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  Chapter One


  


  The night was still, the moon nearly nonexistent with only the barest of slivers in the sky. Not even a breeze was moving to disturb the leaves and brush around them as they waited, silent and tense.


  Waiting was always the hardest part of anything. Hundreds upon hundreds of thoughts endlessly tumbling through the mind, situations, considerations, worries, and concerns all vying for attention at the forefront. All of it boiling down into a mired pot of darkness ready to suck in the unwary.


  Shifting in small increments to ease the cramping in his thigh, he let out a soundless sigh. Rubbing at the muscle deeply in controlled movements, his mind decided that since there was nothing to do but wait it was time for a trip down memory lane.


  A moonless night, a faint breeze bringing in the scents of night-blooming flowers from the gardens beyond the open windows. A roaring fire in the hearth and the soft murmurs of the staff finishing their duties before retiring to their beds were the only sounds in the home. One of the hunting dogs lay asleep on a rug, his paws twitching and the occasional snuffled woof coming from him. He had to be chasing something even in his dreams.


  Finishing the last of the honeyed mead in his cup, he got up, the dog rousing long enough to assess the situation before returning to sleep. Shaking his head, he carried the cup with him toward the kitchens. He would ensure the staff was done and those that needed to head out had an escort before finding his own bed. He never did get to the kitchens though.


  The scent of blood was strong, practically choking him with how heavy it hung in the air. Letting the Cat closer to the surface, he breathed in slowly, taking note of every detail that the air could afford to him.


  Six distinct scents permeated the air around him and not one single sound. Repressing the growl threatening to break free, he set the cup aside and moved stealthily up the hall toward the kitchens. Pressing lightly on the door, he flinched as the scent of blood and death hit his nose more fully.


  Listening intently, he eased the door open only when he was as positive as he could be that no one was in the rooms. Alive, that was. Which was exactly what he saw. Three cooks, two maids, and one of the guards all lay in pools of their own blood, staring blindly at nothing. All had been eviscerated, shredded by large and vicious claws, none spared in the seemingly mindless slaughter.


  That jarred him and had him spinning to race for the stairs leading to the second floor and then up to the third. More blood in the air. Gods no! Straight to the master suite he ran and skidded to a halt in the open door. His parents lay brutalized in their bed, a look of sheer terror forever frozen on his mother’s face. No!


  Whipping around at a small, nearly inaudible sound so faint he didn’t know how he heard it over the thundering pace of his own heart, “Bethany,” he whispered softly in horror and fear.


  His sister, ten years his junior, stood before the crazed Changers, their leader with his large hand around her throat. She was sobbing uncontrollably and trying desperately to break free of his grip. Not yet in puberty, she was as frail and weak as a human.


  “She’s a pretty little bit, isn’t she?” the leader spoke with a menacing and mocking growl.


  “Let her go. She is an innocent in all of this,” he said, amazed that his voice sounded as strong and commanding as it did. He didn’t know what “this” was yet, but if he could get them talking maybe he could find out.


  Chuckling darkly, the leader ran a bloody finger down his captive’s cheek. “She is very innocent, but not for long, Prince,” he promised, much too sure of himself.


  “What do you want?” He’d get it for them, anything to protect Bethany.


  “For you to watch, screaming, and then for you to die,” he was told in a calm, too calm, tone.


  Before he could take his next breath, a Mage appeared out of nowhere and threw him down with a wave of his hand. Pinned to the floor in the next instant by fiery spears, he bit back a scream of pure agony. One through each of his shoulders, one through each of his thighs, and one more piercing through his left hand, leaving only his right free to reach furtively toward his sister as she now stood, eyes glazed over. Too much trauma all at once, her mind had finally shut down to protect her as best it could, too late.


  What happened next would forever be seared into his brain. The Changers all made a circle around their leader, eight in total, and his sister. The leader tore her dress from her just-blooming body, leaving her standing naked.


  Her wrists were taken in hand by one of the Changers while the leader bent her at her waist. Opening his pants, he looked right toward where Tryg was pinned and grinned even more evilly, if that were possible. His baby sister’s scream was the last sound he heard, their leader’s evil grin the last he saw as a red haze slid over his eyes. The Jaguar was madder than ever before in his life.


  Struggling hard to break free, he snarled and hissed, the Cat wanting to shred and maim. But when they threw her down at their feet, their twisted laughter ringing hollowly in his ears, something inside just snapped. Tearing his hand free of the spear, he was uncaring of the damage it caused. And one by one he ripped the spears from his flesh, the skin of his hands burning off from the heat only the pits of Hell could compete with.


  Amazingly the Mage did nothing, but when he got to his feet he knew why. He wasn’t there. He’d come to do his part and departed, likely before they’d begun their vile deeds.


  Letting the Cat free finally, he headed right into the midst and began to tear, shred, bite, and do any and all damage it chose to. Finally when there were no Changers left standing or in one piece did he push the Cat back down and return to his human form.


  Tossing the parts of the Changers aside, he uncovered his sister and stared down at her. Was she still alive? Dropping to his knees amongst the gore, he very gently touched her cheek and had to catch her small hands as she tried to claw his eyes. “Bethany, Bethany, it’s me, your brother,” he said loudly so she’d hear him. It took some time, but soon the madness cleared into crystal clarity which quickly went to sorrow.


  Pulling her into his arms, he held her to him and rocked her gently. “I have you, Bethany. I’ll always have you, sweet little angel,” he whispered quietly. He held her until she fell into an exhausted sleep from all her crying and then carried her to her room. Cleaning her up, he tucked her into the bedding and went in search of the guards that should have been protecting their King, the King of the Cats.


  Some were still alive, others not. Those alive all were gravely injured and looking for death, not happening. Finding one small lad who had hidden and was safe, he sent him to find the King of the Dragons and let them know of the attack upon the house. “Be swift and be honest. We need his help desperately as well as healers, as many as he can find and gather. Tell him the King of the Cats is dead, as is his Queen. Many of the Royal Guard are dead with more ready to follow on their coattails. Be swift, little one, and tarry for no one. Go!”


  


  * * * *


  


  The King of the Dragons had come and rendered aid that night, and to that very day he still served him. He’d given a pledge in his own blood, the blood of his sister, and the blood of those that had dared to harm her that night that would stand until he no longer walked the earth.


  Bethany had recovered as well as was possible in that time. She even still lived to that very day, secluded and well protected away from all prying eyes and men. Once a year they got together to celebrate surviving the massacre of their home and spoke often over the phone and even Skyped once in a blue moon.


  Tryggr knew she’d never fully truly recover, that she would forever be broken in some fundamental way. But he had helped her to heal and then, when she had gone through puberty and her Cat had revealed herself, he had taught her how to kill without mercy and without guilt. She was nearly as skilled as he was in that regard, so he didn’t truly worry too much for her safety anymore, but he did prefer some of the guards being there though, and while she might not admit it, so, too, did she.


  A small movement caught his eye, bringing him back to the present, and he smiled. “Target is approaching,” he said sub-vocally into their comms to his Team. “Heads up, everyone, it’s time to dance with the Devil.” He smiled slightly. Maybe tonight would be the night someone got lucky and killed him. Doubtful, but one never knew.


  Chapter Two


  


  Christine Shaw knew a good thing when she saw it, and in this moment that good thing was the building before her. She all but rubbed her hands together when she looked at the large open entryway that would serve as her waiting room, the small rooms that could be adjusted so that she could have a kennel for cats, and one for dogs as well. This was what she had worked her whole life for, her own practice.


  Moving from room to room, she took measurements and jotted them down on her pad. This was truly what she was looking forward to. This was what she wanted, because this was what she had been working her entire life toward.


  Chrissy had begun as a run-of-the-mill student, barely making Cs and Bs in school and having no true life direction. That all changed, however, when she was forced to volunteer at a local animal hospital instead of going to juvie. Who would have known that the “punishment” would have turned out to be such a blessing for her? In that punishment she had found her life’s calling.


  She had “the touch” according to the veterinarian that had begun to train her. She had always had a light touch with animals, but now, now that she was able to put that to work, she knew that this had been what she wanted to do. It took her nine long years of hard work, double jobs as well as school, but finally she was doing it. She was putting her life’s dream into reality, and it all began with this one little shop on a quiet strip in an equally quiet neighborhood.


  All but dancing a jig when she realized that the building had come prewired for sound systems and a PA system, she did just that. Holding the clipboard close to her breast, she did a little dance of happiness and joy because she had done it! She was finally going to make her life’s dream come true!


  Humming along as she did and realizing that she was going to have a great deal of patients already lined up as soon as she opened her door, she could only smile. It helped a lot that the man that she had worked for since she was sixteen was closing his practice doors. She would have bought his practice, but to be honest she simply didn’t have that much cash. This was going to be hard enough. She had to take a loan out on her house as well as taking out a business loan in order to afford this small place, but it was hers, all hers! This was what was necessary, and she knew it.


  After she had measured every single inch of the space and drew out exactly what she wanted the builders to do, she carefully locked up the doors and walked out into the night air. Turning her face up to the skies, she smiled and breathed in happily. “Finally, life is turning out as it should,” she whispered to the moon.


  Looking back at her new office, she smiled happily. Ah yes, life was finally turning out as it should!


  


  * * * *


  


  Three months later


  


  Wiping her brow with the back of her sleeve, Chrissy looked to her lab assistant and smiled. “Thanks, Mindy, you have been a true champ.” Chrissy truly loved Mindy. She was such a sweet young woman who had gone through hell and back again and was still there. “Are you sure that I can’t talk you into staying with me, Mindy?”


  “I wish that I could.” Mindy spoke very, very softly as she stroked the fur of the large German shepherd that they had just performed surgery on. “He’s a beautiful beast, isn’t he?” she murmured, hoping and praying that Chrissy would change the subject.


  “He really is at that.” Leaning her hip to the side of the table, Chrissy watched Mindy. “So what excuse did he use this time?” she asked and pointed to the black eyes that Mindy was sporting, eyes she’d tried to say were “from walking into a door,” something Chrissy never bought.


  “Drinking again,” Mindy murmured. “Thank you for keeping my money for me so that he doesn’t blow it. As soon as I have enough, I’m leaving him.” She had been saving for the three months that she had been working for Chrissy. She had told her fiancé that she was an unpaid intern, and Chrissy, God love her, had kept to the same lie, seeing immediately what a monster that Tommy Burkard was.


  “It’s no worries at all, doll. I keep it in a spare account that is earmarked for building damages only, so anytime that you want to look and see how much you have saved, all you have to do is look there.” Shaking her head, Chrissy added, “You have to get away from him, honey. He’s so bad for you. Come and live with me, Mindy. I have more than enough room as you well know.” Chrissy had been left a five-bedroom, five-bathroom house when her adoptive parents died. Too bad that it was mortgaged to the hilt to pay for her dream clinic, but that was fine. She would deal. She always did.


  “I can’t put you in that danger, Dr. C. You and I both know that your place is the first place that he would look for me at.” Mindy also couldn’t let Dr. Shaw in on the dangers that Mindy truly was in. The man that Mindy was engaged to was far more than a man. She knew it, but she knew that no one would believe her even if she told someone. Closing her eyes, Mindy shuddered and shook her head. “No, when I leave I have to go a very, very far way from here.” And she would have to do everything she could to cover her tracks so that the wolf that was her fiancé wouldn’t and couldn’t find her.


  “You are awesome, Dr. Shaw.” She looked at her watch and sighed. “Crap, I have to leave. If Tommy comes home and I don’t have dinner ready then he’s going to…” Well, she didn’t’ want to talk about what he would do, but Chrissy knew what he would do.


  “All right, be safe, honey.” Chrissy walked around the table and enveloped Mindy in a hug. “If you need anything at all, you call me. No matter what time or where, call me,” she told her friend.


  “Thank you, Dr. Shaw, Chrissy,” Mindy put in with a smile. “Are you sure that you are going to be all right closing up on your own?” Mindy hated to leave Chrissy alone too long after dark because Mindy knew just what the hell lurked at night but Chrissy didn’t.


  “I will be fine. Stop worrying,” she said with a smile and shook her head. “Now then, get out of here, darlin’. Get.” Because they both knew what happened if she was late.


  Mindy didn’t need the reminder, but she nodded all the same. Taking in a deep breath, she said, “See you tomorrow.” No matter how broken she was, she would come in, mostly because Chrissy always put her back together again without police involvement. Mindy had made one vow though. She would never, ever again be pushed around by a man. No matter how beautiful, how perfect, she would never be told what to do again.


  Chrissy watched Mindy out to her car and then turned back to the German shepherd. “All right, my friend, time to get you into one of the kennels so that you can sleep off the meds, and then tomorrow we will call your owner to come and get you.” She gave the animal another stroke before wheeling him to the dog kennels and putting him into one of the post-op recovery cubes.


  


  * * * *


  


  Closing up at night always made Chrissy antsy. She didn’t know why, but it truly bugged her to no end to walk outside to her car, which she always parked as far from the building as possible so that her paying customers could take the spots closest to the door. Chrissy frowned as she looked up. A light was out. She paused under the light and looked down. The glass was shattered around the base of the light. “Kids,” she muttered. It was only then that she realized just how dark it was. Moving to the next light, it was the same, light shattered out. The next light, and then the forth light as well. By now she was wishing that she was turning and hightailing it back to her office. She could sleep in there, right? Sure she could. No, she couldn’t deal with this. Clutching her purse tighter to herself, she fumbled with her keys and clicked the unlock button so that she could have at least a little light as she got into her car.


  He came from the shadows. It was as if he was a living and breathing shadow. He was wrong though. Everything about him was just simply wrong. Chrissy couldn’t tell what it was that was wrong, but she knew that something was. Taking a step back, she gasped, the gasp bringing the scent of rotten flesh to her nostrils and making her gag. She didn’t bother to speak, because she knew that words would do her no good. This thing, this man, this whatever was an absolute monster.


  Dropping her purse, she turned and ran, her keys in her hand, and she was trying to find the key to the office as she raced. Laughter followed behind her until she reached the door of the facility, and she tried to jam the key into the door but failed. The feeling of the slimy hand that touched her made her scream. She was twisted around and faced a nightmare of unbelievable proportions.


  “Hello, darling Dr. Shaw. I have been looking for you for a very long time. I’ve just found you. How wonderful is that?” he asked her with a bit of a British accent and breath that literally smelled like rotting flesh, which made her gag. Chrissy noted the flesh between his teeth, the blood that dripped from his fangs as well as from his lips. Another scream tore from her when she realized that she was about to die. Chrissy knew that the monsters whom she had only dreamed about, read about, vampires, were real, and she was about to be killed by one.


