In love. Healthy. As
far as I know, in all ways they are good.”

She smiled.
“And…you and me…” She wasn’t sure she wanted to go there, but her
curiosity was powerful.

His eyes went
dark and he looked away from her, throwing a branch into the fire.
“You were not supposed to come here. I’d hoped—” He bit off the end
of his sentence with a word in a foreign language she guessed was a
curse.

“Hoped
what?”

“I’d hoped to
avoid this torment.”

“But you
escaped from the prison. Doesn’t that mean you’ve avoided the
prophecy?”

He shook his
head. “It means nothing. Prophecies can never be escaped.” He
lowered his voice and seemed to talk to himself. “The prophecy is
still to be fulfilled, I’m sure of it. I feel it.”

“Tell me more
about this…prophecy? In my world prophecies are only plot devices
in fantasy novels.”

He locked gazes
with her over the fire. “I am to die. My final act upon this world
will be to end the war between the Magica and the Lycaon, but my
fate is to find my eternal rest in the soil of my ancestors.”

“Oh.” She
swallowed her final bite and tossed the bone aside. A dark, sinking
feeling replaced the hunger in her belly.

He nodded.
“It’s even worse if I have a woman to love, isn’t it? Worse still
if she loves me back. Worse that we are fated to be together in
perfect love and trust, that the force of our perfectness brought
us together from two very different worlds only to have our
relationship torn asunder by my death.”

“When you put
it like that…”

“There is
nothing good about this situation.”

“Hey! Who says
I even want to be with you? Some force I can’t see or comprehend?
How do I know any of this is even real?” Anger jolted her to her
feet. “And if this unseen force is so powerful and wise, why the
hell did it bring me through if we’re doomed?”

“I’m doomed,
not you.”

“If I’m
supposed to be head-over-heels in love with you, if we’re fated to
be together for the rest of our lives. I’m just as doomed as
you.”

Torrent said
nothing in reply.

Fuming, she
stared at him, then stalked away from the fire, her voice rising.
“So, screw your invisible force or whatever it is that brought me
here. Screw your prophecy. Screw anyone or anything that tells me
who I’m going to be with. I’ll make that decision, thank you very—”
She turned and came nose to chest with Torrent, the end of her
sentence dying in her throat.

“You can
question our spirituality and curse our ways, you can condemn the
prophecy, but never question we were meant to be together.”
His husky, emotion filled voice rolled over her, lifting every hair
on her body. Then he pulled her up against his chest and covered
her mouth with his.

 



Chapter
Three

 


She jerked,
then melted as his lips skated over hers, exploring every crease
and smooth surface before leisurely slanting over and pressing his
tongue deep within. Shivers ran over her body at the heat of him
melting into her and the masterful way he possessed her mouth.
Every single female part of her sat up and took notice.

He broke the
kiss and she staggered back away from him on shaking legs. “Holy
shit!” Then she clapped a hand over her mouth. Had she just said
that out loud?

Torrent was
stalking back around the fire. “We leave in five minutes.” He
sounded pissed. Was he mad because she’d dared doubt their link?
Well, he’d need to get over that. Not even the best kiss in the
world—and that definitely had been—would be enough for her to
decide to spend her life with a man right after she’d met him. Not
even if that man was a guy like Torrent. Not even if his life was
fated to be short.

She rubbed her
mouth with her hand. That kiss…..

“Are you
ready?”

She gave a bark
of laughter. She was so not ready for any of this. “Am I
ready for you to transform into a giant wolf and ride you through
the forest?”

“Yes.”

She laughed
again. She couldn’t think of any other response. “But I’m supposed
to be a dire wolf, too, right?”

“You could be
one of many different things, a bear, a hawk, a—”

“Well, let’s
find out what I am, shall we? It would be easier for me to travel
as an animal, wouldn’t it?”

Torrent looked
doubtful. “Caroline, normally the mate bond needs to be fully
forged for a mostly-human to shift to her animal.”

“Is it
always that way?”

Torrent
shrugged one shoulder. “Most always, yes.”

“Well, you
don’t know me very well yet, Torrent. I can be pretty
determined.”

“I suspected,”
he answered wryly.

She stood,
shaking her arms and bouncing on the balls of her feet. “Okay, what
do I?”

“It’s not
something you do. It’s something you feel. Close your eyes
and feel your beast. Let it rise to the surface.”

“That sounds
easy, but I bet it’s hard.”

“Try it.” His
tone of voice clearly let her know that he expected failure. He
crossed his muscled arms across his massive chest.

She closed her
eyes and dug deep; entering the unfathomable stream of
consciousness she dived into while she meditated at home. In her
mind, images of animals flitted. A rabbit, a cougar, a bear, an
eagle…a dire wolf with dark fur.

The dire wolf
stood in the middle of a clearing, staring at her with
caramel-colored eyes. She felt close to this animal, a deep
bond.

Tingling began
in her arms and legs. The sensation intensified, radiating out
through her body and enveloping her. She let out a surprised cry,
as her body stretched, growing smaller and then larger. A flash of
pain bowed her spine.

She blacked out
and woke closer to the ground. Had she collapsed? No…wait…. She
stood at an abnormal height. She opened her mouth to speak and a
low growl came out.

Stepping
backward, she looked down and saw she had paws instead of feet.

Holy
hell! She was a dire wolf! By the looks of it, she’d
transformed into the dark wolf she’d seen in her vision.

Looking up, she
saw Torrent staring at her with an amazed expression on his face.
His mouth broke into a smile—a rare occurrence, she suspected.

“You are
incredible,” he murmured, shaking his head.

A moment later
and he had also transformed into the sleek silver dire wolf of his
other self.

Together, they
bounded into the trees. Muscles stretching, fur rippling, Caroline
knew joy like never before.

Utter
freedom.

 


* * * *

 


Dawn had just
begun to lighten the horizon when they trotted into the yard of a
well-maintained two-story house in a clearing.

Caroline
thought about being a human again and shifted immediately. Naked,
she stumbled forward, exhausted from the trip.

A woman wearing
a long flowing skirt burst from the front door of the house and ran
across the dewy grass toward her. She carried a large blanket.

Another woman
ran at her heels. Caroline squinted her exhausted, bleary eyes and
recognized her sisters. Tears clogged her throat as she tried to
call their names.

Kaitlyn
practically tackled her, catching her up in her arms and enfolding
her in the soft blanket she carried. Paige wrapped both them in her
embrace. All three women could do nothing but sob. Finally, they
were reunited. The three of them tipped over as one into the grass,
crying and hugging.

Dimly she was
aware of a group of men talking in low tones near them. They were
undoubtedly her sister's mates. Torrent's voice was lower and
louder than the others. He sounded weary. A part of her wanted
nothing but to see him somewhere warm, get food into him and let
him sleep—to protect and take care of him the way he had of
her.

Kaitlyn cupped
her face in her hands. "I can't believe you're really here."

“Are you all
right?" asked Paige. "Did those bastards hurt you?"

She shook her
head. "I'm okay. Just really tired, dirty and hungry."

Kaitlyn smiled.
"We can fix all that."

Torrent walked
over to her and held out his hand. Someone had brought him a pair
of trousers, leaving his powerful upper body bare. "Let get you
inside."

"We're safe
now?" she asked, taking his hand and allowing him to pull her to
her feet. She pulled the blanket more securely around her.

"We're in the
safe boundaries of Lycaon territory," answered a tall man with
dusky blond hair and almond shaped eyes standing near Torrent. She
glanced around at the four strange men. So these were her sister's
mates.... She'd need to get her mind around the plural part of that
of truth.

"That's
Rafian," said Kaitlyn at her side. "My husband." She nodded to a
dark haired man with tribal tattoos snaking over one arm and up his
throat. "And that's Lucas, my other husband." She gave a nervous
laugh. "We probably have a lot to talk about."

"And that's
Kaiden and Jarek," Paige cut in. "The two best men I've ever
known." Pride and happiness clearly rang through her sister's
voice.

Caroline bobbed
her head at them. "It's nice to meet you. Sorry I couldn't be at
the weddings but I was in a different dimension."

Everyone
laughed. Well, they all seemed nice enough.

Torrent took
her by the arm and led her toward the house. "You can relax now.
We're at my home." He led her within the magnificent log house that
appeared to be part of the forest surrounding it. Once inside, she
gave a small gasp of appreciation. She’d been a real estate agent
once, before the economic recession had forced her to take an
office job editing a database, and she'd seen plenty of homes, but
none as beautiful as this one. To make the place even more
spectacular, she could tell that no construction company had built
this place. Lycaon hands had constructed this house.

The floor of
the small foyer was made from smooth, polished stones that ended
where a gorgeous wood floor began. The walls had been constructed
from rough-hewn logs. The floor plan was open, with a vast sitting
room opening up from the foyer. A dining room and kitchen lay to
her left. A flight of stairs led up to a loft, where she bet
Torrent's bedroom was located.

“Oh, wow,” she
exclaimed, stepping forth into the living room. “This is amazing!”
Towering, majestic trees had been incorporated into the design of
the house. Their trunks rose up through the roof, which was spotted
with skylights. An immense river stone fireplace dominated the
living room, which was decorated with comfortable looking couches
and chairs.

She walked over
to one of the trees and looked up into the branches, which started
about four feet above her head. She expected to hear the twittering
of birds at any moment, but it looked like the place was wildlife
free. "This place is amazing," she breathed.

"I'm glad you
like it. It’s not an easy design to maintain. The places where the
roof meets the trees are in regular need of alteration to prevent
leaks, but I love the work. It's not a very human house style, much
more Lycaon. I never expected to bring my human mate here or I
would have made a few changes."

It was perfect
the way it was. She shot him a sidelong glance. "You keep using
that word."

"What word?
Mate?”

“Yes.”

“I use it
because you are my mate." Torrent moved away from her,
denying her chance to retort.

Her sisters and
their husbands had hung around outside, presumably to give Torrent
a chance to bring her into the house with some privacy. Now they
came in and led her to the kitchen where food was already set out
on the table. Her mouth watered at the sight of it. The rabbit
they'd had the night before hadn't lasted all that long.

"We made food
for you both," said Kaitlyn. "Eat, bathe, sleep. We’ll come back
this evening. I know you must have questions."

Panic erupted.
"Wait. What? Don't leave!"

"You need to
relax," answered Paige, taking her by the shoulders. "Don't worry.
There's nowhere you could be safer than with Torrent."

Caroline didn't
doubt that.

Her sisters
each kissed the top of her dirty head and then moved to the door
with their spouses. "We'll see you in a few hours, Caroline.
Okay?"

She stared at
them glumly as they turned to leave, the heavy wood door closing
behind with a final sounding snick. Her sisters looked amazingly
happy and healthy. All this time she'd been worried about them,
they'd been here living dream lives with gorgeous men. She shook
her head. It was still hard to believe any of this was
happening.

Her stomach
growled, bringing her back to her immediate needs. And maybe that's
what she needed to focus on now—trying to feel a little less like
she'd been hit by a truck and left to die.

“Eat,” said
Torrent, gesturing at the table. “I’ll be right back.”

Tucking the
blanket around her like a towel, she sat at the table and peered at
the dishes in front of her. Something hot and meaty. Something cool
and fruity. Some kind of green leafy salad. Overcome suddenly with
a need for nutrition, she grabbed the plate in front of her and
began to help herself.

She was eating
like a starved animal—because she felt like a starved animal—when
Torrent returned. He set a bundle on the kitchen counter. "Here is
a towel and some clothes for you. Your sisters thought to bring
some things."

In between
swallows she managed thanks. She didn’t even care what she looked
like, gobbling food this way. Her only concern was getting food
into her body. Torrent had gone still and silent. She glanced up at
him. He was staring at the food, too.

“Eat!” she
commanded him. He’d had even less sustenance than she’d had and he
was a much larger person.

He gave his
head a shake. “You eat first. Take all you need.”

“Oh, come
on!” She stood grabbed a plate and piled food on to it. Then
she set it at the place next to her. “Sit down, Torrent, and
eat!”

He didn’t
move.

She gave an
exasperated sigh. “Now!”

He grinned at
her, sank down, and tucked into the food. She sat back down too,
but her belly was finally starting to feel full. It probably wasn’t
wise of her to eat so much food after being nearly starved to
death. She guessed she’d be sick later. Honestly, though, she
didn’t care.

“There’s enough
here to feed an army, Torrent. You didn’t need to worry.”

“I am an
army,” he said between bites.

Eying him up
and down, she figured that was probably true.

Now that she
had food in her stomach, she could assess her state of dirtiness.
Never, ever in her existence had she been this unwashed. Not even
when she’d gone camping with her previous boyfriend, Eric, for a
week and they’d gotten lost in the forest.

“I’m going to
take a bath, if you don’t mind.”

Torrent seemed
in love with his food at the moment, too in love to answer. That
was good. She smiled at him in complete understanding as he hooked
a thumb upward.

She nodded.
“The bathroom is upstairs. Got it.”

She picked up
the bundle of clothes, left the kitchen and walked through the
living room. The railing of the stairway felt smooth beneath her
hand as she ascended. She could imagine Torrent polishing it smooth
out in the front yard, shirt off, muscles working as he moved, skin
golden from the sun….

She shook her
head. Yep, she was feeling better. Her libido was perking up.

At the top of
the stairs was a sitting room with a couch, a chair, and filled
bookshelves. A library? Checking out some of the offerings, she
found a selection of books she was familiar with, classics from her
dimension. Odd. She frowned. She’d have to remember to ask Torrent
about that.

The short
hallway led to two bedrooms and a very nice, spacious bathroom. The
end of the hallway opened up into a huge master bedroom suite. She
walked around with her mouth hanging open, exploring. This was a
beautiful house by any measure, but to find it here, in the middle
of nowhere, and knowing that it had been built by the hands of
men—and likely without much heavy equipment—blew her mind.

Clutching her
clothes, she wandered into the master bathroom. It looked like her
bathroom at home—except much bigger and nicer. Setting down her
bundle, she turned the spigot on in the shower and out came hot
water. Way out here in the middle of the forest. How had he managed
that?

At the moment,
she didn’t care. Ditching the blanket, she stepped into the shower
and had the most orgasmic experience of her life. The water sluiced
down her body, mixing with the healthy lather of soap she gave
herself. She washed her hair and body three times, until her skin
was a beautiful, polished pink, then scrubbed all the grime out
from beneath her nails.

After drying
off, she picked up the clothes her sisters had brought for her.
Among the garments she found a soft, loose nightgown made of
something that felt like cotton. There was also a pair of white
slippers. Thank goodness her sisters had brought comfortable
clothing. She slipped into the gown, towel-dried her hair, and
slipped out the door.

Halfway down
the hallway, she found Torrent emerging from the other bathroom in
a cloud of steam. He was shirtless, a pair of baggy pants encasing
him from the waist down. Water droplets glistened on his smooth,
tanned skin and he smelled good enough to lick.

She stopped
short and tried not to swallow her tongue. Now that some of her
basic needs as a human had been met, her awareness of Torrent as a
man rushed through her. “Um.”

“Do you feel
better?”

“Incredibly.”
She tore her gaze away from his torso. “How do you get so much hot
water way out here in the middle of nowhere?”

“The pipes for
the showers draw from a hot spring. There are many such springs in
Lycaon territory.”

“And where does
the power come from? I see you have electricity.”

“We use solar
power and wind. It’s better to use what we can from nature, isn’t
it?”

She realized
she was staring at his chest again. Damn it. “Um. I’m tired.”

“I could sleep
for a week.” He grinned at her.

“Let’s do it,
then. Where’s a bed? Uh. For sleeping. You know, for a week.”

His grin
widened and she blushed. “This way.”

He led her back
into the master bedroom. His bed was huge and covered with soft
blankets and pillows. It looked like heaven. “But this is your
room. I saw you have several bedr—”

“It’s big
enough for the both of us, don’t you think?

 



Chapter
Four

She glanced at
the bed and back at him. “Listen, Torrent—”

“I won’t touch
you in any manner that you don’t wish, Caroline. I might want to
touch you. I might be fantasizing about it right now in spite of my
incredible fatigue, but I will not. Not until you invite me.”

She believed
him. How could she not after the way he’d already behaved with her?
He’d been nothing but a knight in shining armor. Anyway, after all
she’d been through, she wasn’t sure she wanted to be alone.
“Okay.”

“I’m glad you
trust me.”

“I do.”

He flipped back
the sheets and blankets, then slid into the bed. “Come on, then,”
he beckoned.

Seeing him
there in those comfy sheets made her regret feeling so prim and
protective of herself. This was the hottest man she’d ever seen her
life. Why wasn’t she jumping his bones already?

She hesitated a
moment, toed off her slippers, then slid into the bed beside him.
His strong arms wrapped around her and his body heat bled through
their clothes and into her skin, muscle and bone. She felt safe,
protected and, oddly, cherished.

Her head hit
the pillow and she was out.



* * * *

 


Torrent grit
his teeth at the sensation of Caroline’s perfect body flush against
his. He loved everything about her. Loved her strength and spirit.
Loved her dark hair and eyes. Loved her sharp little chin and the
thin press of her lips when she was deep in thought.

Every muscle
ached and he was so tired his very hair follicles hurt, yet he’d
been waiting all his mature life for this moment—to have his mate
in his bed. It was all he could do not to slip his hands down her
body and tempt her into giving that invitation he’d need.

But he
couldn’t. Not just because they were both so exhausted, but because
Caroline needed to retain her trust in them if they were going to
make this work. And there was nothing more in the world he wanted
than to make a relationship with Caroline work.

Even if it was
only a short time they could be together.

That was one
reason why her presence here was so dangerous. The prophecy had not
yet been fulfilled. Without Caroline’s presence he would have been
ready to sacrifice his life or anyone else’s in the pursuit of
Lycaon freedom. That was all in question now because he could not
say he would be ready to sacrifice Caroline’s life.

He would need
to keep her safe, safe from any chance that decision might need to
be made.

The prophecy
meant he would die—there was no help for that. They would need to
appreciate every moment they had together until that time. But he
would not allow the same fate to befall Caroline.

Her presence in
his life was a beautiful, miraculous thing that filled his heart
with love and hope—things he had not felt in many, many years. It
was also the most horrible thing that could have happened to him
and perhaps to her as well.

Torrent nestled
his head behind Caroline’s on the pillow and pulled her sweet body
up against his, holding her around the waist as though he’d never
let go. Inhaling the scent of her still damp hair, he closed his
eyes and put all troubling thoughts from his mind. For now, he
would enjoy this.

 


* * * *

 


Caroline awoke
cradled in the comforting heat of Torrent’s huge arms. She sighed
and nestled closer to his chest, inhaling the soapy scent of his
skin. Warm, safe and peaceful was quite a contrast to the last week
of being cold, terrified and starving. It was like waking up in
heaven.

