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A woman determined to find answers, a man sworn to keep secrets

She was a child when it happened, an innocent brutalized by a man who was meant to protect her. When Kennedy ran, he came after her with every intention to kill—only to find himself face to face with creatures no rational human could explain.

Now, fifteen years later, Kennedy has returned to Pride Mountain, intent of finding out more about the creatures that saved her. Are they animals? Or something more…

Duncan Pride remembers Kennedy. But the woman he sees is nothing like that terrified child he saved. But he can’t let her learn the truth of Pride Mountain. He doesn’t count on her stubbornness, or her courage. He also doesn’t plan on falling in love with the willful, beautiful woman.

He can’t let that get in the way—his Pride is counting on him.

Warning: this title contains hot, steamy, explicit sex told in contemporary graphic language and violence.
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Prologue

Pride Mountain…for as long as any of them could remember, Pride Mountain had been theirs. Not all of them stayed there, but even those who left, they knew Pride Mountain was home.

It wasn’t a true mountain, more of a big hill, but for Michigan, it seemed plenty mountainous enough. And it was theirs…the mountain itself and the land that stretched around for it for miles.

It had been theirs for years, going back nearly two centuries, almost since the first time people settled in the region.

They didn’t like change.

Change could be dangerous—that was one thing none of them ever forgot. Change could bring predators into their midst, for the sake of fame and notoriety, for the sake of fortune…or for the sake of mayhem.

But it hadn’t been them that had brought this latest change.

He scented it first, the powerful sour scent of fear. The moonlight filtered down through the canopy of leaves as he wove silently through the trees. Fear, sweat, blood…somebody was hurt. Scared.

She was running—he could hear branches snapping, her harsh ragged breathing. A soft cry when she fell. Leaves crunched as she pushed herself back up to her feet.

Soft, desperate little sobs. Those cries barely even sounded human. More like an animal weak and terrified, soft little whimpers and mewls that sounded disturbingly like the plaintive cries of a cougar’s young. He knew when the others became aware of her.

Suddenly, he wasn’t alone as he moved closer to the source of the disturbance.

“Son?”

He glanced over his shoulder at his dad. Although he was nearly as tall as his father, he had yet to fill out much. At nineteen, he stood nearly six three and was as lanky as a scarecrow. But he was strong. He knew how to hunt, how to fight.

How to protect.

That was his job. It was their job and they took it seriously.

Protect—

There was somebody else. Somebody chasing her. He stank—reeked of blood and violence.

“She’s hurt,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “I smell blood. He’s chasing her.”

Nausea roiled through him as he scented something else. Lust. It was like a fever boiling in the man’s blood.

His father breathed deeply, his eyes darkening as he murmured, “Yes, I know. Go back to the others. We’ll handle this.”

We…his father, Ryan Pride, and the three men that served under him. Not a king, exactly, but definitely the leader. And Duncan would one day take his place.

“No.” Shaking his head, Duncan turned his eyes back in the direction of the disturbing scents of blood, fear, and violence. Blood, he was used to. After all, they had come up Pride Mountain on this moonlit night to hunt. But he couldn’t ever recall smelling such fear.

“Duncan, now.”

“No, Dad.” He shook his head a second time. “I found her. I have to help her.”

It was long standing custom—the one who caught the scent of the prey led the kill. But it wasn’t so much the kill he wanted, not yet. It was the need to protect.

Behind him, he heard his father’s quiet sigh, sensed his frustration. He had to do this, though…she needed him.

She could hear him behind her.

She had his blood on her hands and it felt like it was burning her. She hurt inside—her legs pulled with every step and running was agony.

Kennedy tripped, falling down. Rocks tore into her knees, cutting her flesh. She cried out and then clamped her hand over her mouth.

No, he couldn’t hear her. Couldn’t catch her.

If he did…Oh, God…she prayed silently.

With every muscle in her body screaming, she shoved herself to her feet. A desperate energy flooded her and she took off running once more.

Kennedy didn’t know where she was—she’d been running for so long and it was so damned dark. But she couldn’t stop.

“Found you, bitch!”

Glancing over her shoulder, she saw him. Her stepfather’s face was smeared with blood, and the ugly gash on the left side of his face had dried over.

Part of her wished she still had the poker she had hit him with. Should have brought it with me…

“Little bitch, you’re going to pay for that,” he said, his voice cold and angry. He didn’t even sound winded—

With a sob, she forced her legs to move faster, run harder.

And when his hand closed around the back of her neck, she screamed.

Seconds later, she was on the ground, her face pressed into the dirt. He still had his hand on the back of her neck and she could hardly breathe. Her hands tore and dug into the earth as she tried to get away from him.

He laughed. “You’re not getting away again, Kennedy,” he said as he levered himself over her.

Against the naked curve of her rump, she could feel him as he wedged himself against her.

No…not again!

Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried to block it out.

Block it all out.

None of this had happened—she hadn’t gone home yet, he hadn’t grabbed her…she was out with friends and they were laughing…

Laughing…

Screaming…

His hands fell away and he swore softly. Freed, she shoved her body upright and tried to crawl away. Her limbs didn’t want to work, but she dragged herself a few feet away.

Just as she fell against the trunk of a tree, she heard it again.

That scream…it wasn’t human.

It was a deep, terrifying scream, unlike anything she’d ever heard before.

“She saw us.”

Duncan sat on the ground, the girl’s head pillowed on his lap as he stroked her tangled hair back from her battered face.

Glancing up at his father, he said, “She saw cats, Dad. That’s all.”

Big cats. But they weren’t cougars. Duncan and the others were much, much bigger than a cougar. But they had been seen once or twice before and they looked like cougars.

His voice was hoarse and ragged as he whispered, “He raped her, Dad.”

They knew the man. Knew he had a violent streak in him. They watched him, but other than bar room brawls, there hadn’t been much trouble with the bastard.

Until now.

Zane Matthews spoke up, his voice harsh and angry as he looked at Kennedy. “Where do you think her mom is?”

“Where she usually is,” Ryan said bleakly. “Out screwing around. Masters here finally snapped, I guess.”

Kelly and Jack Masters had been married for close to ten years, but that hadn’t stopped Kelly from screwing any man she could get close to. Hell, Duncan was nearly twenty years younger than her and she hadn’t been at all subtle when she’d tried to come on to him last year.

She stank of other men, cigarette smoke, whiskey, and easy sex. Even the thought of touching her had turned his stomach.

Now he wished he had, though. Touched her and torn her apart. He knew, as well as he knew his own name, that Kelly Masters was part of the reason her daughter lay half naked on the wooded hillside of Pride Mountain.

Jack Masters had lost it, all right. And his stepdaughter had paid for it. Adopted daughter…he thought absently. Jack had adopted Kennedy years ago.

She looked so fragile—rage burned low in his belly as he recalled just how small she had looked, curled on the ground as Jack pushed himself to his feet, dragging his jeans back up as he faced Duncan down.

“If you want a piece of the little whore, go ahead,” Jack had said, his voice wary. Jack’s eyes had been glowing, a sure sign of anger and fear. The glow had only increased as Duncan moved closer.

“You’re dead, Masters,” Duncan had told him quietly.

And he was.

Duncan had killed him. He could still feel the blood on his claws…hands. His hands…he had Changed back to his human form just before he’d ripped Jack’s heart from his body. Jack had shifted to his own preferred form, one that was half man, half wolf. He’d known he was fighting for his life and he’d fought hard.

But Duncan couldn’t feel anything from the various bruises, bites, and claw marks on his body. They didn’t matter.

None of it mattered.

“We need to get her into town…before she wakes up,” Zane said quietly as he padded back into the clearing.

“Masters?” Ryan asked.

Zane said, “Hidden for now. We’ll burn him later. But for now…”

Ryan nodded, hunkering down in front of Duncan. “You need to let me have her, son. She needs to get to the hospital.”

Duncan cradled her protectively against his chest. “I’ll do it.”

Ryan shook his head. “Look at yourself, boy. You’re torn up and bleeding all over. We’re going to have enough questions—we can’t risk anybody seeing you until you’ve healed up.”

And that would take a few more hours. Dropping his eyes, he studied her battered face. “What’s going to happen to her?”

With a sigh, Ryan said, “I don’t know. But he can’t touch her again. And for now, that’s enough.”


Chapter One

“Little whore—just like your mama.”

It was a dream. Kennedy knew that.

But she couldn’t push it aside. Couldn’t wake up.

In the dream, she was fourteen, rooting through her closet for something to wear to the party.

Jack came in—she smelled the liquor on him even before she heard him.

Little whore…

He stared at Kennedy as she stood there wearing just the bright red button down.

She’d been scared. She had called out for her mother, but it as pointless. She knew that even before Jack told her in a slurred voice, “She ain’t here—out fucking anybody she can find.”

Her mother. Yeah, Kennedy knew what her mother was. She pretended otherwise, but she knew. Hard not to when the woman would come home drunk, her clothes messed up, makeup all smeared.

“You think you’re going to go out and leave me here, too?” Jack stared at her, his eyes on her bare legs, and Kennedy circled away from him, grabbing the jeans on her bed.

He laughed. And then he reached for her.

She ran, but she only made it to the living room before he caught her. Toyed with her.

Things turned into a blurry, pain-filled haze and in her sleep, Kendall sobbed.

His weight was suffocating her and when he finally moved away, for a moment, she couldn’t do anything but suck air into desperate lungs. You just stay right there, little cunt. I’m not done with you…

No. Kendall shook her head silently, watching him as he turned to grab the beer bottle from the coffee table. Scuttling back on her hands and knees, she moved away. When she came up against the wall, she pushed herself to her feet, trying to convince herself to run.

But she hurt…

“Didn’t I tell you to stay there? Little bitch—your mama might not listen to me… yet…but you are going to. Get back where you were.”

Kennedy shook her head, folding her arms around her middle and staring at him. Jack moved towards her and she snapped. The poker was in her hand before she realized it and she swung at him like she was going for a homerun in softball practice.

He fell to the floor like a stone and she dropped the poker.

And ran. Out the back yard and over the small creek that separated their land from the sprawling forest. Into the woods, heading away from town—into the hills. Pride Mountain—even though it was really nothing more than a big hill, it had been called Pride Mountain for as long as anybody could remember.

She’d run. Just keep running. That was all that mattered.

But he caught her. Dirt and leaves choked her as he pressed her into the ground. “You’re going to pay for that…”

She knew. He’d rape her again, maybe even kill her. She wanted to scream, tried to, but with her face pressed into the dirt, she didn’t have the breath.

But something did…something screamed.

The last thing she could remember clearly was a cat. Not a fuzzy little house cat, either. But a huge, golden cat that looked like something from National Geographic.

And a monster—one with Jack Masters’s cruel, cold eyes.

She woke up with a start. Tears were drying on her face and the pillow was damp. Kennedy shivered, pulling the blankets tighter around her.

“Just a dream,” she told herself.

But it wasn’t. It had been more than that.

It had actually happened.

Fifteen years ago, her stepfather had raped her. She’d run away and he’d followed her. What had happened then, she didn’t know. But Jack Masters was never seen again.

She suspected a lot of people thought she might have killed him and blocked it from her mind. Hell, her own mother had screamed it at her. “You killed him—little whore…you always wanted what was mine.”

Kelly had screamed that at the hospital two days after it had happened. Most of what had happened was a blur. Kennedy remembered the rape with brutal clarity. Remembered running. Falling. Him on top of her—but he didn’t rape her again.

There had been something there…

Something had saved her.

Images of big cats haunted her dreams.

She was taken out of her mother’s custody even before the doctors let her leave the hospital. Lisa and Cole Franklin had taken her—nice people, her foster parents. They’d done everything they could for her.

Kennedy had spent the next eight years in their house. They’d gotten her into counseling—and Kennedy knew it had probably helped. They’d kept her mother away from her.

And…they had left her their house.

The childless couple had been killed in a car wreck just three weeks ago. Kennedy still couldn’t believe they were gone.

The kind people who had paid her way through college, who had bought her a car when she turned sixteen—the people who had loved her were gone.

Closing her eyes, she swallowed back the tears as she reached up and touched the string of pearls around her neck. They’d given the necklace to her when she graduated college. There was a matching pair of earrings that had been a present when she graduated high school.

They’d given her so much—and now they were gone.

The Franklins had been the only thing that had brought her back to the small Michigan town where she’d grown up. After graduating from college, Kennedy had found a job as a social worker in Detroit, helping kids get away before they could be hurt like she’d been.

It had been more therapy.

Until the last case.

Marisa Armstrong had been raped, just like Kennedy had been, by her stepfather. Mama had been too busy partying to care. Even when Marisa had hung herself, the bitch had been more worried about her own life and how badly this messed up her fun.

Kennedy hadn’t been able to save Marisa.

And that had broken her.

She had been thinking about quitting—Kennedy couldn’t take any more, she knew it.

But then the Franklins had died.

They’d died—and they had left everything to her. They’d left her the house and the small bookstore. But Kennedy would rather have them than all the houses and bookstores in the world.

No way to trade, though. They were gone and Kennedy owned the house and the small bookstore.

At least for a while.

As much as Kennedy had loved her foster parents, as much as she missed them, she didn’t know if she could stay in Pride, Michigan.

With a sigh, she sat up, gazing around her old room with bleak eyes.

It hadn’t changed.

The pale blue walls, the lace eyelet curtains, the pictures of old school friends, and brightly colored posters. On the dresser there was a framed picture of her with Lisa and Cole the day she’d graduated from high school.

Even though she couldn’t see it well in the early morning light, she knew how it looked.

How she had looked. Almost happy.

Kennedy forced herself to climb from the bed and move across the room into the bathroom. She turned on the shower spray, knowing it would take a few minutes to heat up and in the meantime, she left to gather some clothes from the suitcase she had yet to unpack.

Five minutes later, she was under the hot pulsating spray, trying desperately not think.

If she could avoid thinking, maybe she could avoid remembering.

The time would come when she would have to think—Kennedy knew that.

She’d come back to Pride for a reason.

Not for her mother, and not to try to accept what the woman had let happen to her only daughter. She’d accepted that.

A long time ago.

But it wasn’t enough.

She had to know who had saved her.

Duncan Pride stood in the doorway of A Page Apart, staring at the woman at the register. She was bent over a book, studying the page intently. Her hair, dark and wild, spiraled down around her shoulders in riotous waves. As he continued to debate going inside, she started to twine one fat curl around her finger.

He’d known the Franklins would leave the bookstore to Kennedy. Although her mother hadn’t ever let them adopt her, Kennedy had belonged more to Lisa and Cole than the cold bitch who birthed her. One of things she’d done on her own after she turned eighteen, she’d changed her name.

Kennedy Franklin, no longer Kennedy Masters.