  Chapter Three


  


  Turning his head at the scream, Tryggr cursed. “Target is on the move, and he’s got a victim,” he muttered into his comms as he broke cover as carefully as he could and stuck to the shadows. Racing full out as the others shifted their positions to cover him and ensure the target was solo, he left it in their hands. He knew they’d watch his back. Letting the Jaguar up closer to the surface, he put on another burst of speed and, ducking a shoulder, slammed the male to the side, hard. Grunting from the impact, Tryggr spun and barely kept his feet as he put himself between the……What the fuck!?


  Chrissy was shaking. She was no weakling, but son of a biscuit, seriously?! She was shaking so badly she couldn’t get her brain working, and when she did, she shoved the keys into her door and tried to get it to open, but couldn’t figure out how to work the lock in her fear.


  The attacker looked from Chrissy to the Jaguar and laughed. “I will see you again very, very soon, Dr. Shaw.” To the other, he said, “You will never catch me.” This was whispered before the being vanished in a puff of smoke.


  She screamed. She couldn’t help it! Chrissy Shaw had always prided herself on being a very stable, very level-headed person, but this was too much.


  Blinking, Tryggr growled low and tapped the comms. “Target vanished,” he said and rolled his eyes. “Vanished as in disappeared, no more, went poof, gone from vicinity without a sign,” he explained, relaxing his stance slightly and turning to the female. “Dude, if I knew where he went, don’t you think I’d be there waiting to rip his throat out? He literally disappeared from in front of me in a puff of smoke. Yes.” Tryg rubbed his brow. “Just like a magician, but without the cloying bad taste.”


  Moving slowly closer to the woman, he bent to collect the keys she’d dropped, his eyes never leaving her face. “Are you all right, ma’am?” he asked gently, holding the key ring out to her by the end of a key.


  Chrissy just looked at the man before her. “Am I?” She choked and shook her head, tears falling very freely. “Hell no, I’m not all right. Who the fucking hell would be all right when they were attacked by something”—she gulped—“something fictional? That thing had fangs and fucking meat”—she gagged—“hanging from its mouth. That was not human, and you are fucking asking me if I’m all right?” Good lord, she wanted to beat this man before her. “No! No I’m not all right!” she screamed and then began to truly lose her mind to hysteria.


  Flinching at the volume she reached, Tryggr could see she was snapping. He had two choices. He could slap her, which went against his instincts, or he could kiss her. Both would bring her out of her hysteria, but he had a feeling option two, while it would be likely amazing, would probably get him slapped. The odds were not good on that one, but he could live with it. Stepping closer, he grabbed her shoulders and yanked her in close to kiss her hard and fast.


  She was stiff at first, her spine a rigid line. Then she began to melt into the kiss, leaning into him, opening up to him, and wrapping her arms around him. In the next moment she was kissing him back with seemingly desperate need.


  Growling softly as she leaned into him, her body molding to his, he slid his arms around her and drew her in closer. She was addictive, her taste was pure ambrosia and the Cat liked it. Nipping lightly at her lip, he drew back to give them both a second to catch their breath. Plus there was near screaming in his earpiece he should likely focus on. “Sorry,” he murmured, pressing a hand to his ear, “I didn’t catch that last, repeat.” Frowning, he turned his head sharply. “From where?!” he demanded and cursed. Snatching up her purse, he smiled at her. “We’ll continue this later, darling,” he promised, throwing her over his shoulder as he took off for the secure vehicles with her in his arms.


  Chrissy barely had time to process from him pulling back from that kiss that short circuited her brain to him promising to continue at a later time before she was captured in a fireman’s carry and sprinted toward several black SUVs. “What the—?” she demanded as soon as she was dumped into the backseat, her captor, savior, holy hell, kisser from heaven…no…thoughts couldn’t go there, dammit! “Who the hell are you?” she demanded. “And what the ever-loving hell was that thing?!”


  “Tryggr,” he said with a lopsided grin. “Call me Tryg. It’s easier to pronounce,” he murmured, tucking her into the vehicle. “I have a lot to explain to you, but for now I need you to stay right here with the doors locked tight. No matter what, you do not open them for any reason. We have keys. We can get in just fine, so no matter what you see, hear, or otherwise, do not open the doors or windows, yes?”


  He stared at her intently. “I know this is a lot to ask of you especially given everything that’s just happened. I would explain but my Team is in trouble and I need to go and assist. We mean you no harm and I’d throw myself in front of any harm that came your way. I know you don’t know me, don’t trust me, and I wish I had a couple minutes more but I don’t. I will explain everything I can when I get back. In the meantime there’s water and snacks in the cooler if you are hungry or thirsty.” He smiled and, leaning in, gave her another quick kiss before shutting and locking the SUV behind him. Licking his lips, he had to wonder if she tasted that delightful everywhere.


  Chrissy heard the doors locking and tried to look out the windows, but wasn’t able to. The tinting on them was either too dark or there was something else triggered that made it where she wasn’t able to see outside. Moving to the center of the bench seat, she reached back where he told her and grabbed a bottle of water. Shaking, she opened it and tried to listen but heard nothing but silence, which was bugging the crap out of her.


  Racing into the fight, he arched back and skidded, barely keeping his head in place. “Son of a monkey’s horny mother,” he bitched, swinging around. It was damned hard to fight something that wouldn’t stay in the same realm as they were. “What the ever-loving fuck are these things?” he asked no one in particular and lashed out instinctively when the Cat said to. He got lucky, sliced one of them up with his claws, and got, yep that’s right, DNA sampling, thank you very kindly.


  The fight lasted another ten, maybe fifteen minutes when the other side just…vanished. Oddly, he felt vindicated as the others all spun around searching for where they’d gotten to. “And you all thought I was off my meds,” he snorted, moving to one of the field kits to get some of the blood and skin he’d scraped away sealed up. Holding up the packet, he frowned. He had a bad feeling about it but dropped it into an envelope. “Better get that to the labs, and carefully, too,” he murmured, passing it off to one of the guys. Washing his hands, he looked to the SUV. “I’m going to take the girl in and get her checked out. You guys cool here?” Not that he cared. He wanted to get close to her again. Getting nods though, he headed for the truck and climbed in behind the steering wheel. “Ready to get out of here?” he asked her curiously.


  Chrissy looked to the man and nodded. “More than ready,” she whispered. “What”—she gulped—“what were those things, how did they know me, and why couldn’t I see outside of the windows?” Windows that she could see out of now that the vehicle was started. Very, very strange. To say the least. “And how did you know that I needed help? How was it that you and your team just suddenly were here when I needed help?”


  “Not a clue,” he told her honestly as he pulled out of the lot and got them turned around. “But we have blood and skin samples we can test. Managed to get one of them out of pure luck,” he said, hating to admit that. “As to why they were after you”—Tryg shot her a look in the mirror—“we’re going to find that out and hopefully ensure they never get near you again.”


  “I hope you are right,” she murmured and leaned back in the seat. “This feels totally weird. Being in the backseat and having someone driving me.” Undoing her belt, she said, “Slow down just a bit.” She then climbed from the backseat to the front seat and settled in at the passenger side. “There, much better. Sorry, I’m Chrissy Shaw, and you are?”


  “Tryggr.” He grinned at her, unable to help himself. “Tryggr Jackson, or Tryg for those that have problems with all the consonants in one group there.” Shooting her a look, he turned his gaze back to the road. “You doing all right?” he asked quietly. “You’ve had a pretty rough night and all. Do you need a hospital or anything?” He couldn’t smell any blood, her fear was dissipating, and she seemed to be relaxing again, but he felt it was better to be safe than sorry.


  “No, I really don’t need a hospital at all. I wasn’t hurt,” she told him. “Scared out of my fracking mind, but that was it. What was that thing.” With a shaky voice she asked, “Was that thing really a vampire?”


  “Honestly?” He shrugged. “Good Gods, I hope not,” he muttered. “This damned world is weird enough without adding bloodsuckers to the mix.” He was a Jaguar. That was plenty weird enough given how folks reacted to his kind.


  “I swear that’s what he looked like,”, Chrissy grumbled and fumbled with her seat belt. “He had fangs. Honest-to-freaking-God fangs. He even had meat hanging out of them.” She shuddered in revulsion. “Gross, I know.” She gagged again. “And he knew who I was. How could he have known me?”


  Curling his lip in disgust, he shuddered in sympathy. “Hell if I know, sugar, but I intend to find out and keep you safe from cretins like him.” Shooting her another quick look, he tipped his head slightly. “You sure you’re all right? I tried to get to you as quick as I could, but I definitely can’t move as quick as he did.” Which quite frankly scared him. She could have been seriously hurt.


  “I’m fine. I just…” She paused and sighed. “Scared out of my mind.” However, when she reached out and touched him, she felt safe. She felt relaxed. “I feel safe with you though.” Weird. “And I really would like it a great deal if you kept me safe by yourself as well. Please.”


  Shooting her and her fingers on his arm a quick look, Tryg shrugged. “I can volunteer, sweet, but it will be my boss’s decision.” Taking her hand in his, he gave it a little squeeze. “Don’t worry, I will ensure he knows I really, really want to keep an eye on you.” Amongst other things.


  “Well then I will just have to make sure that he knows that I want you to keep me safe as well,” she said with a nod. “Yep, I think that will be the best of the best of ideas, don’t you?” she asked.


  “Probably not the ‘best’ of ideas, but it is a damned fine one,” he assured her with a quick wink her way. Chuckling, he drove along for a time. “Do we need to stop anywhere, get you some things, food, clothing, whatever?” he asked as he realized she wouldn’t exactly have access to such things for a time.


  “Well since that place was my home, I would say that is a big fat no for there. Maybe when the sun comes up we can go shopping or maybe go to my home so I can get clothes? I really don’t think going back there tonight would be a good idea, do you?”


  “Probably not.” He had to agree on that one. It would likely be bad. “We’ll hit up a store tomorrow so you can get a few things. Is your practice going to be okay?” he asked her and grinned at her suspicious look. “I saw a couple of your business cards in your bag when I scooped it up, but if we need to have someone swing past tomorrow, I should know so I can mention it to the big guy.”


  “It would be best if someone could go by my office, get into the computers so that I can call and cancel all of my appointments and farm them out to other practices in the area. I also truly do need to get the animals that I do have there back to their families. Do you think that someone will be able to do that for me?” She grinned at him and shook her head. “I’m a vet, not a people doctor, so it’s not as hard to close down my practice as you might think.”


  “I know you’re a vet. I can smell the various little varmints on your skin,” he told her and grinned at her look. “You smell just fine, and it’s only the faintest of traces, Chrissy, so stop looking like you can’t decide between offended and horrified. And really it’s only in the confines of the car that I’m picking up anything at all, but I have a really sensitive sense of smell, so…”


  “Ah, okay,” she said with a downturn of her lips and her eyebrows drawing together. “And they aren’t little varmints. They are beloved pets of people, companions where others don’t have them. Believe me, some people’s animals mean more to them than any other person does.”


  “Oh, trust me, I know,” he told her honestly. “My sister raises and breeds dogs,” he said, turning toward the base. “Those little fur balls get fed better than some folks I know, and she knows every single one of them by heart, their quirks, tempers, everything. Course I think she went a little crazy when she gave them a wing of the house, but it’s her life, so as long as she’s happy, I’m happy.” After all she’d been through, she deserved happiness more than any other in life.


  That had Chrissy grinning, and she said, “I think that I would like her.” Leaning back in her seat, the woman watched everything that they passed, and then the shadow of a frown turned her lips downward as she asked, “Where are you taking me, Tryggr?”


  “To the base. We’ll get you cleaned up. Talon will want to debrief you,” he said and shot her a look. “My boss. And then, depending on how you’re still feeling about me, I’ll either take you to my place, a hotel, or one of the others can take you wherever you’d prefer to be.”


  “Well considering that I feel safe with you, I think that this is the best place to be. You won’t leave me alone with anyone, will you?” The hopeful tone of her voice was there and clear. “I really am not sure that I would feel safe with anyone else.”


  “I will stick it out as long as you want me to, sweetheart,” he promised her honestly. “I will be at your side through everything unless you want me to leave. But if that’s the case, you’ll have to say something. I’m not always on the ball when I’m on my downtime. ‘Slightly dense’ was how one of my friends put it.” He grinned and wiggled his eyebrows. “He seems to think I have ADD or something of that sort. I keep telling them that I get bored easily, so they need to keep things lively if they want me to maintain my attention.”


  “Well then it’s a good thing for you that I’m one of those weird people who will totally tell you exactly what I’m thinking, when I’m thinking it.” Chrissy looked back out the window and then back to him once more. “Lord, you are one of those men who has to constantly be moving, aren’t you?” she teased with a grin.


  “Most days, unless it’s football Sunday, and then you couldn’t pay me enough to move my ass.” Tryggr chuckled. “I only actually get to do one or two Sundays a month with work and all, but I take my football seriously.”


  That had her grinning, and Chrissy laughed with the grin. When she spoke there was so much laughter and joy in her voice that it was clear that he had tickled her. “Right. Well, hopefully the Sundays coming up aren’t ones that are your football days, because you will have me at your home. I really wouldn’t want to have you having to babysit me when you would rather be watching your games.”


  “You could just sit with me and watch,” he pointed out and grinned at her look. “Not a football fan?” he asked curiously. She’d had an odd look on her face, one he couldn’t quite define. “It’s not so bad, always lots of eats, cheering, booing, and hissing. It’s very loud and emotional.”


  “Yeah, I’m not much of a football fan, sorry.” The tone of her voice was one of regret. She was sorry that she wasn’t a huge football fan, but it was what it was. “I’m sure that I can find something else to do though. I hope.”


  “I’m sure you could,” he said honestly as he pulled up to the gate. Rolling down the window, he waved to the guard. “Evening, Charles. We’ve got a meeting with T-Rex. See you later, buddy,” he told him as he took the truck onto the base and headed for the parking by the office buildings.


  Chrissy frowned and undid her seat belt and looked around. “I never knew that this place was here. This town is not that big of a town, and yet I never knew that this place was here. Why is that?” she asked with a frown and looked to him once again.


  “We’re a ways outside town, and the townsfolk keep it all on the down low, and in return we keep them safe,” he said. Plus the fact they had a magical shield around the place so that unless you were of their world or in one of the vehicles, you couldn’t see it. “It’s a win-win situation,” he told her as he pulled into a spot and parked.


  “Right, win-win.” She frowned and shook her head. Chrissy found herself trying to move in closer to Tryggr despite the fact they were in an SUV. “Is this a safe place? This base thing that you are taking me to?”


  “Absolutely,” he said, rubbing his hand up and down her arm after shutting off the engine. “No one will hurt you here,” he promised. “Come on, sweet, let’s go and see the big guy.” Tryggr opened his door and stepped out. “Want to come this way?” He held out a hand to her.