It shocked her
how easily she’d come to trust this man. Normally, she was not a
woman who did that. She’d lived her life very carefully, watching
and weighing every male that came into her life with suspicion born
from feeling betrayed by her father. He’d married a woman who had
not liked children, knowing that fact about her. For her and
her sisters, it had made growing up with their stepmother Susan
very turbulent. They’d been made to feel unwelcome in their home,
made to feel her displeasure at their existence every single
day.

It was only in
adulthood that any of them had managed to find common ground and
have a semi-civil relationship with her. Finally, all of them had
made their peace with her.

Caroline
couldn’t speak for her sisters, but she still resented her father
for marrying Susan. Wasn’t a parent always supposed to put their
kids first? He’d sacrificed their childhoods for his selfishness.
Caroline was probably the most resentful of him and it had leaked
into her romantic relationships. She never wanted to pick a partner
anything like her father, so she’d had fewer boyfriends than her
sisters, owing to her pickiness and caution. Always she’d been the
one to dump, rather than be dumped. Overcautious was her middle
name.

Then there was
this man.

Torrent…he was
an entirely different animal—no pun intended. From the first moment
she’d touched his hand back in the prison, she’d felt compelled to
have confidence in him. It made her almost believe in that whole
“soul mate” thing.

Whatever it was
that lay between them—physically that was only some pesky
fabric—it was deep and she trusted it. Not only did he waken
her emotionally, but sexually too. Resting here next to him, her
body had ignited to a slow burn. Moving her hand up to smooth
across his upper arm, she found a pleasing mixture of warm, soft
skin covering muscle. In the past her boyfriends had all been
brainy, non-jock types—as far from her father as she could get.
Touching Torrent was an entirely new experience for her.

Biting her
lower lip and closing her eyes to more fully enjoy the sensation,
she ran her palm along his shoulder and down his back, exploring
every smooth plane and ridge of him that she could reach. Finally,
she cupped his incredible, lovely ass. Paradise.

Sighing with
pleasure, she opened her eyes and found herself looking straight
into his hungry, dark gaze. His arm, circling her waist, tightened
a bit. Suddenly she felt like a little kid sneaking a cookie. “Uh,
sorry,” she whispered.

“You never need
to be sorry for touching me.” His voice sounded scratchy and a
little raw.

She frowned at
him. “Are you getting sick?”

His focus on
her sharpened. “No. I’m struggling not pounce on you like a
starving animal, that’s all.”

A little jolt
of awareness went through her. She could cause a reaction like
that in a man like him? Of course, considering the
state of affairs in this reality, it was likely he hadn’t had sex
in a long time.

Well, neither
had she.

Caroline never
slept with a man until they’d had many dates. And, owing to her
pickiness, there weren’t many men who’d made it that far with her.
The thought of engaging in such an intimate act with someone after
a mere week of knowing him would normally be inconceivable.

But, again, all
the rules seemed to be different with Torrent.

“For years I
knew you existed, had brief glimpses of you through the veil.
Knowing my fate, I prayed you would never be pulled through, so I
never dared imagine having you in my arms.” He paused and his gaze
grew fierce. “Now that you’re here I can’t believe I didn’t wish
for this every second of my life.”

He sounded so
sincere, so loving. Never had a man said anything even so remotely
romantic to her. From any other man’s lips she would have suspected
it a lie to get between her legs, but not from this man.

Caroline’s lips
parted and her eyes widened, but she’d been rendered speechless. It
didn’t matter; Torrent seemed to know what to do. Moving over her
body, he slid her beneath him, then slipped his hand to her nape
and slanted his mouth across hers.

His lips
explored hers slowly, raising goose bumps all over her body. She
shivered and his tightened his embrace, crushing his lips to her
mouth and gently coaxing her lips to part. His tongue slid within
and touched her tongue, sending shivers of desire up her spine.

Her fingers
grasped his upper arms as he dragged her lower lip through his
teeth ever so gently, then slipped his tongue back into her mouth.
Her nipples tightened where her breasts brushed against his chest.
It was amazing what he could do with his mouth alone. Her body was
making itself ready for him, intimate areas tingling and
priming.

She shifted
under him, pressing her breasts more firmly against him and sighing
into his mouth. Her hands stroked over his shoulders, slid down his
back and cupped his tight buttocks once more. God, he was
beautiful.

He broke the
kiss and stared hard at her. There was a twinkle of mirth in his
eyes. "What are you doing, Caroline?"

She grinned.
"Enjoying the hell out of this."

"You’re pushing
me too far. I want you, Caroline. I want your sweet body. I want to
watch you come. If we do all that, I’ll feel terrible
afterward."

She frowned,
perplexed. “Why?”

“I’d feel like
I’d taken advantage of you for my selfish needs.”

“Aren’t you
noble?” She wiggled up against him and pressed her pelvis to his.
The long, hard length of him pushed against her temptingly. “I’m a
grown woman, not a child. Trust me, you’re not taking advantage of
me. I want this too.”

 



Chapter Five

 


Torrent
pounced, his mouth coming down on hers and his fingers roving her
heated skin, pushing her nightgown up her body and over her head.
She slid her palms over his upper arms, feeling the bunch of his
muscles as he moved, and enjoying the warmth of his strong
shoulders and back.

Dropping his
head to her breast, he covered one of her nipples with his hot
mouth. She let out a gasp of pleasure as his lips closed around it
and his flicked the sensitive peak with his hot tongue. Her fingers
tightened in his hair as he teased one nipple to a hard point and
then moved to the next, pleasure shivering through her body.

Mind clouded
with lust, she watched his head move lower as he kissed her belly
button and then dropped further down. She parted her legs for him
and he made a hungry sound in the back of his throat, skimming his
lips over the sensitive skin of her inner thighs.

She moved
restlessly on the mattress, rational thought slipping away. Her
skin felt on fire from his touch and she wanted to burn. His
fingers found her cunt and stroked, making her moan low in her
throat and close her eyes.

Yes, she wanted
this so much.

For a man who
probably hadn’t had much sex in his life, Torrent knew what to do.
He found her clit and petted it until her back arched and her toes
curled. Then he slipped a finger inside her and she moaned his
name.

“I’m going to
make you come,” he murmured, his voice a low, dark rasp against her
skin.

Then he dropped
his mouth between her legs and her tongue went dry. Ecstasy tingled
throughout every part of her body, radiating from where he touched
her. He added a second finger to the first and she gasped as he
eased them slowly inside her, widening her and stretching her
muscles.

Caroline
imagined what it would be like to have his cock inside her instead
of his fingers, thrusting, his chest pressed against hers, his
mouth on hers—his gorgeous buttocks flexing as he pumped between
her spread legs. She could sense already that she’d never known sex
like she would know it with Torrent.

His fingers
eased in and out of her, gathering speed, as his tongue slipped
back and forth over her swollen, sensitive clit. He pushed her hard
and fast, bringing her to a place of pure ecstasy.

"Torrent," she
gasped, her back arching. The gathering storm of pleasure swelled,
stealing her breath. Her fingers dug into the mattress on either
side of her.

Intense
pleasure ripped open, making her cry out. It washed over her and
she stiffened against the waves of it crashing over her body.
Torrent pushed her past the initial burst, extending her climax. It
stuttered, almost stopped, but he pushed her straight into another.
The ecstasy seemed to go on and on until it slowly receded, leaving
her relaxed, drained, and panting.

Torrent crawled
up her body tucked himself against her, looking down into her face.
Feeling drugged, she could barely open her eyes. "That was quick,"
he said with a grin.

She reached up,
caught his nape with her hand pulled his lips down to meet hers.
Their tongues tangled and he shuddered against her with lust. She
could taste herself faintly on his mouth.

Breaking the
kiss, she smiled, pleased at his reaction to her. “I bet I could
make you come pretty quick too.”

He raised an
eyebrow. “I doubt it, but I like the challenge. I’d love to
see you try.”

"I have an
idea. Let's do it together," she murmured.

He gave her a
lingering kiss. "All in good time. You’re exhausted yet from our
ordeal."

Sadly, he was
right. Her eyelids were growing heavier by the moment. Content as a
kitten in cream, she curled up against his chest and he tucked her
protectively against him. Morning sunlight poured into the room via
the window, but she couldn’t find the slightest reason to move from
his warm embrace. If the world let her, she’d stay just like this
forever.

Both of them
must have drifted off because they jerked awake sometime later to
the sound of someone pounding on the door.

Torrent
extricated himself from her and leapt out of the bed as though
concerned it might be trouble. He stumbled sleepily toward the door
and raced downstairs to answer the door.

Pushing up into
a sitting position, she strained to hear the conversation. Someone
laughed and it sounded just like Paige.

She pushed the
covers aside and hurried to get dressed in a pair of loose pants
and a knitted sweater. Finding a pair of soft socks and boots, she
shoved her feet into them and raced downstairs, combing her unruly
hair with her fingers.

At the bottom
of the stairs, she met her sisters. They all hugged for what seemed
like forever until they could all get it together enough to calm
down and talk. Her throat clogged with emotion, she could barely
form words. She couldn’t remember ever in her life being this
happy—she was with her family.

Because of
their shared experience with their stepmother, they were especially
close. It also helped that they were only a year apart apiece. When
she’d been on the flip side of the veil, Caroline had not coped
well with the disappearance of her sisters and she was beyond happy
to have found them again. She was so happy they’d both found
love.

Once she was
able to pull herself away from her sisters, she made a point of
chatting a little with each of their spouses. All of them—Kaitlyn’s
and Paige’s—men were incredibly gorgeous and seemed smart and very
caring. In Caroline’s eyes, however, they didn’t hold a candle to
Torrent in any way. Sad wistfulness descended on her as she watched
him talk and laugh with the other men.

Could it truly
be that he was her soul mate?

If so, was she
truly destined to know him for such a short time and then lose him?
It was possible. She didn’t have to ask if life could be so
cruel…she knew it could.

 


* * * *

 


Caroline curled
up at the end of the couch, resting her head on the armrest. In
front of her a strong fire burned in the hearth. She smiled and
sighed, savoring the luxury of being warm, safe and well fed. Since
her ordeal, she’d never take those things for granted again.

She was also
savoring the memories of the day, which had been filled with her
sisters and her new brothers-in-law…all four of them. She
was still getting used to that.

Torrent sank
down next to her and pulled her against him. “What are you thinking
about?”

“That I haven’t
been this happy in a long time.”

He tipped her
chin to look into her eyes. “Me either.”

She smiled.
“Don’t get me wrong, I’m still weirded out by this whole situation.
Sometimes I think I must have suffered some kind of psychotic break
and my body is in a straightjacket somewhere. Maybe all this is
just a figment of my imagination—”

“Really? Is
this a figment of your imagination, then?” he murmured, then tilted
his head to capture her lips with his. His lips skated lightly
across hers, then his tongue asked for entry into her mouth and she
granted it, melting into his arms as he kissed her breathless.

As they broke
the kiss, she peered up at him suspiciously. “Considering you have
so few women here, how did you learn to kiss like that?”

“Natural
talent.” His teeth flashed in a hungry grin. “Want to go upstairs
so I can show you where my other talents lie?”

A shiver of
anticipation ran up her spine. “That sounds lovely.” She closed her
eyes for a moment and shivered. “So very lovely, but you and I need
to have a talk first.”

“About
what?”

“About babies.
What do you do about birth control here?”

“Babies….” He
let out a slow, careful breath. “I understand that in your world,
women and men control for births. Here they are so hard to achieve
that it’s not usual for families to want to discourage them.” He
paused and his eyes became haunted. “In some cases, however…like
ours, there are ways. I have already taken this precaution.”

“How?”

“It’s a herb.
It’s one reason I didn’t want to take things further this morning.
Since then I have ingested this plant and we don’t need to worry
about making a baby.” He looked so sad uttering this sentence that
Caroline regretted bringing the subject up at all.

She reached up
and cupped his cheek, and he covered her hand with his. “I wish we
didn’t have this fate hanging over our heads for so many reasons,”
he murmured. “I would love to have a child with you.”

She opened her
mouth to reply, but someone pounded on the door. She jerked with
surprise.

Torrent’s face
went alert. “It’s late.” His expression went grim. “This can’t be
anything good.”

Pulling away
from her, he rose, walked over and opened the door. Still sitting
on the couch, she peered around Torrent’s form in the doorway and
glimpsed a tall, thin man who appeared bedraggled and dirty. Blood
marked his cheek and upper arm. “Logan! Come in.”

“I can’t stay
long, but I have news.”

“Can’t stay
long…Logan, you’ve been missing for a fortnight.” Torrent ushered
him to sit on a kitchen chair. “You’re injured and half starved.
Where have you been?”

Caroline rose
from her place on the couch and entered the kitchen. The man looked
up at her and surprise spread over his face. He looked between her
and Torrent.

“Logan, meet
Caroline.” Torrent’s voice sounded clipped, but she didn’t know if
it was because of concern over Logan’s condition or the fact the
man had just reminded him that their relationship was doomed to
tragedy.

“Hi,” she said
to the man. “I’ll get some food ready.”

A smile spread
over Logan’s face and she saw that under the dirt, blood and
apparent weight loss, he was a very good-looking guy. “I can’t stay
long, but thank you. I need some food.”

She nodded and
smiled, then moved to heat up some leftover stew.

“Obviously,”
snapped Torrent. “Why didn’t you take dire wolf form and hunt? You
shouldn’t abuse yourself this way.”

“I couldn’t.”
Logan grabbed Torrent’s arm. “Listen. You’ve got to come with me.
There’s someone waiting in the woods. I didn’t want to bring her
here until I knew it was safe.” He paused. “It’s Jessa.”

Torrent went
still and silent for a moment. “What’s she doing here?” he asked
sharply.

“She left the
Magica, Torrent. She had to. She was found out. I helped her escape
and we were running and hiding in the woods for days. She has
important information for us. Information that could change
everything.”

Torrent leaned
on the table and bowed his head. His voice was heavy when he spoke.
“It’s starting. The prophecy. Now it’s beginning.”

“You don’t know
that,” said Caroline softly from the stove.

He sighed
heavily. “I will get Jessa. You stay here, Logan. Eat.
Rest.”

He nodded.
“She’s in the fruit orchard on the north end of town.”

Torrent nodded.
“Caroline, I’ll be right back.”

“We’ll be
fine.” She gave Torrent a heartening smile as she ladled the stew
into a bowl for Logan.

Torrent
lingered in the doorway, his worried expression softening as he
gazed at her. “If I could spend the rest of my life here in this
house, with only you, I’d be a happy man.”

Her smile
widened as she returned his gaze. How could words from a man she
barely knew make her chest warm with so much love?

“Uh,” said
Logan. “You’re dripping on me.”

Blinking away
from Torrent’s face, she saw she’d dribbled stew all over Logan’s
lap. “Oh, my God, I’m so sorry!” She ran for a dishcloth and when
she returned to the table, Torrent was gone.

 



Chapter Six

 


Torrent shed
his clothes as he ran across the front yard and leaped into dire
wolf form. Paws pounding on the forest floor he made his way to the
orchard. Jessa was one of their top informants in the Magica, one
of the few in a secret Magica organization that disagreed with
their people’s treatment of the Lycaon. Every day she risked her
life for the Lycaon and they owed her a debt beyond reckoning.

He reached the
orchard and lifted his nose to the wind, searching for her scent.
There.

Following the
distinctive smell of Magica, which had a touch more metal than
earth, he found Jessa cowering in the low branches of an apple
tree. Her dark eyes peered down at him with mistrust.

Shifting back,
he reached up and touched her hand. “Jessa, I’m Torrent. We met
many years ago. Do you remember me?”

Her eyes
searched his face. She’d aged since he’d first met her. Her long,
tangled hair hung around her dirty face and just beginning to get a
touch of gray. Laugh lines creased the edges of her dark brown
eyes. “Torrent. Yes, I remember you.”

“I came to take
you to my home. Logan is already there. We have food waiting, a
bath—”

“How do you
know it’s safe?” she whispered, her gaze darting around her.

That question
alarmed him. The Lycaon stayed concealed from the Magica by a joint
magickal boundary maintained by Magica. These Magica sympathizers
had an organization called the Sifta. “Jessa, are the boundaries
still up?” His voice was sharp with concern.

“At the time I
fled, yes. Torrent, the Magica found us. They raided my house,
arrested two of the members of my group of Sifta.” She shook her
head and gasped as though about to burst into tears. “I don’t know
if they discovered only my group or all the groups. Right now, I’d
trust nothing.”

Well, that was
not good news.

He reached up
to her. “Come with me now. My home would be very hard to find even
if all the boundaries were down.” But the town wouldn’t be hard to
find. He would need to mentally communicate with Rafian and Lucus
to have scouts sent out immediately. If the boundaries were down,
the town would need to be evacuated as soon as possible.

She took his
hand and jumped out of the tree.

“I’m going to
shift and you climb onto my back. It’s the fastest way to get
home.”

Shaking, she
nodded, still glancing around. Her clothes were like rags on her
and she was about as thin as Logan. “I’m freezing.” Her teeth
chattered.

“I know you’ve
had a hard time. We’ll get you food, a bath, medical treatment and
sleep. Only then will we talk about what’s happened. All
right?”

She nodded.

He shifted and
she climbed onto his back, held on, and he took off for home.

 


* * * *

 


Caroline
watched Logan finish off his third bowl of stew. She thought she
should probably tell him to take it easy, he’d get sick, but she
didn’t have the heart. He was even hungrier than she and Torrent
had been.

Glancing up at
her, he sopped up the remnants of the stew with a bit of bread.
“You came through the veil, didn’t you?”

“Yes, a little
over a week ago.”

“Apart from the
war, you’ll like it here. All the mates do.”

“Well, war,
yes, there is that.” She gave a little laugh. “I spent the first
week in a Magica jail, so I haven’t seen much of your Lycaon part
of the world yet. But my sisters are here and they seem to love
it.”

His expression
illuminated. “You’re Kaitlyn and Paige’s sister!”

“Yes.”

His eyes grew
serious and his voice lowered. “And Torrent’s mate.”

“Yes.” She
paused “Everyone seems to know about this prophecy thing.”

“And he’s your
only mate. You only have one.”

All this talk
of mates, especially multiple ones, still put her on edge. “So they
tell me.”

“That’s very
strange, to have only one mate.”

“They tell me
that, too.”

“You’re famous
around here. I mean, because you’re Torrent’s.”

She opened her
mouth to snap that she wasn’t anyone’s, but the poor guy had
been through too much to deserve the sharp side of her tongue. She
let it slide.