Duncan hadn’t been sure what to expect. He’d seen her around town a few times after that night. For a while, she’d had been scared of her own shadow.

Then fall came and Duncan had left again for college. He rarely saw her after that. And not at all for more than seven years. She saw the Franklins often, but they always traveled to see her in Detroit. She rarely came home.

Not that Duncan could blame her.

Pride, Michigan was his home—had been home to his family for nearly two hundred years. They’d come here seeking solitude. They stayed because it was home.

The nightmares he had of what had happened to her were nothing compared to what he imagined she experienced. What Jack Masters had done to his stepdaughter was the worst thing that had ever happened in Pride, at least in recent memory.

People forgot. Within a few months, people had acted normally around her again. But Duncan couldn’t forget—all he could remember was how frail, how small she had been as he held her. Every bruise he’d seen was imprinted on his memory. Every streak of blood.

So how in the hell could he walk in there and act normal? She hardly knew him.

Just leave…

She wouldn’t even remember him. They’d only seen each other in passing, and not even that for years.

But before Duncan could convince himself to turn around and walk, she looked up. Through the glass, he met her brown eyes and he forced a smile as he opened the door and stepped inside.

Too late now…

“Hello, Kennedy.”

She studied him for a minute with curious eyes. Finally, a smile curled her lips upward just a little. “Duncan Pride.” Her eyes dropped the badge he wore clipped to his belt and she arched a brow. “Like father, like son?” she asked.

Duncan shrugged. “Seemed like the right choice,” he murmured.

“How is your father?”

He glanced away. “Died a few years ago.”

She paled. “I’m sorry, Duncan.”

He nodded a little. “Happened fast. That’s all you can really hope for.” Well, except for more time, he guessed.

She was quiet for a moment, but he could see the questions in her eyes. “Shot in the line of duty,” he said softly. “Somebody from out of town was accused of attacking a local girl. He went to the hotel to question him and the guy tried to run, pulled a gun on Dad. They both got shots off—both of them died.”

He didn’t elaborate more than that. Wasn’t much else he could say—how could he explain to a mortal that his father was shot facing down a feral werewolf that thought he could make Pride his personal hunting grounds? In more ways than one. It was suspected that the werewolf was responsible for two missing people, plus it looked like he had attacked several different women, not just the one who initially came forward.

If the bastard had been a mortal, Ryan Pride would still be alive. He’d been shot at point blank range, but a shapeshifter could heal almost any wound. But not one inflicted by a silver bullet, a silver bullet shot straight into the heart. Fortunately, the sheriff had known he was going after a non-mortal and he’d been prepared. He’d used silver ammo as well.

Both were dead and the Prides had fulfilled their duties.

Duty—one of the things that kept the Prides here. Oh, some left, but many of them stayed. They’d been charged with protecting these lands and it was a responsibility they took seriously.

A duty given to them by the Council.

The Council…he’d been approached by them while he was at college. Not a big surprise, sooner or later most of the Prides had been approached. Some had gone to serve that honored organization. Some chose to try to live a life as normal as possible. Others came home.

Duncan had come home. When he was a kid, he had dreams of being a Hunter. His dad had told him of his responsibilities early on. He was his father’s only son, the one that Pride Mountain would pass to, and hopefully, Duncan would take over for his father as leader of the Pride. But Ryan had understood what it was like to have dreams—dreams of something exciting.

If Duncan had chosen to join the Hunters instead, Ryan would have accepted that, happily and with a lot of pride.

Duncan had declined the offer, though, to join the Hunters. In a way, he already served the Council.

Nearly a hundred and fifty years ago, the Council had sent an emissary to Pride Mountain. It had been Duncan’s great grandfather who had led the Pride then. When he was given charge of these lands, he had done so willingly.

For as long as the Prides handled the problems that arose with feral vamps and shifters, no Hunter would be sent to claim land anywhere near their home.

That could have gotten…dicey, to say the least. Paranormal creatures were notoriously territorial and the lands in Pride, Michigan had been in the Pride family for more than two hundred years, even before Michigan became a state. They wouldn’t have easily moved aside if a Hunter had felt called to their lands.

Especially since chances are it would have been another shifter. This far north in Michigan, the extremes in day and night weren’t that easy for a lot of Hunters. Something in the air really bothered the witches—it was suspected it had something to do with the magnetic fields. A witch had to be born in the far north, used to the effects the magnetic fields had on their powers, otherwise, it took quite a while to acclimate. Their powers were a bit harder to control. Some became noticeably stronger, which required more training. Others lost some power.

Neither one was something a lot of witches liked.

Witches really liked keeping things as level as they could. From what Duncan could tell from the witches he had met, they were damned near control freaks. Having Mother Nature wreak havoc on their gifts was probably a pain in the ass.

More, it wasn’t just the witches that didn’t like the adjustment. The longer days in the summer kept the vampires too constrained. The werewolves had the opposite problem—the nights were difficult in the winter, especially when the moon rode high in the sky. So they never stayed too long.

The only ones that weren’t affected this far in the north were the natural shapeshifters, ones like the members of the Pride. Shifters who didn’t rely on the cycles of the moon to harness the power to Change.

So it would have been a shifter, either a wolf or another feline that came and settled if the Pride hadn’t agreed to guard the lands.

Up until Ryan had been killed by the feral werewolf, it had been a sacrifice that had come with little cost.

“I hate to hear that.”

Kennedy’s soft voice pulled Duncan out of the well of memories and he looked up at her with a faint smile. “Dad loved his job, loved what he did.”

“He was a good man. A brave one. A kind one.” Her eyes moved away but not before he saw them darken from memory.

Ryan had been at her side when she woke in the hospital. It had been Ryan who intervened when her mother tried to literally drag her out of the hospital.

Her memories of Ryan Pride were probably not very good ones.

Duncan forced a smile and said, “Yes. He was. I hear you’re planning on moving back to Pride, at least for a while.”

She shrugged. “Yes. Not sure how long.”

“We don’t really have much need for social workers. There’s only four of them in the county, and one of them is part time.”

Kennedy smiled, flashing a dimple in her cheek. “That’s a good thing. I’m getting out of social work.” Even though she smiled, he saw the sadness in her eyes. Something had happened.

Nodding, he said, “Understandable. I imagine it’s a hell of a lot harder in Detroit. So you’re going to try running the bookstore, instead?”

One shoulder lifted in a shrug. “Yeah—try being the operative word. But Leslie has said she’s staying on. Hopefully she can keep me from messing up.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and closed her book. “Is there anything you were looking for? Or doing the welcome wagon thing?”

“Both. I’d ordered some books…” He moved to the counter, trying to remember the titles, but she was already turning around.

He braced his elbows on the counter, watching as she flipped through the marked books on the shelves behind the counter. She said something else, but it barely registered.

Duncan was a little too preoccupied with the book on the counter. The one Kennedy had been reading. Return of the Big Cats to Michigan.

He’d read it—the natural cougars were an interest of his. It was more of an educational piece, written by a professor in Saginaw. And it detailed the return of the cougars to the state.

Odd reading.

Whoa…

When Duncan Pride left, the bookstore seemed a hell of a lot bigger. There was something almost overwhelming about him. She hadn’t seen him in years, and she hadn’t ever really talked to him.

He looked a lot like his father.

Both of them had been tall, lean hipped, wide shouldered, with a long, wiry build. Duncan wore his hair similar to the style his father had had, keeping the dark locks cut short and close to his scalp.

Duncan’s skin was a warm, tawny gold. And odd eyes—almost reflective. Light yellowish brown.

Frowning, she looked back at the book on the counter and opened it, flipping to photographs in the middle. The glossy stills showed images of cougars and the one she liked the most was a face shot. It looked like the photographer had been standing close enough to touch, so close she could see the detail of the black markings on the cat’s ears.

And his eyes.

An odd, yellowish brown, nearly the same color as his coat. The same color as Duncan’s.

“Huh,” she murmured, rubbing her finger across the picture.

Kennedy was pretty sure she hadn’t ever seen eyes like that before. Well, not in a person.

The phone rang and absently, she picked it up and said, “A Page Apart.” Finally, after three days, she was answering the phone like this place was a business, not her home.

“Hi, Ms. Franklin?”

“Yes.”

“This is Casey Matthews—my dad said you were trying to find a guide. Wanted to take some pictures?”

Her first plan for finding more about the cats was just trying to find where their territory was. She wasn’t about to ask the Pride family if she could start on their land—not yet. She’d been gone a long time, and what interest did a social worker have in wild cats?

Until she figured out how to handle that dilemma, she was settling for the State Park that bordered the land belonging to the Prides.

“When were you wanting to go? And what were you looking for?”

She feigned curiosity, explained she had always had an interest in photography. That at least was the truth, but curiosity didn’t quite touch her fascination with cougars.

“I suppose I can guide you to some pretty spots…”

That would work—for now. “I’m probably going to want to do this a few times. Will you be able to help?”

The girl on the other end of the line agreed and Kennedy said a silent thank you. Within ten minutes, they had agreed to a date and place to meet and Casey advised Kennedy on what to wear.

She had one week. Kennedy would rather have hooked up a little sooner, but she wasn’t going to complain. Nobody else would understand this urgency.

Besides, a week would give her enough time to unpack her camera equipment and hopefully get a hand on some decent hiking gear. Geez…it had been nearly ten years since she had done any serious hiking.

She glanced out the window to the sporting store across the street. It looked like she was going to have to make a trip to All Outdoors.

Casey hung up the phone and looked at her dad. “She just wants to take some pictures. We’re going to the state park.”

“In a week,” Zane said, arching a brow.

The nineteen year old nodded. “Yes, sir. She tried for this weekend but…” She trailed off and shrugged, smiling a little.

This weekend was the full moon. All of them were natural shifters, inheriting the trait through the bloodline, but still, they did feel some strange calling from the moon when it was full. It wasn’t an urge they couldn’t ignore. None of them had to Change with the rising of the full moon.

But they did have to shift occasionally—it was a need. The full moon was as good a night as any. They gathered on Pride Mountain and went hunting.

Even though Zane knew Casey would get Kennedy Franklin gone before nightfall, it was a wise choice. People couldn’t always control everything that happened—so why tempt fate?

“She didn’t say anything…odd, did she?”

Casey stared at him and he saw the echo of his belated wife in that stare. That look all women seemed to have, when men were acting like idiots. That look that said, You’re so dumb.

“Exactly what kind of odd do you mean? A lot of people like to hike, Dad.”

Zane scowled at his daughter and turned away. Passing a hand over his closely cropped hair, he muttered under his breath. Okay, so there was really nothing for him to worry about. It wasn’t like Kennedy Franklin had said, I want to try to find these big cats that saved me fifteen years ago.

She had been unconscious through most of it, and terrified for the brief seconds she had seen them. Ryan had been the one to take her report and she didn’t remember most of her attack. No reason for her to remember now.

He left without a word and knew that Casey was shaking her head as she watched him walk away.

Yeah, he worried too much. But that was his job.


Chapter Two

Kennedy finished lacing up her hiking boots and cast a look at the clock. It had been more than a month since she had first gone hiking through the State Park. A month of listening to Casey Matthews drone one and one about local flora and fauna. Any time she tried to ask about cougars, the girl managed to successfully, and subtly, redirect the subject.

A lot of people still didn’t think there were any more than a few cougars that had returned to the area, even though science had proved otherwise.

Kennedy had seen the signs of the big cats. A few faint tracks, scat, nothing major. Certainly no sign of cats as big as the ones Kennedy had seen. And Casey never took her to exactly the same place, and more often than not, they ended up on the far side of where Kennedy wanted to look.

So today, Kennedy was going out on her own. She’d checked and double-checked the maps and was pretty certain one of the trails would lead her close to the edge of the state-owned land. She planned on marking her own trail and all she was going to do was investigate a little more carefully along that border.

If she found something, she’d decide what to do then.

Her pack sat ready by the door. A couple of nutritional shakes were tucked inside, although she was leaving a small cooler in the truck with sandwiches and soft drinks in her car. She had a bottle of water, her camera, and a long flexible walking stick she’d bought when she got her hiking boots.

Kennedy refused to think of what she would do if she managed to find some sign of the bigger cats. She’d cross that bridge when she came to it.

Four hours later, Kennedy decided she had definitely made an error in judgment here. She’d gotten lost and had no idea where she was. The trails in this part of the park were steeper and her thighs were screaming from the strain of climbing up and down. Worse, when she’d left the trail behind nearly an hour ago, she had marked the spot. She knew she had, but now she couldn’t find any of her markers. The bright yellow tags should have stood out easily, but if she had wandered too far from the last one…

Exhausted, she rested her back against a huge pine, breathing in the familiar woodsy scent, and tried to calm the nerves jumping in her belly.

“Now what?” she muttered wearily.

She took a sip from her water bottle and let the tepid water ease her dry throat. There was still a half bottle left, but considering she had really gotten herself turned around, she needed to conserve it. She might be here a while.

They’d find her truck. The park rangers always checked the parking lots at nightfall when the park was scheduled to close and when they found her truck, and not her nearby, they’d come looking for her, right?

So do I just stay here? she wondered. But the inactivity after about an hour nearly drove her nuts.

Shoving to her feet, Kennedy continued to trudge through the woods, looking for some sign of a trail.

Zane and Duncan stood staring at the shiny black truck, their expressions grim. The light of the full moon shone brightly down on them and Duncan swore viciously. This had been one hell of a month and he needed the release he’d get from a good night of roaming the woods in his other form.

Not just the hunting, although he loved that. He needed the release that came from shifting but it didn’t look like he’d get to spend a night wearing anything other than his human skin.

“It’s Kennedy Franklin’s truck,” Zane said unnecessarily.

Sliding Zane a narrow look, Duncan replied testily, “I know that.”

He also knew that Kennedy had been spending quite a bit of her time in the forest, hiking the trails, snapping pictures.

She also asked a lot of questions about cougars. Casey had assured both Zane and Duncan that Kennedy hadn’t ever seemed interested in anything more than the natural cougars that had slowly started to repopulate the wooded areas of Michigan, but it was enough to set the Pride’s nerves on edge.

And now on a full moon, their one night to hunt, she was out there in the woods somewhere. Scowling, he scented the air as he paced the parking lot. To the east. About a mile and half of trail and forestland separated the parking lot from Pride lands. And that was where she had gone.

“Damn it all to hell,” he muttered, shaking his head.

“Tell me about it,” Zane said.

A new voice joined in on the conversation as Glenna McGuire came walking up. “I’ve called a couple of our people from Search and Rescue. And Casey got a hold of all the rest. Everybody knows the hunt is off for the night. Nick and Marie will be out here within a half and hour and we can start looking for her.”

At least it had been Glenna that found the truck. That wasn’t chance, either. She’d taken this job specifically so that they could make sure the park was emptied out on hunt night. Up until now, the only thing she’d had to do was chase out teens who came to the park to make out.