  She slipped her hand into his and got out on his side. “I really don’t think that I want to spend much time away from you or being too far from you please.” She was scared out of her mind. Terrified actually. “I know that sounds totally silly, but I really want to be as close to you as possible, please.” She trusted Tryggr. She didn’t know anyone else.


  Inhaling her fear, Tryggr shut the door and pulled her in closer to him. Giving her a gentle hug, he looked down at her face. “It’s perfectly safe, Chrissy. I promise you that. But I will stay right next to you the entire time,” he whispered quietly.


  “As long as you are beside me, I know that I’m going to be safe, I know I’m going to be fine.” She looked up at him and hugged him back again with a smile. “I’m just not used to being around a lot of people either, so I guess that’s another thing that has me all kinds of warped right now.”


  Without looking around, he knew there wasn’t a soul around them. “There’s no one here,” he said quietly. “There are more inside than out here, sweetheart,” he murmured, brushing a kiss to her temple. “And there will be a couple in the room with us while I debrief and Talon asks you questions.”


  “That’s what I mean,” she whispered. “When we are around the others. I just wanted to tell you now instead of waiting for later. I needed you to know that I really don’t do crowds well is all.” Leaning into him, Chrissy wrapped her arms around him tighter and simply held onto him. Stroking her hair gently, he rubbed his chin to her hair. “I will be there, holding your hand and right next to you, Chrissy. Talon may look like he’s a big scary giant, but he’s a softy. His bark is worse than his bite.” To those he liked. He wouldn’t go into that with her though. He didn’t need her scared more than she was.


  “Thank you then for not leaving me. I know that I’m being all clingy and stuff, but I can’t seem to help it. I really like you, and I feel so very safe with you.” She had just met him, and she was safe with him, felt safe with him. “All right then, let’s go and see these people that we need to see and meet this man that will likely scare the bejesus out of me.”


  “Shh,” he murmured, squeezing her close to him. “I’m with you, Chrissy, all the way,” he whispered and, keeping her close, he guided her toward the offices. He held her one hand in his as he kept her tucked tight to him. “Talon is a good guy.” Maybe he shouldn’t have said anything.


  “I trust you. If you say that he’s a good guy, then I trust you. I just don’t like people in general,” she admitted. “That’s why I deal with animals instead of with people. I have an assistant, Mindy, that I like and I like to deal with, but not much more.”


  “Well, if we’re lucky, it will only be you and I and Talon there, no one else. Did you want some tea before we go to the meeting?” he asked in the hopes it might help her to settle and give her hands something to toy with if she had nerves.


  “No thank you. I think that having my hands free would be the best idea.” Otherwise she would toy with the tea and then more than likely spill it all over Talon. “I say that we get this over and done with as soon as possible,” she told him with a grin.


  He rubbed his hand up and down her arm as he led her inside. Taking the elevator, he guided her into the conference room where Talon sat doing something on his phone. Closing the door, he guided her to a chair. “Talon, this is Chrissy. Chrissy, this is Talon,” he said holding the chair for her.


  Chrissy took the seat that Tryg offered her and looked up at him. She watched him, and then when he took the seat beside her, she slipped her hand into his and looked once more at the beyond-large man that sat in the oversized chair. “Hello, Talon,” she offered to the man that seemed to watch her as if he were sizing her up for, well, she didn’t know for what.


  “Hello, Christine Shaw,” he said softly as he stared at her. “Or is it Doctor Shaw? So, you’ve had a bad night I take it from what I’ve heard coming in. I need you to tell me everything that’s happened since this morning, in great detail from the moment you left your practice to when Tryg scooped you up,” he requested in the same quiet tone, never once blinking.


  “Dr. Shaw is actually my title, but I prefer Chrissy, if you wouldn’t mind,” she admitted. Leaning back she closed her eyes, rubbed them for a moment before she said,, “I think I realized there was someone there before he was behind me. And then I could smell the rot. When he spoke, I swear there were pieces of what I’m going to think of as animal and would prefer for you not to burst my bubble on that. He knew me. He knew my name. He said that he had been sent for me and me alone, that it was time for him to break someone’s heart.” Which meant hers of course. “And since I’m not dating, married, or even seeing someone, I assumed that meant him breaking my heart, with his hand.”


  Sharing a look with Tryggr, Talon frowned. “Somehow I don’t think so,” he murmured quietly. “We’ve had a few other incidents where seemingly random women were assaulted. A couple were taken, and others were left. All said their attackers knew their names and were there to break someone’s heart. We have no idea what it means, but so far we’ve kept all the women safe. Unfortunately it doesn’t appear to be stopping anytime soon. We can’t call it a serial since all the attackers are different and appear to be working in a large group in case of any attention being attracted to what they are doing. At the moment we are going with the theory that someone out there has a list of names and your name’s on that list. What the list means or who is on it, we’ve got nothing. But you’ll be kept in protective custody until we know you’re safe. On that note”—Talon watched her even closer—“I need to know your preferences for protective custody. Do you want a hotel, a friend’s place, or Tryg’s place?”


  There was absolutely no hesitation when she said, “Tryggr’s place please.” She looked to the man in question and added, “As long as the option is still available. Are you sure that you will be all right with me sticking around and going with me tomorrow to make sure that all of the animals that are in the clinic get to their homes and so on?”


  “The offer is still open, Chrissy.” Tryggr smiled at her. “And yes, I will go with you to ensure the fluff balls get back to their homes. Speaking of which”—he looked to Talon—“I will need a couple of the guys to come along just in case someone shows up again.”


  “We can do that.” Talon looked away from them to his data pad. “Mac and Aiden are available and likely would like a light-duty day.” Setting it down, Talon grinned. “All right, since you chose door number three that means you get ‘the speech.’ You want something to drink before we start in on this?” he asked her. “Water, tea, scotch?”


  “Oh lord,” she whispered and gulped. “Tequila? Like by a gallon-load?” At the man’s look she grinned. “If it’s news that has you offering me scotch, I figure that it’s going to be something that is going to blow my damn mind, and I would really rather have something that will dull my senses so that I don’t scream or pass out or something foolish like that.”


  Getting up, Talon collected a bottle, glass, ice, salt, and limes as well as a knife. Taking everything back, he set it before her and lifted a brow. “You may want to put a couple of those down before I start,” he warned softly.


  “That bad?” she asked and after his look grabbed the tequila and poured a heavy shot into the glass, took a gulp back before taking and cutting up the limes, and did a couple more shots before she felt warm all over and grinned at Talon. “All right. Hit me, big man.”


  Watching her for a moment, he waved a finger before her eyes, which were a little sluggish but still alert. “All right, watch.” He pointed to his face and allowed the Dragon to begin to come to the surface. Talon could feel the bone structure shifting, the skin itching as it hardened, and his teeth lengthened and took over his mouth.


  A hand on her chair, Tryggr watched her as she stared at him.


  Chrissy watched the man shift from human to…well…not human. “Oh. My. God.” She felt like lifting from her chair and running but couldn’t. Instead she just looked and watched. “It’s like a damn train wreck. You can’t stop watching.” She felt panic hitting her, felt her breath coming in gasps as she watched him. “Oh God. What the hell are you?”


  Talon lifted a brow and seemed to have some sort of inner struggle for a moment. “I’m a man,” he said softly. “I’m also a Changer Dragon if you hadn’t guessed. But if you want to get all specific, I’m King of the Dragons. My lead tech is King of the Mage and Sorcerers, Tryggr here is, technically, King of the Cats, though he was too traumatized at the time of his parents’ deaths to take the position, so another was nominated. Now he’s just too comfortable in his own life to be bothered with taking the Throne as he should.”


  Chrissy turned to look at Tryggr and gulped. “Show me,” she demanded softly. “I need to see. Don’t ask me why, but I need to see.” She didn’t care about “king” or whatever, but she needed to see Tryggr as he was, as the animal that he was, not only the man.


  Making a face, he let his eyes change and his teeth lengthen into full canines as fur slowly started to sprout on his cheeks. Pulling the jaguar back under control, he blinked as his eyesight returned to that of a man. “Meow,” he murmured softly and resisted grinning when she jumped slightly.


  Chrissy just watched him and shook her head. “That is how you could smell the animals from the clinic on me. Your sense of smell is far more than that of a human.” She put two and two together fairly quickly. “Meow, yeah, only meow if you want to be petted like a kitten,” she muttered and turned back to Talon. “All right, I still choose him.”


  “I do like having my ears scratched and my belly rubbed,” Tryggr threw out with a lopsided grin.


  Rolling his eyes, Talon shook his head. “And back onto topic we go. The world has all sorts of Changers and magic users. The Teams that Tryg and I are a part of all consist of several Changers, Wolves, Cats, Dragons, and a few Avians. Quincy is our lead Mage on site. He’s our tech guru and the one you may see popping Skittles like they are going to be torn from shelves tomorrow. Thus his nickname, if you hear anyone use it. I swear that boy lives on the damn things.”


  Chrissy grinned and said, “I had a roommate in college that ate M&Ms as if they were her salvation. I swear that woman always, always had those things on her person. What was sad though was that she was actually diabetic and didn’t know it.” A soft frown touched her lips when she added, “She died at the age of nineteen from complications from a diabetic coma. Is your guy taking care of himself?”


  “He’s a Mage. They burn energy differently than even Changers because they are tapped into the very energies of the Earth. The sugar is used for their magics very quickly, plus the fact that Changers and magic users don’t get diseases like humans do. Except the cold. We don’t know why, but we do, and it’s very annoying,” Talon grumbled.


  Chrissy laughed. “Well it’s good to know that even you, you…” She hesitated. “What are you all called? I want to say humans, but you are all so much more than that, so what species would you be classified as?” She blamed her mind that wanted to work out problems for the ability to still be thinking and speaking even after six shots.


  “In public we are just men, humans. Behind closed doors you can refer to us as Changers or magic users, or by our animal, like Dragon or Jaguar. Other than that…” Talon shrugged. “We are half-human, Chrissy. We think, we love, we hunger, we fear, we hate, we cry. While we have something more contained deep inside, we still think of ourselves as human.”


  “Human it is then.” Chrissy smiled and felt the booze hitting her before she added, “I can’t think of you as anything else right now, because knowing me, I would totally blab that at the wrong time and then it would be like the Salem Witch hunts, times like a bazillion.” Sighing, she turned her gaze to Tryggr and smiled. “Will you take me home, my kitty cat king?”


  Wincing at her slurred tone, Tryggr got up. “No more alcohol for you, that’s for sure,” he muttered. Rolling her chair back, he helped her to her feet and then held her there. “I’ll check in in the morning, T,” he told his boss and friend. “Come on, darling, time to get you home and into a bed where you can sleep this off.”


  Chrissy waved at the dragon and grinned. “Good-bye, T,” she teased and then, “T, P, C.” Giggling, she looked up at Tryggr. “Oh, T-Rex. I like that,” she murmured with a snicker. “Bye, T-Rex,” she teased with a grin.


  Shutting the door on the low snarl that emanated from the Dragon, Tryggr hustled her up the hall to the elevators. “Never, ever call him that to his face, woman,” he hissed softly. “He really hates that nickname, and most of us remember that.” Not counting Quincy of course, but that Mage seemed to have a death wish or something going on. Or he had dirt on the big guy and could get away with it.


  Chrissy giggled and shook her head. “He wasn’t going to bite me or anything. I think that you think that he thinks that—” She paused and tilted her head to the side. “What was I saying?” She had drunk too much. “How many shots did I have? Six, seven?”


  “You had six,” he said with a sigh. It was going to be a long night. “Six very healthy shots of high-end tequila,” he added as he tugged her along with him toward the parking lot. “Which should have you sleeping rather well tonight and perhaps regretting some of them come morning.”


  “Just give me Motrin and water before bed and I will be right as rain come morning.” She ran her hands down his chest as she stepped before him and looked up happily. “You are so very pretty. I wanna pet you. Will you change and sleep with me so I can pet you?” Yep, she was so toasted it wasn’t even funny.


  “Somehow I doubt you’d appreciate my furry ass in your bed come morning when you come face-to-face with me,” he said, lifting her up into the truck. Doing up her seat belt, he had to keep pushing her in since she had a list toward the door. Rolling his eyes, he gave her one good nudge and slammed the door before she swung back toward it.


  Chrissy giggled when he got into the vehicle and shook her head. “I don’t giggle,” she stated bluntly. “I think your boss got me drunk,” she muttered. “Or was that me?” Likely her. “And I think that I would like all of your ass, furry or otherwise, in my bed, Tryggr.”


  Snorting, he shot her a look as he started the drive home. “You got yourself drunk by downing nearly a third of the tequila in under two minutes.” Turning the heat up a little bit in the truck, he had to wonder if she’d even remember the conversation come morning. “I still think you might have an issue if you woke to a full-sized Jaguar male in your bed. But I will curl up with you until you’re asleep if you want me to.”


  “I think that you should sleep with me anyway. I’ve never had a man sleeping with me before, and I think that I would really like that a whole lot. How about you go to sleep with me, hugging me and keeping me warm?” Chrissy retorted with a loopy smile on her face as she spoke.


  “We can do that, too,” he agreed, really, really hoping she’d remember this conversation come morning. He did not want to have to go to work with a black eye and explain it. Mainly because he was sure he’d end up with a lecture about doing what was right and not what he wanted.


  “Sounds good.” Chrissy yawned and rubbed her cheek against the leather of the seat. “Wake me when we get there,” she grumbled before she was out cold, the booze and her own exhaustion pulling her into a deep slumber.


  He wasn’t even going to bother with that. Somehow Tryg would get her inside, into a bed, and leave her to sleep off her drunkenness. He’d stick out the night with her, in case she needed him. He had promised after all. And he didn’t break promises.


  Twenty minutes later he pulled into his driveway and shut off the engine. Holding his breath, he watched her for any sign of waking. Letting it out when she just murmured in her sleep, he slid out, closing the door carefully, and went to open the house. Returning, he lifted her out of the seat and headed in, making a mental note to ensure the gate was locked tight.


  Carrying her through the house, he took her upstairs and paused, finally deciding the master bedroom was the best place. Oh she’d probably bitch come morning, but it had the biggest bed, his bed, in it. That was all he needed to know. It didn’t take him long to get her stripped down to her underwear and shirt tucking her in right up to her nose. Checking the house and gate quickly, he returned and, closing the door, went to grab a shower.


  Chapter Four


  


  Grinning when he felt her stirring, Tryggr squeezed her closer and growled softly as if protesting her movements. Her entire body seemed to go as stiff as a board. Oh yeah, she wasn’t quite sure what was going on. Nuzzling in closer to her, he breathed in her scent and tucked her tighter. She was pretty much naked under the blankets while he was only in a pair of shorts lying on top of the blankets, but it would paint the perfect picture.