He pushed the
perfectly cleaned bowl away, glanced at the pot, but didn’t ask for
more. Thank goodness, since they’d soon have another person to
feed. “You and Torrent were in the prison together? That explains a
lot. The chaos you and he created in your escape was the only
reason I was able to get Jessa out of the city.”

“Well…I’m glad
we could help out?”

He threw his
head back and laughed. “Gods of the Veil, it’s good to be
home.”

The door opened
and Torrent walked in, dressed once again in the clothes he’d been
wearing. A middle-aged woman, looking hungry, dirty, and bedraggled
followed him.

Caroline rose
and went to her. She looked exhausted. “You must be Jessa.”

“Yes, Torrent
told me your name is Caroline.”

“Yes. Come and
sit. I heated some stew for you.”

“Oh, thank the
deities. I haven’t eaten for days.” Her pale, drawn face and the
way her gaze seized on the stove was testament to that.

Caroline rushed
over and spooned up a large serving into a bowl. Behind her Logan
and Jessa were hugging and speaking in low tones. She brought the
bowl to Jessa, who thanked her, sank into a chair and began eating
like a starved animal.

“I apologize,”
Jessa whispered with shame once she came up for air. Her cheeks had
colored under the dirt.

Torrent leaned
against the kitchen wall. “Never apologize. It was just a couple
days ago that Caroline and I were doing the same thing.”

While Jessa
finished her meal, they talked about what each of the couples had
been through in the last couple of weeks. Logan and Jessa’s story
surpassed theirs in danger and deprivation. They’d been hiding in
the woods from pursuing Magica for over two weeks.

Finally Jessa
finished eating and sighed. Leaning back in her chair, she touched
her stomach. “That’s so much better.”

“What will be
truly better is getting cleaned up and sleeping for a couple days,”
answered Caroline. “That was pretty much heaven for me.”

Jessa tilted
her head to the side. “Heaven?”

“It’s a human
concept,” said Logan. “A paradise you go to when you die.”

Caroline
understood that the Lycaon had studied human culture and customs
closely. Of course the Magica would not bother with such a thing.
That made something occur to her. “Hey! I understand why the Lycaon
speak my language, but why do you speak English, Jessa?”

The older woman
smiled at her. “We are not speaking English, Caroline.”

“What?”

“It’s a
function of being pulled through the veil,” said Torrent in a
calming voice, like she would freak out at any moment. “We’re all
speaking Lycaon, but your brain is processing it as English.”

“Okay, that’s
just—” She put her hand to her head. “You know, I’m just going to
forget I heard that.”

Jessa laughed.
“You are quite charming, Caroline. A good match for our
Torrent.”

Caroline looked
up to find Torrent smiling at her, though there was a heated,
hungry look in his eyes.

“Now, I have
things I need to tell you and it can’t wait until I’ve rested.”

“It can,” Logan
insisted. “You need to sleep or you’ll get sick. It’s amazing
you’ve made it this long.”

She shook her
head. “No, this is too important. Torrent needs to know these
things and it’s more significant than my life.”

“All right,”
prompted Torrent. “I see I can’t sway you. Tell me what I need to
know, and then you can go rest.”

She gazed up at
Torrent with large, pretty dark eyes that were moistening with
emotion. “I have worked my whole life, as my parents before me and
their parents before them, to bring some kind of peace between the
Lycaon and the Magica. Barring peace, we worked to protect the
Lycaon from the Magica’s savage tendencies. Centuries and centuries
of bloodshed only make it clear that there will never be a peace,
nor safety for the Lycaon.” She paused, drawing a steady breath.
“So myself and the other Magica Sifta rebels have done the only
thing we know how, we have devised a way to break reality itself
and split our worlds forever.”

“What?”
breathed Torrent. “How can that be?” He straightened from where he
leaned against the wall. “How can you have the ability to do
something so powerful?”

“What I am
about to tell you no Lycaon save Logan has ever been told before.
What we did, create this magickal switch, took us generations to
accomplish. It wasn’t easy and many sacrifices were made to see it
done. This is great and deep magick, magick of the kind that ripped
us from the human world so long ago.”

“So, you
are the mystical Powers-That-Be?” asked Caroline. So much for
Lycaon spirituality.

She smiled. “My
ancestors were, yes.”

Torrent pushed
a hand through his hair. “This is incredible. It was the Magica all
along.”

“Is this the
same kind of magick that pulls part-blood Lycaon mates through the
veil?” asked Caroline.

Torrent looked
at her in surprise, as if the thought hadn’t occurred to him.

“Yes.” Jessa
smiled. “Consider it a gift, of sorts. The Magica created the
Lycaon and then tried to kill off the entire race. In order to
ensure the Lycaon’s survival, Magica rebels from a time now long
forgotten, created a pull between the worlds. It’s a magickal
magnet, drawing mates together.”

If the
possibility of splitting reality wasn’t on the table, Caroline
might have pointed out that the “magickal magnet” created a whole
lot of chaos for some families. It might bring soul mates
together…but it also created heartbreak. Having family members
vanish without a trace wasn’t a pain that was easily erased for
those left behind.

Caroline
cleared her throat. “I’ve watched more than my fair share of
science fiction and splitting reality is dangerous. I’m right,
aren’t I?”

“A very good
point, although I don’t know what this ‘science fiction’ is,” Jessa
answered. “The switch we have created is safe, located in the heart
of Titan, but does require a rather large sacrifice to make it
work.” She paused and looked at Torrent. “A blood sacrifice. It has
been keyed to one of Torrent’s ancestors. It works by his DNA.”

Torrent looked
at Caroline and held her gaze, hesitating for a moment before he
answered, “I understand.”

“Wait a minute.
No!” Caroline walked over to stand next to Torrent, as if she could
protect him. “You’re saying….what? That the magick requires the
sacrifice of Torrent’s life to work?”

Jessa nodded
sadly. “The sacrifice is a life…and a love never fully realized.
The sacrifice is not only his life but your mate bond. Life and
love.”

“Well,” she
shot back sarcastically, “as long as it’s only that much.”

Torrent put a
calming hand on her shoulder. “Think of it, everlasting peace for
the Lycaon.

My people would
never again need to fear, never need to run, never need to
fight.”

“But you’d be—”
She choked on the words, amazed at the sudden flood of emotion into
her eyes and throat. “You’d be dead.”

He turned her
toward him and drew her against his chest. She buried her face in
his shoulder and fought a sudden uncharacteristic urge to cry. “And
you’d be safe,” he whispered into her hair.

 


* * * *

 


"I don't care
if I'm being selfish. I don't want you to sacrifice your life for
the good of your people!”

“I’m staring
right now at the rigid set of your shoulders and the firm line of
your chin. I care for you so much, but, Caroline, do you hear
yourself?"

She crossed her
arms over her chest. "Yes. And I don't care how I sound."

Torrent sighed.
"I've known for a long time this was to be my fate."

"Your fate
sucks."

"I think so
too."

Everyone had
left. Jessa and Logan had gone into town. Apparently Logan had a
house in the heart of the town. She had a feeling that he and Jessa
had grown very close during their ordeal, or they'd been close
before it, maybe.

"So, I'm to be
stuck here without you. Living where? Here, I guess, right? All
alone. Seeing everything that reminds me of you, expecting you to
walk back in through that door." Her voice cracked. "I sound
petulant right now. I know I do. But you've got the easy part.
You'll be dead. I'm the one who will be forced to live without
you."

Torrent crossed
the kitchen and pulled her against him. "I'm so sorry," he murmured
into her hair.

She pushed him
away. "Why did the Magica even bring me over? They must have known
this would happen. Why couldn't they have just left me in
ignorance, never knowing I even had a soul mate. This is just
cruel. To you and me, both."

"You heard her,
it's a sacrifice of life and love. Anyway, you don't mean what you
say. If you had stayed in the human world, you never would have
known what happened to your sisters."

She stalked
away from him, into the living room. He was right, but she wanted
to stay pissed.

He followed
her. "I said I was sorry you were pulled through, but I'm not. I
would take knowing you and losing you over never having known you
at all."

There was an
odd note of hurt in his voice. It was sort of crazy how a big,
strong warrior like Torrent could seem so tough, yet be oddly
vulnerable where she was concerned.

Hell, it just
made her love him more.

She stood with
her back to him. Her shoulders slumped. "I'm ranting because I'm
mad, but you know I feel the same way."

"Do I? We
haven't known each other for long."

She turned and
walked into his arms. "We've known each other forever."

She couldn’t
deny it any longer. Her feelings for Torrent trumped all logic, but
remained true. They were soul mates, damn it all to hell.

 



Chapter
Seven

 


Torrent walked
down the street of his village. There were thirteen villages in
Lycaon Territory, all scattered in the deep wilderness, hopefully
beyond the reach of the Magica.

Caroline seemed
awed by the town. He'd never been to the human world, but he knew
that the differences were many. Human towns had concrete roads,
sidewalks, buildings, parking lots. They were not unlike the Magica
cities.

For the most
part, the Lycaon villages were built into nature, itself. They did
use concrete sometimes in their construction, but mostly they
favored wood, building into the sides of hills and integrating
trees right into the structures, rather than seeing trees as
obstacles to be removed. If you weren't looking closely, you just
might miss a Lycaon village. This, obviously, was kind of the
point. Besides it being camouflage, the integration with nature
just simply suited their culture.

He could
imagine how strange it must be for Caroline to be here, how alien,
because he'd imagined visiting her world and how odd that would be.
He prayed she liked it here, since it would be home for her long
after he was gone.

They'd come
into town this morning to meet with her sisters and their mates.
There was a meeting scheduled for all the village's decision
makers. The leaders from the other twelve villages would also be in
attendance. Once Jessa had revealed the full extent of her plan,
messages had been sent far and wide for all to come and be
informed.

The last couple
of days had been the best he'd ever experienced. Although they’d
also been bittersweet, since he understood his time with Caroline
was finite. He could see in Caroline’s eyes that this was true for
her as well. That fact made him want to kill the world; it made him
so angry.

He only wanted
her to be happy. Ironically, he would be the one bringing her the
ultimate sadness.

She pointed at
a large oak tree with a door carved with an elaborate swirling
design in the immense trunk. "What is that?" she asked. She'd asked
about pretty much every building she'd been able to spot.

He grinned. She
was like a little kid. "That is a dress shop."

Her eyes lit
up. "Really? What kind of clothes do they sell here?"

He shrugged.
"The normal kind. At least, normal for this world. We don't have
jeans here, or suits and ties, or fancy shoes. We have clothes that
are durable and comfortable. Sometimes the women wear dresses, but
normally they all wear pants."

She looked him
up and down. "I supposed most people go through a lot of clothes
here what with the shape-shifting and all."

He laughed.
"Not usually. We're careful when we transform." He sobered as he
realized that Caroline was a new shifter. These were all things he
would need to teach her before he....left.

"What's wrong?
You got quiet all of a sudden." She caught his hand as they stood
looking at the shop door.

"Nothing. Let's
go in. We have plenty of time before the meeting."

"Oh, can we? I
can't get enough of this place. It's like being in The Shire."

"The
where?"

"Never mind."
She squeezed his hand, and then ran off toward the clothing
store.

He watched her
go, emotion squeezing his chest.

She pulled open
the door of the shop and disappeared inside. He followed her,
taking a few steps down a short corridor and ducking his head to
avoid the low ceiling. In a few moments, he was down into the earth
far enough that the store opened up into an immense space. Racks
and racks of clothes lined the shop. Somewhere to his right, he
heard Caroline exclaim with pleasure to Madeline, the store owner.
Following her voice, he threaded his way through the racks and
found her in the shoe department.

"These are just
incredible," she said, picking up a pair of boots. "They're so
soft, yet seem so tough."

"They're made
from an animal like a deer," said Torrent, walking up to her. "They
are called elopes here. They are plentiful and, like your deer,
have trouble surviving the winter. We hunt many of them, but we use
every single part of their body, even their horns, so they are not
sacrificed shallowly." He nodded at Madeline. "Hello, Maddy."

"Hello,
Torrent. I'm happy to make Caroline's acquaintance. Everyone in the
village has been buzzing about her arrival."

"It
was...unexpected."

Her expression
grew sad. "I know."

Caroline set
down the boots and wandered off into the women's clothing. She was
smiling with delight at her new discoveries.

"Let her have
anything she wants,” Torrent said to Maddy. “Anything she shows
interest in. I'll give you her sizes. Those boots, for starters.
Just have everything sent to my house."

"Of
course."

He had only a
short time to make up for a lifetime of gift giving.

"And will a
wedding dress be needed?" she inquired in a soft voice.

Torrent pressed
his lips together. "I don't know yet, Maddy. I'll let you
know."

She nodded.

Torrent let her
shop for as long as he could before they needed to leave and attend
the meeting. He didn't tell her that Madeline was keeping track of
every tiny thing she seemed to like. Sometime later that day, she
would be surprised by a cartload of clothes, shoes and jewelry. The
thought of her pleasure eased the ache in his heart a little.

They left the
shop and made their way across the village. It was deceptively big,
nestled as it was in the forest. Finally they reached an entrance
set into the side of a large hill. This building would certainly
surprise Caroline if the others hadn’t already. One couldn't see
from the outside that it was a cave. The inside was incredibly
large and even contained a theater where they held plays, concerts
and dances. In fact, Caroline’s sister, Paige, was a dancer and
performed here from time to time.

Once inside,
Caroline gasped. "This world never fails to amaze me," she
murmured, looking up at the huge domed foyer that had been painted
with frescoes from Selaryica’s past.

"I'm glad you
enjoy it."

"It's so
strange, but this village just feels right to me, even though it's
so different than what I'm used to."

“It's not
strange. This place speaks to your blood, the part of you that is
Lycaon. Not even tens of thousands of years of human genes can
remove that. It's too powerful."

She looked up
at him. "Kind of how I feel about you. My feelings for you are
inexplicable. I've only known you for such a short time. Logically,
I shouldn't love you as deeply as I do." She paused and swallowed
hard. "But now that I’ve met you I know I've never known love
before now."

He dipped his
head and kissed her softly. "I feel the same." He paused, fishing
out a small box from his pocket. "I was going to wait until the
meeting to do this, so your sisters could be there, but—” He
dropped to one knee. He'd read that's how they did this in the
human world. Handing her the box he said, "Please become my mate,
Caroline Susan Gannet. For however short our mate bond may last, I
want it to be official."

She took the
box and flipped it open, then drew a careful breath

"Torrent, this
thing is huge." It was a lavenstone. It looked a lot like a diamond
from her world, but had a lavender tint to it.

“Is that your
answer?" He grinned up at her.

"Yes. Of
course, my answer is yes." She knelt and embraced him.

He kissed her
deeply, losing himself in the scent and feel of her. Somewhere
above them people clapped and cheered. They looked up to find
Caroline's sisters and mates standing at the top of the winding
staircase looking down on them.

"Paige and I
can plan the wedding," yelled Kaitlyn.

"We can’t
wait!" chimed in Paige.

Torrent helped
Caroline to her feet. Tears were running down her cheeks. "This is
almost perfect," she whispered.

He agreed.
Almost. They started up the stairs together. Now it was time to do
the hard stuff, planning the salvation of his people...and his
death.

 


* * * *

 


Caroline sat at
the end of the long table. Her sisters, her brothers-in-law, Jessa,
Logan, Torrent, and leaders from the other Lycaon villages were all
in a heated discussion about how best to kill her fiancé.

Looking down at
the table, she swallowed hard and willed herself to keep it
together. Selfishness was not an option here. If Torrent dying
meant an entire race could survive and live in peace, then it would
have to be done.

Didn't mean she
had to like it.

All she wanted
was to stand up, slam her fist on the table and yell, No!
Not doing that became harder with every word they uttered. She
examined her hand. Torrent's ring sat nicely on her finger. Like it
had been made for her. She twisted it back and forth, listening to
them talk about the location of this "switch," and what would
happen were they able to activate it. Apparently the reality would
split forevermore. Lycaon territory would separate from Magica and
be forever out of reach.

"But wait," she
said suddenly. The murmuring and private conversations all halted
at her loud voice. "The Magica created this ability to manipulate
realities. How do the Lycaon know that once the worlds are
separated, the Magica won't just find a way to bring them back
together again, or, worse, simply blink the Lycaon world out of
existence? That would be easy for them. Get rid of the Lycaon in
one blow."

"It doesn’t
work like that," answered Jessa, seeming exasperated.

Caroline stared
hard at her. "Paige told me about this woman, Alisa. She was born
Lycaon, but brought up by the Magica. When her Magica adoptive
parents were endangered, she was forced to become a traitor. She
was the reason Paige and her mate Jarek were taken by the Magica
and nearly died."

Jessa's lips
pressed into a thin line and her eyes narrowed for a moment before
she replied. "What are you insinuating?"

“Paige and her
mates took Alisa in, but Alisa ended up betraying them.” She met
Jessa’s eyes. “The same thing could happen with you. I’m sorry to
say it, Jessa, but we need to be careful.”

Torrent touched
her hand. "Caroline, I understand you're angry about this
situation, but I don't think that's a reason to make such an
accusation."

"I am
angry," said Caroline, "and I don't necessarily believe Jessa is a
traitor to the Lycaon. We have no reason to think so. But there are
more Magica rebels involved in the creation of the switch, isn’t
there? Ones we don’t know? I'm simply asking we examine this
closely before we start sending people we love into danger and
death. I don't mean any offense. I like you, Jessa, but how can be
sure this isn't a trap?"

"I think
Caroline makes a valid point," added Kaitlyn. "And not just because
she's my sister."

"I do, too,"
Jarek chimed in, "I remember Alisa all too well. I carried her on
my back, and then she stabbed it." He glanced at Jessa. "You seem
like a great person and I like you...but I liked Alisa too."

Logan stood up.
"You don't trust Jessa because she is Magica. So trust me, I am
Lycaon." His voice shook with barely contained rage. "You don't
know the sacrifices that Jessa has made for you. She has given up
her culture, her city, her people, and even her family. She has
risked death, she and her rebels, to do this for us."

"We are only
righting a wrong on behalf of our people," whispered Jessa. Then
her voice grew louder. "But I understand your concern and the
question is a smart one to ask. I wish there was a way, other than
Logan’s testimonial, to prove our resolve and our loyalty. But let
me assure you that once this magick is tripped, there is no
reversing it, and there is no way to crush an entire reality out of
existence. We can shift and we can separate and we can pull through
if the energies are strong enough. We cannot destroy."

"We must take
your word for that," said Paige.

"And her name
is good!" roared Logan, slamming his fist onto the table.

"I trust Jessa
and her judgment regarding her followers," said Torrent, standing
up. He held Caroline's gaze. "I think you should too. All of
you."