Oh, they’d had hikers get lost before. It was a big park and a popular one, but they hadn’t had the bad luck to lose a hiker on hunt night.

And Duncan couldn’t get rid of this niggling feeling—she wasn’t just out hiking.

Kennedy was looking for something.

Or someone.

“You’re sure the word got out to everybody?” he asked tersely.

Glenna lowered her head slightly, a simple gesture of deference. “Casey said she got messages to all of the family.”

“What about the twins? Did they get a message or did somebody actually talk to them?”

Behind him, Zane groaned. “Now wouldn’t that just be perfect…”

Duncan glanced at him, jaw clenched. “Yeah, wouldn’t it?” Jerking his phone from his belt, he accessed the phone number for Douglas and Deacon McGuire, Glenna’s first cousins. They were related to Duncan and Zane loosely, cousins several time removed.

They were also eighteen and raging bundles of hormones and hungers. The Change usually hit right when puberty was hitting, sometimes a little later in the males. And the first few Changes were spent in solitude, with nobody but parents on hand to make sure the young shifter was in control.

Douglas and Deacon had been hit hard with the Change, a little late for their kind, just last summer. Ever since, they’d been like live wires, growing a good foot in a year, going from quiet, polite boys to young men that loved nothing more than a good fight, a fast car, and pretty girls.

They were good kids, Duncan knew, but they were wild. When Barbara answered the phone, he could tell by the tone of voice there was a problem.

“They aren’t there, are they?” Duncan asked flatly.

Barbara McGuire said shakily, “No. I’ve been trying to call them, but if they’ve already hit the hunting grounds…Duncan, they wouldn’t hurt anybody.”

Duncan really wished he could be so sure. That was why the Pride hunted together, to give the young ones a time to adjust to their fledging abilities without risking anybody getting hurt. “Don’t worry about it,” he said quietly, hoping his voice wasn’t as easy to read as hers was. “We’ll find them.”

“The hiker that’s missing, has he shown up yet?” Barbara asked.

“It’s a woman. And no. I have to go—we need to find her.” Before the twins did. If she saw the two cougars, already bigger than the natural cougars, she’d panic. Panicking around predators was bad.

Very bad.

He met Glenna’s eyes as he hung up his phone. “You stay here until Nick and Maria get here. When they get here, you three split up. We don’t come in until we find her. And if you run into the twins, call for me.”

He met Zane’s eyes and gestured toward the forest with a jerk of his head. “Let’s go.”

Ooooohhhhh…

Kennedy awoke with a whimper, reaching up and pressing a careful hand to her head. It came away sticky. “Not good,” she muttered. Slowly, she stretched the rest of her body, taking stock. She bit back a cry when her ankle screamed in agony. Twisted at the least, possibly broken.

Bright moonlight filtered down through the canopy of the trees, casting enough silvery light that she could see up the slope she’d fallen down. As she pushed upright, she twisted her upper body a little. She’d hit her head on that rock—she could see the dark stain of blood on it even in this dim light.

“You should have stayed where you were,” she muttered. This far off any recognizable trail, it was going to be even harder for anybody to find her. Panic started to settle in and she fought it off with grim determination.

So she was lost. She’d been through worse—much worse. There was no way she could make it up that hill just yet. It was too dark to see well, and with one more accident, she may not be able to make it up that hill at all.

“So I’m stuck here for the night,” Kennedy said. “I can handle this.”

Hysteria threatened to bubble up and overwhelm her, but she ignored it. “It’s your fault you’re stuck here—you can handle this.”

She undid the pack from her hip and located the small flashlight in it by touch. Kennedy also pulled out the small bottle of Tylenol and popped a couple. Fortunately, her trip down the hill hadn’t knocked her water bottle loose and she still had two small nutrition shakes in the pack. The chilly night air was going to be the worst part—well, that and the odd noises that always sounded at night.

She had to move though. There were rocks gouging into her from all over and Kennedy felt too battered already. No way was she sitting on a bed of rocks all night. Scanning the area around her with the flashlight, she decided on the towering pine about ten feet to her right. It would move her that much closer to the hill in the morning and there didn’t look to be as many rocks that way.

At first, she tried to stand, but the pain in her head was making her sick and she couldn’t bear to put weight on her right ankle. How undignified. She sighed morosely as she basically dragged herself the ten feet. Once over there, she used her hand to clear a small area free of pinecones and pine needles and then placed her back against the tree trunk.

She had worn a denim button down earlier and, when she’d gotten hot, tied it around her waist. Now, as she untied the knot and worked it free, Kennedy said a silent prayer of thanks. It wasn’t a blanket, but it was something over her bare arms.

Closing her eyes, she leaned her head back against the tree, calling herself ten different kinds of idiot.

“Serve you right if one of those damn cats did show up right about now,” she muttered.

Seconds later, her blood turned to ice in her veins as she heard a peculiar, high-pitched scream.

It sounded again seconds later, and it sounded closer. Should have kept my mouth shut…

That wasn’t a scream.

It was a cougar.

Duncan froze in his tracks as he heard one of the twins screaming into the night.

He threw back his head and screamed back, issuing a summons. Of course, the twins were notoriously arrogant and they didn’t like to answer to anybody. Not even the leader of the Pride.

“Damned kids,” he swore hotly as he swiftly stripped out of his clothes.

Zane eyed him grimly. “She’s not too far.”

“They are closer than we are.” He couldn’t hear her, which meant she wasn’t trying to run, thank God. But he smelled one thing that really bothered him.

Blood…

He just hoped the twins had enough control to recognize the difference between an injured mortal woman and acceptable prey. He stood naked in the moonlight for mere seconds as the Change started. He bit back the scream of agony as his bones broke and realigned, going through the Change in utter silence. The second he could breath again, he took off running through the woods.

In this form, his sense of smell was sharper and he smelled not just the blood, but the sharp spicy tang of her fear. It spiked and he knew she had seen the cougars.

He screamed into the night once more as he crested a sharp slope. Staring down it, he saw the twins.

They were circling around a massive pine tree, totally preoccupied with what they saw under it.

Powerful muscles bunched and he jumped, taking the downward slope with swift powerful leaps that landed him in between the twins. He faced the one closest to him, glaring at Deacon with fury.

You were called.

The cougar cocked his head, studying his leader. We smelled her—she smells good…

Duncan caught an undertone that had him seeing red. They weren’t talking food. Another hunger.

Yes, she did smell good but he wasn’t a cub in rut. And he wouldn’t allow anybody in his Pride to scare a woman. Get back. You will return home and pray that I calm down before I talk with you again.

Come on, Duncan. She smells so sweet…That was Douglas and Duncan whirled on him. The cougar was staring at Kennedy and Duncan could have wrung the fool boy’s neck as he sensed the power rising in Douglas.

If you Change, I will beat you bloody.

That got a reaction. Both of the twins turned their heads and studied Duncan with wary eyes. Duncan bared his teeth at them, snarling once more in warning. You will leave—now.

Their big feline bodies slumped, heads and tails hung low, as they turned and silently padded away.

Duncan didn’t bother to watch them leave as he turned and stared at Kennedy.

He was prepared for her terror, braced for the screams he was certain would start at any second. He was even ready for her to run, if she wasn’t hurt too badly. He’d have to act then, guiding her away from the twins and toward Zane.

What he wasn’t prepared for was the amazement he saw in her eyes.

She stared at him with sheer incredulity. Her lips trembled and her eyes gleamed bright. “Sweet heaven…I was right.”

Duncan moved a little closer, trying to see where she was wounded. The smell of blood was old, but he couldn’t see any injury. There was no denying it was her blood though. One thing he could see—her right ankle was swollen, more than twice the size it should be. He cast a look up the hill and he could see the path of disturbed earth—she’d tripped, fallen…maybe she hit her head.

He growled a little in his throat, disgusted. So she wasn’t going to be able to walk out of here and likely had a head injury. Not a serious one, he guessed. If there were any kind of internal bleeding, he would smell that. And she looked a little too aware, her eyes too clear, for the head injury to be serious.

Duncan hoped.

From the corner of his eye, he saw her reaching out toward him and he sidestepped, growling a little at her.

You have no sense, he thought darkly, wishing he were in human form so he could yell at her. Out hiking…alone…didn’t tell a damn soul where she was going to be, and she was trying to pet him. A real cougar would probably take her hand off.

Well, no. A real cougar wouldn’t have come this close to her, unless it was to make a meal out of her. Cougars didn’t hunt humans, but she was alone and injured—that was enough to taunt any predator that was hungry enough.

Turning away, he started to pace wide circles around the tree, trying not to look at her too closely. As he heard her pushing to her feet, Duncan turned towards her with a soft growl.

Of course, she seemed oblivious. Ether she didn’t realize he presented a threat, or that damned head wound was affecting her judgment. Well, he was still assuming she had a head wound.

As she started toward him, he decided it was definitely the latter. Her bad ankle hit the ground and she went white, slamming out a hand to brace her weight against the trunk of the tree. She weaved for a second and he waited for her to sit back down.

Didn’t happen though. He heard it as her breathing sped up, as her heart started to race. Just as her eyes started to roll back into her head, Duncan pounced. She collapsed and he caught her weight with his body just before she would have hit the ground.

He heard the soft whisper of air behind him and cocked his head around, staring at Zane darkly.

“Having fun?” Zane asked politely, a smile tugging at the corner of his lips.

Damn it, will you get over here and help me? Duncan thought sourly.

Over the next five minutes, Zane examined Kennedy while Duncan watched. He’d shifted back to human form and tugged on the jeans Zane had tossed at him. The rest of his clothes were folded neatly on the forest floor but Duncan wasn’t too interested in them right now.

“Is she going to be okay?”

Zane lifted one shoulder in a shrug as he finished wrapping Kennedy’s ankle. “She didn’t break anything, but the cut on her head is pretty nasty. She’s got a concussion, but I don’t know how bad. I wonder how long she was conscious.”

Both of them glanced to the south as they heard the others approaching. Nick and Maria stepped out of the trees, each one nodding politely towards Duncan before moving to kneel beside Zane. Zane moved aside, letting Maria take his place.

She was a volunteer member of the local search and rescue team, just like Nick—but her expertise was medical. She was also a paramedic for Pride’s lone fire department and the only female member of a fire department in the county.

She glanced at Kennedy’s ankle first and glanced at Zane with a faint smile. “You’d make an excellent nurse.” Maria was quiet while she probed the head wound, her dark brown eyes unreadable. Finally, she looked up with a sigh. “We need to get her into town. I don’t think she cracked her skull, but…”

Her voice trailed away as Kennedy moaned. Duncan moved closer and Nick automatically shifted out of the way as Duncan crouched by Kennedy’s other side, across from Maria. The thick fan of her lashes lifted and he found himself staring into bleary eyes.

Her voice was thick and hoarse as she whispered, “I knew you were real.” Then she sighed and her lashes lowered once more.

Maria muttered, “What is she talking about?”

Duncan met Zane’s eyes. He had a sinking suspicion that he knew what Kennedy was talking about, and judging by the grim look in Zane’s eyes, the other man knew, too.

Nobody but the men who were there that night knew what happened fifteen years ago. Well, them…and Kennedy.

The question, though, was just how much did she remember?


Chapter Three

For a minute, when she opened her eyes, Kennedy panicked. Her body ached all over, there were bright white lights shining down in her eyes, and she smelled the astringent scent of cleaners.

In a damned hospital—again.

Before panic could settle in, though, she remembered.

Shit.

Tripping over an exposed root and then lurching to the side. Before she could regain her balance, though, she’d started to fall. She had fallen hard, if her battered body was any sign. And her head…she groaned a little, reaching up and touching her fingers to the back of her head.

Vaguely, she remembered what happened after. One of them…she hissed out a breath. She’d seen one of those cats, a huge beast that looked just like an overgrown cougar. No. More than one. The bigger one had shown up right behind the smaller two. He’d growled at them. For a second, the smaller ones hadn’t paid him much attention, but then they’d run away.

She remembered that…then things got blurry. She’d been so excited and tried to stand up—then darkness.

Another vague memory—a man. Shirtless, crouching over her in the moonlight, and staring at her with unreadable golden eyes. Duncan Pride.

After that, just more darkness. Vague memories of a guy in a white coat shining one of those annoying little lights in her eyes, people shaking her gently until she woke up, more lights, questions, more questions.

“So you’re awake.”

She glanced over as the curtain surrounding her was pushed back and found herself staring into a friendly, cheerful face. “How do you feel?”

Kennedy licked her lips, shaking her head. “My head hurts,” she whispered softly.

“I’d imagine so—you’ve got a big goose egg back there and a moderate concussion,” the woman said as she moved a little closer. Her hair was pulled away from her face in a simple ponytail and she had a brightly colored stethoscope around her neck. Her nametag read, Kari, RN.

“I’m in the ER?”

“Yes. Let’s check your temperature. I can get you something for your headache after I get your vitals.”

Headache…hell, that didn’t describe the pain shooting through her head.

Moments later, Kennedy was alone and she leaned back, closing her eyes as she tried to bring the hazy memories of the past night into focus.

You could have broken your leg…The throbbing pain in her ankle reminded her just how lucky she had been. Or your neck.

And she didn’t care—Kennedy didn’t give a damn, because she had seen them.

She had no proof and if she tried to tell anybody, not a single person would believe her. But it didn’t matter. She’d gone looking for them just to prove to herself she had seen them—that something had saved her from her stepfather fifteen years ago.

It was amazing, how good vindication felt.

“You look like hell.”

Her eyes flew open, her heart skipping a beat at the low, rough voice. Sheriff Duncan Pride stood in the doorway, staring at her with a scowl. Another memory swam up, the image superimposing itself over the man standing in front of her.

Oh, he was still scowling—but he wasn’t wearing a shirt and he was crouched over her while she lay on the forest floor.

And disturbingly—the echo of the words she’d whispered to him, I knew you were real…

Shaking her head, Kennedy made herself focus on Duncan as he stepped inside the cubicle and pulled the curtain closed behind him. She forced a smile at him and said, “I don’t feel much better than that.”

“You know your dad would have a fit if he could see you right now,” Duncan said shortly. “Cole would probably try to turn you over his knee.”

With a faint smile, Kennedy shook her head. “He preferred the more silent approach. He just wouldn’t talk to me for a day or two. Lisa, though…”

Duncan snorted in disgust. “Oh, believe me. If Cole and Lisa Franklin had been the ones to find you laying at the bottom of a hill in the middle of a State Park way off the trails, they would have been arguing to see who could get to you first.” He flipped the sheet up and studied her ankle. “Seriously sprained ankle, moderate concussion. What if you’d broken your neck? What if we hadn’t gone looking for you? You’re lucky to even be alive, Miz Franklin.”