  “Who undressed me? What happened?” she asked in a low tone. “Oh God,” she said her eyes going wide and darting around. “Did we?” she whispered softly. “Oh lordy, did we and I don’t remember it?”


  “Shh,” he grumbled, fighting to keep a grin off his face. “Sleeping more is good for residual alcohol in the system,” he muttered, stretching slightly. Dragging her in tighter to him, he “accidentally” cupped her breast through the sheet and rubbed his nose to her neck. “What do you remember from last night?” Tryggr put a little suspicion into his tone.


  “Everything until we got into the truck and then nothing after that. I remember everything that Talon said,” she whispered and rubbed her ass against his straining cock. She couldn’t seem to help herself. God it felt nice to feel him holding her and feel his obvious desire. “So you are a King?”


  “Technically, yes,” he muttered. She would fucking remember that part. He’d have to remember to kick Talon in the balls for that. “You fell asleep on the ride here. I carried you in, stripped you down, and tucked you into bed. And since I’d made a promise to hold you while you slept, here I am, holding you as you slept.”


  “I really like you holding me,” she told him with a smile. “I think that maybe you should hold me a lot more often.” She turned in his arms. There was a sheet between the two of them, but she still felt every inch of his body, felt the heat of his body. “I like waking up in your arms.” She laid her cheek against his chest. “Why is that? Why do I feel this intense connection to you? What have you done to me?”


  “I didn’t do anything, sugar. I’ve just been laying here sleeping until you woke up and I figured I’d have some fun with you.” Peering down at her, Tryg grinned. “Good morning, by the way,” he said, softly brushing a kiss to her nose. “You look much better without the green tingeing your cheeks.”


  “Good morning to you, too.” She grinned up at him and nodded. “Yeah, I bet,” she muttered with a grin. “That I look better without a green hue. For now I really should go and brush my teeth. I really don’t want you to have to be ‘blessed’ with my wonderful-smelling breath this morning.”


  Chuckling softly, he shrugged. “Go ahead, darling. I’ll wait right here for you. If you don’t want me seeing more than the little I got last night, you may want to grab the robe I left on the end of the bed for you.”


  Being far bolder than she actually was, she said, “And if I don’t mind that you look at me? I like you, Tryggr, a great deal. Heavens, just the fact that I’m here in bed with you and not freaking out because you are a Jaguar should tell you that.”


  “Well I’m also not all fuzzy and furry, darling.” He grinned at her. “But I wouldn’t mind if you wanted to tromp around naked as the day you were born. I just don’t want you uncomfortable, sweetheart. The choice is yours, always yours.”


  Chrissy winked at him and grinned. “Well, then I think that I should go and get my teeth brushed and then you come and shower with me, Tryg. I’m a grown woman. I know what I want and what I need and that’s you.” She knew they had just met, but she didn’t care. She loved him, knew she loved him, wanted him, and wouldn’t give up until she had him.


  “Rather daring for your first romp with a Jag, darling.” He grinned at her. “Just give a shout and I’ll be right there.” After he did the mad dash to the guest bath to brush his own teeth and hopefully managed to skid back into the room before she opened the door.


  “You are the only Jag I want to romp with, so I figured I should begin as I intend to go on,” she told him with a grin. “I really, really intend on being naked with you and showering with you a great deal, so why not start it that way now?” She winked and then said, “All right. I will holler when I’m ready for you. It will give you time to go brush your teeth, too.” She quickly disappeared into the bathroom.


  Laughing softly, he rolled off the bed and ran for the guest bath. Grabbing a spare toothbrush, he brushed his teeth as he grinned idiotically at his reflection. She was a keeper, he realized as he spat out the paste and rinsed. Jogging back to his bedroom, he threw himself onto the bed and lay on his back waiting for her.


  “Well are you going to come in here or not?” Chrissy yelled as she stood under the hot water. “Come on, I’m getting lonely in here by myself, you know.” Grabbing the soap, she rubbed it over her body and said, “I’m getting myself all soapy on my own. I really would like to have someone else’s hands on me, you know.”


  “Well you should have said something then,” he murmured at her back. Sliding his hands around, he pulled her back against him and nipped at her neck. “You are bloody gorgeous.” Tryggr growled against her skin.


  Leaning back against him, Chrissy closed her eyes and shivered. “And you are so amazing yourself,” she told him before turning in his arms and looking up at him. “And you’re not bad to look at either, Tryggr.”


  “Hardly,” he murmured, knowing he had scarring on his body from the assault that killed his parents. Injuries incurred with magic, injuries that had taken a long time to heal and forever left marks on his body. “You are all a woman should be, soft, curvy, sensual, and so sexy I may just come before I even get inside of you.”


  “Oh don’t do that,” Chrissy said with a grin. “That is unless my mouth is wrapped around your cock.” She reached down between them and wrapped her fingers around him boldly. “And I know you are scarred. I don’t care though. You are still the most amazingly handsome man that I’ve ever seen in all my life. I love every single part of you.”


  “You don’t even know me, sugar,” he murmured on a growl of pleasure. Leaning in, he kissed her as he backed her to the wall. “But I want you to know absolutely everything about me,” Tryggr whispered quietly against her lush mouth.


  “I don’t know you, but I trust myself, and my heart is telling me that you are it for me.” Nipping at his lips, she shuddered. “I don’t understand it, but you are mine. You were meant to find me, and I intend on keeping you.” She growled and squeezed him tighter in her hands.


  Growling deep, he caught her hands and pressed them over her head to the wall. “Behave or you’ll have me embarrassing myself.” Nipping at her lips, Tryggr breathed her in slowly as he pressed in closer to her. “I want you so badly I may not be as gentlemanly as I should, so let me say it now. I will make it up to you later.”


  “I don’t need you to be gentlemanly. I need you to be wild. I want you to be wild.” She, however, had to admit that she really, really liked it that he was taking control, that he was forcing her body into submission. “I need you, Tryggr,” she begged.


  Growling, he nibbled down her neck lightly, and he sucked at her throat. “Keep your arms up,” he ordered before dropping to his knees. Spreading her legs, he cupped her ass and pulled her to his mouth, his tongue finding the tight swollen bud between her swollen folds.


  She wanted to reach down and wrap her fingers in his hair but she didn’t. She did as he had ordered her, kept her arms up. “Please,” she begged. “I want to touch you. Please, I really want to touch you.”


  Spreading her so he could thrust his tongue against her wetness, he growled. “Later,” he told her. Flicking his tongue deeper into her pussy, he pulled out her cream. “So sweet,” he practically purred against her softest flesh.


  That made her come all the more, his demands, his force. “Oh God. So good,” she cried out. “Please, Tryggr. That feels so good. More. Please, I want to come, need to come. I want to come because I need you inside of me.”


  Thrusting a finger into her body, he sucked at her clitoris and growled softly against her flesh. Pressing a second finger into her wet pussy, he rocked his fingers in and out of her fast and hard. “Come for me,” he growled.


  Chrissy did just that. Lifting her leg again, she screamed and arched her back. She swore that the lights dimmed with her pleasure and she sobbed. “Tryggr!” His name echoed on the glass enclosure, but she didn’t care.


  Getting to his feet fast, he lifted her up and thrust into her, his body shuddering when she squeezed him tight. Grabbing her hands, he held them up as he forced his cock deeper into her pussy. Rocking hard and fast, he took her, pushing and pulling in and out of her sweet, wet body.


  Chrissy lifted her legs and wrapped them around him. She might not be able to have her arms around him, but she could and would hold him with her legs. Arching against him, she moved harder against him with the help of the shower wall. Her eyes on his, she demanded, “Kiss me, Tryggr. Please.” She was again ready to come. Lord, he could make her come over and over again just by looking at her.


  Pumping his hips, he leaned in and brushed his lips to hers, teasing her with a small grin. “You are so wet, so soft, so mine,” he smiled, nipping at her lip. Running his tongue over the small wound, he breathed in their mixing scents. “You smell so bloody sexy, all that pretty and slick cream sliding around my cock turning the air heavy.”


  Chrissy grinned. “So yours, and you’re mine, Tryggr. I’m keeping you,” she said with a growl of her own. “More,” she begged leaning her head to the side and baring her neck to him. “Please.”


  Nuzzling at her throat, he licked gently up the smooth column. Releasing her hands, he slid his hands down to cup her bottom, tipping her more toward him. “I think you should always be naked,” he commented for absolutely no reason. “I love you naked,” he purred, nipping at her throat.


  “I think that can totally be arranged.” Chrissy whimpered again and moved her hands so that she could wrap them around his neck. “I think I just plain love you,” she whispered very, very quietly, so quietly that she was sure he didn’t hear her, and squeezed him tightly. “Harder, Tryggr. Please.”


  Scraping his teeth down the length of her throat, he groaned. “I love you, too, Chrissy,” he whispered a second before he sank his teeth into her shoulder. Holding her pinned to the wall, he took her harder, fucking her as she tightened around him like a vise, and growled.


  Chrissy’s eyes went wide and a scream stilled in her throat. Pleasure soaked each and every single cell of her body. It was so intense that she literally saw stars before she finally did scream again. Her body clamped down on his and milked him for an orgasm that would match hers. She came. Hard, hot, and fast she came.


  His hips slammed into her once more as his seed jetted hard from his body into hers. Growling deeper in his chest, he held her to him tight as he continued to pump into her tight sheath. Shuddering, he closed his eyes and soaked up the sensations, his bond-mate, in his arms, wrapped around his cock, forever his.


  Chrissy’s legs slipped from his waist and back to the floor. Panting heavily, she finally opened her eyes and looked at him, a silly smile on her face when she did. “Good morning, Tryggr. I really hope that we can start each morning like this.”


  Lifting his head after licking gently at the wound on her shoulder, he rubbed his nose to hers lightly. “Good morning, sweetheart,” he rasped out roughly. “I will gladly start every morning with you just like this,” he murmured, shifting to slide free of her body. “We should bathe and then go and get back into bed for a while.”


  “Oh, I love how you think,” Chrissy murmured happily. “Especially if it means that I will get to taste you like you were able to taste me. I really, really want to wrap my lips around your cock and suck you until you come. I then want to get up on you and ride you until we are both screaming. These are things that will happen in bed, right?”


  “If we get there before I decide to bend you over and take you again, it will,” Tryg told her honestly with a chuckle. “Better wash up, darling, because with that image in my head your chances of getting out of here without prune toes are dropping quickly.”


  “I can handle prune toes,” Chrissy told him with a smile. “In fact I really think that we should try this with you behind me. I would love to feel your hands on me when you are fucking me from behind. I’m up for anything your mind can come up with, darling.”


  “Oh, babe, you shouldn’t tell a Cat as old as I am that,” he purred out softly with a wicked grin. “I am extremely creative and have been alive long enough to have learned a lot of things. You may very well regret telling me to have my way with you.” Not really what she’d said, but to hell with that. Turning her around, he put her hands to the wall and bent her over as he rubbed his cock against her silky wet body.


  “I don’t think that I can ever regret anything with you, Tryggr,” Chrissy admitted to him and pushed back. “I just need you in my life, Tryg, now and for a very long time.” Forever would be nice. It was so cliché and so dumb. She knew that it was, but she was in love with him. That fast, she loved him.


  “Well, darling,” he breathed out against her neck lightly. Pressing into her slowly, he rolled his hips. “You are mine for the rest of time,” he murmured, licking her throat lightly. “You’re my bond-mate, Chrissy, more than marriage, and it’s permanent, no divorce. You are my other half, my heart and soul. Two pieces of the whole forever linked in body and mind. Your needs, your pain and your fears are mine and vice versa.”


  She gave a body wracking shiver. “I get to keep you?” she asked when she arched her back to let him slide deeper, her eyes closed with absolute ecstasy on her face.


  “Forever,” he whispered, softly nipping at her ear. “Which is a hell of a lot longer than you may believe in my world, Chrissy.” Grinning, he thrust deeper and flexed his cock before rocking back slowly and forward hard flexing once more. Sliding his hands over her ribs, he cupped her breasts, his fingers finding her nipples, and tugged, rolled, and flicked them as he fucked her slowly.


  “Oh God,” she cried out and bit her lower lip. “I will take every second that I can get with you, Tryggr.” She panted and leaned forward, her teeth biting into her lips as she did so. “Harder.” It was a demand, pure, simple, blunt, and to the point.


  “When I’m ready, not a second before,” he told her with a grin, smacking her ass lightly before returning to playing with her nipples. “You have such pretty breasts, pink and perky nipples that just beg to be sucked and played with for hours.”


  “And yet you have me faced away from you,” she grumbled after jumping from his smack. “You are killing me slowly here.” Her hands were still on the tile where he demanded she leave them, even though she wanted to drop them to cover his hands on her breasts, something, anything to feel as if she was an active part of this lovemaking session they were having.


  “Well, you will have me all to your pretty little self when we get out. But you did insist I have another go at your sexy little body, after all,” he pointed out with a chuckle. “I was all ready to be giving and generous, but you did insist, and when I’m not super horny, I’m nothing if not a gentleman.”


  Chrissy’s head dropped and she moaned. “God, I hope that you are super horny every day for the rest of our life!” she admitted and pushed back on him once again. “Please,” she begged softly. “Just a bit more. Please, Tryggr.”


  Cupping her, he rubbed his finger over her clitoris. “I’m always super horny, sugar, especially when I now have a mate in my life to play with. And, darling”—he nipped her shoulder as he thrust in hard—“I’m a Cat. I love to play with my treats,” he whispered, moving quickly, riding her for everything he was worth.


  Chrissy’s back arched and she shuddered. A scream poured from her lips when he pushed harder, faster, deeper into her body. Her fingers curled into tight fists until she was finally whimpering.“Tryggr, Gods, please.”


  Hauling her up against him, he rubbed furiously at her clit. “Play with your gorgeous breasts,” he told her, sucking on her neck, his teeth scraping and his tongue sliding over the skin. Thrusting into her hard enough to lift her up each time, he pinched her clitoris hard and pressed his teeth to his mark on her skin as he growled deep, hoping she would come around him again.


  Chrissy’s body clenched around him again and again, her hands dropping to her breasts and playing with them as he had. Pinching her nipples, rubbing the soft globes, she whimpered. “I’m so close, Tryg. I need you to come with me.” She loved the feeling of him spilling deep inside of her body.


  Always, he whispered in her mind, pressing his teeth deeper into her skin as he let loose. His seed spurted hard from his body and into hers, the sensation making her toes curl. She literally saw stars bursting behind her eyelids, she heard a roar in her ears, and for a brief moment, she swore her heart stopped beating only to restart just so that it could beat along at the pace of his heart. Yep, she now knew why orgasms were sometimes referred to as “La petite morte.”