Caroline held
his gaze. "I want to trust her, but there is something I hold very
dear about to be lost. I don't want it to be for nothing."

Jessa stood,
walked over to Caroline and knelt beside her chair. The older woman
took her hands in hers and stared into her eyes. "I promise to you
on my honor and the lives of my families that what I bring to you
is true. If you and Torrent make this sacrifice, it will save the
Lycaon. I realize it's a lot to ask—"

"It's
everything," whispered Caroline immediately. "You're asking
everything of me." A tear rolled her cheek.

Jessa bowed her
head for a moment, seeming to reach for composure. Finally, she
raised her gaze to hers again. "I know and I'm sorrier than I can
say." She paused. "It must be this way."

"Why can't
someone else flip the switch?"

"I would not
ask anyone else," said Torrent.

Of course he
wouldn't.

Jessa stood and
walked back to her place, measuring her words before she answered.
"It must be Torrent because of his specific genetic makeup. No
other Lycaon is linked so intimately with the Lycaons that helped
the Magica remove this reality from Earth's so long ago. Torrent's
DNA is the key."

Great. So good
her soul mate was the chosen one.

They finished
up their meeting and made plans about how they would infiltrate the
Magica city of Titan and throw the Sifta’s switch. They would need
to get past security at the south gate to gain the proper papers
and be able to travel the streets freely.

Caroline hardly
heard a word. She'd gone numb, a black sensation taking hold in the
pit of her stomach and growing tendrils through her veins. She
wished time could stop. She wished she and Torrent could run away.
She wished she'd never met him...no, she didn't...not really. She
just wished everything was different.

Her sisters
gave her long, comforting hugs that didn't help and she and Torrent
returned home.

 



Chapter Eight

 


At home, she
and Torrent went about business in near silence. They didn't talk
about the upcoming expedition that would leave her a widow a day
after she got married. Caroline was too depressed to speak and
Torrent seemed to be respecting that. They made something to eat
and Torrent built a fire in the living room hearth. She leaned
against the wall separating that room from the kitchen and watched
him.

He glanced at
her, then suddenly threw down the log he held, stood up, walked
over her to her and swept her into his arms. "This is ridiculous.
We need to spend every last possible moment with my bare skin next
to yours."

Not waiting for
her response, he carried her upstairs, taking two steps at a time
as though she’d try to run away. No way. She could never resist
this man. She wound her arms around him and buried her face where
his shoulder met his neck, breathing in the scent of him and trying
to memorize it, attempting to commit the warm, solid feel of his
body to her memory.

“You feel our
connection, don’t you, Caroline?” he murmured against her mouth
after he’d laid her on the bed. “Right now I feel as though you’re
as powerless against me as I am against you. I trust you completely
and I think you trust me too.”

“Torrent,” she
whispered. “How can you affect me this way?”

He nipped at
her lower lip. “I’m glad I affect you at all.”

“You do…so
much.” Her breath came out heavy and aroused. “Torrent…I don’t
want you to take the herbs.”

“What?”

“The herb you
take to prevent pregnancy, please stop taking it.”

He cupped her
face in his hands. “Are you sure?”

“I’ve never
been more sure about anything, ever.” She smiled. “Stop taking the
herb and try to get me pregnant every chance you get.”

“Do you want me
to make love to you right now? Torrent pulled back and watched her
face.

Caroline’s
eyelids were heavy and her lips were plumped and rosy from his
kiss. She grinned coyly. “Maybe,” she answered in a breathy
voice.

He gave a short
laugh.

Her fingers
found the buttons of his shirt and undid them one by one. “Let me
clarify my answer a little,” she said, fitting the tip of her
tongue to the corner of her mouth. After she’d pushed the shirt
away, she gazed at the bounty that was hers.

Sliding her
fingers over his smooth skin, she explored every glorious well-made
inch of him until he shuddered with pleasure and goose bumps
erupted over his flesh.

“I want to show
you how much you’re mine,” he purred, dropping his mouth to hers
for a kiss.

She opened her
mouth to tell him that human women didn’t like being owned, but
right before he kissed her he whispered, “As I am yours,
body and soul,” and she melted into him.

He undid
another button and slipped his hand inside her shirt to cup her
breast. Caroline drew a careful breath, feeling his touch all
through her body as he drew his fingers softly back and forth over
the erect nipple.

“I am yours, as
you are mine,” he purred again. “I want you to feel that as much as
I do.”

He kept one
hand on her breast and undid the rest of the buttons with his other
hand. Her shirt whispered over her skin as he parted it. He ran
both his hands down her body to her thighs, his gaze eating up
every inch of her. She felt beautiful under his perusal. Her full
breasts were tipped with hard little red nipples and her chest rose
and fell with her increased rate of breathing.

“You’re
gorgeous,” he murmured as they undressed each other.

Caroline’s
entire reality narrowed to his hands on her. Every inch of her skin
felt sensitized from his touch. Skimming his hand down her stomach
and between her thighs, he slid two fingers within her, stretching
her muscles.

She moaned as
he brushed his thumb over her clit. Whispering his name, she arched
her back as his hot mouth closed over her nipple.

Her body felt
hot enough that it might melt into the mattress. She squirmed on
the bed. Torrent moved away from her breast and kissed along her
throat. She bent her head, offering the sensitive area to him. His
tongue touched the skin just under her ear and then trailed lower.
She moaned at the sensation of the hot tip of it running over her
collarbones and then further down, down between her breasts, over
her stomach.

“Torrent,”
Caroline begged breathlessly. She was so ready for him. He was
tormenting her, teasing her, and soon she’d be past her limits of
rational thought.

Torrent
leisurely dragged his tongue over her skin, briefly dipping it into
her belly button before going further downward. He ran his lips
along her skin, leaving heated kisses the whole way.

He continued
over her pelvis, to the inside of her thigh. There, he kissed the
crease where her inner leg met her body.

Caroline’s
aroused clit pulsed with the desire to be caressed and licked. When
he finally reached her cunt, he licked her labia and then
finally twirled his tongue around her needy clit.

She arched her
back and closed her eyes. “Oh, yes,” she moaned. “That’s
heaven.”

“You taste so
good.” He groaned deeply. “I have been dreaming of this for so
long.”

“Don’t stop,”
she whispered. She would die if he took his mouth away now.

He didn’t
disappoint. Torrent licked her with big, lazy swipes of his
skillful tongue. She wriggled at the sensation of his hot, slick
mouth exploring her. It was almost too much to bear. He pushed his
tongue inside her and fucked her with it, drawing a low moan from
her throat.

Torrent pinned
her thighs apart with his powerful hands, keeping her spread wide
open to him as he licked and sucked her.

He slipped a
finger inside her cunt, then another, widening her while he laved
her clit.

Slowly, he
massaged the inner walls of her sex with his fingers while he
continued the torment with his mouth. The energy of her orgasm
built, rising higher and higher.

He fucked her
with his fingers faster and harder, finding a place deep inside
that was especially sensitive and rubbing his fingertips over it.
His other hand found the entrance to her rear and stroked.

She gasped and
opened her eyes. The sensation was foreign to her, but very nice.
She tried to object, but it felt so good.

He momentarily
lifted his mouth from her clit. “All women who are mated to two
know the pleasure of double penetration. I am only one, but you
shall know it too.”

Before she had
a chance to protest, he lowered his mouth back to her clit and
sucked it between his lips. The burst of pleasure stole the words
from her throat.

At the same
time, his fingertip breached her rear and thrust in and out. She
jerked on the mattress, fisting the blankets in her hands. God,
help her, it felt so good—a sweet mixture of incredible pleasure
and just a hint of pain.

He went a
little deeper, matching the thrusts into her cunt. The double
penetration was magical, mesmerizing. Never had understood how such
stimulation would feel—like one big wave of pure sexual ecstasy
overwhelming her. What Torrent did to her was taboo in her world,
but she didn’t want him to stop…not ever.

Her climax
burst over her body like a bomb, pleasure exploding out and
enveloping her. Her back arched and she cried out, scrabbling at
the blankets on either side of her as sexual bliss washed through
her.

He hovered over
her, a needful look in his blue-gray eyes. “I’m going to make you
come harder than you ever have before.”

She groaned at
his words and panted, “I just did.”

He slid between
her thighs and pressed the head of his cock to her entrance.
“Harder. I want you to come even harder, Caroline.”

She moaned as
the wide crown of his cock pushed all the way into her. He was huge
and stretched her muscles so deliciously. Inch by mind-blowing
inch, he slid into her. He did it slowly, carefully, as though
afraid he’d hurt her.

Caroline met
his gaze. “I’m not made of china,” she whispered. “Don’t treat me
like I’m fragile. I want you. All of you.”

Holding her
hips and her gaze, he thrust forward steadily, all the way to the
base of him.

“Yes,” she
sighed. She felt completely possessed by him, totally filled up. He
was a very big man—in all ways. Every square inch of her seemed
touched by him. Slowly, so she could feel every centimeter, he slid
out, and then back in. She squirmed beneath him, tears stinging her
eyes at how good it felt to have him inside her.

He lowered his
head and kissed her as he moved slowly in and out. Her lips parted
in wonder at the look of love in his eyes and the intimacy of this
act, having him within her and face-to-face. He parted her lips and
brushed his tongue against hers. Tightening her hands on his
shoulders, she whimpered in the back of her throat at the
perfectness of the experience.

He brushed her
hair away from her face and held her gaze. “I haven’t been this
happy in a long, long time, Caroline. I never want this to
end.”

A tear squeezed
from the corner of her eye and he kissed it away. His motions
became surer and longer and harder with every stroke. A moan ripped
from Caroline’s throat as she arched her back. She could barely
form a coherent thought. Her entire reality had narrowed to only
him and she suspected he likely felt the same—his awareness
completely filled by her.

He placed a
hand to the back of her knee and hooked one leg over his hip,
changing his angle and deepening the penetration. This position
caused him to move back and forth over an especially sensitive area
deep within her. She braced her other foot on the mattress and
thrust her hips up at him, driving him harder and deeper inside
her.

“Caroline,” he
breathed.

She went to
pieces beneath him as an incredibly strong climax washed over her.
She moaned out his name, clutching his shoulders as the muscles of
her cunt pulsed around his cock.

He answered in
kind. Torrent groaned and she felt him spill within her.

Breathing
heavy, he rested on top of her, bracing his arms on either side of
her. He buried his face in the hollow of her neck and laid a line
of kisses to her skin. She wrapped her arms around him and smiled
happily, never wanting him to leave her body.

They stayed
that way for a long time, basking in the aftermath of their shared
pleasure. She kissed his shoulder and inhaled close to his skin,
reveling in the musky male smell of him. Caroline hoped the scent
of him stayed on her, had worked its way into the pores of her
skin. She wanted to be marked as his—completely and totally.

 


* * * *

 


"Come on,
Caroline, you're going to be late!"

"I know! I'm
hurrying!" Caroline called back to Paige as she emerged from the
bathroom still trying to get her dress buttoned right. "I had a
busy—er—late night, that’s all."

Kaitlyn peeked
her head out the door of the bedroom and grinned at her. "Yep.
Heard that story before."

Caroline's
cheeks were bright pink as she emerged into the room. "In any case,
Torrent will wait for me."

Paige came
around from behind her and examined the buttoning job Caroline had
done. Her sister tsked, then buttoned her up the right away.
"Torrent would do anything for you."

She smiled. It
was true. Torrent was the best man in the world. All of the
worlds.

The previous
afternoon she’d been surprised to find all of the items she’d
showed interest in at the shop earlier that day arrive on her
doorstep. Among the pieces of clothing had been a gorgeous, flowing
white dress that Caroline had decided to wear today as her wedding
gown. She had no shoes, but that was okay. She intended to go
barefoot down the aisle and wear her hair long and loose. It was in
keeping with the natural tendencies of the Lycaon, of which she
felt more and more a part.

Once Paige
finished buttoning her gown correctly, she turned Caroline to face
her. “I know it’s hard to set the future aside, Caroline, but today
I want you to live in the moment. Know happiness today. Know
love. Know the deepest caring from any one person you will ever
have. Wrap yourself in it, absorb every moment, and hold the memory
close.”

Emotion clogged
her throat. She nodded. “I will.”

Paige hugged
her. “You know we will always be here for you.”

“I’m very
grateful for that.”

“Now,” said
Paige, “let’s get your hair done. The carriage will be here any
minute.”

“Carriage?”

Paige grinned
and tipped her head to the side. “What did you think, we were going
to let you shift to dire wolf and run into town? You’re
riding in a carriage to your wedding, woman.” Now, come.” She took
her sister’s hand and led her into the bathroom to finish her
hair.

After she was
declared presentable, the three women went downstairs and found a
covered carriage drawn by four black horses. They all wore
something over their noses to confuse the scent of dire wolf around
them. Horses didn’t enjoy wolves—not in any form.

Caroline
clapped her hands together and laughed. “This is incredible.”

“Came from
Torrent,” Kaitlyn answered.

They all
climbed into the carriage and rode to a chapel near the town. The
“building” was made from interwoven tree trunks interspersed with
huge clear glass windows that gave the impression there was no
chapel, only the forest.

She could never imagine a more beautiful
place to be married.

Caroline
climbed from the carriage, walked through the open doorway of the
chapel and looked up. The boughs of the trees made up the ceiling,
though something clear—glass?—seemed to seal the places where the
tree limbs didn’t touch. Caroline had no idea how such a place
could even be possible, how it stayed together during a storm, for
example, yet so much about this world seemed magical that she just
accepted it as true. The place was lovely. Small crystals hung from
the tree limbs far above her head, twinkling and catching in the
light.

The church
teemed with people she didn’t know, all watching her as she
entered. She gawked at everyone. She recognized only her
brothers-in-law, Jessa and Logan and a few people she’d met in the
village. It looked like Torrent’s wedding was the event of the
season. It seemed like everyone in the village had come to
watch.

She fidgeted,
staring at all the unknown faces. Then, at the front of the chapel,
she found a beloved visage that calmed her instantly. She smiled,
holding Torrent’s gaze. Torrent watched her with pure love on his
face, in a way no one had ever looked at her before. Like she was
everything to him.

Low, pretty
pipe music began, and Kaitlyn popped a sweet spray of daisies into
her hands.

“Walk down the
aisle toward him,” her sister whispered, giving her a gentle
nudge.

She walked
forward; her gaze still riveted on Torrent and no one else. When
she reached him and climbed the few steps up onto the elevated
platform, Torrent went down on one knee.

“Caroline Susan
Gannet, do you consent to join your life to mine in matehood?”

“I do.”

Torrent’s eyes
glistened with tears. “Universe, hear my words and make it so.”

 


I give you my
breath, blood and bone.

I pledge to
you my protection.

I merge my
soul with yours.

For as long as
I live, I will shield you from harm.

Foresworn, I
will cherish you.

Eternally, I
will honor you.

United, we
forge this bond.

We are
mated.

I am
yours.

 


As his words
filled the chapel, warmth wrapped her and a strange tingling
tickled her skin.

Euphoria filled her. It was…magick. Some strange Lycaon magick
that wove their souls together. For her,
it was just a formality. Her soul already felt woven into
Torrent’s.

When Torrent
uttered the final syllable, her spine arched and magick poured
through her. Torrent caught her as her knees gave way and he folded
her into his embrace.

“I love you,”
he whispered near her ear, then gave her a long kiss.

The chapel
erupted into applause, but she and Torrent barely heard it.

“Take me home,”
she whispered into Torrent’s ear. “I want to you make love to me
all night.”

His arms
tightened around her and he shivered. “Then let’s get out of
here.”

 


* * * * *

 


“Come here,”
murmured Torrent.

Caroline walked
across the bedroom toward him. He sat on the edge of the bed, two
unidentified things lying on the mattress beside him.

She’d found him
waiting for her when she’d exited the bathroom after her shower.
Barefoot and shirtless, he looked feral and barely contained, dark
lust clouding his eyes. Just seeing Torrent while he so clearly
wanted her made her cunt hot and excited.

Holding his
gaze, she dropped her towel to the floor. As she crossed the room
toward him, his hungry gaze ate up the length of her naked body,
his hands forming fists.

“I’m fighting
the dire wolf part of me right now,” he growled. “I want to pounce
on you, take you to the floor, mount you from behind, and fuck you
until you can’t see straight.”

Her steps
faltered, her own dire wolf rising to his words, seeing herself on
all fours, him behind her, his cock pumping hard and fast into her
vulnerable cunt.

“Who says I
don’t want that too?” she breathed.

He gave his
head a shake. “I have other plans for you tonight.”

“What
plans?”

He didn’t
answer. He only patted his lap. “Lay over my legs, stomach down and
that sweet ass up and offered to me.”

She shivered at
the command in his voice. After hesitating a moment, she did as
he’d requested. The fabric of his loose pants rasped her skin.

Torrent ran his
hands over her back and massaged the nape of her neck, making her
shiver and dispersing the tension in her muscles. “Spread your
legs,” he murmured in a tense voice.

She parted her
thighs, her toes touching the floor on one side, her fingertips on
the other side. Normally this would be an awkward position, but she
wasn’t very big and Torrent had a large lap. She fit nicely on
it.

His strong hand
delved between her spread legs, touching her aroused cunt. She
shuddered in pleasure at the touch of his fingers.

After a moment,
he reached over and took one of the objects he’d laid on the bed.
She heard the sound of liquid being squirted.

“What’s that?”
she asked.

Torrent lowered
his fingers to her cunt once more and rubbed something wet and warm
into her clit and over her labia. “This is an oil that will
lubricate you.”

He rubbed the
oil over the entrance of her ass and she stiffened. Now she
understood what he wanted.

He shushed her.
“Think only about what gives you pleasure and nothing else. Does
this feel good?”

She closed her
eyes and nodded.

“You’ll like
this better, then,” he murmured as he penetrated her rear entrance
with the tip of a finger. He thrust in and out gently, slowly
guiding himself to the first knuckle, then the second.

The action drew
long moans from her throat. It was mind-blowing so much sensation
could come from this stimulation.

With his other
hand, he rubbed over her labia and slid into her with two fingers.
Her hips jumped at the feeling of having both orifices filled at
one time.

“Torrent,” she
moaned, squirming a bit on his lap.

“Do you like
it?” His voice sounded tense, aroused.

Biting her
lower lip, she nodded.

“Your body was
made for this, Caroline. You are relaxing and widening yourself for
me.”

He withdrew to
drizzle more of the oil onto her rear, then slid two fingers into
her. She gasped, then moaned at the sensation of him stretching her
muscles so exquisitely. It hurt just a little…just enough to make
pleasure pulse her clit and sear deliciously up her backbone. It
was a small pain, a sweet pain.