Rolling her eyes, Kennedy shifted in the bed and fiddled with the control until the bed had her sitting a little more upright. “I’m aware of that, Sheriff. I assume you were there when I was found.”

“Yes. One of the park rangers found your truck on the final drive through before she would have left the park. You ruined her night, by the way. We had to call in the search and rescue team—any reason you wandered so far off the trails?” He narrowed his eyes at her and the odd golden color seemed to reflect light back at her.

Kennedy tried to give him a charming smile, but she suspected it fell flat. Shrugging, she said, “I was just trying to find some pretty places to snap pictures.” Pictures…oh, shit. Squeezing her eyes closed, she whispered, “My camera?”

Duncan arched a brow. “I ought to tell you it’s smashed beyond repair.”

She breathed out a shaky sigh of relief. “But it’s not, right?”

He shook his head. “Zane Matthews found it on the hill as we were moving you out. I didn’t mess with it, but it’s probably fine.” As he crossed his arms over his wide chest, the badge on his belt glinted at her. Another memory slammed into her brain. The last two times she’d seen him, that badge had been worn on his belt.

But he hadn’t been wearing it last night…had he?

Just a pair of jeans—she could even remember how those jeans had looked on him, slung low on his hips, a thin ribbon of black hair running down his flat belly, curling around his navel before disappearing under the waist of those jeans.

Just jeans…why was he there wearing just jeans… Then she shook her head. She’d probably dreamed that part. There was a soft little whisper, one she wished vainly she could shut up. How do you know you didn’t dream all of it?

Clenching her jaw, she forcibly shut that nagging voice up.

“So why were you wandering around?” he asked again.

Kennedy shrugged, fiddling with the nubby weave of the blanket thrown across her legs. “I told you—I wanted to take some pictures.”

“Three miles from the nearest trail. Hell, you were almost off state property and on mine.”

“Uh…” Three miles. She had known she was lost, but hadn’t realized she’d gotten that far off the trail. She dragged her tongue across her lips as she glanced back up to meet his eyes. “I guess I don’t have a very good sense of direction.”

He laughed, the sound short and harsh, echoing through the brightly lit emergency room. “If that’s all it is, I’ll say you’re sure as hell right. Do us all a favor and carry a compass—and for the love of God, take a guide.”

Narrowing her eyes, she crossed her arms over chest and glared at him. “I don’t need a damned babysitter.”

But even as she said the words, she winced. Before he could open his mouth to comment, she said, “Okay, maybe leaving the trail without a guide was thoughtless. I just wanted to go look around.”

Duncan turned away, sighing. He shoved a hand through his hair as he started to pace back and forth across the narrow cubicle. “Next time you feel the need to get close with nature, can you take a guide? It’s not smart for anybody to go out on a hike alone.”

“I’ll…I’ll be more careful,” she said, looking back down at her hands. But she sure as hell couldn’t promise she wouldn’t go out alone. Not now.

She was even more determined to find out something about these cats.

His piercing gaze felt like it was burning into her skin. Shifting on the bed, she grabbed the control and lowered the bed back down so that she was laying flat once more. Rolling onto her side, she said, “I’m tired.”

He didn’t say anything else, and for the longest time, it was silent. After a few minutes, she opened her eyes just a little. He was gone—hadn’t made a damned sound either.

A week later, Duncan found her at the library. She was seated at one of the old microfiche machines—the current librarian, Carly Banks, had finally gotten the money to update the old system, but there were years and years worth of articles that had to be added. It wouldn’t be complete any time soon.

He started to head her way, but a sketched image on the screen caught his eye. Shit…

Over the past two hundred years, the Pride had managed to stay mostly out of sight from others. But every once in a while… Fifty years ago, there had been a sighting of one of the Pride’s cougars.

It had been a youth, and like a lot of the males, he’d been careless. The man who had seen him had been the town sheriff—no question about whether or not the story had any credibility. For months, the men in the small city of Pride, Michigan had hunted for the mysterious giant cat.

There hadn’t been another sighting since and Duncan knew there wasn’t any reliable information. His father had gone through all of the information gathered, but still…now he was beyond uneasy.

Kennedy knew about them.

Duncan left without getting the books Carly had loaned from another library. They had a serious problem on their hands and until it was resolved, he wasn’t going to have time to read anything more than official business.

Hours later, he sat on the floor in his living, staring into the crackling fire and brooding.

Behind him, Zane and the others spoke quietly. There were three more members of the Pride—Glenna McGuire, Maria Suarez, and Samuel Pride, Duncan’s first cousin. The four of them had shown up at Duncan’s front porch without him even having to place a call. Duncan was the alpha but these four people were irreplaceable.

They shared a link with the Pride’s leader—a psychic alert of sorts. Duncan had known something was wrong, even before Glenna had made the phone call when she saw Kennedy’s truck. Zane had had the same feeling and was already on his way to Duncan’s.

So, it wasn’t really a surprise when the four of them showed up.

Not a surprise, but Duncan wished they’d leave him the hell alone as he tried to figure out what to do about this.

“We can call the Council—they have methods of dealing with this sort of thing.”

He heard Glenna’s comment and bit back a curse. Yeah, he knew the Council’s methods. He may have understood them, but he sure as hell didn’t like them. Kennedy didn’t need some vamp from the Council coming out here and blanking her mind.

Even the thought of it had rage sparking through him.

While the others voiced approval of the idea, Duncan stood up. Slowly, he turned and stared at his people. “No.”

Zane just closed his eyes, his head falling back on the edge of the couch. Glenna’s eyes widened a little while Sam said, “I don’t see that we have any other choice.”

Duncan simply stared at his cousin.

Maria wisely kept her mouth shut.

Duncan moved across the room, pushing the curtain away from the window as he stared out into the night. Sam rarely understood the concept of thinking before he spoke, but Duncan doubted it would have done any good. Even if Sam did think before he spoke, he’d probably still say whatever it was circling through his damned head.

“If you aren’t going to call the Council, what are you going to do?” Sam asked flatly. His tone demanded an answer, but Duncan wasn’t in any mood to give him one.

He just knew he wasn’t going to tolerate a Hunter coming into his land, and doing anything to his…

Duncan closed his eyes as the thought completed in his head. Shit.

Now this was bad.

Yeah, so what if he’d had a few dreams about her ever since seeing her again, leaning over the counter in her bookstore, twirling a shiny black curl around her finger…a few dreams. Like almost every night.

He refused to think about the blistering rage that had ripped through him when he realized the twins had found Kennedy before he had.

“Damn it, Duncan. Would you stop standing there and brooding? We need a damned answer,” Sam growled.

Duncan spun around, his hands curling into loose fists at his side as he glared at his cousin. “I’ll handle it.” Striding past Sam and the others, he headed for the door.

Zane caught up with him just as Duncan grabbed the door. Duncan whirled around, snarling.

Zane backed away two steps, lifting his hands in front of him. “Calm down, Duncan. You want to handle this, you go ahead and do it.” His eyes were calm and Duncan suspected Zane knew exactly why Duncan wasn’t calling the damned Council.

“I just want you to think through…whatever it is you’re going to do. Okay?”

With a terse nod, Duncan turned around and stalked outside.

Think it through…hell, thinking it through wasn’t going to help. He could think it through fifty times and it would still be a bad idea.

But he was going to do it anyway.


Chapter Four

She woke to total silence, but Kennedy knew she wasn’t alone. Her heart slammed into her throat as she lay on her side, staring into the darkness of her room, straining to see something beyond the blackness.

Nothing—just shadows upon shadows.

But there was somebody else in the room.

Fear choked her for a minute and she tucked herself into a tight ball, praying she’d just go to sleep and realize this was just a dream.

She heard a soft whisper of sound, a sigh. Coming from near the door. She swallowed and nearly choked on the knot in her throat as a deep rumbling voice said quietly, “Don’t be so afraid. I’m not here to hurt you.”

Unable to pretend it was just her imagination any more, Kennedy sat up and turned to stare in the direction of the door. It was so damned dark in there—she could barely make out the dark shape standing in the shadows.

His eyes, though…she could see his eyes, flashing at her in the dark. Golden, glowing, eerie as hell—

“The cats you’ve been looking for—why?”

Kennedy blinked. She hadn’t said a damn thing to anybody. How in the hell did he know?

“I…ah—I’m not looking for any cats,” Kennedy said and cursed as she heard how wobbly her voice was, how weak and pathetic she sounded.

“Don’t give me that. I saw you in the forest—I know you’ve been looking for them. Why?”

Ooookay… Kennedy licked her lips as she shifted on the bed. “Do you mind turning on the light?”

“Yes.”

Narrowing her eyes, she demanded, “Okay, how about telling me who in the hell you are and how you got in here?”

“I picked the lock.” She thought for a second she heard the slightest bit of humor in that deep, grumbly voice. The sound of it made shivers run up and down her spine, but she didn’t really feel afraid. Not any more.

“And…?”

“And what?”

“Who in the hell are you?” she snapped, exasperated. She sure as hell couldn’t place that gruff voice and it was too damned dark for her to see—although his eyes, they continued to gleam at her.

Cat’s eyes…

“If I wanted to tell you who I was, I would have made an appointment, sweetheart.”

He moved forward, but kept to the shadows, avoiding the faint light that shone in through the window as he neared the bed. “Now…why don’t you tell me what I want to know?”

She caught her lower lip between her teeth as she tried to figure out if there was even any point to playing dumb. It hadn’t worked so far. Blowing out a sigh, she pushed a hand through her hair. It tangled in the curls and she absently started to finger comb the knot away. “I saw them before. I…I just wanted to know if I really saw them. Wanted to know more about them.”

“What exactly do you want to know about them, Kennedy?”

The sound of her name on his lips made her quiver. An odd heat moved through her and she shifted on the bed, drawing her knees to her chest as the heat spread and turned into an ache. “Just…just more. They’re big for cougars—and I didn’t think cougars liked people.”

“They don’t.”

Kennedy scowled at him. “I was attacked fifteen years ago—these cougars saved me. They sure as hell didn’t mistake me for a cub.”

A low chuckle came out of the dark. Kennedy narrowed her eyes, trying to see him better.

“No, they didn’t think you were a cub.”

He moved a little closer and Kennedy froze as he bent over the bed. Close…so close she could feel his body heat, smell the warm earthy scent of his skin. Her heart lodged in her throat and she kicked free from the blankets, rolling away from him and out of the bed. Standing by the window, she glared at him. “I answered your question—now why don’t you get the hell out?”

“You’re awful brave for a woman alone in a house with a man she doesn’t know.”

The fear choking her threatened to bubble out in hysterical screams, but she desperately swallowed them down. Damn it, I will not freak out. Tossing her hair back, she said coolly, “If you were going to hurt me, wouldn’t you have done it already?”

“Maybe…or maybe I wanted to hear what you had to say first. Besides, seeing you standing in the moonlight wearing nothing but a t-shirt…” His voice trailed off into a soft laugh. “You look nice in the moonlight—I imagine you’d look even better if you weren’t wearing that t-shirt.”

Kennedy swallowed, folding her arms protectively around her middle. Maybe she should scream. A dry cynical voice in her head whispered, Maybe you should have done that like five minutes ago…

“If it will make you feel better, go ahead and scream. Nobody will hear you. And I meant what I said—I’m not going to hurt you.”

“Then what are you doing here?” she demanded.

“You need to forget you saw those cats, Kennedy. They don’t concern you.”

Slowly, she shook her head. “I can’t. I’ve tried to forget about them for the past fifteen years. I have to know.”

“What do you have to know?”

Tears clogged her throat, burned her eyes but she finally forced the words out. “Why they saved me.”

For a minute, he thought his heart was going to break.

Duncan waited until she looked away and then he moved, sliding up until he stood right next to her. He spun her around and wrapped his arms around her waist, covering her hands with his. Kennedy stiffened at his touch and he rubbed his thumb against the back of her hand.

“Hush…I won’t hurt you…”

Shapeshifters could use fear—the more powerful ones could exude an aura of it that could freeze people in their tracks. There was a flipside to that power though. They could also learn to use it to calm fear. That was what he did now, reaching out and trying to calm the fear that had wrapped itself around Kennedy.

“They are not normal cougars, Kennedy…they aren’t even cougars at all. They resemble them, especially from a distance, but they aren’t cougars. And they saved you because it’s what they do. Make no mistake…they are predators, but they prey on those who’d prey on others.”

Slowly, he reached up, touching one hand to her disheveled hair, smoothing it back from her face. “There’s nothing more I can tell you about them. But you need to leave them be. There are some things in life that just can’t be explained. This is one of them.”

He could see the pale oval of her face, reflected in the mirror. He kept his head ducked low to keep her from being able to see any of his features—it was for the best, he knew.

But part of him wanted…no…part of him needed to see her in the light, to let her see him.

Duncan hadn’t ever wanted a mate. His mother had died in childbirth and his father had spent the rest of his life missing her. Zane—he’d lost his mate young as well. Giving your heart seemed to do little more than open you to pain.

“If it can’t be explained, then how come you know so much about them?” Kennedy asked huskily.

Sliding his hands up her arms, he laid them in the curve between her neck and shoulder. He could feel the pounding of her pulse against his fingertips. Duncan lowered his head and murmured in her ear, “Maybe I’m another one of those things that can’t be explained.”

He flexed his hands against the satin of her skin, reveling in the soft, smooth warmth. Then he stepped back, reaching out to trail one hand down her hair. It was every bit as soft as her skin and smelled like honeysuckle. “Good-bye, Kennedy.”

Hours later, Kennedy lay in bed, staring out her window as the sun crept over the horizon. She hadn’t gone back to sleep.

Everything felt disconnected, distorted.

Fifteen years. She’d waited fifteen years and had gotten so close. Part of her whispered, Nothing has changed…whoever he was, he can’t stop you.

But the larger, more logical part of her brain said otherwise. There had been an implacability to his words that warned her—she had to let this go.

She sighed, turned her face into her pillow. “You need to just go back to Detroit.”

And do what?

Kennedy couldn’t go back to social work.

There had been a crack in her heart caused by what she’d lived through before she went to the Franklins. The love she’d known there had healed that crack, but it had been ripped violently back open when she had she had gone to Marisa Armstrong’s house to find out why she had missed her appointment and found the teenage girl swinging from a noose made of sheets.

She’d been dead for more than a day—and probably would have continued to hang there for several days, unnoticed, if Kennedy hadn’t gone looking for her. Even though she had been returned to her mother’s care, Marisa might as well have lived all alone for all the attention she received.

Tears leaked out from under her closed lids and she took a deep, shuddering breath. “What am I going to do?”

Coming back here had seemed so right at the time. Even beyond trying to find out more about the cougars… They aren’t cougars. That deep rumble of a voice echoed in her head. Her lids drooped shut as she tried to block the memory of his voice out.