  Purring softly, Tryggr stroked her clit lazily as his tongue stroked over her shoulder and neck. “After your turn I want to lick you into orgasm. I want to stroke all your pretty, pink, silky-soft skin with my tongue until you come all over me. Then I’ll do it again and again and again.”


  “Only if I get to lick you, take you into my mouth, touch every single inch of your body first.” She was nearly boneless as he held her there in the shower. “I need to taste every single inch of you, darling. I really want that. A lot.”


  “You can do anything you want with me, love,” he whispered quietly. “You can even do it twice before I have another turn at your gorgeous self.” Tryggr grabbed the soap and began to soap up her chest, arms, breasts, belly, and then down between her legs where he was still buried. “Scrub up, darling, and then we will rinse you,” she could hear the smile in his voice.


  She took the soap from him and shook her head. “I think that you have to pull out of me first, darling,” she said. “Not that I really want you to, but it would be conducive to getting clean, you know.” She teased him and let her soapy hands run over her overly sensitive breasts as she spoke.


  “Mmm,” he grumbled softly, “I like being buried inside of you, babe. But since we want out of here today, I will give in this one time.” Sliding free of her, he held her upright when her knees wobbled and she tilted slightly. “You got your land legs under you,” Tryg asked with a crooked grin, stroking her clit once more before moving his hands to her hips.


  “Lordy, you are such a tease,” Chrissy said with a grin and turned, placing her back on the tiled wall once more, and looked up at him with a naughty grin. “God, I love that you are. And now, now I want to wash you,” she warned only half a second before closing her hands over his shaft and beginning to use the suds and soap on them to clean him.


  Slamming his hands to the wall behind her to remain upright, his breath slammed out of his lungs at her move. “Holy hell,” he moaned out roughly. He was still hard and only getting harder the more she stroked him. Rocking his hips forward, he let his chin drop and peered at her intent expression through his lashes. “I’m a Cat, darling, and I like to play. I may tease, but I will also always deliver. I never want you to ache.” The last word came out on a growl as she ran a finger around the head of his cock.


  “And I never want you to ache either,” Chrissy admitted to him and squeezed him in her hands. “I want to give you pleasure like this. I want to feel you coming on me, Tryggr. I want that heat to touch the outside of my body as well. Are you all right with it?”


  “As long as you are, babe,” he choked out as his toes curled. “I don’t mind letting loose if you’re all right with having my semen all over your pretty skin.” Licking his lips, he rocked his hips toward her again. “Tighter,” he told her in a demand, “I like it a little rough, babe.”


  Squeezing her hands together tighter, she rubbed up and down his cock. “I want to feel you painting my skin with your semen. I love the way it feels inside of me and want to know what it feels like on me.” Her fists were pumping harder and faster over his cock, squeezing the bulbous head of his shaft tighter and tighter on each pass as she did so.


  Growling nearly constantly, he kept pushing his hips forward. “Cup my balls and roll them, gently though,” he whispered. His balls were super sensitive when they were drawn up tight like they were. Pumping his hips forward harder and faster to encourage her, he held onto his orgasm as he waited for her to touch more of him.


  One hand fisted on his cock and the other moved to cup his balls. Very gently she rolled them in her palm, her thumb caressing them gently while her other hand roughly pumped his cock. “Come for me, Tryggr. Please,” she begged, her own body so very close to another orgasm, just from touching him as she was.


  “Oh Gods,” he rasped out, his eyes rolling back in his head. Pumping his hips forward, he curled his fingers into the tile and came with a bellow, her name bouncing around the space as he ejaculated hard, his seed spurting from his body in strong bursts, repeatedly and continuously as she kept stroking him and playing with him.


  It was nearly an endless stream of his seed that jettisoned out of his body and sprayed against her belly, pussy, and thighs, but she liked it. Looking up at him, she grinned and licked her lips. “Kiss me.” He was a demanding lover, but she could be, too, she was finding.


  Leaning in he, gave her what she wanted, his whole body humming with sexual pleasure. His little mate sure knew how to play well. He rather liked that. He would teach her much, much more in the days, weeks, and years to come until she was as insatiable as he knew he was for her.


  Chapter Five


  


  Chrissy rolled to her stomach on the bed and yawned. Resting her head on the pillow, she watched him for a short time and then finally reached out to touch her fingers to his soft fur. “You are beautiful, Tryggr.” She had talked him into shifting for her so that she could see him in his animal form, and he was stunningly beautiful. “I think now, however, you should change back so that we can get up and get breakfast, lunch, heck, whatever time it is for a meal,” she mumbled. “Feed me, Tryggr.” she said with a grin. “Please?”


  Grumbling at her, he got up, jumped off the bed, and stretched out, his claws digging into the floor for a moment before he shook himself. With a thought, Tryggr changed back to his human form and grinned lazily at her. “So demanding,” he teased. Moving to the bed, he reached for her hands and pulled her up off the bed. “Come on, you sexy beast, let’s get you some sustenance. I have plans for your sexy little body later.”


  That had Chrissy grinning widely. “Good, because here I was just thinking that you had lost all interest in me,” she teased. “So it’s good to know that you haven’t.” She winked at him then and squeezed his hands. “But we first have to ensure that the animals at my clinic go where they need to, that I put out the sign telling pet owners where to go, and ensure that all of my appointments are canceled for the time being,” she told him. “So your ideas about my body have to wait, darling mine.”


  Pouting slightly, he nodded. “All right,” he murmured softly. “We will wait until we see to your fuzzy little friends.” Dropping a kiss on her lips, he pulled back and tugged her hand. “Come on, sugar, let’s go and eat, and then we will go rescue your pals and get them home.”


  “Thank you, honey. Are you sure that it’s safe? That the thing that attacked us won’t be there waiting for us?” She felt the revulsion, the fear rising up in her again and hated it.


  “As safe as it can be,” he told her quietly. “We’ll also be taking a few others along with us, just because I’m a suspicious person by nature. We will be going in fully armed, dangerous, and looking to kill that son of a bitch if he’s dumb enough to come back.”


  “Good. Can I have a weapon, too, because I feel the need for his blood as well.” She paused and then with a cheeky grin added, “After I thank him for herding me into your arms.” With a sigh, she whispered, “If not for that monster, you and I never would have met. Even though the town is small, I doubt that we would ever have run into each other, and that’s something we should thank that monster for, just before you kill him.”


  “I promise to thank him before I rip his throat out.” He grinned at her before going serious. “But no, you are not getting a weapon until you are rated on them. No one is allowed one without being properly trained as required. No exceptions even for adorable little mates,” Tryggr told her.


  “Well, fudge nuggets,” she muttered. “All right then, how do I get rated on them or trained or whatever it is? I refuse to be defenseless, Tryggr. If I’m without you for some reason, I want and need to be able to defend myself, right?”


  “You go with me to the base after the furry wonders are home and safe and we start training you on several pieces to see which suit you best. We’ll also give you some hand-to-hand knowledge to kick ass, run away, and fight another day with your gun or weapon of choice,” he said, padding down the stairs.


  “Fight another day when I bring my Jaguar, King of the Feline Shifters, to the fight, right?” she teased and padded down behind him, jumping onto his back when he made the bottom step. “The floor is cold.” She pouted, or hoped it was a pout she was pulling off at least. In reality she had only wanted to be close to him.


  Catching her out of sheer reflex, he shot her a look and snorted. “I might buy that if you didn’t look so smug, darling.” Stroking his fingers up and down her thigh, he walked them into the kitchen. Shifting to the counter, he eased her down. “Stay so that your feet stay warm.” He grinned at her.


  Chrissy leaned back and grinned. Watching him as he moved around the kitchen, she wiggled her toes as she held her feet out from her. “My feet do tend to get so very cold. I think that I need to start wearing socks or booties or maybe footed pajamas.” She wanted to know if he was listening to her rambling. She had no intention of ever putting anything between them, unless it was “that time of the month” for her, that was.


  “You can wear socks, but you put on pajamas of any kind and I will shred them,” he said, starting the coffee maker before turning. Holding up a hand, he let the claws slice out. “I will completely and totally shred them to ensure nothing is on your skin but me.”


  Chrissy just grinned. “Don’t worry. I don’t think that I will wear anything at all in our bed except for four days a month. Then, like it or not, I’m wearing pajamas, and you will just have to learn to deal with it.”


  “Why four nights a mon—?” He stopped as his brain clicked into gear. “Oh,” he murmured and grinned at her. “Well, I suppose that is allowable. As long as you leave your breasts bare, I think I can survive four nights a month.”


  “Sorry, babe, but I cover the girls during that time as well because of how sensitive and painful they are. I wish that I didn’t have “that time” of the month, but I do, and I have to survive it as I can, and that’s with having my body covered.”


  Pouting, he moved back to her and sighed. “I’m sorry, love,” he murmured, running his hands up and down her thighs. Resting his forehead to hers, he stared down into her eyes. “I didn’t realize that being a woman was so damned hard.”


  Chrissy shrugged and then grinned. “It’s better than being pregnant. From everything that I have read and heard, pregnancy really is hard on a woman, who is then hard on her man.” Because pregnancy should be shared, at least hers would with him.


  “So you’re trying to tell me that when you get pregnant, I’m in for a world of hurt?” he asked, leaning back a bit. Tryg wasn’t so sure he liked that plan, not in the fucking least! Who the hell made up these dumbass relationship rules anyway?


  “Yeah, sorry about that,” Chrissy murmured. “Hopefully I won’t be a hormonal nightmare like some women are, but I needed you to know, just in case I am. But that’s for one day in the very, very far future. For right now it’s just us, and we don’t have to worry about babies yet, right?”


  “Only if you’re on the pill, darling,” he said softly, sincerely. “We haven’t exactly been ensuring you don’t get pregnant with all we’ve been doing after all.” She was his mate, and he should have thought about the fact she might not want to get knocked up immediately.


  Chrissy grinned. “I’m on the pill.” But there was something in the back of her mind that was niggling, something she should recall, but since it didn’t come quickly she just pushed it away. “I will go off of it when we are ready for babies. You aren’t ready for one soon, are you?” She wanted to be able to spend time with him for a while without worry of a baby.


  “I can wait for a while,” he told her with a smile. “I do want some time just with you so that I can have you anywhere and anytime I want around the house without worrying about little eyes and ears hearing us. While I’m all for sex education with our youth, I don’t want them learning it when I’m getting freaky with their mom on the front lawn.”


  “Oh, I like that, the front lawn?” Chrissy’s ears perked at that. “I really think we should try every single inch of our home, darling. Every inch of it inside and out as long as no one will see.” She didn’t think he would approve of others watching them going at it like the horny couple they were.


  “With the way this place is built and with the trees and fence, we should be okay. The front yard will be tricky, but if we do it on a moonless night, we’ll get it in.” He grinned at her. “Only problem with living right on a street is that the neighbors potentially can peep on you.” Which was why he’d put in mature trees in the back, filled in with pines, shrubs, and a twenty-foot fence that was solid.


  “Well I’m sure that we will be able to enjoy each other a great deal,” Chrissy murmured happily. “What in heaven’s name made your leader choose this small town for your base?” Not that she was complaining. She loved that they were here in her hometown, a great deal.


  “We all move wherever we are needed, and this base has been here for centuries. It just gets updated whenever we move back in. There are eight others around the US, all hidden from human eyes and satellites. The perimeters are all protected by a warding spell that keeps people from moving in or attempting to buy the land. Talon has always picked places that work for him, for us, and that his gut agrees with.”


  “Ah, well then I’m glad that he chose this space for now.” For her lifetime so that she could have been in the right place and time to meet the man of her dreams. “Whatever it is, why he chooses the places he does, I’m glad that he does. I’m happy, love. Very much so.”


  “Good,” Tryg said, pushing back slightly. “Did you want some coffee while you wait for breakfast?” he asked curiously. Moving to the cupboard, he pulled down two cups and looked at her. “Coffee?” he asked again as he waited for her attention to move beyond his ass.


  It was hard, but finally she looked up at him and shook her head. “No thank you. I think that I will have milk instead.” She licked her lips and got up. “Goodness, your body is the stuff of legends. I can’t get over just how beautiful you are.”


  Blushing at her words, he shook his head and switched her cup for a glass. Getting her some milk, he passed it to her before pouring himself some coffee. “So, what do you want for breakfast? But be warned, you call me beautiful again and you are making breakfast.”


  “Sausage, bacon, eggs, toast would all be good. And I won’t call you beautiful again. How about drop-dead handsome, good looking, stunning?” she asked with a happy grin. “Because you are all of those, darling.”


  “Meh.” He wrinkled his nose up at her. “Not bad, but not great would be more accurate, I think, babe.” He had a Frankenstein thing going on and he knew it. First the Mage and then too many fights over the years. While he was comfortable with his body and didn’t care what others thought, he also knew the reality.


  “I happen to love every part of you, darling,” Chrissy told him with a frown. “I really do love you, honey, and I love the way that you look, so I would appreciate it if you wouldn’t put me down on what I think about how you look please.”


  “I wasn’t putting you down, darling. I just know exactly what I look like,” he told her, digging out food, starting the sausage right off. “I did a lot of damage to myself when they attacked us in our home, mainly because I don’t think the Mage actually wanted to kill me, but I was so furious at being pinned that no one had a chance to tie me down. I know they wanted me to watch what they had planned for my sister”—something he still had nightmares about. “Then I kind of found every mission I could that had a death wish attached and took it.”


  Standing, she walked to him and traced some of his scars. Looking up at him, she said, “Do you know what I see in you, Tryggr?” At his obvious look of “no,” she continued,, “I see a man who has lived a life protecting others. I see a man who carries scars inside and out. And I see you, Tryggr. I see the man who was hurt so badly by the horrible loss of his parents, the pain that his sister went through. I see a survivor, even when he didn’t want to. I see the man that I love. All of you. I see all of you.”


  Sliding an arm around her, Tryg pulled her in close to him and kissed her gently. “I love you, Chrissy,” he murmured quietly, resting his forehead to hers. Closing his eyes, he breathed her in. “Thank you for that.” Even if it wasn’t the truth of things. She didn’t have blood on her hands. She didn’t know the true damage that occurred when one killed another, he thought thankfully


  “I love you, too.” Looking up at him, she shook her head as she caught a bit of his thoughts, a perk of being mated. “I might not have blood on my hands, but I’ve learned just how hard that is for someone to deal with. Remember I am a part of you, Tryggr, and while I didn’t kill, I feel the stains it left on your soul. Just know that I’m here with and for you anytime at all.”


  “Thank you, love,” he whispered softly to her. Pressing her in closer, he brushed his lips to her temple gently. Squeezing her to him, he released her a second later. “Go sit your naked ass down and drink your milk. I am trying to cook here, and you’re distracting me with just how fine you are.”