“Caroline,”
murmured Torrent. “You have no idea how exciting this is for
me.”

“Make love to
me,” she whispered. “Right now. I can’t take this kind of teasing
for long.”

“Oh, I will,”
he answered. “I want to slide my cock into you every fiber of my
being.”

She closed her
eyes and he increased the pace of his thrusts. He matched his
thrusts into her cunt and rear with a masterful precision that
nearly made her scream.

“Come for me,”
Torrent whispered. “I want to hear you moan.”

She clenched
her fists and bucked on his lap as her climax hit her like a train.
The waves of intense pleasure washed over her, making her cry out.
He rode her through it, lengthening it.

As the powerful
orgasm ebbed away, he lifted her onto the bed, carefully laying her
on her stomach. Her body seemed like a wet noodle, all the strength
wrung from it.

He took an
object near her head and coated it with the oil. She lifted her
head weakly. “What are you doing?”

“This,” Torrent
answered, raising her hips, so she rested on her knees, her pelvis
tipped up and her ass offered to him. He set the tip of the oiled
object to the entrance of her cunt and slowly pushed it inside.

She moaned and
closed her eyes, fisting the blankets in both hands. The object
felt ridged, wide and long. He pulled it out and pushed it back in,
all the while gently stroking her clit.

Pleasure flared
to life once again. He thrust the object in and out of her cunt
like it was his cock. She spread her legs further, panting from the
waves of sexual ecstasy radiating through her.

“Are you ready
for me?” he asked, his voice sounding strained.

“Ready for
what?”

She heard the
rustle of clothing being removed, then the smooth, oiled head of
his cock pressed against the entrance of her ass. She jerked.

He held her
hips steady. The ridged cylinder still filled her cunt. “This will
give you great pleasure, Caroline. Do you trust me?”

She hesitated,
then nodded.

“I would never
hurt you.”

“I know,” she
breathed.

The crown of
his cock penetrated her entrance, tearing a low moan from her
throat. Inch by slow and careful inch, he pushed inside.

It brought her
up to the sweet, confusing edge of pain. It played counterpoint to
the unbelievable pleasure, making that pleasure even more
intense.

He eased within
her deeper and deeper until he finally seated himself base-deep.
“Caroline,” he groaned, “you feel so good.”

She gripped the
blankets and tried not to buck. Having both orifices completely
filled, one with Torrent and the other by the cylinder, was a
deeply hedonistic experience. It was as though her body had
transformed to a state of pure sexual bliss.

Then Torrent
began thrusting.

Caroline could
only hold on against the pressure of Torrent’s body possessing
hers, the slow, delicious slide of his cock relentlessly thrusting
into her ass, while the cylinder also moved in and out of her cunt
with his motions.

Torrent groaned
low and long, his big hands holding her hips as he took her long
and slow. Every inward thrust of his cock made the cylinder
penetrate her cunt deeper.

Slipping one
hand down around her waist, he found her plumped and aroused clit
and stroked it. A powerful orgasm hit her immediately, making her
cry out and nearly collapse to the mattress.

A moment later
and Torrent’s cock jumped inside her. He groaned her name and
spilled deep within her.

They collapsed
together on the bed he wound his arms around her protectively. He
kissed her forehead. “Now I’ve had every part of your body,” he
murmured.

She chuckled.
“It’s yours, my love. Anytime.”

It was hard not
to think about how well they suited each other. Not only were they
well paired in personality and emotionally, but sexually too.

If only they
could enjoy a lifetime together.

 



Chapter Nine

 


Torrent stood
in the middle of the yard watching Caroline stare up into the sky
at her sister, Kaitlyn, circling in hawk form. The first time
Caroline had seen Kaitlyn shift there’d been wonder and amazement
in her expression. But today, on the morning of their departure,
there was nothing but dread.

This morning it
had been hard on them to leave the comfortable nest in his bed. The
others had arrived and banged on his door for nearly a half hour.
They’d finally broken it down completely, worried there was
something wrong. That was the only reason he and Caroline had
roused.

The plan was to
ride in wagons drawn by horses to the east gates of the city and
enter as merchants from Ellian, another Magica city to the north.
Jessa had used magick on the horses so that they wouldn’t scent the
dire wolves around them.

All of these
details were being handled by Jessa. If there was ever a time to
trust her, it was now. If this was a trap of some kind, they were
walking right into it.

He shuddered.
Not only would that be utterly devastating, it would be
humiliating, and he would owe Caroline one hell of an apology.
Caroline still didn’t fully trust Jessa or Logan.

“Are we almost
ready?” called Logan.

“No,” said
Caroline immediately. “And we never will be. Let’s go.” She glanced
at Torrent, sighed, and trudged toward the wagon. She wore the odd
black and white garb of a Magica female.

It would be a
three-day journey by cart, but Jessa said authenticity would be
rumpled and dirty traveling clothes when they arrived, so they’d
dressed in the Magica garb now.

Above them,
Kaitlyn-as-hawk cried her signal that they should move out. As the
only one of them who could safely keep animal form, she would scout
ahead and make sure all was well on their path.

The four of
them, Logan, Jessa, Caroline and himself made their way to the
wagon and mounted. He’d fought long and hard to keep Caroline from
coming, but she was a strong woman and wouldn’t have any of it. He
respected her strength and her choice. Although he worried about
her safety, he understood her decision. He would have made the same
one.

The wagon
nearly overflowed with metal pieces and planks of wood, things that
could be found anywhere and traced to nowhere. That would serve as
their “wares.” Beneath that pile lay weapons. Certainly they might
need them before this mission was through.

Caroline
mounted on the rear lip of the wagon, her legs dangling over the
edge. He hopped on beside her, and she laid her head on his
shoulder, snuggling against him for his body warmth.

Gods…if only he
could have a lifetime of this.

The wish was
only that, a wish.

They traveled
in near silence all day and into the night by the light of the full
moon. When they finally stopped to get some rest, Caroline hopped
down from the wagon and began to help make ready to camp. Torrent
watched her go, then stepped to the ground and went off to
hunt.

Since they were
traveling incognito, they could have a fire. They didn’t have to
hide all that much. If a Magica patrol happened by, they would
hopefully be protected by their cover story and disguises.

When Torrent
returned from the woods with two fat rabbits in hand, a merry fire
burned in the center of the camp. Jessa, Logan, and Caroline were
sitting around the fire, talking in low tones. Kaitlyn would return
home for the night and rejoin their party tomorrow…likely after all
the fireworks had been set off.

“Excellent,”
said Logan with a smile, rising to take the rabbits from Torrent.
“I’ll clean these up and we’ll put them on the spit. I’m starved.
How about you?”

His gaze met
Caroline’s over the campfire. He was hungry, all right…just not for
food. He mumbled an uncommitted response to Logan and went over to
be near his love. Holding out a hand, he said, “Want to take a
walk?”

Caroline
slipped her hand into his, rose, and followed him into the
woods.

They strolled
in silence, using a deer path to avoid the worst of the underbrush
and tree limbs. Around them the night was alive, breathing—small
twigs cracking underfoot, tiny birds cooing in the branches, the
breeze rustling leaves above their heads.

“Caroline,
I—”

She turned
toward him suddenly. “Let’s run as dire wolves. Can we?”

He blinked,
confused by her sudden desire to shift. “We’re still far from
Magica territory. Yes, sure, we can run.”

“I need a good
run, Torrent. I need to burn off a little of this sadness.”

He nodded. If
only it were that easy.

They took off
their clothes, folded them and laid them carefully on a nearby log.
Caroline’s alabaster skin glowed silver in the moonlight. All he
wanted was to catch her up in his arms and kiss every smooth, cool
inch of it, but he knew that Caroline needed the run, the physical
exertion to bury all the negative thoughts and emotions. That
Caroline understood that a shift and a long, hard run could do that
meant she was coming into her own as a dire wolf.

Caroline
shifted without thought. One minute she was a woman, the next a
sleek dark dire wolf. Effortless. Like she had been born to it. She
padded into the underbrush.

He shifted and
followed her. Matching her strides, he trotted alongside her,
conveying nothing mentally, even though they could communicate that
way.

All of a
sudden, she bolted for the north. Not missing a beat, he followed
her, their legs pounding out a beat of freedom on the forest floor.
Muscles working, silky fur shining in the moonlight, bodies
stretching against the cool night air, they ran and ran.

They shot out
of the forest and ran over a flat plain. He knew where they were
going and how to get back, something he wasn't sure Caroline had
thought about in her grief-stricken state. Currently they were
heading ever farther away from Mage territory...and covering ground
quickly.

He would let
her run until she'd exhausted her emotions. If he needed to carry
her back, he'd do it gladly. This is what she needed. This is what
they both needed.

He remembered
going on runs like this with his father when he’d been a child.
Their family had lived far from the village, on their own in the
middle of the wilderness. Every day he and his father had hunted
for the family. Torrent wished he could see them one last time, his
parents, but they’d known for some time what the future held in
store for him and they'd said what needed saying long ago. It was
something Torrent thought everyone should do—never let words go
unspoken because no one knew what the next day would bring.

His ultimate
goal was keeping Caroline safe on this journey. If she got out this
unscratched, he could go to his death and rest easy.

They ran for
what seemed like half the night, but was probably only about
forty-five minutes. Caroline ducked into a small group of trees and
collapsed by a river, immediately shifting back to human form. She
curled up into a ball at the edge of the water and sobbed.

Torrent stood
over her for a long moment, his heart breaking. Shivering, she
cried for him in the middle of the forest. She looked as alone as
she soon would be. His throat closing with tears, he curled his
body around hers and let her snuggle into his warm dire wolf coat.
She turned to face him, her fingers tangling in the thick fur at
his sides and nuzzled her face into his neck. He allowed her to cry
it out, a cathartic act she needed as much as the run.

Once she'd wept
herself dry, he shifted back to human and held her against him. The
ground was cold on his bare skin, but nothing could detract from
the pleasure of holding his beloved in his arms. He would
appreciate every last moment of this, bittersweet though it
was.

She adjusted
her body and sealed her mouth over his, her salty tears running
down her cheeks, transferring to his and running into his mouth. He
pulled her beneath his body, covering her, and slanted his mouth
hungrily across hers.

Her kisses were
not the sweet type—she wanted him. He wanted her too, with every
ounce of his desire. His hands skated over her skin, memorizing
every inch.

 



Chapter Ten

 


Tears stung
Caroline’s eyes as Torrent enveloped her in his arms. His huge
hands moved to her waist and slipped up the bare skin of her sides.
His thumbs brushed back and forth against her waist, making her
relax into his. The sensation of his body on hers mesmerized
her.

He nipped her
lower lip, dragging it slowly between his teeth. She shivered with
pleasure, goose bumps rising on her flesh. Her cunt seemed to catch
fire when his tongue slid in again to unhurriedly caress hers. She
felt every stroke of it between her thighs.

Torrent didn’t
simply kiss her; he made love to her mouth. Sometimes his tongue
played with hers, then slipped out so he could nip at her lips,
then he’d slant his mouth across hers to penetrate once more. The
kiss was at times demanding, then soft, then the tease of something
more. It stole her breath and made her want that more with
heady lust.

He eased his
hands down her hips to cup her rear and pulled her up against his
body. His aroused cock pressed against her thigh and her cunt grew
hotter, damper and more sensitive.

“Look at me,
Caroline,” he murmured.

Tipping her
head up, she met his gaze. She felt drunk.

“I want you to
watch me while I pleasure you, Caroline. I want you to be one with
this moment and remember it forever.”

Her eyes
widened as Torrent eased down the length of her body and lowered
his mouth to her clit. His gaze held hers as he sucked it between
his masterful lips. Pleasure rippled through her body as he teased
it, driving her quickly to the razor’s edge of a climax. She moaned
and her eyes fluttered shut.

“Caroline, look
at me,” Torrent requested in a low voice.

“You’re making
me crazy. Let me come,” she moaned.

“Look at me and
I will make you come.”

Raising her
head from the pillow, she stared into his eyes. Holding her gaze
steadily, he sucked and licked her clit. At the same time, he
stroked her entrance with his finger, massaging the sensitive
nerves around her labia until she wanted to scream. Torrent held
her there, on the edge of an orgasm. He had her exactly where he
wanted her.

“Torrent,
please,” she begged.

“Caroline, come
apart,” he whispered roughly. “Moan for me.” Easing his skillful
tongue deep inside her, he thrust it in and out, while
simultaneously stroking her clit with the pad of his index
finger.

Her climax
enveloped her body, making her cry out his name as the waves of it
washed through her, driving all rational thought from her mind.
Convulsions of the deepest pleasure she’d ever known racked her
body for what seemed like minutes. Gently caressing her clit,
Torrent drew her orgasm out until it came to a shuddering stop.

The experience
left her wrung out, her muscles limp. “Torrent,” she breathed.
“That was incredible.”

With a feral
look in his eyes, he climbed up her body and closed his mouth over
her nipple. Caroline wrapped her legs around his waist and arched
her back as he licked at it, stroking her other nipple gently.
Desire flickered to life deep in her belly and radiated out,
quickly consuming her. She could never get enough of this man.

Torrent eased
himself between her thighs and ground his pelvis against her
aroused clit. The jut of his rock-hard cock against her tender
folds made a low, guttural moan of need erupt from her throat. He
dragged her earlobe between his teeth, making her shudder. “I’m
going to ease my cock inside you, Caroline. I can’t wait to thrust
into you again and again until you cry out in pleasure.”

Tendrils of
lust curled up her spine at his words. He slipped his hands beneath
her rear and cupped it while he thrust against her in an impression
of the actual act. Caroline spread her thighs, wanting more
contact. Pushing up against him, she pressed her bare breasts to
his chest. He held her to him with a groan; his fingers tangling in
her hair and running down over her back. Caroline kissed and licked
and bit his chest and shoulder, unable to get enough of him.

“I love you,
Caroline,” he whispered as he pulled her up to sit so she straddled
him, her bare cunt spread and vulnerable to him.

She stared into
his eyes, enjoying this incredibly vulnerable position with the man
she adored most in the universe. Her throat closed with emotion for
a moment before she could answer. “I love you back.”

Easing his hand
between them, he rubbed his fingers over her aroused sex. Her labia
were swollen and her clit was excited and begging for more
attention. He eased his finger slowly inside her. Caroline closed
her eyes, groaning, and bit his shoulder gently.

“You feel so
good,” Torrent breathed.

He thrust his
finger up inside her slow and deep enough to make nearly crazy. Her
muscles clenched and she moaned low and long. He pulled his finger
back out and did it again. She felt herself gush for him in
response, making the slide of his finger in and out of her body
easier.

“Do you want
more?”

“Yes,” she
breathed.

He added
another finger, stretching her muscles and widening her to take his
cock. Her eyes practically rolled back into her head, it felt so
good. She never wanted it to stop.

“I can’t wait
to be inside of you, Caroline,” he groaned. “I can’t wait to be one
with you. I want to be one with you for the rest of my life.” He
rubbed his fingertips back and forth against a sensitive knot of
nerves inside her.

She sank her
teeth into his shoulder and scored his back with her fingernails as
an orgasm suddenly overwhelmed her.

“I love to give
you pleasure, Caroline,” Torrent murmured. “You come so sweetly for
me.”

He kissed her
throat. He eased her back onto the leaves cushioning her and
positioned the head of his cock at her entrance.

“Touch me,” he
said. “Feel how hard I am for you.”

Caroline bit
her lower lip and reached, wrapping her hand around the base of his
cock. Torrent tipped his head back and groaned. She pumped him up
and down, exploring the hard softness of him and the veins running
down the length.

She met his
eyes. “You are so beautiful…in every way.” God, she wanted him
inside her so much. Desire pooled between her thighs for him,
pushing away everything else, pushing away their horrible
future…pushing away her pain. All she wanted was for this man to be
inside her, to be one with her, as he’d said.

He came down
over her body. “I’m going to make love to you now, Caroline.”

She held his
gaze, her eyes touched with tears. “I wish this moment could last
forever.”

He guided her
hand between her thighs, making her caress her own clit, skim over
her labia and finally helped her to press her own fingers deep
inside of her. She gasped at the sensation of all those gripping
muscles, the wet heat of it.

“Do you feel
it? It’s like heaven in there,” he whispered hoarsely.

Easing her hand
away, he brushed the head of his cock against her, teasing her.
“More,” she breathed.

Torrent slid
the smooth crown of his cock an inch into her and Caroline thought
she’d come right then. She arched into him, pushing her hips at
him, wanting more of him. The way he stretched her muscles felt
amazing.

“That’s so
good,” she whispered thickly.

He groaned and
slid in another few inches. She squirmed against him and he grabbed
her hips, holding her in place. “More?” he asked.

“More,” she
barely managed to respond.

He pushed in
another couple inches and an orgasm flirted with her body, making
her groan.

“You feel so
good, Caroline,” he said, sounding drunk.

“More. Give me
all of you.”

He hilted
inside of her, then pulled out and thrust in again so slowly she
could feel every centimeter of his powerful cock in her most
intimate of places. He held her hips, keeping her from wriggling as
he shafted her slow…so slow she thought she’d lose her mind.

Caroline felt
the edge of a climax growing. “Faster,” she gasped.

Torrent pulled
back and thrust in again and again, faster and harder, impaling her
to the base of him. Caroline came. It exploded through her, making
her arch her back and almost scream. Her spasming muscles milked
his pistoning cock and she felt her moisture bathe him, easing the
slide of his shaft in and out of her body.

He came down
over her body, still thrusting into her. Every inward motion sent
her hips into the soft bed of leaves beneath her. He kissed and
licked her neck, groaning out her name as he thrust into her. His
big body tensed and he groaned long and low as he came.

They stayed
tangled together until the waves of his climax passed. The cool
evening air licked at their bare skin, but Caroline hardly felt it.
Being here with Torrent was heaven and nothing, nothing,
could make it anything less.

Torrent sighed.
"We need to go back."

She traced a
path up his arm with her fingertip. "What if we never went back?
What if we just ran away? We could go anywhere in your world, deep
into the wilderness where no one could find us. We could build a
little house, live on our own." She paused and when she spoke next
her voice was heavy with tears. "We could have babies, raise
them..." Her voice trailed off.

Torrent closed
his eyes against a sudden stinging. He'd wondered what their
children would look like, what they'd be like. They'd never know.
What she offered was so tempting. Just run away, live out their
lives in love, in peace....

"Caroline, You
know—"

"I know," she
answered quickly. "I'm not serious, not really. If we ran away,
you'd never forgive yourself." She paused. "I'd never forgive
myself, either."

"Duty is
difficult."

"There's the
understatement of the year."

He shifted onto
his side and covered her heart with his hand. "I will always be
with you, Caroline. I will live in your heart, your mind, your
soul."