Even if she hadn’t wanted to know more about the cats, coming back here, taking over the bookstore her adopted parents had given her, this had all seemed like the right choice. She’d been worried at first—worried everybody would look at her and remember.

That seeing her old town would stir up memories of what had happened to her here, but it hadn’t.

She had just felt like she was home, and the feeling only intensified the longer she was here. Now after nearly two months, Kennedy felt like she was home. She hadn’t felt like this since she had lived here with the Franklins.

Could she leave?

She just didn’t know. She didn’t want to.

The longer she was here, the more obsessed she had become with learning about the cats. Could she stay here and ignore that burning need?

Hours passed as she lay there. Did she stay—did she go? Who had that guy been? How had he known about the cats? What did she do now?

All those questions circled endlessly through her mind and she had no more an answer by the time nine o’clock came and went then she had six hours earlier.

The phone rang and she ignored it, reaching down and pulling the heavy down quilt over her head. After five rings, the answering machine came on and she heard Leslie’s concerned voice. Dismally, she told herself she should answer. Leslie was probably worried about her.

But she just let the woman rattle on the machine and when the machine cut her off, Kennedy rolled over onto her other side and closed her eyes.

Maybe things would make more sense if she got some sleep.

Duncan muttered to himself as he turned down the long drive that led to Kennedy’s house. “This is a bad idea.”

He’d been uneasy, restless, frustrated, ever since leaving here hours earlier. That was why he had gone by A Page Apart. He’d wanted to see Kennedy.

But she hadn’t been there and Leslie had looked at him with beseeching eyes. “It’s just not like her to not call—she’s run late before, but she always called.”

Duncan had replied, “She does own the place. Maybe she just wanted to sleep in a little. Kennedy knew you were going to be here, right?”

Leslie just gave him that look and Duncan had sighed, already giving in.

“I called her house, Duncan. Nobody answered.”

Nothing was wrong. He told himself that, insisted she was just sleeping, even as he parked in front of the old farmhouse. His eyes were gritty from lack of sleep. He hadn’t slept at all last night and work today was going to be a trial.

He also knew if he didn’t check on Kennedy, the worry would eat at him all day and he’d be useless as hell.

The first knock on the door went unanswered, but he could hear her faintly through the walls. Resting a hand on the glass window next to the door, he closed his eyes and concentrated.

Sleeping…just like he’d thought. The slow, steady sound of her breath changed as he knocked a second time and he heard the increase in her heart rate as she woke up.

He let his hand fall away from the window as he waited for her to answer the door. It took a minute, but he could hear the slow tread of her footsteps as she climbed from bed and moved towards the front of the house.

She opened the door and Duncan started to smile, only to feel it fall from his face as a leaden weight settled in the pit of his belly. Her eyes were red and swollen, and her face was pale. Frowning, he studied her wan face for a moment before he said, “You look even worse than you did last week.”

Kennedy just blinked at him, leaning against the doorjamb as she stared at him. She kept her ankle up off the floor and he glanced at it, noting that it was still swollen, still bruised. “I was in the store. Leslie said you hadn’t shown up, didn’t call. She was a little worried.”

Kennedy pushed her hair back from her face. “I’m fine. I’ll call her here in a few minutes.”

“Are you okay?” he asked softly.

Her pretty gray eyes stared sightlessly over his shoulder as she shrugged. “Tired. Just tired.”

“You sure? Everything okay in there?”

She smiled faintly. “Oh, everything is just peachy, Sheriff. You have a good day.”

And just like that, she closed the door, dismissing him.

Kennedy called Leslie, insisting she’d just had a bad night and overslept. No, she didn’t hear the phone ring, and she was sorry she had worried anybody. Yes, yes, she’d be fine, just needed a little more rest. Would things be okay at the store?

After convincing Leslie she was fine, she hung up the phone and made her way slowly back to bed. Her right ankle was still sore and she had to brace her weight against the wall. By the time she got to bed, it was throbbing and she ended up bypassing the bed for the bathroom so she could wash down one of the pain pills she’d been prescribed before leaving the ER.

Wearily, she went back to bed and pulled the covers over her face.

She tumbled into sleep with the promise she’d start trying to think again after she’d rested.


Chapter Five

Between her sleepless night and the pain pill, Kennedy slept the day away. She opened her eyes to total darkness and experienced a weird dejà vu as she sat up. The events of the night before had infiltrated even her dreams and she had tossed and turned while that deep, sexy voice whispered to her.

Now, as she sat on the edge of the bed, she realized that she wasn’t leaving.

And she also wasn’t letting some nameless, faceless man make her quit.

Shoving her tangled hair away from her face, she gripped the nightstand and slowly stood up, gingerly putting weight on her ankle. Still sore—but she figured she could make it through a shower and then she’d put the brace on.

The hot spray of water helped wash the rest of the cobwebs from her mind and when she climbed out of the stall, she felt a lot clearer than she had felt since her mystery visit. After slicking her skin with lotion, she grabbed the ankle brace she kept on the back of the toilet and put it on.

The support helped a lot and as she walked out of the bathroom, the pain was almost non-existent.

“Turn off the light.”

At the sound of that deep, gruff voice, Kennedy froze. Her eyes scanned the room and she found his shadow, standing by the window. He’d pulled the curtains and lowered the blinds—the only light came from the bathroom. But she stood right there. She sure as hell wasn’t ready to enter another conversation with him under the cloak of darkness.

“No. What are you doing here? Didn’t we finish this conversation yesterday…or wait, that was this morning, wasn’t it?” she said, not caring that her voice sounded a little bitchy.

She could feel him staring at her and her skin burned. Blood rushed to her cheeks and she folded her arms over her chest. The towel she had tucked around her suddenly felt far too thin, far too insubstantial.

“I was right…” he murmured. “You look even better without the t-shirt.”

Kennedy could feel the heat in his voice and it made her shiver, made her belly clenched with need. Sexual desire was something she’d spent most of her life shying away from. She wouldn’t deny it—what her stepfather had done to her had damaged something inside and she just didn’t know how to fix it. But more than that, she had never really felt compelled to fix it. The men in her past who had been attracted to her had never made her feel anything.

But with this man…she was acutely aware of every inch of exposed skin, of the way the cool air felt on her flesh, of the rough timbre of his voice. His voice seemed a little deeper tonight, a little more raspy. Dragging her tongue over her lips, she clutched the towel a little tighter to her chest. “I’d like to put some clothes on,” she said, hoping her voice didn’t sound as shaky as she felt.

“Go ahead,” he offered softly. “I’ll even turn my back.”

“Leave.”

He chuckled. “You have a nice big walk-in closet over there. Walk in.”

Narrowing her eyes, Kennedy muttered, “I really don’t like you.”

She heard him breathe in softly, then blow his breath back out. “I almost wish that was true…get dressed, Kennedy. I’m trying to be nice right now. It probably won’t last.”

Kennedy glared in his direction before stalking across the room, well, half stalking. It was hard to do it effectively when her ankle was still half lame. She flicked on the light before closing the door tightly behind her.

No damn lock on the door. Grabbing a pair of jeans from the shelf in front of her, Kennedy dragged them on over her still damp body.

No underwear. All of that was in the dresser out in the bedroom. Worse…no bra. Kennedy hissed out a breath and grabbed the first thing that came to hand, a white button down that was three sizes too big. Her fingers raced over the buttons, securing them from the neck all the way down before she rolled the long sleeves up until she could push them over her elbows.

When she opened the door, the first thing she saw was the bathroom light. Off.

“Turn that light off.”

Kennedy crossed her arms over her chest. “No.”

He laughed and asked, “Are you going to stand there in the door way all night?”

“No,” she replied, stripping the towel from her hair and combing her fingers through the damp strands. “Just until you leave.”

“You’re stubborn, aren’t you?”

“Why don’t you tell me why in the hell you’re here now?” she asked tiredly, leaning against the doorjamb and relaxing her right leg so she could take some of the weight off her ankle.

“Why don’t you sit down before that ankle starts hurting again?” he asked levelly.

She glared at him but knew if she stayed on her feet too long, her ankle would start to swell, brace or no brace. And if the damned thing started to swell, the pain would come back. Hell, she had taken off three days because of her ankle and the days she had gone to work, she’d spent most of them in the office doing paperwork with her ankle propped up.

She moved over to the large armchair that was in the corner just to her left. It was close to the closet—he wasn’t going to come that close to the light. But even before she had managed to get her ankle up on the matching ottoman, the light clicked off behind her.

She froze, lifting her eyes and watching him as he moved to stand at the edge of the chair. Once more, the room was shrouded in darkness and she could see nothing more than the glitter of his eyes. How had he moved that fast…it hadn’t even taken him two seconds to cross her room, in utter silence, and turn off that light.

With a weary sigh, she leaned her head back against the pillowed cushion. “Do you just really dislike light or is this all about keeping us from seeing each other?”

He laughed, crouching down beside the chair. His hand came up and touched her cheek, unerringly. “I can see you just fine.”

And she had no doubt of that.

His thumb swept across her cheek in a slow motion. “You have the softest skin,” he mused. “And you smell so sweet.”

At that moment, her mind seemed to just shut down. Her heart skittered in her chest and she sucked air in desperately. She could just barely make out the faint outline of his head as he moved closer. “I…uh…”

But whatever she was going to say simply died as he closed the distance between them and covered her mouth with his. Other than his hand cupping her cheek and his mouth on hers, he didn’t touch her. He traced his tongue along the lines of her lips, slowly, gently.

Kennedy shivered, scared, unsure. He kept his movements slow and unhurried, not trying to do anything more than explore the contours of her mouth. Long moments passed as she sat there, frozen. She didn’t know what to do—her body, though…her body reacted slowly, a warmth starting to burn in the pit of her belly and spreading outward.

Her pulse sped up as he traced his tongue over the seam of her lips. Slowly, she opened her mouth and felt his harsh intake of breath just before he slowly pushed inside. His hand shifted from her cheek to cup over the back of her neck, angling her head back.

She groaned and arched closer to him as he started to kiss her deeper. Kennedy shifted on the chair, turning toward him. Slowly, she ran her hands up his arms, curling her fingers into the ridge of the muscle atop his shoulders.

One big, warm hand curved around her hip as she tried to move closer to him. The heat of his body seemed to burn through the layers of clothing and she strained against him. He groaned and the sound of it rumbled against her chest as he tore his mouth away.

“Damn it, Kennedy,” Duncan rasped, lowering his head to rest his brow on her shoulder for a second. He could feel her heart beat, slamming in her chest, against his own. The taste of her buzzed through his system, making his own heart race, heating his blood until he thought it was going to start to boil.

He hadn’t lied when he said he could see her just fine—hell, he could see her too fine. The white shirt she’d pulled on covered her completely, but he could see the dark circles of her nipples as they pressed against the cotton.

Her nails bit into his shoulders again, a sweet little pain that did nothing to clear the thick cloud that had enveloped his brain. Skimming hands up her arms, he closed his hands around her neck, his thumbs resting in the hollow there. “You’re going to drive me out of my mind,” he muttered.

He used one hand to brush her hair back and lowered his head, raking his teeth lightly across her neck. She turned her head towards his as he lifted up and her mouth covered his again. He swallowed that soft, pleading moan even as the logical little voice in his head insisted he needed to stop.

This time, when he tried to pull away, Kennedy came with him and he arched up against her as she came down to straddle his lap, one knee on either side of his hips. Now the aching flesh of his cock was pressing against her sex. Even through the tight, sturdy denim that covered him, he could feel her heat.

And worse—he could smell her. The scent of hungry woman filled the air and it taunted the beast lurking so close under the surface. His hands clamped over her hips as she started to rock against him. Her tongue slowly trailed over his lips before pushing inside his mouth. Duncan bit down softly before sucking on her, pulling her in deeper. She pressed against him, her knees tightening around his hips.

His control damned near shattered and he tore his mouth away, lifting his face to the ceiling as he panted for breath. “Kennedy—we have to stop this.”

Her lips roamed over the skin of his neck, leaving burning trails of sensation. She made a soft little hum under her breath and when she spoke, her voice was thick, almost drugged sounding. “I like the way you taste.”

The air was heavy with the scent of her hungry body and Duncan groaned, squeezing his eyes closed in a desperate attempt to find control again.

It was a losing battle. If she wanted him to stop, he could have. He knew that.

But the gentle, careful kiss he had given her had exploded into a hot, wicked desire that he was certain would burn them both. He reached up, threading his hands through her hair and forcing her to hold still. He knew she couldn’t see him. There was just the faintest light that penetrated the covered window and that was the only light in the room. She couldn’t see him—but she needed to listen.

“Kennedy—just…stop for a second,” he demanded as she tried to lean into him once more. He couldn’t completely understand how this had gotten so out of control, but he’d be damned if he didn’t give her one more warning.

“Listen, you know where this is heading, don’t you?” he said.

Her hands roamed restlessly over his shoulders. Damn it, did she even hear him? he wondered.

Gritting his teeth, Duncan stood up, keeping her locked against him. He pumped his hips between her thighs, making sure she felt the burning length of him. “You feel this, Kennedy?” He pivoted toward the bed and laid her down, coming down on top of her, preparing himself to move away if he sensed even the slightest bit of fear. She just arched against him, another one of those greedy little moans falling from her lips. He streaked a hand up her side, cupping her naked breast through the thin layer of cotton. Duncan rubbed his thumb over the pebbled flesh before he lowered his head and bit her gently. “Feel that?”

She hissed, her hands cupping up to fist in his hair, clutching him to her. “You know where this is going?” he repeated, moving against the pull of her hands to whisper into her ear. “We keep this up for any longer and it’s going to be too late.”

Kennedy turned her head, once more finding his mouth with unerring skill. “It’s already too late,” she whispered. “Please…I want to feel this.”

Her hips rocked against him. Slowly, Duncan sat up, bracing one knee on either side of her hips. Reaching for the strip of buttons on her shirt, he opened them slowly, still staring at her face. Her eyes stared blindly up and Duncan wished he could turn the lights on.

He wanted to see her in the golden glow of the sun, in the silvery light of the moon…and more, he wanted her to see him. As he finished unbuttoning her shirt, he levered his weight off of her and whispered, “Sit up.”

She sat up slowly and he stripped the shirt off. “Pretty,” he whispered, trailing his fingers over the curve of one breast. He ran one finger down the center of her chest, circling around her navel before slipping his fingertips inside the waistband of her jeans.

Kennedy lay back on her elbows, her eyes closing. The black banner of her hair spilled around her shoulders to curl in ribbons against the comforter. As he freed the button on her jeans, the smooth plain of her belly undulated in a shuddering breath. He kept his eyes on her face as he stripped her jeans away. Running his hands up the outside of her legs, he crouched back between her thighs, staring up at her face.