  “Just be very careful not to burn anything that I like,” Chrissy said and took a seat. “You know, like sausage.” Instead of looking at the pan though, she looked at his cock and licked her lips. “Would hate to have to kiss it and make it better,” she lied through her teeth.


  “Uh-huh,” he said, watching her. “You like my cock. Don’t pretend you don’t. But hey, if you don’t want it no more, I’m sure I can entertain it for a while.” That wouldn’t go for long for either of them he knew. “Just means I can lick you into orgasm more often. That will be fun.” Tryg grinned slowly.


  Chrissy laughed and shook her head. “Yes, I really do love your cock, but I love you, too. I want and need every single moment that we can have together, so that’s all that matters. I also really like it, love it, when you lick me into orgasm, too. So hurm. How about you feed me and then we will decide which play would be more fun.”


  “I think I should lay you out on the table and set the meal on you,” he told her with a grin. “Then I can feed you slowly, pleasuring you at the same time as I feast on you and the food. Course the only downside to that would be if we got carried away, we might end up with a mess.”


  “True, and we both know me. More than likely there would be a mess because I don’t think I would be able to keep my hands to myself,” she admitted. “So it’s best if we don’t put the meal on me, darling.”


  “Probably best,” he agreed with a grin. “At least not this time around since we’re both hungry. Next time we’ll play with our food with a carefully chosen meal that won’t leave little singed marks on your gorgeous body.”


  “Yes, those would be very bad. Don’t want too hot or too cold, because both would seriously suck,” she said happily. “So we will take our time and figure out a meal that would work perfectly for both of us.” Leaning in, she kissed him. “Goodness, I do so very much love you, Tryggr.”


  “I love you, too, Chrissy,” he said sincerely, honestly, and from his heart.


  Chapter Six


  


  Hearing the all clear in his ear piece, Tryggr opened the door to her practice and stepped in, doing a visual sweep himself as well as inhaling deeply. Smelling nothing but animals, Chrissy’s scent, and one other female’s clearly, he waved her in. There were other scents there but so faint that he knew they were human clients. “Secure the perimeter,” he said to the others. “Morris and Jonah, give us a hand in here,” he added, since he figured their Changers wouldn’t upset the animals too much. He was a little worried about his, being a big cat, but he’d try and stay clear of the dogs so as to not upset them.


  “What needs doing, darling?” he asked Chrissy as he followed behind her to the front desk. He searched everywhere, low, high, everything in between of every room they passed. He wouldn’t be able to fully relax until they were out of there. Those…whatever they’d been, had come here to get her, and while it was broad daylight, that didn’t mean that they wouldn’t come back to hurt his bond-mate. Or rather, attempt to hurt her because Tryg wasn’t letting anyone near her if he could help it.


  “First things first, I need to get the Rolodex out and make some calls. While I am doing that, will you and the boys please get the animals crated up and ready to go? This way when the vans come we will be able to load them up.” They had decided to ship the animals to other offices and have the owners get them from there.


  “All right.” He nodded, whistling for the other two, and pointed them to the back. “I’ll leave the door open between us in case you need something. We have eight outside around the building as well,” he told her quietly. He didn’t like leaving her alone though. It upset him on a level he wasn’t sure he understood. Some instinct was screaming at him. Pausing, he looked at her. “Grab the Rolodex and use my cell in the back with us,” he said suddenly. “I can’t explain it, love, but I’ve got this itch between my shoulders that is a warning of some kind.”


  She nodded and grabbed the Rolodex and took his phone. “You know that in this I will always defer to you.” In a lot of things she wouldn’t, but where safety and security came into play, she would always bow to him, because she didn’t have the first clue about staying safe. Watching him, she frowned when he put his hand on his weapon and backed her to the wall. “What’s happening?” she whispered with fear clogging her throat.


  Shaking his head, he let the Cat up close to the surface and listened. Cupping his hand around her neck, he frowned as he drew her closer. It was a Changer, not human, and definitely not what was there the other night. Pressing a finger to his ear, he listened to the chatter. “Do you know someone named Melvin Wainwright who’s engaged to a woman named Mindy?”


  “Yes.” Chrissy’s face told the story with that one singular hissed word. “He’s an utter and complete bastard. He brutalizes poor Mindy, but I can’t get her to leave him. I hope and pray she will soon.”


  Holding her closer to him, he breathed her in. “He’s demanding that he see her, that he knows the…is hiding her in here,” he said, making a tiny edit. “Connell is telling him that no one is here beyond the Team to clear out the animals and get them to their homes after an attack. He seems to be buying it,” he murmured in relief, which meant the other male couldn’t smell Chrissy over all the Changer scents around.


  “She left him?” Chrissy asked very, very softly. “Thank God. I was worried she would only leave him when she was killed by that sadistic son of a bitch.” Chrissy was a pacifist and hated violence of all kinds, but in this case she would be able to seriously stand for some ass whipping of said man.


  Listening to what was being transmitted, he let out a breath. “He’s leaving,” he murmured softly to her. “He bought Connell’s story.” Mainly because it was absolute truth. The Team was there to ensure the animals got home after an attack. He’d kept from mentioning Chrissy at all, which was good. The male hadn’t been able to pick up any deceit. “He apparently is not very happy with your friend. Why is that?” he asked curiously, having only caught part of what she’d said to him since he’d been paying attention to the conversation outside.


  “From what I understand, he was always so very abusive to her. He would beat her but never where it would show. Her clothing always covered it. I only discovered it because he had broken three of her ribs, and she had been in so much pain that she could barely breathe, let alone work. I did the X-rays here and kept it all on the down low. I honestly thought he was a gangster or something, I never dreamed that things like Shifters were real before you,” Chrissy explained.


  “She’s not his mate,” he murmured. It was a guess, but something about the male’s attitude was more toward possession than bonding. He thought of her as his, a thing, not as his a part of his very heart and soul. “Does she need help, Chrissy?” Tryg looked down at her. “Do we need to help her be free of him?”


  “We have to let her choose to be free,” Chrissy admitted sadly. “I’ve been paying her for the last months she’s worked for me, but as far as he knows she simply volunteers here. It works for him because he knows where she will be at any given time while he’s working at the hardware store two doors down,” she admitted sadly. “Unfortunately we can’t rush in and save her. She has to want to be saved, and right now I think something is holding her back. I don’t know what, but there is something keeping her there.”


  Nodding, he watched her. “You want to race in and save her, don’t you?” he asked softly. He knew he’d do it in an instant if she wanted him to. Tryg hated seeing pain in Chrissy’s eyes, and if she was hurting, then he was. It was how the bonding worked. Pressing a kiss to her forehead, he hugged her close. “If she comes to us, we will help her, no matter what. I swear it to you.”


  “Thank you. I’ve promised her that no matter where I am she will always be welcome and safe. I will need to leave her a hidden message so that she knows where I’m moving to.” She looked up at Tryggr and sighed. “I’m going to miss my home, but I’m happy that I have you. Now then.” She wrapped her arms around him and held onto him simply because she truly needed to for a moment. Finally she said, “How about you put your address on a card for me so that I can hide it for her in our spot, and then I will make those phone calls.”


  Pressing a kiss to her hair, he nodded. “All right,” he murmured, releasing her when she pulled back. Taking the pen, he jotted down the house address and passed the card and pen back. “Do we need to go by your place to collect your things after this?” he asked.


  “Yes, please. I just need clothing. Everything else we can have packed up at a later date by someone else.” She didn’t want to be away from “home” too long, because every moment they were in the outside there was more of a chance for that monster to come back, and that simply wouldn’t do at all, because it scared the hell out of her.


  “I’m not going to let anyone hurt you, love,” he murmured gently. Pressing a kiss to her lips, he smiled. “I’m badass, darling. No one’s getting near my woman.” Taking her hand, he led her into the back and absolute chaos. Staring at what the two men had done in literally seconds, Tryggr turned and headed for the door. He so didn’t want to be there when Chrissy killed them.


  Chrissy took in the absolute mess and felt her blood pressure rising. “Good God.” She breathed and looked from one man to the other. “And you have the animals in an uproar. One would think you would be brighter than that since you are animals yourselves.” She swatted at both their hands and continued to mutter as she lifted the kitten they had worked into a spitting rage. Soothing the animal with soft words, she looked to the men. “I will finish getting them crated if you will please carry them to patient room one.” It was her largest room for the cats. “The dogs go to two and miscellaneous to three.”


  Snagging up a kitten that looked like it was trying to make a break for it, Tryggr stood to the side as Morris and Jonah started to corral the animals. Noticing a puppy looking bewildered, Tryg scooped him up, too, and shook his head. “Will you look at these two,” he murmured to the animals, who sniffed one another and then turned to watch the action. “It’s sad really,” he told them. “Hopefully they never have children, for I live in fear for our future generation at this rate.”


  She rubbed at her temples and shook her head. “I don’t know if they just were in that big of a hurry or what,” she muttered. Turning, Chrissy looked at Tryggr and smiled. “Do you like pets? I happen to love them. I’ve never actually gotten any because I always worry I wouldn’t be able to give them enough time, but you look good holding pets. I think together we would do well with them, don’t you?”


  “I always had a bunch growing up.” He smiled at her, gently rubbing the kitten under his chin. “As long as they are young enough and they grow up around us Changers, they never know the difference from us to humans. If you want pets, love, you should get a few. Just remember though, I’m the only animal in our bed, period.” That was a rule he’d had ever since he’d been a kid, and he wasn’t breaking it even if she gave him the big-ass doe eyes.


  “I’m perfectly fine with that. Pets should never sleep with their owners at all,” Chrissy told him softly. “It’s not good for the people and not good for the animals either. It’s really best if the animals have their own places to sleep and call their own.” She smiled and added, “Those two will be up for adoption when they are weaned from their mothers. What do you think of them?”


  Glancing down, he grinned. “They’re adorable as you well know, woman. And they like each other well enough, haven’t given me any grief, so I’m all for it,” he told her. “If you would like them, darling, I’m good with adopting these two fuzzy balls of delight.”


  Chrissy grinned. “Good.” She had been giving the duo that she had affectionately dubbed Bonnie and Clyde additional attention because they had caught her eye. They were both fearless and constantly looking for a way out even when their siblings were content just lazing beside their mothers.


  “You named them, didn’t you?” he asked, watching her. Shaking his head, Tryg sighed when she blinked at him. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.” Looking past her, he tipped his chin up. “I think Jonah needs help with that one there.”


  Chrissy looked to the rather large man and couldn’t help but grin. One of the solid white kittens, the smallest she had in her clinic in fact, had decided that climbing into the large man’s shirt and making a home was a good idea. Only the long white tail wrapped around the tanned neck of the large man. “No, I think that he’s going to be just fine with her. I think that he needs a pet, too,” she decided suddenly, happily.


  Rolling his eyes at the way she was adopting out all the little ones, he set the two he held down and went to help corral a cat that looked anything but pleased. Waving Morris back, Tryggr looked at the cat and waited for it to focus on him. Once he did, he purred softly and waited as the cat relaxed a little bit before moving to very carefully and gently pick him up. He’d obviously been there for some sort of surgery. They’d likely woken him from his rest after, thus upsetting the poor beast.


  “He had his claws removed and was fixed,” Chrissy admitted to Tryggr. “I know, you wince, but sometimes it’s best to do it when they are as young as they are,” she advised him softly. “And yes, I’m trying to get all the little ones adopted out because I truly don’t want to have to try to get them in homes and have them go to shelters instead.”


  “Where they’ll never come out,” he murmured, stroking the cat in his arms. Purring softly, he scratched the furry chin until the cat relaxed and began to doze. “I know I’m going to regret saying this one day in the likely too near future. But if you want to bring some of them home, you can, within limits, and none that are declawed. You can fix them, but pull any more claws and we will have words.”


  “I would like that, but I think for now we should leave it at just the two. If I could, I would bring home every single stray that there was. I’m weird like that, I know.” Chrissy loved animals. She had always loved animals. “And it wasn’t my decision to pull their claws. That was the pet owners’ decision. I don’t believe in leaving them defenseless.”


  “Bad decision,” he murmured softly and turned the cat over so his belly was up. Rubbing gently, he smiled as the cat went limp. “Where do you want him?” Tryg asked as the cat let out a happy sigh. Poor thing. It wasn’t bad enough some female took his nuts, but they took his best mode of defense, too. Too many people didn’t think about the what-ifs. What if their cat got loose into the neighborhood? What then, oh brilliant morons?


  “He goes in the bright neon-pink cage.” She winced. “Yeah, don’t tell me. I know. His owner loves pink. Lots of pink. Poor guy,” she murmured. “But the woman loves him like crazy. To her he is her child, and he will be one pampered prince, too.”


  Shuddering at the color, Tryggr slid him into the carrier. Shutting the door, he locked it and then jammed the door. Cats were sneaky, devious creatures and, with determination, could get themselves out of most things with enough motivation. Turning, he looked to see what else needed to be corralled.


  Chrissy looked around and nodded. “All right, I think that is all that we can do. I have another vet coming to take the animals to his clinic just outside of town to watch over. He’s going to make sure that they get to the right homes. I will make sure that he knows that the kittens are spoken for as well,” she murmured. “And the little pup. That way when they are weaned from their mothers, we can bring them home with us.”


  “Yes, dear,” he said right on cue with a mischievous grin. Walking to her, Tryg caught her by the hips and pulled her into him. “I love you, Chrissy,” he murmured, lowering his head to brush his lips to hers. “You are the most amazing woman in the world.” He couldn’t believe how much he loved her and yet how much it seemed to continue to grow.


  Wrapping her arms around his shoulders, she pulled him close and grinned up at him. “I love you, too, Tryggr. I’m happy that you are mine. I’m very happy to have you.” Leaning into him, she brushed her lips to his cheek and then his lips. “Love you so very much, honey.”


  Purring he smiled and kissed her. “We probably shouldn’t start anything here, love. There are a few too many witnesses around.” He sighed. Nipping at her mouth, he sucked on her lip gently. “I love you, but if you get me worked up so I end up with an erection, I’m not going to be pleased with you.”


  “This is true.” Leaning in close, she whispered, “But I do have an office with a lock on the door. We could always finish what we start there.” She had to admit, him being all suited up in his combat gear had her seriously needy, hot for him.


  Lifting a brow at her words, he couldn’t decide whether to be offended or just go with it. Oh, the toughest of choices always came in the heat of the moment. “You did say you had some files you needed to collect for everyone your vet friend was picking up, right?” he said just a little louder as if reminding her for the nth time about it.


  “This is very true. I should likely get those files, and I will after all need some help with them and everything.” Chrissy’s eyes danced in delight, and she looked up, licking her lips. “Come and help me find them?” Oh yeah, she was going to hell for using something so silly to lure him into her office, but she honestly didn’t care. She wanted him. Period.