She covered his
hand with hers. "I don't want you just in my heart, my mind, my
soul...I want you all those places and also beside me."

"I know. I want
that too."

They laid
together in silence for several minutes. Finally, Caroline pushed
to her feet and held out her hand. "Come on. You're right. We need
to get back."

He took her
hand, stood, and drew her into his arms, his mouth descending on
hers.

She melted
against him.

"Let's stay
here for a while longer instead,” he murmured against her
cloud-soft lips. “They can have me later. Right now, I'm
yours."

 



Chapter Eleven

 


The Magica city
of Titan, rose into the sky, stabbing the heavy gray clouds with
sharp, shiny spikes. It reminded Caroline, as before, of a city
from her reality, but with an alien feel. The buildings were all
made from that weird dark rock. It made the whole of Titan look
covered in charcoal.

"We're
approaching the gates," warned Jessa in a whisper from the front of
the wagon. Caroline and Torrent sat in the back, legs swinging over
the edge. The traditional Magica garb they wore—drab, black and
white and voluminous—was wrinkled and dirty from the trip. Caroline
bet they could all pass as natives.

The only
possible problem was Torrent. He was massively larger than any
Magica male. Logan was smaller than average for a Lycaon.
Apparently that was the reason he'd been chosen spy on the Magica
in the first place.

But
Torrent...

Before they’d
left, Jessa had said that if Torrent was forced to stand for any
reason, their goose was cooked. So, Jessa's whisper about the gates
released tiny little butterflies in Caroline's stomach and nearly
made her sick.

"I feel
nauseous," she murmured to Torrent.

He grabbed her
hand and squeezed it.

"I'm serious."
She pressed her fingers to her mouth as if she could stop herself
from heaving.

All of a sudden
she felt like she was going to throw up. “I really feel
sick.”

The thought
struck her like a slap in the face…was she pregnant? Would morning
sickness happen so soon if she was? With a human pregnancy, she
suspected not…but Torrent wasn’t human.

"We'll be
okay," he whispered back.

She turned to
look down the road in front of them. Two huge black gates rose at
the end of the lane. Their little group definitely wasn’t the only
one attempting to gain entrance. The line went at least twenty
carts deep.

Torrent had
told her before they'd left that there were ways of getting into
Titan without having to pass through Magica gate security. However,
by passing through a set of gates they obtained the Magica's
approval for being the city and would be able to travel without
trouble inside. Because of Torrent’s height, this was necessary. He
would be calling attention to himself once inside and needed that
stamp of approval from the guards. It was a little sleight of hand
that was risky, but could pay off in a major way.

Her stomach did
another little flip, and she swallowed hard. Now was not the time
to toss her cookies.

They pulled up
behind a group of sedate men dressed in loose black pants and white
shirts, all of them traveling by foot. From the look of their dirty
and worn boots, they'd come a long way. They all carried dark green
packs on their backs.

"Good
afternoon, fellow travelers," Jessa greeted them. "Returning from a
sales trip to Yaccabich, I'm betting."

Most of them
ignored her, but one man found his manners and glanced at her.
"Yes, mistress. It was not a good journey, I'm afraid. We're
returning with most of our wares still in our packs.

"May I ask what
items you're selling?"

Oh, now the men
were more interested. A couple of them turned and smiled. The line
moved forward, and her stomach lurched again. Nerves....nerves. She
needed to steady herself.

"We have the
latest edition of the Magica Compendium, mistress," answered the
first man.

Caroline knew
from listening to Jessa's continuous lessons about the Magica that
the Compendium was sort of like their Bible. The books contained
all the magick that was legal for the masses to practice, plus all
the rules—and there were many—that pertained to the spells. They
came out with a new compendium every year.

So these guys
were like traveling Bible salesman. Their garb made more sense now.
They were akin to holy people. That meant they enjoyed a position
of power in Magica culture, no matter how beat up their boots or
how poor they seemed. It also meant they were powerful in the
magical arts. The fact they were in front of them did not ease her
anxiety...or her nausea.

"Well, you’re
in luck then, my friends!" said Jessa. "We just happen to be in
need of several such volumes, isn't that right?" Jessa turned and
looked Logan, Caroline and Torrent in turn.

Caroline
blinked, then understood. Jessa was putting all the odds on their
side by buttering up these holy men. Who knew when they might need
a little extra help getting through the gate? Seeming to be friends
with these guys would help them out. Her estimation of Jessa
rose.

"Oh, yes, we
certainly do," Caroline spoke up. "Why, I, myself, need five. I
haven't purchased my new version yet and I have four family members
who haven't, either. I’ll pick some up for them."

"We'll take ten
total," said Jessa with a beaming smile. "What luck to have you in
front of us! We have been away from the city for so long and there
were no compendiums available where we were. This is so very
fortunate!"

The salesmen
were all very friendly now that it looked likely they'd be
unloading some of their wares. The first man fumbled for his pack.
"Most definitely, mistress. Ten it is."

Jessa pulled
out a wad of money and made the exchange. Once they stacked the ten
thick volumes in the back of the cart, Jessa, Logan and the men
chatted easily all the way up to the front of the line.

The guards all
looked like hard soldier types. Although they were probably the
tallest, broadest men the Magica had to offer, their demeanor made
her assume they were all men with small hearts and big inferiority
complexes. She erped again and pressed a hand to her mouth.

Torrent touched
her shoulder. "Are you all right?"

She closed her
eyes and nodded her head, afraid if she opened her mouth something
other than words might come out. She wanted to confide her
suspicions to him—that she carried his child—but it felt cruel. It
would only add to his despair.

Oh, but it made
a sliver of hope and happiness flicker deep inside her. She prayed
it was true.

The guards
dealt quickly with the compendium salesmen, opening all their packs
and asking them a few general questions. Each person needed to show
their identification, something Jessa and Logan had already
prepared for them. Jessa's plan of buying the books had been a
sound one. The guards had watched the group smiling and laughing
all the way up to the gate. It made them seem relaxed and as though
they belonged there.

"Halt!"
commanded the head guard when their wagon approached the entrance.
All of the men were dressed in black from head to toe and had an
orange armband wrapped around their right biceps. Each of them held
one of those long magicksticks that looked a lot like a cattle
prod. "Get out of the cart, state your names, and show your
identification."

Crap! They
hadn’t made anyone in the other wagons stand. Why them? Torrent
couldn’t get up. He just couldn’t!

Caroline
thought fast. "Sir, I'm sorry, but my husband has hurt his ankle on
the road. He shouldn't put any pressure on it. May I request he
remain sitting?"

"No, mistress.
It's our policy that all vehicles of commerce be fully checked."
The man paused. "But he can remain sitting until after we check the
rest of you."

Caroline met
Torrent's eyes for a moment, then she slid off the back of the
wagon and joined Logan and Jessa in front of the guard. They each
stated their false name and showed their false identification. The
guard seemed bored as he verified everything. Caroline erped
again, and the guard glanced up at her, frowning. "Are you all
right, mistress?"

"I’m just a
little sick from the road."

He dismissed
them and jerked a thumb at Torrent. "Now, you," he barked.

Torrent held
Caroline’s gaze for a moment, then, slowly began to rise.

Caroline
decided that was a great time to throw up. She thought of every
disgusting thing she could—specifically hard-boiled eggs with
ketchup—and the contents of her stomach spewed out in a rush that
would have made any horror movie director proud.

Logan and Jessa
stared in horror and all the guards backed away. She finished
vomiting and glanced at Torrent. Every muscle in his body looked
strained, like he was trying very hard not to go to her. She gave
him a small smile and a little nod to let him know she was
okay.

The head guard
covered his nose and mouth with his hand and waved them through.
"Go, go! All of you. Consider yourself checked. Here are
your papers. Move along." He thrust some papers at Jessa.

They nodded and
all of them apologized profusely, moving through the huge gates of
Titan...and into enemy territory. Again.

She took a seat
on the back of the wagon and Torrent wound an arm protectively
around her, feeling her forehead. "You really are sick," he
murmured. "We need to get you somewhere you can rest."

"No worries."
She smiled up at him. "It was just nerves. I feel much better
now."

Caroline
swallowed hard and tried not to gawk as they entered the city. Of
course she'd been here before, but that time she'd been running for
her life. She couldn't remember much of what the city looked
like.

Whereas Lycaon
territory was all about living in communion with nature, the Magica
world seemed to be about dominating it. Honestly, it felt a lot
like the Flip Side, what she'd come to call the human world. Funny
how she thought of herself as less and less human these days.

Apparently
being able to turn into a huge wolf on command did that to a
person.

The streets
were smooth and made with some kind of dull gray stone. There were
large thoroughfares for horse drawn carriages. Walkways lined the
streets on either side for pedestrians. It reminded Caroline of a
mix of the Middle Ages and modern times, with a ounce of
Puritan.

People seemed
not to laugh or talk all that much. In fact, the quiet on the
street was a little eerie. As they traveled past the buildings,
proper papers now procured, thanks to her unsettled stomach,
Caroline watched people barter for goods and walk in and out
shops.

Jessa had told
them they would seek sanctuary in a safe house in the northern part
of Titan and Caroline couldn't wait to get there. Apparently the
magical trigger switch they needed to trip was somewhere near the
heart of this great Magica civilization.

It was nearly
twilight before they arrived. The safe house was a smaller, narrow
building nestled in among much taller structures. It looked to
Caroline like a townhouse in some strange version of London. Logan
drew up the carriage in front and allowed them to unload their
packs. That accomplished, he traveled a short distance down the
street to stable the horses.

"So," Caroline
said as they gathered their things and headed to the door. "If the
Magica are so advanced and all, why don't they have cars?"

Jessa answered.
"Energy in the form you’re accustomed to is not compatible to our
magick. We have illumination, but it's not electricity, not in the
way you know it."

They got all
their things through the front door and into a small foyer. A
hallway led to a downstairs sitting room, and there looked to be a
kitchen in the back. A stairway led to the second floor. That's
where they went with all their stuff. There were two bedrooms and a
bathroom up there. Everyone went downstairs to make dinner, but she
stayed upstairs to change her clothes and clean up a little.

When she made
it back downstairs, it was dark outside and some of the
"illuminations" that Jessa had told her about flickered in sconces
on the walls. There hadn't been many of those in the jail where she
and Torrent had met.

Jessa, Logan
and Torrent were all in the kitchen, a map spread out over a table
in the center of the room. Bowls and plates of food sat on a nearby
serving table and everyone was helping themselves. Suddenly
ravenous, she picked up a plate and helped herself to bread, cheese
and fruit.

"Here is where
we need to go tomorrow," said Jessa, pointing at a small black dot
on the map. "I don't anticipate any problems getting there now that
we have the proper papers from the front gate."

So, tomorrow
was the day. She set her plate down, suddenly not hungry even a
little. "What is this place and what will happen when we
arrive?"

Jessa looked up
at her, but only for a moment. A glance. As if it was painful to
look her in the face. "We created this place for Torrent. It's
keyed to him and him alone. I’m not sure what to expect when he
enters, but I'm certain there will be fireworks...magically
speaking."

"When I trip
it, what can we expect will be noticeable?" asked Torrent. "You
will be in the heart of this city when I trip that switch. Maybe it
will be like setting off a bomb. If you're noticed, it will be damn
hard to escape."

"Impossible,"
answered Jessa with a small, sad smile.

"Not
impossible,” answered Logan quickly. "We escaped the Magica
before."

Jessa’s mouth
twisted in a wry smile. "Yes, and we're running out of miracles,
don't you think?"

"It doesn't
matter," Caroline interjected. "It doesn't matter what happens to
any of us. It's clear that this is the only way to bring peace to
the Lycaon. It avoids war. It avoids fresh bloodshed and it ends a
time of fear and hatred. There is a bigger picture here. I am ready
to lay down my life for it."

Jessa's eyes
went wet with tears. She drew Caroline into a hug. "I'm so sorry it
has to be this way. I'm so sorry the Magica are the way they
are."

Caroline looked
her in the eyes. "Jessa, I know not all the Magica are bad."

"We should eat
and get a good night's sleep," said Logan, laying a hand on Jessa's
shoulder. "Tomorrow is one of the most important days in our
history."

Except Caroline
couldn't sleep.

She stood at
the bedroom window, looking down over the moonlight-silvered
street. Everything was completely still out there, totally silent.
Once in a while she glimpsed a guard riding down the street.
Apparently there was an enforced curfew.

Torrent came up
behind her, cradling her body against his and nuzzling her hair. "I
wouldn't change a thing," he whispered. "I'm so happy I was able to
share a part of my life with you, even if it was short."

She squeezed
her eyes shut. They were stinging with tears. "Don't talk like
that. You're talking like you're already d—gone." Opening her eyes,
she led him to the bed. "Let's not sleep a wink tonight. Let's just
soak up each other's presence. Let’s memorize every moment of this
night to hold onto."

He walked with
her over to the bed and slid between the sheets with her. Tucking
her against his chest, he rested his chin on the top of her head
and closed his eyes. She wanted to stop time and freeze it in
place. She wanted the whole world and all of the dimensions to
disappear and leave her and her love alone.

She wanted a
lot of things she would never get.

They didn't
sleep at all that night. They did exactly what Caroline had asked
for—completely conscious in the moment, savoring every second
together. Right before dawn they made love slowly and
tenderly...for the last time.

 



Chapter Twelve

 


The building
was located about twenty minutes away from the safe house if one
traveled by foot. After breakfast—Caroline and Torrent didn’t have
a bite—they made their way across the immense city to reach it.

Caroline stood
outside on the street staring up at the building that would take
her husband’s life, until Jessa nudged her to go inside. Likely
Jessa was afraid she was drawing attention to herself. An easy
thing to do in this place where everyone conformed so eerily....and
creepily. She felt like she'd slipped into a nightmare of Stepford
pilgrims in this place.

On the way over
Torrent had been asked for his identification twice. It was a good
thing they’d taken the extra risk and had gone through the gates
the day before. The papers had given them a confidence they
wouldn’t have had otherwise.

As she walked
toward the entrance, Torrent caught her hand. He'd been in the
shadows, hunched over a bit, trying not to draw additional
attention to himself. Together they drew deep breaths, and stepped
inside.

The interior
smelled of dry herbs. As Caroline's eyes adjusted to the lighting,
she could make out glass cases full of herbs and shelf upon shelf
of wooden boxes and jars. It was a shop of some sort.

A tall, slender
man with a pair of glasses balanced on his hawk-like nose stepped
out from a doorway in the back. He was carrying a large book. "Can
I help—oh. Jessa." He didn’t sound pleased to see her.

"Hello,
Randolph."

Randolph
glanced at each of them in turn, shadows settling into his brown
eyes. "Is today the day, then?"

Jessa nodded.
"Today is the day."

Stark fear
flashed across his face. "Oh, my."

"My reaction as
well." Jessa motioned at Torrent. "Meet...him."

Randolph
dropped the book on the counter with a thump and walked to the
center of the room. "You didn't need to tell me that. I’d know a
Lycaon anywhere." The man peered up at Torrent. "You're so
big."

"Am I the first
Lycaon you've ever met?" Torrent sounded amused.

"Well, I've met
Logan, of course, but I never really thought of him as Lycaon." A
sheepish expression crossed his face and he fidgeted with his
glasses. "Sorry, Logan. I met no offense."

"It's all
right, Randolph. Torrent is a much more representative specimen of
the Lycaon."

“On behalf of
my people, I would like to say I'm sorry for what the Magica have
put your people through," Randolph said to Torrent. He said it
solemnly, as thought he’d memorized it for just this occasion.

"Thank you. I'm
just pleased there are some of you who want to make it right."

Jessa broke
into the conversation, "Today we'll do that."

Randolph
cleared his throat. "Well, hopefully, anyway. As you know, this has
never been done before. We have no way of knowing exactly what will
happen. In theory, by the end of the day today our people should be
separated forever.” He paused. “But all of this could
backfire."

"We've got to
try, Randolph," answered Jessa, sounding a little exasperated.
Apparently this wasn't the first time they'd had this
conversation.

Randolph
ignored her and turned to Caroline instead. "And who are you?"

She extended
her hand and the man just looked at it, perplexed. "I'm Caroline
Gannet, from Earth. Apparently I’m part
Lycaon dire wolf. My ancestors were left behind when the first
split took place.

"Oh!" Randolph
smiled from ear to ear. "I get to meet a Lycaon and a mostly human
all in one day." He grabbed her extended hand in both of his hands
and vigorously pumped it up and down….then sideways. He had the
human hand shaking tradition partially right, anyway. "How
exciting!"

"Randolph, as
much as Caroline wants to delay...we'd better go down there before
something has a chance to go wrong."

Randolph let go
of Caroline's hand and peered out the front window. "You weren't
followed, were you?"

"I don't think
so." She glanced at Logon. "But the authorities have surprised us
before. Better we do this quickly."

Sudden nausea
rose in Caroline's stomach. She pressed a hand to her belly and
willed herself not to throw up. She would not mar the final few
minutes she had with Torrent.

Randolph
swallowed hard. "All right, follow me." Then, under his breath he
murmured, "I hope this works."

Caroline hoped
it didn't. She hoped that with every ounce of her being. Then, at
least they’d tried. They tried….but it hadn’t worked. Too bad.

It would the
best day of her life.

He led them
into the back room, which was packed practically to the ceiling
with boxes and jars. The acrid smell of the place stung her nose
and made her sneeze. They followed a narrow path through the dimly
lit storeroom to a door in the back. Randolph opened it, snapped on
a small blue colored light and led them down a flight of
precariously steep stairs.

At the bottom
was a large cellar. Damp and fragrant. Lovely. After only a
heartbeat a low thrumming sound met her ears. It raised all the
hair on the back of her neck and made her nausea worsen.

"What is that?"
she asked Jessa.

Jessa and
Randolph were staring at each other as if in awe. "She's waking
up!" Jessa exclaimed. "Randolph, she's responding to
Torrent!"

"I hear it,"
Randolph sounded more frightened than excited. "I didn't think it
would work, but listen..." he trailed off.

"Who's
she?" Caroline asked, starting to feel more than a little
pissed off. Here Torrent was about to die and Jessa seemed happy
her stupid magickal contraption was working.

"I named her
Elsa," said Jessa, finally turning toward her. "I didn't want to
tell you before because naming the machine that will kill Torrent
seems..."

"Cruel?"
offered Caroline with her eyebrows raised and her voice cold.
"Brutal? Insensitive? Careless?"

“In my defense,
I didn't know at first that the machine would need to take a life
to work and we spent so much time with her." Jessa shrugged. "It
was easier to name her."