“Don’t be afraid of me,” he muttered gruffly as he bent over her, using his hands to push her weight further across the bed so he could lie between her thighs. The ripe scent of her need called to him and he had to taste her.

Slowly, he stroked his tongue over the naked folds of her sex. She cried out, a harsh, startled sound, her hands flying up to fist in his hair. Duncan hadn’t ever felt so aware—not of another woman, not of himself. His senses were sharply attuned to her, bracing for just the slightest sign of fear.

But all he could sense was hungry woman. He growled against her as she arched her hips up to his mouth. Using his fingers, he opened the honey-slicked folds of her sex and speared his tongue inside her. At the same time, he pressed his thumb against the firm little bud of her clit.

She sobbed as he changed position, lifting his mouth to suckle on her clit and pushing his two fingers inside her sheath. She was tight and wet, clenching around his fingers in a tight, convulsing grip.

He pushed her into one screaming climax before rising to his knees, his eyes searching out her face. Her skin was coated with a light sheen of sweat, her eyes wide and glassy. He could just barely make out the light flush that stained her skin, spreading upward from the hard-tipped curves of her breasts to her brow.

Damn it—Duncan was certain if he didn’t get inside her, completely inside her, he was going to go out of his mind. Lust was a burning hot demon that rode his back and threatened to choke him. His hands shook as he reached up and tore his shirt away. As it drifted to the floor, he stood up and kicked his shoes off, stripping his jeans away.

Naked, he moved to cover her, fisting one hand in her hair and staring down into her face.

“Last chance, Kennedy,” he whispered as he pressed against her. His cock nestled between her folds and he tortured himself by dragging his length back and forth.

She arched against him, her hands sliding up over his shoulders, the bite of her nails into his flesh urging him on.

Duncan shifted a little, using his knees to spread her thighs wider before he pressed against her, slowly pushing inside her. As the tight hot silk of her tissues sheathed the first inch of his cock, Duncan groaned, lowering his head to press his brow against hers. “Damn it, Kennedy…”

In that second, her body went stiff and the rapid cadence of her heartbeat became more erratic, her breath skipping. The scent of her body changed just a little as fear began to invade her body.

“Wait…” It was a soft, pitiful little plea and Duncan gritted his teeth, knowing this was going to kill him.

He started to pull away and she sobbed, her hands still clutching at his arms. “Shhh…it’s okay,” he murmured. “I’m not going to do anything else.”

But when he pulled away, she reached for him. Duncan caught her hands, lying down next to her. “It’s okay,” he whispered gruffly, pressing a kiss to her temple.

“It’s not,” she choked out. She was trembling, shudders wracking her entire body. “Damn it, I won’t let him do this…”

“Kennedy, it’s okay. I won’t—”

She moved against him and Duncan felt her hands pressing into his chest. He fell backward and she moved forward, straddling his thighs. “I won’t let him stop me,” she muttered, her eyes dark, determined.

As her hand closed over his cock, he felt his flesh jerk. “Shit,” he rasped, staring down and watching as she held him steady and slowly started to take him inside.

“I want this—you. I haven’t wanted anybody…ever…” Her voice trailed off and she moaned, the sound hitching in her chest.

Her eyes drifted closed as she worked her hips up and down, taking a little more of his length inside with each downward stroke. Duncan slid his hands up her thighs, cupping her hips in his hands. Everything inside him wanted to grab and throw her to her back, drive his length in deep and hard and fast. He wanted to mark her flesh, cover her with his scent…but instead he lay there.

She rode him slowly, the motions of her hips awkward. Duncan squeezed her flesh gently and slowly eased her into a smooth rhythm. “Bend down,” he whispered and as she did, he lifted his head and caught one swollen nipple in his mouth.

As he laved the nipple, she clenched around him. Involuntarily, Duncan arched up, driving his cock deep and hard as his hands clutched at her hips, holding her locked into him.

She cried out, but it wasn’t a panicked cry. Duncan moved to the other breast as he circled against her. Kennedy moaned and Duncan laid his head back on the bed, staring up at her as he lifted her weight a little and started to pump his hips upward, driving his length in and then withdrawing before he plunged deep inside her again.

Kennedy’s sex tightened around his cock. The scent of her body suddenly spiked, flooding the air. He felt the trembling in her limbs, the tightening of her sex and then her head fell back and she screamed. He stiffened underneath as she climaxed, pumping into her hard and fast as fire streaked down his spine and licked at his sac.

He exploded into her, groaning out her name. Reaching up, he caught a fist of her hair and jerked her down to him. He bit her lower lip but didn’t kiss her, instead pushing her hair aside and setting his teeth on the curve of her neck, biting down in the firm resilient flesh.

The taste of her flooded his system and Duncan moaned, letting go of her hair to slide his arms around her waist. She collapsed against his chest, her chest heaving raggedly with every breath.

Long moments passed as she lay cuddled against his chest, her breathing finally leveling out. Kennedy licked her lips, reveling in the salty taste that clung to her mouth. Him…she was tasting him. Tasting his flesh on her lips.

His hand stroked up and down her back, his heart beat slow and steady in her ear. It had been racing like freight train moments ago. She had done that.

Kennedy’s initiation to sex had been brutal and cruel. It had scarred her, kept her from getting close to any man that tried.

This man, whoever he was, hadn’t tried. He just did it.

“Are you okay?” he asked quietly.

Her lips curled into a smile and she whispered, “Oh, yes.” She was more than okay. She lifted up, staring down at his face. Her eyes had adjusted a little and she could faintly make out the line of his jaw and when he smiled, she could see the white flash of his teeth.

As she moved, his flesh twitched inside her. He was still firm, but no longer so hard it almost bruised her flesh. She clenched around him, moaning a little. She licked her lips, squeezing her eyes tightly closed for a second.

There was something she wanted to ask him…

Finally, the question made sense in her head once again. Her cheeks flushed as she asked, “How did you know what happened to me?” She bit her lip the second she asked it, unsure of how he was going to answer. “How do you know me?”

He shifted, gently moving her off of him, but he didn’t leave. Instead he urged her down onto her side, rolling over so that he could spoon up behind her. His hand rested on her hip as he whispered, “I know what happens around here, Kennedy. And I know you—have for years.”

She tried to turn around and look towards him, but he tightened his grip on her hip and she pursed her lips in a sulk. “Are you ever going to let me know who you are?”

His soft laugh teased her skin and he murmured, “I think after tonight, I pretty much have to. Just…not yet.”

“Then when?”

He arched against her and she felt that dangerous heat start to shimmer through her. He was long and hard again, the steely length burning into her buttocks. “The next time I come over, maybe,” he whispered.

“Next time?” she repeated, her mind going dull, need swelling up and dimming everything else.

“Yes. Next time. And there will be a next time, and one after that…and after that…” He pressed his lips to her shoulder. “When I said it was almost too late, Kennedy…I wasn’t just talking about sex.”

He wasn’t there when Kennedy woke up. As she stretched, she felt aches in places she’d forgotten she even possessed. Smiling, she closed her eyes as she breathed in deep.

She could still smell him on the smooth cotton of her sheets, on her own skin.

Her sense of smell seemed almost vividly clear and as she licked her lips, she realized she could still taste him on her mouth. She slid her hand down the empty space next to her, but the sheets were cool.

He’d been gone a while.

A slow smile curled her lips as she sat up, drawing her knees to her chest and hugging them. He would come back.

Again and again, he had whispered before he eased her onto her back and slowly pushed back inside her.

Some twenty minutes later, she finally stopped reveling in the memories and climbed from the bed. She started toward the bathroom, but stopped. No…she didn’t want to wash his scent away, not yet. Instead, she grabbed the shirt he had stripped away from her last night.

“This just might become my favorite shirt,” she said with a smile as she tugged it on and buttoned it up.

She padded from the room, heading for the kitchen. She was starving—after sleeping yesterday away, and last night…well, it had been a lot more energetic than she was used to. If she didn’t get something in her belly soon, she just might start chewing on the walls.

Fortunately, she still had eggs and bacon.

She had bacon simmering within minutes and the rich scent of it had her drooling. Unable to wait for it to be done, she popped a piece of bread in the toaster. The minute it popped out, she grabbed it and tore off a big bite, groaning with pleasure.

While she waited on the bacon, she poured herself a glass of juice and started whipping up eggs for an omelet.

Sunday—she glanced towards the clock, but dismissed the idea of trying to get ready for church. Not today. She’d have to shower.

And Kennedy still wasn’t ready to wash his scent away.

“You’d better get over that before you go back into work,” she mumbled, shaking her head, a little amazed.

But then she pressed her nose against her arm and breathed deep. Even through the clean scent of her cotton shirt, she could smell him. Warm, musky male.

Grinning, she leaned back against the counter and waited for her breakfast to finish cooking.


Chapter Six

Duncan lifted his beer in a salute as Zane mounted the stairs. He took another sip before gesturing to the front door. “More inside.”

Zane shook his head. “No, thanks. Not staying too long.” He leaned against the railing, studying Duncan with narrowed eyes. “You look like you had a good night.”

He couldn’t stop the smug grin that spread across his face. He was going back there tonight—and tonight, he’d keep the lights on. As he left her house this morning, the early light of predawn lighting the way as he ran home, he had realized what had happened last night.

Dad had told him how he had bonded with his mate the very first time he’d seen her. If she hadn’t died giving birth to Duncan’s younger brother twenty-five years ago, she would have grown old with his dad. Maybe his dad would even be alive…he might have retired earlier, and maybe he wouldn’t have been the one who faced down that feral.

No…it could have been me…Sighing, Duncan ran a hand over his face.

He missed his dad—but Duncan couldn’t deny that he was damned glad he hadn’t been the one taking the silver bullet in his chest. He would have missed finding Kennedy again.

When it happens, son, you’ll know…you’ll have your destiny right there in front of you and everything will make sense.

As always, Ryan Pride had been right. Duncan had Kennedy—she was mortal, she was still a little broken inside, but none of that mattered. Everything would be fine.

“You look pretty damn smug.”

Duncan looked up and saw the irritation written all over his old friend’s face, but he didn’t really care. “So what if I do?” he asked with an easy smile.

“Was this how you planned on solving the problem? By taking her as your mate?” Zane said, his voice flat.

Arching a brow, Duncan took another drink from his beer before he set the bottle down. He stood up then, slowly, and crossed the porch to stare into Zane’s eyes. “No. It’s not how I planned it—but that’s obviously how it was meant to be,” he told his lieutenant coldly. “And I’m fairly certain I don’t have to answer to you on how I choose to live my private life.”

Zane glared at him. “Damn it, son, your private life affects the lives of more than three hundred other people. Have you forgotten about the Pride?”

“No. I haven’t forgotten the Pride. I’ll never forget the Pride. I know who I am and what my responsibilities are. But…she is my mate, the one woman who was made just for me, just as I was made for her. That didn’t happen by accident or by any choice I’ve made. It happened because that’s how it was meant to happen.” Cocking his head, Duncan murmured, “You know, I expected this from Sam, but the way you acted, I thought you’d understand.”

“I had no fucking idea you were going to mate with her!” Zane growled. The green striations in his eyes began to glow, widening until the green glow had spread over the hazel. The fury exuding from him stained the air all around him. “She’s mortal.”

Duncan said quietly, “So was your wife.”

Zane stumbled back, the anger that flooded him draining away and leaving the man standing there, looking gray and gaunt.

But Duncan didn’t back down. “I will not have my life dictated by the beliefs or desires of others. My father made sure I understood my responsibilities, Zane, to the Pride and to myself.”

Turning away, he walked over to the chair and grabbed his beer from the floor. Glancing at Zane, he said quietly, “You are to speak of this with no one. I’ll tell the Pride—when I am ready.” He headed for the door only to freeze as Zane spoke once more.

“And how long will you hide it?” Zane asked sourly.

Narrowing his eyes, Duncan said, “I hide nothing. But when I tell the Pride, I bring my mate with me. Which means I need to explain things to her.” He reached to open the door, but before he stepped inside, he paused to cast one last look at Zane. “Remember what I said, Zane. You are not to speak of this.”

As the sun started to sink behind the horizon, Kennedy leaned her head back against the rim of the tub. The hot water felt unbelievably good.

Was he going to come tonight?

She didn’t know, but if he did, she wanted to be ready. She’d already shaved her legs, washed her hair, done a conditioning rinse. Now she was soaking in lavender-scented water. Kennedy had a weakness for bath oils. She loved how her skin felt, loved the smell that clung to her skin.

She glanced at the picture window over the bathtub, seeing complete dark had settled. This bathroom had been a gift from Cole to Lisa on their thirtieth anniversary. The sunken tub was centered right at the sill of the picture window and she could stare out into the lush garden that Lisa had worked so hard on.

A sad little smile curved her lips as she sat up and pulled the drain. As the water emptied out, she stepped from the tub and grabbed the robe she’d hung on the hook.

Lisa had loved her bathroom, said it made her feel like a queen. Cole had laughingly told her she was a queen. It had been one of the very few trips that Kennedy had come here for a visit, instead of them visiting her in Detroit.

She left the bathroom and padded out of the huge bedroom. She couldn’t sleep in there—in her mind, that room belonged to her parents, the only parents she’d ever really known. As she walked down the hall to her room, she tugged the towel from her hair.

After smoothing some gel through the heavy curls, she shrugged out of her robe and pulled on the pajamas she had left laying on her bed. They were silvery gray, the top a camisole with skinny straps, the pants with a loose drawstring. She tied the waist so that they hung a little lower on her hips and walked back into the bathroom to stare at her reflection.

Well, it wasn’t Hollywood glamorous, but Kennedy didn’t even own a slinky negligee so this would have to work. Besides, she’d feel incredibly stupid walking around the house in a teddy.

Tension had her muscles knotted and tight and she headed for the kitchen. There was a bottle of wine in the fridge and she uncorked it, pouring a full glass. She left it on the counter—if he didn’t show up, she might need more just so she could relax enough to sleep.

Hearing a car coming toward the house, she smiled a little. A thrill of anticipation ran through her and she left the kitchen.

Or she could always use the wine drink herself into oblivion, she mused a moment later as she moved to stare out the living room window.

It was her mother.

In the past three months, she had seen Kelly Masters only three times.

And each time, Kelly had been ugly, nasty, and full of bitterness. Where is he…you chased him off…where is my husband…

In her gut, Kennedy knew that Kelly knew the truth. Knew that Jack was dead. And she also knew Kelly was aware of what Jack had done to his stepdaughter.

She’d denied it in the hospital, insisted Kennedy was lying even when the doctors told her there was indefinable proof that Kennedy been raped.

You little slut—I knew you were chasing after him.

Those voices still rang in her head and as she stared at her mother, Kennedy almost just slammed the door.

Instead, she tossed her hair back from her face and said coolly, “Hello, Kelly.”