  “Of course, love,” he said with a smile. Looking to the two men, Tryggr tipped his head. “Do a perimeter check and ensure that Melvin actually left. We don’t need him following us out of here and spotting Chrissy.” Turning to walk with her, he paused. “Do me a favor and check the vehicles, too. I don’t trust this guy not to be that sneaky and evil.”


  Chrissy couldn’t help but grin. God love her bond-mate. He was making sure that everyone was out of the office so that she and he could get crazy freaky. God, she loved him. As soon as they were behind closed doors, she all but attacked him. Jumping into his arms, Chrissy began to kiss him when she pulled him down to meet her mouth. Hungry and desperate for him, she made sure that he knew just how much she needed and wanted him in that kiss.


  Growling softly against her mouth Tryg backed her across the room to her desk. Lifting her up, he kissed her fully, his hands moving fast to tug off her jacket and start undoing her shirt. Sucking on her tongue, he pulled the shirt down her arms and tossed it aside, going for her bra next and ditching it. Cupping her breasts, he squeezed her soft flesh and groaned.


  Chrissy ran her hands under the flak jacket that he was wearing and tried to work on the buckles but couldn’t seem to get it undone. Frustration ruled her mind and she pulled back. “Naked. I want you naked now.” She growled. Yep, growled.


  Blinking, he smiled at her. “Do that again,” he demanded as he began to undo the buckles. “Growl for me again, darling. It is fucking sexy,” Tryggr told her as he tossed the flak jacket aside. Pulling his T-shirt off over his head, he dropped it, too.


  Chrissy did just that. She growled for him and reached up to grab the buckle of his belt so she could undo it. “And you are so sexy that I swear I could eat you up,” she admitted and bit his chest lightly, leaving a small mark there before soothing it with her tongue.


  “Oh now you finally show your teeth and claws,” he teased with a grin. “And here I thought I had myself a fluffy little kitten with no spit and fire. Nice to know I was wrong, my love,” he whispered, undoing her jeans and lifting her with one arm, hauling them and her underwear over her ass and yanking them down her legs.


  “Oh trust me, I have plenty of teeth and claws. I just simply prefer not to let them out because I really love having you giving me all the teeth and claws.” She loved when he was all dominant and forceful, more than she cared to admit.


  Growling happily at her, Tryg kicked off his boots and shoved his jeans down, stepping free quickly. “I love your little kitten claws, sugar,” he teased, pulling her ass to the edge of her desk. Sliding a finger through her moisture, he squeezed her thigh and pressed into her body hard and fast.


  Wrapping her legs around him, Chrissy pulled him closer. “Good, because I’m your kitten, Tryggr, now and always.” She would never give him up. She was his for life, and he would just have to learn how to live with her.


  “Meow,” he teased in reminder of their meeting with Talon. Pressing deep, he leaned her back to give him the best angle and began to move. “I love you, Chrissy, my crazy, adorable little nymphomaniac.” Tryg grinned at her and kissed her. “You are amazing, so damned amazing.” And all his.


  Chrissy grinned and lifted up off of her desk and against him. “And you, Tryggr, my Feline King are the most amazing man as well.” Her muscles clenched on him as she moved. “Harder. It won’t be long until your guards and teammates are back, and I damn well better have an orgasm before then.”


  “So demanding,” he teased as he caught the edge of the desk behind her and used it for leverage. Thrusting hard into her body, he nibbled on her neck. “I love you when you’re demanding,” he whispered, driving into her again and again, hard and fast.


  “Good.” She grinned up at him and, leaning in, brushed her lips over his neck and jaw. “God, you feel so good.” Chrissy would never stop wanting him. Never would she stop needing him as she did. “So good.” She breathed softly. “You feel so very good.”


  Driving into her pussy harder, he scraped his teeth to her neck. “Don’t let go, darling,” he whispered against her skin. “I love you, babe, but don’t you dare let go. We have a wild ride to take.”


  “Never letting go,” she said with a grin and pulled with him. Tightening her hold on him with her inner muscles, she looked up at him. “Harder. I want to scream.” She knew that she would. Hopefully Tryggr had locked the door so no one would barge in on them.


  “Not too loudly, love, your walls are fucking paper thin,” he grumbled as he thrust harder, his hold on her ass keeping her from scooting across the desk.


  “Don’t care. I don’t care who knows what we are doing.” Even if she didn’t want to have someone seeing them in action. “They all know that we are doing this.” She had seen the grins on the men’s faces. They weren’t stupid. “More.” She licked her lips and looked up at him. “Please, Tryggr,” she begged.


  Sinking his teeth into her shoulder gently, he held her as he pistoned his hips forward and back, his cock slamming into her pussy over and over. Growling he moved faster, giving her everything.


  That was all that Chrissy had needed. When Tryggr bit her, that was enough to push her over the edge. Sparks of color danced before her eyes, her body went tense, and she heard herself gasping before then screaming as she came.


  Jerking deeper into her as he came in reaction to her orgasm, Tryggr snarled around her shoulder as he held her tight to him. Groaning, he eased her to lie on the desk, his body draped over hers as he fought for air. “I am so going to hear about this for the next century.” He groaned against her breast.


  “As if you care,” Chrissy whispered with a grin. “All you have to do is remind them that they would do the exact same thing if they were here with their hornier-than-ever bond-mate.” And she was. She couldn’t believe how horny she was right now and seemed to be all the time around him.


  “We are new mates,” he murmured, idly running a finger up and down her ribs. Pressing a kiss to the curve of her breast, Tryggr lifted his head. “We should probably get dressed before they figure out the exact amount of time to wait before ensuring we’re both alive.”


  She shrugged and looked up at him. “Would that be bad?” she asked with a grin. “Yeah, that would be bad,” she added a moment later. “All right. We should get dressed.” She didn’t let him go though. “But not yet,” she added with a grin. “Right now I love the feeling of you inside of me.”


  Grinning, he stroked his hand over her breast. “I love the feeling of being buried inside of you, sugar.” Pressing a kiss to her lips, he propped himself up on an elbow and eyed her. “You do know that you are going to be getting razzed right along with me, right?”


  Chrissy shrugged and grinned. “It’s okay. I will remind them all that I take boys’ balls off for a living.” Granted it was cats and dogs, but still she would make sure to remind them. “I think all of them will think twice about it, love. At least about razzing me.”


  Wincing at her words, he barely resisted the urge to cover his own balls. “Right,” he murmured, feeling distinctly exposed, literally. “Well, just remember that not all of them will respond well to that.” The Teams would. They all harassed one another unmercifully. But there were others, specifically among the guards, that didn’t seem to always have a sense of humor.


  “They would never hurt me.” She felt completely confident in that fact. “Not even your guards, who don’t seem to like me very much.” She was sure it was because she was human and not Feline Shifter or whatever. “But I won’t press it too hard.” She winked at him.


  Snorting, he kissed her hard and fast before shifting off her. Pulling free slowly, he caught her hands and pulled her up to sit. “It’s not that they don’t like you, love. They just don’t know you,” he murmured softly. “That and they tend to be a little overprotective of me.”


  “As they should be,” Chrissy said with a smile. “Overprotective of you, that is. I’m completely fine with them being like that as well.” She sat on her desk and watched him as he began to get dressed and smiled. “You have such an amazing body. I could watch you for days and days.”


  Wrinkling his nose, he shook his head at her. “You’re definitely the one that deserves to be watched and worshipped, love. You are a goddess.” Tryggr grinned at her. “Sexy, sultry, and all mine,” he teased with a wink. He could live with the guards being a little overprotective. As long as they never got between him and his woman, he’d let them live.


  She smiled and winked. “You betcha. I’m all yours. Now and always I’m yours.” She took the shirt that he passed her and slid it on, shivering slightly. “Goodness, I could still be ready for yet another round of lovemaking with you!” she said with surprise in her voice.


  “When we get home, darling, we’ll get naked again, and you can ravage me as much as you want,” he promised with a grin, shrugging into his shirt. Passing her over her panties, he wiggled his eyebrows. “I might even not put up too much of a fight as you divest me of more of my innocence.”


  Chrissy couldn’t help but laugh. God, she loved this man. Giggling, she shook her head and pulled on her pants. “Innocence, yeah.” She teased him happily. “It’s okay though, darling mine. I will bring you into my depraved world one lovemaking session at a time.”


  “Promises, promises.” He sighed dramatically with a grin. “You’d better keep your promises, sugar, or I will be very annoyed with you.” Tucking his shirt into his pants, he pulled on the flak vest and did up the buckles before sliding his weapons back on. Moving to her, he leaned over and kissed her gently. “I love you, Chrissy.”


  “I love you, too, Tryggr.” Chrissy reached out and touched him with a dramatic sigh. “Do you know just how crazy wild this get-up drives me? Something about a man in battle armor and carrying weapons. Yummy.” No, not any man. Her man.


  “You’ve been eyeing up other men?” he asked in a chilly tone. He was yanking her chain since he’d heard her thoughts, but she didn’t need to know that yet. Pulling his Glock, he checked the clip and the chamber. “Which men?”


  She decided to give him a little trouble and with a grin said, “Are you sure that you have enough ammo for all the men that I’ve been dreaming of while looking at your too-perfect body?” Rolling her eyes, she snorted. “We both know that you are the most perfect man and that there is no reason for me to even think of another man. When I said that there was something about a man in body armor, I meant you, duh.”


  Growling menacingly at her, he narrowed his eyes. “You’d better keep your gorgeous peepers off other males, woman. Or I will shoot them and, trust me, love of my life”—Tryggr gave her an angelic grin—“I’ve always got enough ammo.” Slipping the safety on, he put it back in the holster before hauling her in close and kissing her hard.


  Chrissy grinned against his lips as he kissed her. When they pulled apart, she was panting and her eyes glazed over with passion. “I think we should go home because I already feel achy and needful without you inside of me.” Yep, she was a nymphomaniac, just add Tryggr.


  Snapping his teeth at her, he wiggled his brows. “You are just so damned sexy, my female. Who in their right and sane mind would ever deny you whatever you wanted?” Kissing her again, he stepped back and paused with a grin. “Uh, you may want to do up your buttons the right way. I know they will know what we were doing, but seriously, at least make it look like you’re trying to cover it up.”


  She snorted and shrugged. “They have to get used to it. You and I are going to be doing a great deal of this, and since they are your guards and they are near you all the time, they need to just get over it and know that I love you and you love me. With that comes sex. Lots of it.” She did, however, do up the buttons on her shirt so that no one saw her skin because of her lack of bra.


  “Thank you,” he said sincerely, touching her cheek with a light hand. Smiling, Tryg took her hand in his. “In case you haven’t noticed, love, I don’t let them into the house, ever. They may come with the whole crown thing”—which he hated since he wasn’t the one sitting on the Throne and hopefully never would have to—“but that doesn’t mean I’m going to let them muck up the life I have any more than they already do.”


  “Which I’m thankful for.” Chrissy loved Tryggr, and one day she might get him to accept his role that he was born for, but that was for another day. Today was for loving and living. “All right, let’s get out of here and get home, love.”


  “Out of curiosity,” he said turning around slowly, “where did your bra end up?” Oh he hadn’t missed the fact she wasn’t wearing one right then. He just didn’t know where it got tossed to while they’d been stripping down.


  “I honestly don’t know. I’m sure that it will turn up eventually.” Chrissy winked and added, “It will be a fun treasure hunt for later. For now let’s just get our happy selves home, shall we?”


  “Which, given your lack of a bra, is the best plan there is.” He grinned, wrapping his arm around her shoulders. Tucking her close, Tryg kissed her temple and led her out of the office, after moving the chair from under the doorknob. Shaking his head, he stepped outside and looked around, assessing quickly before leading her to the truck they’d come in and opening the door for her.


  Chapter Seven


  


  Life with Tryggr had been amazing, until they brought home the puppy and kitten. Then it was bloody hilarious. The animals seemed to think that they were the ones in control, and more often than not, hissed back to Tryggr, until he growled that pure Alpha growl that only a true Alpha Shifter could do. It was that growl that got her in trouble. She knew it.


  She lay back in the hot tub and closed her eyes. Her ankle was hurting like crazy from where she twisted it falling down the freaking steps because of that Alpha growl of Tryggr’s. If she hadn’t been distracted, her knees all rubbery and her pussy leaking in preparation for him, she might have seen and avoided the puppy and kitten instead of tripping over them. Yep, she loved it, a lot. “Did you get the two of them sequestered after their latest hijinks?” she asked when she felt Tryggr approaching her.


  Sitting on the edge of the tub, Tryg stroked her hair gently. “I’ve got them in their room”—a space with nothing but their beds, dishes and a section that was cordoned off for when they got into trouble. “How’s your ankle?” he asked in concern. When she’d stumbled, he’d felt his heart leap into his throat.


  “Hurting and swelling, but not broken, thankfully.” The little kit had just wound her way around Chrissy’s ankles, and then when the pup got into the play as well, Chrissy hadn’t had a chance in the world. “How are you doing, honey? Not upset with them are you?” They were babies. Both Chrissy and Tryggr knew that. They would just have to be firm with the kitten and puppy or they would be in a world of hurt later.


  “They are fine. We had a discussion, and they have been given notice that such things are not acceptable. Most especially on the stairs where anything could have occurred and possibly happened. I gave them a little cuddle so they knew I was upset but not angry.” Scared out of his fur was much closer to the truth really.


  “Good. As long as they aren’t on the stairs trying to trip me up I’m good, but that bloody damn well hurt,” Chrissy admitted with a sigh. “I love them and I never want to dampen their exuberance for life, but I seriously can’t survive them playing as they had.”


  “We’ll teach them otherwise,” Tryg said quietly and wiggled his fingers. “Let me see your ankle, love.” He needed to assess the damage for himself and see if she needed an ice pack. “We’ll get you into bed, prop it up, and get you some rest, and hopefully you’ll be as good as new come morning.”


  “That sounds good. I think between a good night’s sleep, a compress bandage, and some ice, I will be just fine, honey.” She looked up at him after offering him her ankle and leaned back to watch him carefully.


  Holding her ankle lightly, he ran his fingers over the swelling with care and gently maneuvered her foot. “A bit of a sprain,” he murmured, feeling some tension. “You definitely pulled the muscles of your calf and likely the tendon. The swelling will go down, and it will be tender for a few days depending on how you step on it. We’ll get you a wrap for it for added support just to be safe, and if the pain doesn’t ease in a couple days, we’ll go and see the doc.”


  “That sounds good to me.” Lifting her hand, she began to run her fingers through Tryggr’s hair and smiled at him. “I take it that you have seen your own fair share of strained and twisted ankles and pulled muscles in your life? Does it all go away when you shift?”