"Yeah, well, I
think Elsa is a bitch." Caroline crossed her arms over her chest
and walked forward, into the darkness, just to get away from
everyone. She was trying hard not to sob.

Torrent came to
stand near her. In the pitch black, he laid a hand on her shoulder.
"I can feel it pulling at me."

She stiffened,
then turned and launched herself into his arms. "Don't let it take
you."

"I can feel it,
Caroline." He pulled her against his body. "It wants me, only
me."

"I can't do
this," she whispered raggedly. "I'm not strong enough for this.
Torrent, I can't—"

He sealed his
mouth over hers and kissed her hard, then rested his forehead
against hers.

"You are
strong enough, Caroline. You're the strongest woman I know. Please,
be strong for me now."

How could she
say no to that? She let out a deep, shuddering breath and closed
her eyes. "Okay."

He held her for
another few moments until Jessa interrupted them and led them
further down the hall.

"Where did
Randolph go?" Caroline asked as she fell into step beside Torrent.
Jessa was leading them down a corridor with slimy wet stone
walls.

“Some customers
came into the shop. He went up to wait on them. Need to keep
everything seeming normal, you know?"

They walked to
the end of the corridor and stood in front of a huge wooden door.
Pale blue light flickered over the stone walls from intermittent
sconces. The light made all of them look as sick as Caroline
felt.

"This is it,
isn't it?" asked Caroline. The humming had grown louder.

"I can feel
whatever that it is behind the door," said Torrent. "It wants to
devour me."

Caroline, still
holding his hand, clamped down harder.

"I don't know
exactly what will happen when we open that door, Torrent," Jessa
said, not looking at either of them. "I was surprised that Elsa
woke up at your presence. You may have some time to say goodbye to
Caroline when you first go into that room...or you may not." She
glanced at both of them. "I suggest you say your goodbyes now. I'll
give you a moment."

Jessa walked
back down the hallway, leaving them alone.

Torrent caught
Caroline up in his arms immediately, his mouth coming down on hers
and kissing her so deeply it was as if he wanted to consume her. He
set his forehead to hers and tangled his fingers through her hair.
"I wish we could have a lifetime together," he whispered. "I wish
we could make babies. I wish so many things."

Tears rolled
down her cheeks. She covered his hands that were cupping her face
and stared into his eyes. "I will hold you in my heart and soul for
the rest of my days."

"I want you to
be happy, Caroline. Go live your life, find love again. Be
happy."

She smiled, but
they both knew that was a lie. After knowing him there would be no
love again for her. It was that simple.

They kissed
again, long and slow. Somewhere in the distance, Caroline heard
shouting and a scuffle, then the distinctive snap of the Magica's
black batons.

"Torrent,
Caroline! Go!" yelled Logan from the big room down the hall. Then
there was a thud and Logan said no more.

Torrent stared
down at her, pained. "They've found us. We've got to do this now.
No more delay."

Caroline closed
her eyes for a moment. Boots pounded down the corridor toward
them.

"Okay. Let's go
in together."

Torrent
nodded.

Together they
put their hands on the doorknob, turned it and pushed the door
open. They stepped into a room of blinding blue light. Caroline
slammed the door shut behind them and fumbled for the inside lock,
just as large bodies slammed against the other side.

"Torrent!" she
yelled into the ever-increasing thrum, thrum, thrum that
Elsa emitted. There was no answer. The light grew impossibly
brighter and brighter, becoming blindingly white. Caroline couldn’t
see anything.

The noise grew
louder and louder, pulsing through every molecule of her body,
making her head feel like it would explode. Caroline sank to her
knees, screaming at the top of her lungs and she couldn't even hear
her own voice. The light was so bright she could only squeeze her
eyes shut and draw in on herself.

"Torrent!" she
screamed over and over.

He was
gone.

She didn't know
how she knew it, but she did. Torrent was gone. Just like that.
Elsa had devoured him, every last drop of that magnificent man, in
order to make a miracle and save two worlds.

“Oh, Torrent,"
she whispered as grief overcame her. She collapsed to the floor and
slipped into a blessed black hole of nothing.

 



Chapter
Thirteen

 


"Caroline." She
heard her name as if from a distance. "Caroline, wake up."

Her eyes
fluttered open. The white light was gone. The thrumming was gone.
The room was gone. Even the Magica city was gone. Her sister,
Kaitlyn, hovered over her with a worried look on her face.

Caroline pushed
up. "What happened?"

"It worked,"
said a male voice from somewhere to her left. She looked over and
saw Logan sitting on a log, head bowed. "All those with Magica
blood have disappeared. The city is gone. All of them. Even Jessa."
His voice broke on the last sentence and Caroline suddenly realized
she wasn't the only one who'd lost someone.

Caroline looked
around. They were in the middle of a forest. "How did we get
here?"

"We never
left," answered Logan. "We didn't go anywhere. The Magica and all
their buildings did. We reset this reality by removing them. This
is the forest that would have grown in this place had there not
been a city."

"Amazing," she
whispered. Then she closed her eyes. "Torrent is gone, isn’t
he?"

No one answered
her, but they didn’t have to. She opened her eyes and looked at her
sister. Kaitlyn stood with tears running down her face, looking at
a spot not far away.

Cold fear
gripped Caroline. She stood and stumbled over to the area where
Kaitlyn was looking. There, in a patch of tall grass, lay Torrent's
body.

"No!" she
screeched and collapsed next to him. His skin was ashen and waxy.
"No, no, no!" She felt for a pulse, but his flesh was cold and
unyielding.

This was worse
than Torrent just disappearing. He was dead.

Caroline rested
her forehead on his chest and sobbed.

 


* * * *

 


She wouldn't
leave his side. Her sister cajoled her and Logan tried easing her
away. All Caroline did was snarl at them. Finally, they left her
curled up against his side in a ball while they made a fire not far
away.

Caroline cried
until she had no more tears. The expression broken heart
barely covered it.

Her stomach was
mush, her chest hollow; grief was a dark sludge covering her. She
wanted a miracle. She wanted him to stir to life, to sit up and
start breathing again, but his body only grew colder.

There was no
pulse, no miracle.

Torrent had
sacrificed his life for his people and that was the end. The
prophecy had been true.

Now she would
have to find a way to live without him. But to simply live
seemed a stretch. All she wanted at the moment was to curl into a
ball and join him wherever his soul had disappeared. Now that he
was gone she felt certain all joy was also gone, all love, all
comfort.

What good was
living if you couldn't have joy, love or comfort?

"Caroline?"
asked Kaitlyn quietly next to her. "Do you want me to go get Paige?
I could leave now and make it back with her by mid-morning. She can
run very fast in dire wolf form."

Caroline shook
her head. "No, I'll be ready to leave him by morning. We'll bury
him and go back home. Just...just give some time alone, okay?"

"Of course."
Kaitlyn squeezed her shoulder and backed away, returning to the
fire. Together, her sister and Logan spoke in whispers…about her,
she was sure.

Caroline closed
her eyes and saw Torrent's face. It was the only thing she wanted
to see.

It was
incredible how much of an impact he'd had on her life. She'd
thought she'd known what love was before she met him. Now she
understood she hadn't had the faintest clue. Too bad that losing
newfound love was so devastating. She drifted into memories and,
finally, fatigue and stress drew her into a fitful sleep.

In the morning
she was ready to leave him. She stood back and looked down on his
body. He looked asleep and that was a kindness. Even his flesh
wasn't all that cold or hard, the way she would have imagined it
would be in death. As Logan dug a grave nearby, she watched
Torrent's body closely, memorizing every inch. How strange...it
looked as if his chest was rising and falling.....

What if?

She leapt over
to him at the thought, feeling for a pulse, for his breath, some
kind of clue he was actually living and they were making a mistake
burying him.

There was
nothing.

"Your mind can
play tricks on you in grief," said Logan, behind her. "Sometimes we
imagine someone we’ve lost is breathing when they’re not. I'm
sorry, Caroline. It seems so inadequate a thing to say, yet I'm
sorry from the heart of me."

Caroline backed
away from the body, stood, and gave him a hug. "Not your fault,"
she managed to whisper hoarsely. "I thought I saw his chest rising
and falling."

Logan nodded.
"Grief can be cruel." He paused. "Are you ready to say
goodbye?"

She hesitated.
"No. I'll never be ready…but that's just his body. His spirit and
soul will always be with me." She sounded so much braver than she
felt, and that was such an empty thing to say. The memory of him
was far too inadequate.

Logan nodded
and set his shovel aside. He walked over and picked up a blanket
woven of huge green leaves.

"What's that?"
Caroline asked as Logan laid it over Torrent's body.

"Logan was
awake all night making that," answered Kaitlyn. "It's a traditional
way of burying the Lycaon."

"It's
beautiful," murmured Caroline, pressing a hand to her mouth and
trying to hold back her tears.

Logan scooped
Torrent's body up as if the huge man weighed nothing, and walked
him over to the grave. Carefully, he laid his Lycaon brother
within. Each of them took turns shoveling dirt into the grave until
Torrent's leaf blanket covering body was no longer visible. As they
worked, they told stories of Torrent and his life.

Logan had grown
up with Torrent, so he told stories of their youth and how they
used to get in trouble with Rafian in town for being too rowdy and
not studying enough. Caroline learned about how Torrent had loved
owls—the non-shifter variety—and had had one for a pet when he was
a teenager.

Tears rolled
unchecked down Caroline's cheeks as she learned things she'd never
had enough time to discover about the man she loved so much.

Finally the
grave was full. Together they set rocks on top until it was
mid-afternoon. Caroline disappeared into the forest for a time and
returned with a bouquet of flowers that she set on the grave.

"I love you,
Torrent," she whispered. "And I'm proud of you. You saved two
peoples all with your sacrifice. You're a hero."

Kaitlyn set her
hand on her shoulder. "Ready to go?"

She took a
steadying breath and gave the grave one last, lingering look.
"Let's go." None of them wanted to take animal form right now, so
they turned and walked into the forest.

"Logan," asked
Caroline, "How did the guards discover us at the end?"

His jaw locked.
"It was Randolph. Old bastard. He told us he had customers, but the
first thing he did when he reached the shop was go outside and find
some guards."

She nodded. “He
was acting a little strange.”

“I had my eye
on him…just not close enough.”

They walked
together for a while in silence. "I'm sorry about Jessa," Caroline
said, finally.

"Me too. I
wish....I wish at least we'd been able to say goodbye."

"You knew you'd
be split up if the magick worked?"

He nodded. "It
was a small sacrifice compared to Torrent's."

No one spoke
again for a long time. They made camp for the night and Caroline
spent a cold, sleepless night without Torrent. They continued
traveling in the morning, now in animal form.

They made
better time and reached Torrent's front yard by evening the next
day.

Paige was
waiting inside. As soon as Caroline cleared the doorway, Paige
embraced her.

"Kaitlyn used
telepathy to tell me what happened. We decided we're going to stay
here, with you, for a while."

Caroline shook
her head. "No, please, I'd rather be alone. I need time to process
everything, time to grieve."

Paige nodded.
"I understand, but you know where we are if you need us."

"Of
course."

But all three
of them made it clear they didn't want to leave right away. They
made a stew and ate silently at the kitchen table. Hours later
Caroline had to practically push them out the door.

"I'm all right,
you guys. Please. I just need to be alone."

Finally they
all left and Caroline was free to fall apart. She slid down the
length of the door she closed behind them, into a sobbing puddle on
the floor. She cried until she thought her heart would melt.

When the tears
finally slowed, she struggled to her feet, climbed the stairs, and
went into the bedroom. There she ran her hands over all the clothes
Torrent had sent her from the village shop.

"Oh, Torrent, I
know you meant me to stay here...but I don't think I can."

According to
Kaitlyn, the portal back to the Flip Side would open for the final
time tomorrow.

Even though her
sisters lived here now, her grief was too great to allow her to
stay. Everywhere she turned there were reminders of him. Even her
sisters and their husbands were reminders. As much as it would pain
her to leave her sisters behind.... she would have to do it. It was
her only real shot at a normal life and she knew that Torrent, as
well as Kaitlyn and Paige, would understand.

She made her
way over to the bed and pulled back the covers. Finding Torrent's
pillow, she buried her face in it, searching for the faint traces
of his scent.

 



Chapter
Fourteen

 


The next day
dawned bright and beautiful and warm. Caroline stepped into the
yard and looked up at the sky, wanting to throw a brick at those
white, fluffy clouds. A great man had died and it felt as though
the very atmosphere should honor him with darkness and rain.

Her sisters
were walking across the yard toward her. “Are you sure you want to
do this?” asked Paige as they grew closer.

She nodded. “I
hope you understand.”

Kaitlyn took
her hands. “We’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you
too.” Her voice broke on the words, emotion rising in her
throat.

“Come on,” said
Paige. “We better go before the portal closes.”

They hurried
across the yard and into the woods. Luckily the clearing wasn’t far
away. They sprinted through the forest, dodging branches and fallen
trees. Even in her human form, the exercise was lovely—cleared her
mind and emotions, if only for a while.

They reached
the clearing and went immediately to the center of it. There, the
portal shimmered, an opening to the Flip Side. Funny how she didn’t
think of it as home anymore, that reality where she’d been
born and had grown up.

Somehow she
would have to make it home again.

“Well, this is
it.” She looked between Kaitlyn and Paige. “I’m sorry, but I have
to do this. I can’t stay here. Not without him. Even if it means
leaving both of you. What I lost…the pain is too strong.”

Her sisters
rushed forward and each hugged her in turn. “We know,” whispered
Paige. “We understand the reminders here are too much. We don’t
blame you for leaving. I would want to go back if I were in your
position, too.”

“Thank you,
Paige. If I go back, maybe I can convince myself all this was a
dream.”

Kaitlyn’s eyes
were wet with tears. “You know you’ll never be able to forget
him.”

Emotion choked
Caroline for a moment. She swallowed it down. “I know, but let me
fool myself a little, won’t you?”

“Maybe,” added
Paige, “the pain won’t be as great when you’re removed from this
place.”

“Maybe,”
Caroline managed to force out.

“You better
go.” Kaitlyn jerked her head at the portal. “It doesn’t stay open
for long.”

Paige hugged
her again. “Remember us.”

“Of
course.”

Kaitlyn pulled
her into a final embrace. “We love you. Remember that.”

“I will.”

With one final
look at her sisters, she stepped through the doorway.

Winds buffeted
her clothing, tugged her ponytail free. She reached out to grab
onto something to brace herself, found nothing but air and
fell…..

The winds
stopped and she opened her eyes which she’d screwed shut tight. She
stood in the middle of her living room. She blinked, but her couch
still stayed where it was. Her teacup remained where she’d dropped
it, the tea now long dry. She still wore the clothes she’d been
wearing when she’d stepped through the portal from Selaryica.
Rushing to the front door, she opened it to find a pile of
newspapers.

Closing the
doors on the papers, she turned and sank to the floor.

She was
home.

 


* * * *

 


The days
blended seamlessly into each other. She returned to her cubicle job
and found her boss more relieved than angry that she’d returned
after going AWOL. Caroline would not have grieved the loss of her
database-editing job, but apparently her boss had really missed
her.

She explained
that she’d simply needed to get away on the anniversary of her
sister Paige’s disappearance. Citing her excellent work history and
competence, he allowed her to keep her job. Her boss had also lost
a sibling when he was just a boy.

Weeks passed.
Sometimes she could convince herself that everything had been a
dream. But, of course, she knew it had really happened. The clothes
she’d been wearing still hung in her closet and the deep ache in
her heart wouldn’t go away.

Also, she was
pregnant. That was definite proof that Torrent had been more than a
dream.

She’d taken a
pregnancy test soon after she’d come back. Torrent might be gone,
but at least she would have a piece of him forever.

And at least
she knew her sisters were okay…more than okay. They were
magnificently happy. That knowledge sustained her.

One unusually
warm spring day, she stepped out of her office building for lunch.
Her co-workers had asked her to go with them to a nearby
restaurant, but she’d declined. Sometimes when they asked, she said
yes just to be polite, but the company of others didn’t suit her
much these days. She was still grieving. Honestly, she wasn’t sure
she’d ever stop grieving.

She turned left
and headed toward her favorite coffee shop. Adjusting her bag over
her shoulder a bit better, she glanced up and caught sight of a
figure sitting on a bench a ways down the street. She did a double
take, hope rising in her chest for a moment. The man sitting there
looked so much like Torrent.

Shaking her
head, she concentrated on the sidewalk. It happened at least three
times a week. She’d catch sight of a man who reminded her of
Torrent in some way—how he walked, his body language or the ring of
his laugh. It was cruel, thinking all of a sudden he was there…only
to have him not be.

This man wasn’t
Torrent, but she sneaked a peek at him anyway as she passed. He
nodded at her from the bench, one hand casually thrown over the
back. Nope, definitely not Torrent. She wished she could force her
heart to stop watching for him. Torrent was dead. She’d seen his
body, felt for his pulse. She’d spent the entire night curled
beside him. Torrent was as dead as anyone could be.

He was gone and
she was alone.

Swallowing a
sudden lump of emotion clogged in her throat, she continued down
the street.

Maybe she
needed an evening of running through the woods as a wolf. That
always seemed to banish the grief a little. Honestly, though, her
life would never be the same. Not without him. She was certain
she’d always be sad. How could you ever be happy again when you
lost part of your soul? The only thing that gave her even a flicker
of contentment was running as a dire wolf. She supposed it made her
feel closer to him.

It had
surprised her that she was still able to shift even though she was
in this reality. That particular transformation was permanent, it
seemed. She guessed it made her some kind of werewolf. In any case,
it was something she now cherished. She’d found a heavily wooded
area about forty minutes from the city and went there occasionally
to stretch her legs and clear her mind. Running as a dire wolf made
her feel closer to the man she’d lost.

She wondered if
the child in her womb would also be a dire wolf.

She reached the
coffee shop and entered. The barista behind the counter smiled and
waved.

They knew her
well here. “A medium mocha cream,” she told the cashier.

After paying,
she moved to the area where she’d collect her drink. People bustled
around her, but she stared at the menu over the counter, lost in
her own thoughts.

“Medium mocha
cream,” said the barista and handed her the coffee with a
smile.

She turned and
found a seat by the front window. Sipping her coffee, she watched
people walk down the street. It was lunchtime and most pedestrians
were headed into restaurants, but she couldn’t imagine eating. She
wasn’t hungry. She was never hungry. Eating was only a way
to ensure she had a healthy pregnancy.

A man caught
the corner of her eye as he walked toward the entrance of the
coffee house. Another man who reminded her of Torrent. The second
in a half an hour.

“Don’t look,”
she whispered to herself and purposefully gazed down the opposite
end of the street.