This woman may have given birth to her, but the woman Kennedy considered her mom was buried.

Kelly laughed and it was an ugly, bitter sound. Years of smoking and drinking had made the woman’s throat hoarse and raspy. “Now that doesn’t sound like a girl happy to see her mama.”

A tight smile curled Kennedy’s mouth briefly as she responded, “My mama is dead. She died in a car wreck with her husband a few months ago. You…you’re nothing to me.”

Kelly sneered at Kennedy. “I gave you life!”

“And you also left me alone with a monster. You know what he did to me—hell, you might have known he was going to do it before it happened. And you didn’t care. Hell, you defended him. You blamed me!” Kennedy snarled. The fury surging through her veins was a long time coming, but it felt good. It felt…clean.

“You asked for it—damn it, I saw how you were always walking around the house, wearing nothing but clothes like…like that,” Kelly hissed, gesturing towards the pajamas Kennedy had put on.

Glancing down, Kennedy just shrugged. As she looked at her mother, wearing a skin tight v-neck and a skirt two sizes too small, Kennedy said dryly, “You’re right. What you’re wearing is so classy. But if you were worried about me…tempting that pervert, maybe you should have stayed home instead of running around town and spreading your legs for anybody who’d have you.”

Her face turned red and Kennedy braced herself as her mother stormed towards the porch. But Kelly stumbled and ended up on her hands and knees. “Damn it!” Kelly sobbed out, slamming her fists into the porch. “It’s not right, damn you! You end up with…with this…and I don’t have anything!”

With a smile, Kennedy shook her head. “I get it now.” Crouching in front of her mother, she said quietly, “I was given this house by two people who loved me, who thought I was worth taking care of, worth protecting. You…you left me alone in the emergency room when I was black and blue from what he did to me. You didn’t care. If you’re jealous of what I have, you only have yourself to blame. I wouldn’t have ended up with them if you were any sort of parent. Now get off my property before I call the Sheriff’s office.”

With that, she stood up and walked away, closing the door quietly behind her. She clicked the deadbolt and lingered there for a moment, pressing her brow to the door as she took a slow, steadying breath.

Finally, a smile spread across her lips. It was over—for fifteen years, leftover feelings for her birth mother had kept her from completely moving past her rape. She’d blamed her mother, yes. She couldn’t deny that.

But she didn’t need to do that any more—she could put it completely behind her.

Jack…and her mother.

Duncan scowled as he pulled up behind one of his deputies. The car in front of the cruiser was a familiar one. Duncan had pulled it over more than once himself.

Life hadn’t been kind to Kelly Masters. In the past fifteen years, she had gone from a fairly attractive, if somewhat trashy, looking woman to a woman with lines no amount of make-up could hide. Her hair was brassy and dry and there were huge bags under her eyes. Her teeth were stained yellow from tobacco and she always smelled like a bar.

Stale smoke and alcohol.

As Duncan climbed from the car, he could hear her yelling at the deputy from fifteen away.

Her car was stuck—no way was it getting out of the ditch. But Kelly didn’t look too interested in climbing out of it. Duncan could hear the wail of sirens far off and knew they were all going to have their hands full dealing with this bitch.

Damn it, he wanted to be at Kennedy’s. Wanted to make love to her one more time before he had to turn on the lights and explain.

Instead, it looked like he was going to have his hands full with her stone bitch of a mother.

“Damn it, it’s not my fucking fault…there was a cat in the road…”

Kennedy watched as her mother sped down the lane, the car weaving back and forth. Disgusted, she turned away from the window and walked over to the phone. Kelly was going to hurt somebody if she stayed on the road too long.

A few minutes later, she hung up the phone and she stood there, staring around the living room, staring at familiar pictures. Cole and Lisa, on their trip to Hawaii. Lisa standing with Kennedy on the rim of a deep gorge—the trip to the Grand Canyon.

Minutes passed and she finally turned away from the pictures and headed for the kitchen.

She needed more wine.

The skin on the back of her neck prickled and she spun around with a smile on her face.

But the shadow standing in her hall was all wrong. She shivered as a cool wind blew in through the open back door. Swallowing, she stepped back and the shadow advanced, stepping out of the darkness of the hall with a smile on his face.

“Zane. What are you doing here?”

He smiled at her, a slow friendly looking smile. But there was a light in his eyes that made her skin crawl. “You shouldn’t have done it, you know,” Zane said, his voice friendly and level. “You should have just left…or never come back to begin with.”

He paused, casting a look around the house, his mouth twisting into a snarl. “Maybe I should have burned this place to the ground—then you’d have even less to come back to.”

Fear curdled in her belly but she forced herself to stay calm. “Zane, I really don’t understand.”

“Of course, you don’t. Not now. Not ever.” He stepped towards her, his eyes gleaming. “You see, I’m not going to let him do this. He can’t destroy the Pride. And that’s what will happen if you become his mate. You’ll destroy him. That’s what humans do to our kind. And I won’t let you destroy him.”

Destroy the pride? What in the hell…Her voice shook a little as she said, “Destroy who? I don’t know what in the hell you’re talking about.”

Zane shook his head. “I know—it’s no surprise. Humans are pathetically weak, stupid. They always have been. My wife was the same way, weak and stupid. I had to get rid of her—I waited until she had Casey. Wanted to see if the baby was mine. She was. Good thing, otherwise I would have killed her too.”

“Zane, your wife died in childbirth. Lisa told me that,” Kennedy said. She took another step back but she couldn’t go any further. The gleaming oak of the butcher block was at her back and Zane was entirely too close now.

He smiled. “No, she didn’t. She was bleeding, I know. But I could have gotten her to the hospital. They could have saved her. But I didn’t want that whoring bitch around, not when I had a daughter to raise. Casey was one of us and I wasn’t going to let her mother’s weak blood ruin her.”

Kennedy blinked away tears as horror wrapped a fist around her heart. “You let your wife die?”

Zane nodded, his face blank and empty. “I didn’t just let her. I stood there and watched. Of course, not the entire time. I had to clean up Casey. But once I knew she’d lost enough blood, I called the ambulance. They got there just as she died and I stood there, holding my baby and crying, pleading with them to save her. I’d just gotten in, you see. Can’t you save her…?” He mimicked the voice of a man lost in frenzy of grief and then he smiled.

Shaking her head, Kennedy whispered, “You’re crazy.”

He just shrugged. “I do what I have to, Kennedy. And what I have to do is protect the Pride. Duncan needs a mate who is one of us. Not a human.” Reaching out, he caged her with his arms, leaning into her body.

Icy tongues of fear lashed at her and Kennedy shrank away as he bent down and nuzzled her neck. “Duncan—what in the hell does he have to do with this?”

But even as she asked, she knew.

Duncan…it was him. He’d been the man she’d slept with last night. She should have known—those odd golden eyes…And she would have recognized him, if it hadn’t been for his voice. He’d lowered it…made it sound deeper, barely spoke above a whisper. Disguising it just enough to keep her from recognizing him.

“You didn’t know,” Zane mused, chuckling. “I knew you didn’t know the whole truth of it, but I thought you at least knew who he was.” He pressed his hips against her and she felt the hard length of his penis against her belly. “I didn’t figure you for somebody to fuck a man without even knowing who he was.” He trailed his hand up her neck, fisting there in her hair as he smiled. “Maybe you’re more like your mama than I thought. Of course, you’re quite a bit prettier. And you don’t stink of other men.”

Kennedy tried to jerk away, but his hand tightened in her hair and leaned more heavily into her, effectively keeping her from moving away. “Maybe I’ll have a taste of what it is that has Duncan so determined to have you.”

“Let me go,” she whispered, trying to shove him away. It was like shoving at a brick wall.

“No.” He lowered his head and licked at her neck. “Don’t worry about Duncan. I’ll take care of him—that’s what I do. And in a few years, I’ll make sure he finds a mate. A woman worthy of him.”

Tears burned her eyes. “What—are you going to pick her out for him?” she spat, still struggling to get away.

Zane laughed. “I already have. Casey will make a perfect mate for the leader of the Pride. And we’ll keep any more weak, human blood from tainting our people.”

With a scream, Kennedy shoved at him with all her might. “Damn it, let go of me!”

His hand tightened in her hair to the point of pain. She saw red and turned her head as much as she could, sinking her teeth into his forearm and biting.

She bit until she tasted blood and then she went flying. As she shoved herself up from the floor, she found him staring at her with a smile. Like a cat, toying with a mouse…

“Oh, I liked that,” he murmured, lifting his arm and licking the blood away.

The gesture looked almost feline and she shivered as he lifted his head and stared at her. Holy shit…his eyes were glowing.

“We like it when our mates bite, Kennedy. I think I understand a little of what he wants so bad—I almost regret taking it away.”

Duncan held his body absolutely still, even though he wanted to tear inside the house and gut Zane. He couldn’t completely control his rage—his hands had Changed, and as he turned and pressed one palm to the door, black claws glinted.

He was scared to move—the one brief glance he’d had into the window had shown him that Zane had cornered Kennedy. With him standing that close, Zane could break her neck in a second.

“Don’t worry about Duncan. I’ll take care of him—that’s what I do. And in a few years, I’ll end make sure he finds a mate. A woman worthy of him.”

Duncan clenched his eyes closed and prayed for a miracle as Kennedy hissed out, “What—are you going to pick her out for him?”

Zane’s laugh made cold chills run down Duncan’s spine.

He’s completely insane, Duncan realized.

And what his lieutenant said next only made Duncan’s blood chill even more. “I already have. Casey will make a perfect mate for the leader of the Pride. And we’ll keep any more weak, human blood from tainting our people.”

Kennedy screamed and he heard the soft sounds of struggle as she tried to move away from Zane. Then Duncan heard a soft, harsh intake of breath and the scent of male hunger spiked.

There was a crash and Kennedy cried out. The sound was closer. Duncan eased inside and saw her lying on the floor, staring in front of her with horror on her face.

“I liked that. We like it when our mates bite, Kennedy. I think I understand a little of what he wants so bad—I almost regret taking it away,” Zane said.

Duncan could see the shadow of the man moving closer to Kennedy and he sprung, placing his body between Kennedy and the man who’d been like a second father to him.

“Oh, you’re going to regret a lot of things, Zane. But not for long.”

Kennedy screamed as Duncan suddenly appeared in front of her. Then relief overtook her and she felt trembles of shock starting to settle in.

She scurried back, scooting back on her butt and pushing with her heels. “Duncan… Oh, God.”

He didn’t look at her. “Why don’t you get out of here for a few minutes, Kennedy? I’ll handle this.”

Zane snarled—the sound wasn’t remotely human. “If you had handled it, I wouldn’t have to do this.”

Duncan shook his head. “You aren’t doing this.”

Zane grinned at Duncan. “Don’t count on it, cub.”

Cub…

And then Zane leaped. What happened next was something that didn’t make sense to Kennedy’s terrified mind. It wasn’t a man that landed on Duncan.

It was a cat. One of those cats, huge, snarling, and deadly.

Duncan punched at the cat’s head and the beast went flying. He stood up and Kennedy swallowed, hardly able to breathe, as something happened to Duncan.

He was…he wasn’t…oh, shit. She keened and the sound made her jump. Clamping her hand over her mouth, she stared at the huge cat that stood in Duncan’s place.

The cougar cast a look at her over one massive, muscled shoulder and she found herself staring at the cat she’d seen just a week before, when she’d woken up on the forest floor. Duncan—

He lunged for the other cat just as it started to move towards Kennedy. Burying her face against her knees, Kennedy tried to block out the snarls, the hisses and growls.

“Come on, sweetie…”

She felt gentle hands on her shoulders and cried out, trying to back away before she even looked up. It was the medic—Kennedy remembered her—when she had woken up in the ambulance a week ago, this woman had been crouched over her, cleaning up the various scrapes and scratches. Her dark liquid eyes stared at Kennedy with sympathy and used her body to keep Kennedy from looking where the two cats continued to battle. “Come on, honey. You don’t need to see this. Duncan will be fine.”

“Duncan…” She turned her head, but the woman caught her face with a gentle, unyielding hand.

“He can handle this, Kennedy. It’s what he does.”

It’s what we do… The words eerily echoed the ones that had been murmured to Kennedy just a few nights ago. Looking up, she saw nothing but concern in the woman’s dark eyes. Slowly, she reached out and let herself be helped to her feet.

As a scream sounded through the air, Kennedy flinched, but the woman continued to guide her out onto the back porch.

She stilled as she realized there were others out there. Samuel Pride, she’d gone to school with him, shared classes with him in high school. Glenna McGuire…and more. Even as she watched, more and more people trickled out of the woods until her backyard was so full of men and women…and children…they had to stand shoulder to shoulder.

Even when no more bodies could fit, they drew close, crouching on the low brick wall, even crouching in the tree limbs. Two young men, identical, from their silvery gold hair down to the heavy boots they wore on their feet, stood closest, waiting at the bottom of the porch steps and staring in the door of her house with an expectant look.

There was one more scream. Kennedy licked her lips as silence fell.

There was a soft sound, a clicking on the brick patio porch and she turned her head and found herself staring into golden yellow eyes. The cougar was bleeding from half a dozen small wounds but he didn’t seem to pay any attention to them as he padded a little closer.

Kennedy backed away a step, shaking her head.

The cat stilled and sat down on his haunches. She felt something tighten in the air around her—it was happening again. She heard wet, cracking sounds, a harsh gasp of breath—and then the cat was gone.

And Duncan was kneeling on the patio. He lifted his head and stared at her from golden yellow eyes, regarding her somberly.

Kennedy blinked. “Am I going crazy?” she whispered softly.

Duncan shook his head as he stood slowly. “No. You’re not crazy.” He briefly glanced at all the people gathered in her backyard with a faint smile. “Although I can understand if you’d prefer that.”

“You were the man here last night,” she whispered.

“And the night before.” Thick lashes covered his eyes for a moment and he lowered his head a little. “I was going to tell you tonight.”

“Tell me what?” she asked weakly. Gesturing toward her house, she said, “A little late night breaking and entering is nothing compared to this.”

He stared at her, the expression on his face uneasy. “I was going to tell you as much as you could handle—tonight. But I would have told you everything.”

Kennedy breathed out shakily. “Who are all these people…what are they doing here?”

“That’s the Pride.” Duncan smiled at the woman who had helped Kennedy out of the house as she moved past him, lowering her head in a deferential nod. “They came because they might be needed.”

“Needed for what?” she asked weakly. “Is there a parade or a party I don’t know about?” Why would that many people be needed? There had to be at least a hundred of them. No…more.

“Needed to protect my mate.” He moved a little closer and when she didn’t back away, he closed the distance between them.

Warm, strong arms closed around her and she tipped her head back to stare up at him. “Mate?” she repeated a little dumbly.

He nodded, lowering his head to skim his lips across her cheek. “Yes…my mate. You. Unless—unless you don’t want me.”

She heard the doubt in his voice. Slowly, she wrapped her arms around his neck and whispered, “How I could not want you? I came back here to find you.”

As his mouth lowered to hers, she heard the people all around them break into laughter.


Epilogue

So she was more than a little nervous, that was understandable, right?

Staring at her reflection, she told herself she had good reason to be nervous. Hell, it wasn’t like she got married every day.

A funeral, her wedding…all in one week. She bit her lip, recalling said funeral in vivid detail. It hadn’t been a public one—in fact, it was one the vast majority of people would never even know happened.

There was no way to explain away what had killed Zane Matthews, not without the Pride risking exposure.

He’d been cremated. Kennedy had been there—Duncan had refused, but she insisted. Zane had meant a great deal to Duncan and she suspected it had torn a hole in his heart, what had happened. Oh, she knew he didn’t regret it, but not regretting it and not hurting over it were two different things.

Kennedy had to admit, she’d been a little surprised as Duncan confessed what would be done with the body. Bones never burned completely away.

“Human bones,” he’d told her. “We’re not human…”

No. No, they weren’t. The three hundred people who had crowded into her back yard weren’t human, but they were going to be her family. Married into a pride of mountain lions, she thought with a faint smile.

“You look amazing.”

She jumped at the sound of Duncan’s gruff voice. He hadn’t been disguising it those nights. Strong emotion had an effect on his voice, making it rougher, deeper…she’d learned that over the past few days. Anger, hurt…hunger…

And judging by the gleam in his eyes she suspected she knew what had caused it this time.

He reached up, toying with the light switch, a faint grin on his mouth. Narrowing her eyes, she turned around and glared at him. “Don’t even think about it,” she said haughtily, crossing her arms over her chest.

Duncan continued to toy with it, still smiling. “Why not?”

Kennedy just arched a brow at him.

His hand moved, leaving the light switch to thoughtfully stroke his chin. “Okay, maybe I won’t. If you’ll take that nightgown off. It’s too pretty for me to rip off.”

Kennedy felt the blush start low on her chest and spread upward until her entire face was flaming. Uh…strip…She glanced down at the silvery blue silk nightgown before looking up at him. “Okay, you can turn off the light.”

He laughed softly as he crossed over to stand in front of her, draping his arms over her shoulders. He kissed her lightly and Kennedy felt her entire system burn from that light contact. “No,” he murmured as he lifted his head and started to toy with a lock of hair. “I think I want you naked. With the lights on.”

She gulped. Stripping in front of him—she wasn’t sure if she could do that. Get a grip—he’s already seen you naked.

The other part of her mind argued sulkily, Doesn’t count—the lights were off. And that even sounded foolish. Duncan could see things clearly in the dark—as clearly as she saw them in the day.

His hand cupped her chin and she slowly lifted her head to stare at him. Duncan stroked his thumb across her lower lip, gazing at her thoughtfully. “Are you okay? I know this past week has been a little…weird for you.”

A laugh bubbled out of her throat. “A little weird?” she repeated. “Oh, it’s been more than that.” Stepping a little closer, she rested her head on his chest. “My entire life has been changed around—all in a week.”

He went completely still—for a second, it was almost like even his heartbeat and breathing had stopped. Then he fisted a hand in her curls. “Did we go too fast?”

Looking up, she smiled a little as she reached up and pushed her fingers through his hair, watching as it fell back into place, gleaming like black silk. “It happened fast—but I feel like I’ve been waiting my whole life, just to stand here. Yes, things seem a little bizarre, but Duncan, I’m not sure I’d understand how to cope with normal. I tried for a few years and it just didn’t work.”

Tension seemed to ease from his body and his arms banded tight around her as he lowered his head, burying his face in the curve of her neck. “I love you—I think I knew it that first day I saw you in the bookstore. I’m not ever letting you go, Kennedy.”

He lifted his head as he said the last words, staring into her eyes. Kennedy rose up on her toes and pressed her mouth to his, murmuring against his lips, “I’d like to see you try letting me go.”

Duncan slanted his mouth across hers and she opened for him, growing drunk on his taste as he pushed his tongue inside her mouth. His hands lifted her and she automatically locked her legs around her waist.

That action left her open and vulnerable. The short, loose skirt of her nightgown rode up as he rocked his hips against her until she was riding the thick ridge of his cock. Just the thin cotton of his low slung lounge pants separated them. Through it, she felt his cock jerk, throbbing against her.

Cool wood pressed against her back and her eyes flew open. He’d turned and pressed her against the door of the bathroom closet. His hands stroked up her thighs before he reached behind and unlocked her ankles. Kennedy groaned, frustrated as he lowered her to the floor, but then she felt her heart leap in her chest as she watched him reach for the waistband of his pants and shove them down over his hips.

His cock jerked as he straightened and kicked the pants away, arrowing upward, pressing flat to his belly. Kennedy reached out, closing her hand over him, rubbing her thumb across the head. He moved into her touch, a soft growl falling from his lips.

His eyes stared into hers, glowing, burning. She smiled a little as she dragged her hand up and then down. He clamped his hand around hers, leaning into her, using his grip to tighten her hold around his cock as he began to shuttle his hips back and forth.

A shiver raced down her spine as he raked his teeth across her neck before moving up and catching her earlobe, biting down gently. “Mine,” he growled into her ear as he continued to pump his hips, moving his cock back and forth.

Kennedy tightened her hand and a ragged breath burst from his lips. He moved, his hand going to her wrist, pulling her away from him. Then he brought her hand upward, placing it on his shoulder. As he lifted her again, she wrapped her other hand around his neck, clinging to him. He pressed against her again, naked this time.

She whimpered as he stroked his length back and forth over her, once, twice, and then he shifted, changing his angle and pushing inside her. Arching against him, Kennedy screamed out.

Her legs locked around his waist, hugging him tightly to her as he started to thrust inside her—slow, deep thrusts—pulling out until he nearly left her, then surging back inside, slow and thorough.

“Kiss me,” he muttered and she turned her head blindly, meeting his mouth. She bit his lip and he bucked against her as a shudder wracked his long, powerful body.

The hands gripping her hips tightened, damn near bruising her, when she slid her tongue out, tracing the outline of his lips before pushing inside his mouth, seeking out more of his taste.

He slammed into her, one arm hooking under her knee and opening her further. The rhythm of his thrusts went from slow and teasing to quick, demanding. Each slide of his body against hers had him pressing against her clit. Those maddening little brushes tightened her body and the heat inside her belly threatened to bubble out and burn them out.

Then he touched her lightly, shifting so he could circle his thumb once around the aching bundle of nerves. At the same time, he buried his length completely inside her sheath. Duncan tore his mouth from hers and she sobbed, trying to bring him back to her. But he lowered his head to her neck instead, setting his teeth into the curve where neck joined shoulder and he bit down.

She came. Screaming out his name as fire blistered through her, Kennedy bucked and shivered in his arms. Duncan swelled inside her and the sudden jerk of his cock, followed by the rhythmic pulses as he climaxed, set off another orgasm.

Too breathless to scream, all she could do was moan as it wracked her entire body and left her trembling in his arms. He murmured her name and Kennedy turned her head, pressing her face into his chest.

He shoved off the wall, still holding her, his cock still sheathed inside her body. He stumbled a little and laughed. “Damn it, you make me weak,” he mumbled.

They fell onto the bed and she cuddled atop his chest, smiling a little. “I love you,” she whispered. Her eyelids felt heavy—the emotional upheaval of the past week was weighing on her and she knew she was going to fall asleep any second.

His arms tightened around her and he muttered one word just before sleep rushed up and claimed them both.

“Mine…”
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After all these years…she’d known she’d see him again. Even when she drove away from Cullen Morgan’s home in tears, she’d known it wasn’t over between them.

Why he was coming to her now, she didn’t know and honestly, just then, she didn’t care.

She was so desperate to see him again, it was almost pathetic.

No, it was pathetic. It had been twelve years, and she was all but panting at the thought of seeing him, of staring into those amazing eyes and standing close enough to smell him. How much had he changed? Taige wondered. Instinctively, she knew that Cullen would be as devastating at thirty-three as he’d been at twenty-one. The truck came to a stop close to the house. She couldn’t see anything beyond the back bumper, and when the taillights went off, she jerked as though somebody had used a Taser on her.

She took a deep breath and then groaned as her shirt dragged against her nipples. They were stiff and erect, throbbing under the thin layer of cotton. Embarrassed, she folded her arms over them and wished she could manage to get a damn bra on. Her hand hurt too much to manage it, though.

Facing Cullen braless and in her bare feet: how much more disconcerting could it get? She held herself stiff as the knock came, pounding on the door as though he wanted to tear the door from its hinges. It came a second time, and third. Finally, she made herself move, shuffling through the dark living room with her arms crossed over her breasts, the wrap on her cast abrading the bare skin of her left arm and rubbing against her nipples.

Nerves jangled in her belly. No butterflies; this felt more like she had giant gryphons taking flight inside her, gryphons with knife-edged wings. She reached out and closed her left hand around the doorknob and slowly opened it, half hiding behind the door. She kept her gaze focused straight ahead so that all she saw was the way his white T-shirt stretched across his wide, muscled chest.

Through her peripheral vision, she saw that he held something in his hand. Something clutched so tight, his knuckles had gone white. She hissed out a breath and forced herself to look upward, up, up, up until she was staring into his eyes. It took a little longer than it should have; he was taller than he had been. At least by an inch. She was five foot ten—she didn’t have to look up to many people, and she decided then that she didn’t care for it at all.

“Taige.”

She didn’t say anything. She couldn’t. Her throat felt frozen, and forcing words past her frozen vocal chords seemed impossible. She just stepped aside to let him come in, and when he did, his arm brushed against hers. She flinched and pulled away, backing away until a good two feet separated them. Once he was inside, she closed the door and leaned against it, resting her left hand on the doorknob and holding her right hand against her belly and studying the floor.

He turned to stare at her. From under her lashes, she watched as his shoulders rose and fell, his chest moving as he blew out a harsh breath, almost like he’d been holding his breath the same way she had.

“God, Taige…”

His voice sounded almost exactly like it had in her dreams—no, exactly. In the dim light, she couldn’t see his face very well, but she had a bad, bad feeling that her dreams had been pretty damn accurate in that aspect, too. Shoving away from the door, she kept her head down as she moved around him and headed into the living room. He followed behind her slowly. She heard a click, and light flooded the room. She shot him a look over her shoulder, just a quick glance, enough to tell her just how dead-on her dreams had been.

It was almost too spooky; even his hair looked right. It was shorter than it had been when he was younger, almost brutally short. His shoulders strained the seams of his shirt, and she had a flashback to her last dream, when he had crowded her up against the couch, demanding she tell him how she’d gotten hurt. She’d shoved him, pushing one hand against one wide, rock-hard shoulder, and she imagined if she reached out and touched him, he’d feel exactly like he had in her dreams.

“So, are you going to look at me or just let me stare at the back of your head all night?” he asked softly.

She shot him another quick, almost nervous glance over her shoulder, and Cullen blew out a breath.

When he spoke again, his voice was closer. “Aren’t you going to ask me why I’m here?”

Aren’t you going to speak to me at all? Cullen wanted to ask.

Instead, he waited until she finally turned around and faced him. In the brightly lit room, he noticed two things. The first was that she had her arm, her right arm, in a cast that went halfway up to her elbow. A chill raced down his spine. The second was that her left eye was puffy and nearly swollen shut, a dark, ugly bruise that Cullen suspected was every bit as painful as it looked.

“I already know why you’re here. You need my help.” A bitter smile curved her lips as she stared at him. “Why would else would you be here?” She glanced at the file in his hand and held out her hand.

Cullen swallowed and lifted it, staring at it with the metallic taste of fear thick in his mouth. “You don’t owe me a damn thing, Taige. I know that. I’ve got no right being here, and I know that, too.”

She sighed and dropped her head, covering her eyes with her uninjured hand. “Cullen, stop. You want something. Out with it. I’ve got better things to do than stand here and have you brooding all over me. So just spill it.”

“I…look, if I didn’t have to have your help, I wouldn’t be here. But it’s not me that needs you—just…just don’t—”

Taige cocked a brow. “You don’t have much of an opinion of me, do you, Cullen? Whatever brought you here in the middle of the night twelve years after kicking me out of your life has to be pretty damn important, and considering the kind of help you probably need, I’m going to assume there’s somebody else involved.” She stared at him, her gaze shuttered. “You think so little of me that I’d refuse to help whoever this is just to make you suffer because you and me got some history?”

History… Is that what we had?

Read More


Bio

Shiloh Walker has been writing since she was a kid. She fell in love with vampires with the book Bunnicula and has worked her way up to the more…ah…serious works of fiction. She loves reading and writing anything paranormal, anything fantasy, and nearly every kind of romance. Once upon a time she worked as a nurse, but now she writes full time and lives with her family in the Midwest. She writes romantic suspense and contemporary romance, and urban fantasy as J.C. Daniels. You can find her at Twitter or Facebook and read more about her work at her website. Sign up for her newsletter and have a chance to win a monthly giveaway.


Check Shiloh’s other half…J.C. Daniels

J.C. Daniels’ Titles

Blade Song #1

Night Blade #2

Broken Blade #3

Edged Blade #4

Shadowed Blade #5

A Stroke of Dumb Luck (Tor)

Bladed Magic (A Kit Colbana Novella)

Misery’s Way (A Kit Colbana Novella)

Final Protocol

Blade Song Anniversary Edition

Damon


Look for other titles Shiloh Walker

The Grimm

Urban Fantasy Romance

Candy Houses • No Prince Charming • Crazed Hearts

The Ash Trilogy

If You Hear Her • If You See Her • If You Know Her

The Secrets & Shadows Series

Burn For Me • Break For Me • Long For Me

Deeper Than Need • Sweeter Than Sin • Darker Than Desire

The FBI Psychics

The Missing • The Departed • The Reunited

The Protected • The Unwanted • The Innocent

The Hunters

Paranormal Romance

Hunting the Hunter • Hunters: Heart and Soul • Hunter’s Salvation

Hunter’s Need • Hunter’s Fall • Hunter’s Rise

And more

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  







OEBPS/toc.xhtml






			Cover



			Copyright



			Title Page



			Prologue



			Chapter One



			Chapter Two



			Chapter Three



			Chapter Four



			Chapter Five



			Chapter Six



			Epilogue



			Read the Missing



			Bio



			Check Shiloh’s other half…J.C. Daniels



			Look for other titles Shiloh Walker











Landmarks





				Cover



				Title Page



				Start of Content












OEBPS/images/4.jpg
Hunter’s Pride

Shiloh Walker






OEBPS/images/9781495639357_cover.jpg