The bell over
the door tinkled as the man walked in. A moment later and someone
had sat down beside her. She didn’t even have to look to know it
was that same guy. He even possessed the same scent—spicy and
out-of-doors. She inhaled and closed her eyes. If she could find
that scent bottled…. Tears stung her eyes.

Oh, she needed
to get out of here before she completely broke down. She’d go
somewhere quiet for the rest of her lunch hour, get hold of
herself, and then bury herself in work for the rest of the day.

She pushed her
chair back and stood, careful to keep her gaze off the man beside
her.

Chucking her
almost full cup of coffee into the trash, she made a beeline for
the door before she dissolved into tears.

“Caroline.”

She stopped
dead in her tracks. The man’s voice sounded like Torrent’s. How did
he know her name? She squeezed her eyes shut. Damn it, she was
having a psychotic break.

“Caroline?” the
man said again. This time it sounded as though he’d moved
closer.

She squeezed
her eyes tighter and hunched up her shoulders. Only moments and
someone would notice her. They’d call the police. She’d be put away
in an asylum….

Maybe that
wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe she could have Torrent after all. An
imaginary Torrent would be better than no Torrent.

A large hand
cupped her shoulder, a hand that felt so much like his. “Caroline.
It’s me. It’s really me. Please, baby.”

She turned and
opened her eyes. There, standing before her, was her Torrent. He
was dressed in a suit. “How can this be?” she whispered hoarsely.
Her knees were weak and she felt like she might pass out. “This is
impossible.”

“Not
impossible. I’m right here, baby.”

She shook her
head. “You died.”

“Apparently my
life was destined to end in my world, but it can continue
here.”

“But…I saw your
body. You were dead.” She realized people were staring and
she lowered her voice to a whisper. “You had no pulse. Your
body—”

He shook his
head. “I don’t know what happened exactly. All I know is I woke up
here, in your world.” He paused. “Took me awhile to find you.”

She stared,
bereft of words. “I don’t understand.”

“I don’t
understand either. Does it matter? I’m here.” He pulled her into
his arms and lowered his mouth to hers.

His lips were
real, warm and perfect. Tears streamed from her eyes as she threw
her arms around him and held him close, appreciating every inch of
his body, every breath she felt him take.

She broke the
kiss and stared up into his eyes. “I can’t believe it.”

“Believe it.
You and me, Caroline,” Torrent whispered. “We can be together now.
We can have kids. We can make a life without the threat of the
prophecy hanging over us.”

“It’s like
everything I dreamed of is coming true.”

“For me, as
well.”

She gripped his
arms, remembering her incredible news. “Torrent, I’m pregnant!” she
whispered.

Joy transformed
his face and for the first time she saw that the haunted, troubled
look that always seemed to cloud his blue-gray eyes had
disappeared.

Torrent dropped
to one knee and produced a ring box. “Will you marry me, Caroline?”
He grinned. “Again?”

“Of course!”
She launched herself into his arms.

All around them
the patrons of the shop laughed happily and clapped.

Holding on to
him with a strong grip, she closed her eyes as tears of happiness
rushed down her cheeks. Somehow they’d been given a second chance.
She wouldn’t wonder, wouldn’t ask questions. She would take this as
an impossible gift.

They would be
happy for the rest of their lives.

 


Excerpt From
Keeping Kaitlyn

 


The man had a body made for battle, all strong bones, long
lines, and powerful muscle. His axe swung over his head and came
down with a thwack on a huge chunk of wood. Every movement showed the powerful
flex of his back and upper arms. Birds twittered in nearby trees
but she barely heard them. The scenery was far too distracting. He
paused for a moment to push his dusky blond hair away from his
face, perspiration glistening on his skin.

She wondered
what it would be like to be with a man like that, to have the
freedom to touch him as much she liked, to have those arms around
her, his bare skin brushing against her body, that magnificent
chest pressed against her breasts…

Kaitlyn had
never dreamed watching someone chop wood could be so compelling.
She could stay here all—

“Kaitlyn
Isabella Gannet.”

Kaitlyn jerked
her head up to stare into her sister’s eyes. Immediately the sounds
of the coffee shop filled her consciousness like air into a vacuum.
Voices murmuring. Cups clinking. Espresso machine whirring. She
grimaced. “Ugh. Don’t do that. You sounded like Susan.”

And just like
that, she was in a thronged downtown Chicago coffee shop, the scent
of espresso replacing the fresh smell of forest. She was back and
he was gone. How depressing.

Paige’s lips parted in a mischievous smile “I know.
Gotcha. Where were you
just then? I’ve been saying your name for the last two minutes. I
feel like I’m having coffee by myself.”

So she’d pulled the old sound-like-Susan. Kaitlyn shuddered.
Even the memory of their stepmother could give her the
shivers.

She shrugged
and shot a smile at Paige. “Just distracted, I guess.
Daydreaming.”

“About
what?”

“Uh.” She
ducked her head and took a sip of coffee. Nearly cold. “Work.”

It was a lie. It was a lame
lie. Daydreaming about work?

Guilt filled
her for fibbing, but no way was she going to tell Paige the truth.
Her sister would take her to the emergency room right away and,
while Kaitlyn wasn’t sure she actually shouldn’t go to the
emergency room, she didn’t want that. The doctors might admit her
to the psych ward and make her two fantasy men go away.

She knew she
was probably going insane. The problem was that insane was a nice
place to be. Nice enough Kaitlyn was considering relocating
forever.

“Daydreaming
about work, huh? Wow.” Paige tipped her cup back, draining her café
mocha. “Your daydreams are boring, sis. You need a vacation. Some
sand, a piña colada. We could take off for the Bahamas for a few
days or something. You could start writing that book you’re always
talking about.”

Her sister had
been nagging her to take a vacation for a while now. After her
divorce, Kaitlyn had thrown herself into her career headfirst. “Are
you kidding? I have three projects due within the next month.” She
glanced at her watch and jerked with surprise. “Speaking of, I need
to get back.” Scooping up her paper to-go cup, she made for the
door.

“Caroline
invited us for dinner on Sunday,” Paige called after her.

Kaitlyn waved a
hand at her, clutching her tote under one arm as she opened the
door. “I’m in…as long as Susan isn’t there.” She shot one last
smile at her sister and burst into the bright sunlight, hurrying
across the square to the office building where she worked.

Paige’s office
was just a couple blocks over. When Kaitlyn could grab the time,
they went for lunch or coffee at noon. Caroline, their other
sister, worked clear on the other side of town, but they saw her
often. They were close, the three sisters. Only a year apart, they
were all very different in personality, but surviving their
childhood had made them best of friends.

She wished she
could tell her sisters about the strange forays from reality she’d
been taking lately.

She’d called it
a daydream, but that was far too mild. It was a little more like
being sucked, mind, body, and soul into a dream for a few minutes.
Every time it happened, it was too short. They were a little like
blackouts, except with sound and pictures. Lovely, wonderful moving
pictures of two incredible men…

Shivering at
the memory of the wood chopping daydream in the coffee house, she
pushed open the door of her building.

Entering the
elevator, she found herself shoulder to shoulder with Evan, who
worked in accounting at the software development company she worked
at.

“It’s a hot one
out there today, huh?” said Evan, smiling.

Oh, great, small talk. She forced a
smile. “Yes, yes, it is.”

Silence. The
elevator music soothed them with soft jazz. Wow, it took a long
time to get to the sixty fifth floor.

Evan cleared
his throat and turned toward her a little. “I was wondering if you
were busy tonight, Kaitlyn. There’s a—”

Oh, no.

“I can’t.” She blurted, and then froze, realizing how rude
she’d sounded. Evan was a nice guy, good looking too. He wasn’t
married, or obnoxious, and it really was time she got back to dating.
Yet… “I’m sorry. It’s not you. You’re an awesome guy. I’m just
really into my work right now.”

Evan took a
step back from her. He gave her a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.
“No problem. It was just, you know, an idea. An…elevator pitch.” He
laughed, but it sounded a little trembling. Nervous.

The car dinged,
stopped, and let on another passenger. She and Evan moved to the
back and Kaitlyn touched his arm. “Like I said, it’s not you, but I
appreciate it.”

“No problem.”
But he wouldn’t look at her.

Great. She felt like a total asshole
now. Her sisters would kick her butt if they knew she’d just turned
down a date with a suitable guy, too.

The elevator
doors opened and Evan scooted out as fast as he could. Kaitlyn
exited slowly, letting Evan get the distance from her that he so
clearly needed, and found her office, closing the door behind her.
All she wanted was to lose herself in work. Drown in it. If she
couldn’t be locked in those amazing daydreams all day, she wanted
to be completely distracted with something else.

Something she
knew. Something safe. Something she was good at.

She worked into
the early evening. Finally, after the sun had gone down and the
office outside her door was dark, quiet, and the cleaning crew was
working, she sat back in her chair and stretched. Time to go home
to her empty, lonely apartment.

Maybe it was
time to get a cat. She sighed.

Closing her
eyes, she tried to drift into that lovely dreamscape, but she
couldn’t do it. She could never invoke the daydreams on her own;
they were always involuntary. A result, Kaitlyn was sure, of a life
filled with stress. Not only was she swamped at work, but that
nasty divorce had an emotional echo. She’d had to file a
restraining order against a man she’d thought had loved her. So it
was likely these little snatchaways she was having were probably
her mind’s way of dealing with all the tumult in her life.
Harmless…though their uncontrolled nature was strange. Worrisome,
even.

Her head told her she needed to seek help, but her heart
jealously guarded every second she spent with the two men in her
daydreams. Both of them were tall, ripped—one dark haired and one
light. One of them was tattooed. There was something animalistic
about the pair of them, something brutal…something
wild. Yet she sensed
they wanted nothing but to protect her.

They just wanted her, every inch of her. Forever.

She supposed
that would be frightening if the men were real. But they weren’t
real. They were a figment of her overstressed, overstretched,
overworked imagination. So she was free to admire them whenever
they sprang up.

Neither of them
had talked to her in her daydreams, or touched her. They were
always doing something, forging iron, riding a horse, chopping
wood, whatever. That was okay, looking at them was enough. It was
like she segued into an alternate reality just for a couple minutes
at a time, observed their life there, except both the men knew she
was watching them. They looked her with such determination on their
faces, such hunger. They wanted her. They both had claimed her
as….

Ours. The word breathed through her
office, spoken in a low, rough male voice.

Kaitlyn shot to her feet, every muscle in her body tight.
Occasional mental vacations were all right, but hallucinating
voices in her office was going too
far. She stood frozen for a moment, trying
to convince herself that she hadn’t just heard a disembodied male
voice claim her as his, but she couldn’t do it. She’d heard that
voice clear as if someone had been standing right next to
her.

Maybe she
needed help after all.

“No.” She
gathered her tote bags, stuffing in a few files she might want to
look at before bed. “I don’t need help, I need Caroline. I need
company. I need—” She groaned. “Now I’m talking to myself. That’s
just great.”

She raced out
of the office, trailing loose sheets of paper behind her and nearly
colliding with one of the cleaning people. All she wanted was to
get to Caroline’s house. Her sister lived alone and would still be
up; she wouldn’t mind her little sister dropping in for an
unexpected visit.

Kaitlyn
shouldered her tote bag and mounted the stairs to the elevated L
stop at Milwaukee and North, not far from her office, and walked
onto the platform to wait for her train.

This was an
affluent area, yet she was still very aware of her surroundings.
But even though it was well after dark in downtown Chicago, she
wasn’t afraid. That’s what self-defense classes were for, classes
she’d been taking with abandon since her former husband had gone
wonky doodle.

And pepper
spray. No way was she going to be held captive by the fact she was
a woman.

Ours. The voice drifted on the air,
filling up the space around her. Just one voice, but more than one
claim. The two men of her daydreams, she assumed.

Her eyes widened and she went stock still. A man sat on the
metal bench near her reading a book. He didn’t budge. Seemingly,
the voice was in her head. That was so not a good thing.

Come to
us.

“Come to you?”
The words slipped out of her mouth before she could stop them, a
gut reaction to the whispered request of one of the men who were
only supposed to exist in her fevered, overworked imagination.

The man on the
bench shifted uneasily and glanced at her.

A train sped by, blowing an empty drink container around the
platform and buffeting her hair. Come to
us, the voice breathed again. She turned
to run away, off the platform, down the street, anywhere to escape
the voices in her head, but she knew she couldn’t run from her own
crazy. Maybe wonky doodle was catching.

Something
tingled through her body. A pulling sensation tugged at her
clothes.

The train
whipping in front of her seemed to speed up and grow longer. She
looked down the track and couldn’t see the end of it; it was just
one long stretch of blurry silver. Paper and trash buffeted around
her feet. The air from the passing train became stronger, thrumming
around her head and yanking at her clothing. She stepped back and
saw that the man with the paperback was gone. Had he run away…or
just vanished?

The wind grew
stronger, roaring in her ears. The train sped impossibly faster.
She turned to flee and she staggered to the side. Her tote slipped
from her shoulder and dropped to the pavement.

This was not right. This was not normal.

Her vision
became fuzzy. She dropped to her knees. Throwing back her head, she
shrieked in fright, but the roar of the wind swallowed the sound,
tossing it away like it was nothing.

Blackness.
Silence. Floating.

A couple
moments later, her throat raw from screaming, and she lay on
something soft and cool. She cracked her eyelids, letting in a
flood of bright light. Her pupils weren’t ready for that. She
pushed up and scrabbled backward, shielding her eyes with her
forearm.

“Take it easy,”
said a low, male voice.

She whipped her
arm down and blinked owlishly. The cool soft stuff was grass. The
bright light was sunshine. The low, male voice came from…..

“Oh, my….god.”
She must have had a psychotic break at some point, because one of
the men from her daydreams was standing in front her, though this
experience lacked the wispy, vague, removed quality that was always
present.

This was real.
Real grass. Real ground. Real sunshine.

Real man.

She squinted
up at him, drawing long, deep breaths into her lungs to stave off a
panic attack.

Had she leapt
completely into insanity? She pushed to her feet. “What the hell is
going on?”

It was the dark
haired one. He looked just as he always had—tall, broad,
dark-haired, black tattoos snaking down his sinewy arms and
crawling up his throat. Chocolate brown eyes that were deep and
dark, full of mysteries she wanted to explore. A face as if
chiseled from rock, not quite handsome, one cheek marked with a
long, white scar. Full, expressive lips—lips that made a woman want
to suck, nibble at; lips that made a woman think the most impure
thoughts. She wondered what a man could do with a mouth like
that.

His body seemed
chipped from rock, just like his face, yet she bet his flesh was
warm. She wanted to find out, wanted to explore the planes of his
chest with her fingertips, trace over the ridges of his abdomen.
She could spend hours exploring a body like his.

He was, in
short, her dream man. One of a matched set.

The man walked
to her. “Kaitlyn Isabella Gannet.”

“Y-yes.” Then
she understood that it hadn’t been a question.

He knew her
name.

He pulled her
against his body. She was too shocked to do anything but let him.
He was hard and warm and his arms felt good around her when she
should have been terrified. His gaze held hers and her breath
locked in the back of her throat. His head dipped suddenly and his
lips caught her lips. His breath warmed her mouth, scented like the
sweetest mint. His tongue slid into her mouth. Kaitlyn’s knees went
wobbly and her spine turned to marshmallow. This man, whoever he
was, had engaged every hormone in her body in under three
seconds.

She wanted him. No…she needed
to have him. Now.

For a moment, she struggled with one of the strongest, most
primal instincts she’d ever had in her life. Sex. With this complete stranger. Right now.
It wasn’t right, wasn’t safe, definitely wasn’t
sane. She had to break this spell before she did something she’d
regret in the long run.

She reached
into her pocket, drew her pepper spray and squirted him in the
face, knowing she was close enough to get a little of it too.

White hot fire
hit her eyes. They pushed away from each other, both coughing hard
enough to break a rib. She scrambled away blind, her eyes burning
and watering, trying to get as far from him as she could.

“Stop,” came
his low, commanding voice from behind her.

“No way. I don’t know who you are or where I am.” She wiped
her watering eyes and glanced behind her to find him on his knees,
covering his face and groaning. Good. “Why did you bring me here?”
She continued to move away from him, feeling her way forward,
hindered by her blurry eyesight.

“I didn’t bring
you. You were drawn.” He spoke with an accent she couldn’t place.
“You came because you were meant to come. You belong here with
us.”

She stumbled,
not understanding his words. Belong with who? Those two hunky guys
from her fantastical daydreams? No way.

“Stop.” He
sounded really close now.

She glanced behind her and saw that the pepper spray had
apparently worn off. Her eyes still burned and she hadn’t even
taken a direct hit. What was with this guy? He strode to her as if
completely unaffected. Was he superhuman? She hastened as much as
she could, but her eyes were still watering. Her shoe caught on a
clump of weeds and she fell. Hard.

By the time
she’d flipped to her back, he was looming over her. Through her
burning eyes, she watched him extend a hand. “Don’t be afraid. Come
with me.”

Don’t be afraid, easy for him to
say. He was ten thousand times her size.

She narrowed
her eyes. “Why?” The man was too gorgeous for words, but that
didn’t make him trustworthy.

“I am Lucas. You are my mate. Mine and Rafian’s.
Ours. That’s
why.”

She stared at
him, trying to comprehend what he’d just said. “Mate? What does
that mean?”

Lucas shifted impatiently. “Woman, I speak English very well.
I learned it for you. You must know the meaning of the word
mate.”

She blinked through achy, reddened eyes. “Mate as in
sex, or mate as in
joined in some kind of….marital type arrangement?”

His teeth flashed white as he bared them, looking predatory
for a moment. “Both. Lots and lots of…both.”

Kaitlyn’s mouth went dry. “Uhm. I don’t know what’s going on,
but I’m a software engineer from Chicago. I have a career back
there. I can’t go off mating
with a couple strange men from—wherever this
is.”

His head lifted
as if he heard a sound in the distance. All she heard were
twittering birds. “We’re not safe here.”

She glanced
around at the lush forest that surrounded them. They were in a
meadow dotted through with tall grass and daisies. All the scene
needed were cavorting kittens. “What’s not safe about this
place?”

Not a millisecond after she’d muttered the sentence the
sounds of shouting, horses, and men crashing through forest filled
the air. Lucas’s gaze caught hers and held. Then he moved, leaping
to the side almost faster than her eyes could track. His form
blurred and a curious sound she couldn’t identify came from his
direction….a stretching, popping kind of sound. It was a fleshy,
organic, alien noise that made cold, stark fear race up her
spine.

It happened so
fast, she barely registered the event through her shock and primal
emotion.

All she knew
was that one minute the gorgeous man was there….

 And the next moment he’d turned into the biggest
wolf she’d ever seen.
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