  “A few, and not right off,” he said, easing her foot back into the water. Settling on the floor so she could continue to pet him, Gods he loved a good petting by his bond-mate, Tryg grinned. “When we shift, our bodies kick into overdrive and heal faster. We heal pretty fast anyway, but the shift lets our bodies kick it up a few gears. What might take a human six months to heal, would take about four in our human form, but in the animal or whatever form it cuts that down to roughly three to five weeks. But that of course is a serious case,” he told her like it hadn’t been obvious from his large time frame.


  “Well, I would think so. Anything that would take that long to heal would have to be life threatening.” Chrissy continued to pet him. “Have you ever had injuries like that?” The question was a whispered question, one that he could choose not to answer if he didn’t want to. She had seen his scars. She knew that either he had come close to death or had been injured over and over again for his body to have scarred, and now she was asking for the reason, for the explanation behind the scars.


  Shooting her a look, he smiled at her very careful avoidance of his gaze. “The scars were made by magic-wrapped spears a Mage used to pin me to the floor of my parents’ home while a bunch of Changers terrorized my baby sister before they raped her. They had just killed everyone in the house, my parents were mere seconds dead, and they had her in a circle planning a gang rape. The Mage came out of nowhere and pinned me. The spears had some sort of mystical fire wrapped around them that burned me at such a temperature that it left permanent scarring even after months of healing. Bethany, my sister, was lucky I’m such a stubborn asshole and ripped my one hand free.” He held up the one that had the clear line of scarring. “I was plenty mad and likely a little insane by the time I pulled the other spears loose and tore them to pieces.”


  “Oh God, honey,” she whispered and, looking up at him, asked, “And your sister, is she okay?” He had mentioned a sister, but he had been very closemouthed about her, and she hadn’t wanted to push then. “Talk to me, Tryggr. Let me in?”


  “Something broke inside of her that day,” he whispered softly. “She was raped, but she had been so young, and I think the knowledge of everyone dead, what that group did to her, and what I did to stop them…” Tryggr cleared his throat harshly and swallowed. “She was never the same after that. Most of the Royal Guard remain with her. That’s why I only actually have four here. The standard is twenty-six. I don’t know why, but it is. She has the other twenty-two and will until she mates, and then she’ll keep half and the other half will come here, minus the four I have already, of course.”


  “So you will each have thirteen guards?” Chrissy asked with a frown. “I would like to meet her. Do you think that we could do that one day? I would very much like to get to know your sister, as well.” Chrissy wanted them to be a family. All of them. “What about if we have children? Will they have to walk around all the time with guards as well?”


  “I want you to meet her very much,” he said pushing his head into her hand slightly to remind her she was supposed to be petting him. “You and Bethany are going to get along famously, I’m very sure. Mainly because you both love and adore me.” Tryg grinned at her. “And you have a general love for animals.”


  “That I do.” She began to pet him again and added, “Even pushy ones that try to remind me that I need to be petting them.” She teased him happily. “But I love you, darling, and I will pet you from now until forever.”


  Chuckling, he closed his eyes as he soaked up the sensation of her fingers running through his thick hair. Purring softly, he rested his cheek on the edge of the tub. “I love you, too, darling, and I love that you pet me. Gives me all these warm and tingly sensations.”


  “I love to pet you, Tryggr. It makes me all kinds of happy to know that you enjoy it as much as I do,” she confessed. “However, you should know”—she pressed a kiss to his cheek—“I’m getting all pruny and ready to get out. How about you give a girl a hand?”


  Grinning at her words, Tryg lifted his head and got to his feet. Grabbing a towel, he set it on the toilet seat before holding out his hands to her. “Come on, love,” he said to her. “Good foot braced and use me for as much as you can to keep the weight off your bad ankle.”


  “Gotcha.” Chrissy braced her good foot on the bottom of the tub and then used Tryggr’s arms to pull her up and out of the water. She groaned when she put pressure on her foot and whimpered. “All right, yes, definitely ice and a compression bandage are needed, darling mine.”


  “Hands up on my shoulders to brace yourself,” he said. “I’ll lift you out, balance you, and then you can sit on the toilet. We’ll grab a second towel and get you dry before I carry you to the bed.” Sprains were always bad, especially in ankles. Depending on how bad they were they sometimes took a lot longer to heal than if it had been broken.


  “Sounds good to me.” She lifted her bad foot even closer to her body and leaned against Tryggr. Keeping him close to her, she let him move her around, trusting him to ensure that she didn’t get hurt along the way. When she was seated on the toilet she looked up at him and grinned. “I guess that all that petting earned me this, huh?” she teased.


  Growling at her, Tryg snapped his teeth close to her ear. “Like you even need to bribe me to help you, woman. How could you think such a thing, babe?” he muttered, grabbing a second towel and passing it to her so she could dry herself.


  “I know that I don’t have to,” she said with a grin. “I love petting you, and I know that you love it, too, so we can do that often, just as I love you taking care of me.” She didn’t know how he felt about that though, and the question hung unspoken between them.


  Leaning forward, he kissed her hard. “You don’t even have to ask. You are mine. I will gladly do for you anything and everything I can, woman.” Staring into her eyes, he smiled. “Besides, I like having you rely on me. Makes me feel all powerful and whatnot.”


  “Oh you are very powerful, darling. You and you alone can make my knees weak with just a look. Only you can make my heart skip a beat and my mouth water. Trust me, darling, you are very, very powerful.”


  Purring at her words, Tryg barely managed to keep from puffing his chest up and out. “You do know just how to stroke your mate’s ego, darling,” he said with a grin. Chuckling, he took the damp towel from her and hung it up before scooping her up with care. Carrying her to the bed, he settled her down with a couple pillows under her ankle. “I’ll grab you an ice pack and we’ll put it on your foot for a while before we wrap it for the night.”


  “That sounds good to me, darling.” Wrapping her hand around his when he put her onto the bed, she gave it a squeeze. “I am happy, Tryggr. I just want you to know that. Even with the little turkeys tripping me up and hurting me, I’m very happy.”


  “Good, I’d hate to have to find them a new home.” Especially since they’d already wormed their tiny little furry way into his heart. Dropping a kiss on her lips, he grinned. “I’ll check on them before I come back, so have some patience with me, darling.”


  “Thank you. You read her mind. I need to make sure that the little fur balls know that they are still loved, even if they are in trouble. Give them a good nuzzle from me please? Tell them that I still love them, too.”


  “I will,” Tryg assured with a chuckle. Stepping back, he headed out of the bedroom and went to find her an ice pack. Digging around, he managed to find one of the liquid ones which would be better than the hard-pack ones for her ankle. Humming, he checked on the kitten and pup, giving them a little love before putting them into their crates for the night. Turning off their light, he confirmed the night light was on and went back to join her. “So they say they still love you, too, and are super sorry, but they were just too excited about everything and anything around them,” he told her, grabbing a towel to wrap the pack up in before gently settling it on her foot.


  Chrissy grinned and nodded. “I will give them some extra love tomorrow and let them give me some extra love as well.” The puppy especially would likely want to give lots and lots of love as was a puppy’s way. “I adore them both. They are our first babies,” she said with a grin. “And we will always adore them as such.”


  “Course we will,” he said with a slow grin. “Gives you good prep for when you have a litter or two,” he managed to get out without laughing hysterically at her horror-ridden face. He was totally yanking her chain, but seriously, it was too much fun not to. “All those little rug rats running around on four legs, the quads tearing one room apart, the triplets another, good times to look forward to.”


  Chrissy paled and felt the breath leaving her lungs. “What?” she squeaked out. “No, oh no. Not triplets or quads. I can handle one at a time, but not multiples. Four legs?” she said in absolute horror. “Why four?”


  Letting his eyes change, he growled at her softly before letting his eyes return to normal. “Because they will likely want to run around in their natural form more than not,” he said, sitting on the edge of the bed. “Don’t worry, darling, it’s not really that bad.” He smiled gently at her.


  “Oh lordy.” She rubbed her temples and shook her head. Taking a breath, she looked to him. “Good thing that I love you so much and I know that I’m going to love our children even more. Sorry, but I just know our children are going to be another bright light in my life just as they will be in yours.”


  “Absolutely,” he said and smiled slowly. “And the fact you bought that load of bull makes me all the happier. Means you’re likely game to buy this bridge I have to sell in the middle of the Sahara,” he teased with a chuckle.


  Smacking him on his arm, Chrissy frowned. “Oh, you dirty rotten…” She growled. “I should make you sleep with the kit and pup.” She grumbled, “But I won’t, because you are far too warm and comfortable not to keep close. Damn your beautiful hide.”


  Grinning smugly at her, he got up and stripped down. “I knew you loved me, darling mine.” He chuckled. Tossing everything into the laundry baskets, he slid into the bed at her side. “I love tweaking your tail, sugar. It’s just so much fun.”


  “I do love you, honey,” she told him happily. “Just try not to tweak my tail too much, darling, because sometimes I might not be as easy about the issues that there are. Believe me, honey, I can get upset. You know that, darling mine.”


  “I would never yank your tail on the serious things, love,” he said, quietly shifting to his side to face her. “I know the line never to cross and I swear I will never cross it.” At least Tryg hoped he never crossed it. He didn’t want to lose the best thing in his life.


  “Good.” She smiled up at him and sighed. “So tell me, darling, when will our children be able to shift? Will it be from birth, or will it be from puberty, or what?” she asked. “I have to know, darling. I need to know what to plan for.”


  “Yes and no,” he told her, taking her hand to press a kiss to her fingers. “A full-body shift doesn’t happen until puberty, but as early as two years they can shift their teeth, eyes, and in strenuous situations, even claws. But the full-body shift, fur, and tail, doesn’t happen until after puberty when the hormones are completely out of whack.”


  “Oh heavens,” she murmured. “Right, so I won’t be able to breastfeed them much past their one-year mark, right?” she asked with a grin. Shaking her head, she asked, “What about school? Will they go to public school, or will we need to homeschool our babies?”


  “Not sure,” he said honestly. “I’ll have to ask some of the others that have had children in the modern times. But in theory I don’t see why not. We have always taught our children restraint and what was right and wrong from the moment they can understand us. I was born in a different time, darling. I had tutors, since things like schools weren’t exactly heard of back then. At least not as they are now,” Tryggr clarified.


  “Oh that’s right,” she murmured. “All right. We will need to make sure to not only teach any child that we might eventually be blessed with restraint, but we will also figure out if we can send our children to school or if we should homeschool them. Part of me wants to keep them with us as long as possible, but another part of me realizes that they need childhood interactions. They need to create lifetime friendships from going to school. But that’s for a time in the far future, not for now.”


  “Definitely not now. Besides, we have two kids to screw up, and at least they can’t mouth back to us when we do,” he pointed out. Lifting her hand, he pressed a kiss to her fingers and then nipped at her knuckle gently. “Plus we need a lot of practice on how to make them first and foremost before we worry about actually trying to make any little kittens.”


  “Oh, I completely agree. We need lots of practice. Practice is something that we simply must take care of.” She felt his purr and grinned. “And yes, we have two babies to spoil and screw up right now. To raise and teach to be good, so this is a start for us.”


  “Exactly,” he said with a smile to her. “Though we won’t be practicing for a while, I think. Your poor ankle needs some time to heal before we get too robust.” Pressing a kiss to her cheek, he rubbed his nose lightly over her skin and breathed her scent in deeply.


  “Yes, I agree. I think that I need to heal, and after that we will have days of loving. For now, darling, we will simply lie together and be comfy. For now we will rest because you love me. You are going to hug me and keep me close, darling mine.”


  “Very true, sugar,” he said, softly slipping his arms around her, being careful not to jar her. Hugging her gently, Tryg nuzzled her cheek with a smile. “I have many plans still for us to fulfill, and you having a twisted ankle isn’t part of my grand schemes.”


  “Exactly. I think that I need to be able to move in every possible way that there is. I think that in order to fulfill these fantasies, we both need to be in peak condition, don’t we, darling mine?” She winked at him and sighed. “For now sleep is good.”


  “Very peak conditions,” he promised on a rumbled growl. Nipping at her ear, he chuckled at her shiver. “Sleep, my little mate. We will see how you are doing in the morning and possibly revise our plan of action for your foot. At the very least I may pick you up a set of crutches just so you don’t have to walk on it for a couple of days.” Though Tryg would feel better if she had an X-ray at the very least.


  “Hopefully by morning I will feel better or the kids will feel even worse for making me fall down.” People might not think that animals could have feelings, but Chrissy knew that her babies had feelings, and right now they were likely feeling horrible for making her fall.


  “You’ll feel worse,” he predicted and then grinned at her look. “Been there, done it, love. The morning after is a hell of a lot worse than the night of. But the day after you’ll feel better and the next day after more so. But like I said, depending on what it bruises like by tomorrow, we may need to go into medical or a clinic and have it X-rayed just to be safe.”


  Wrinkling her nose, she sighed and nodded. “All right then,” she murmured. “If you say that this is what we need to do I will trust you, but I would rather not if we didn’t have to, honey. I really and truly would rather not have to go in to medical because I dislike doctors.” She knew how odd that sounded coming from her since she was a freaking vet, but there it was.


  “Everyone hates doctors, but it’s really the nurses you should fear,” he told her honestly. “If you’re ever stuck in a hospital for any more than a day, buddy up to the nurses. They can make or break you painfully with nothing more than an evil whim.”


  “Ah yes, this is very true. They are the ones that will call the doctors to get you more pain meds if you need it, too.” She murmured, “And hopefully they would also not come in every five freaking stinking minutes to check your vitals and stuff.”


  “Only if they like you.” He grinned. “If you piss them off…” Tryggr shuddered. “You don’t want to know some of the shit they will pull if you piss them off. They can get you tests that you didn’t even know existed until it’s being performed, and then you might as well just pray for death.”


  “Oh yeah, no kidding. Yeah I have to admit that I’ve ordered tests on animals that they didn’t need. Not ones that hurt the animals, but ones that cost the owners.” Granted, she donated the money to the shelters, but there had been a couple of owners with more money than brains, or manners, that she had been a little mean to.


  Chuckling at her words, he hugged her closer to him. “Oh, my little darling, you are just so cute,” he teased her. Pressing a kiss to her cheek, he breathed her in. “Sleep, babe. I’ll take the pack off in a few minutes and then put it back on in a few cycles, but you should rest. And remember, if you need to get up for any reason, smack me and get my ass up to help you. Do not dare to attempt anything that may cause you additional harm or I will tan your gorgeous and perky little ass.”


  She nodded and then quickly she licked her lips. “Oh my. You know that only makes me want to do something that might hurt just to get you to spank me.” Bad, she knew, but there it was. “I really, really like that idea, darling mine.”


  “A little kinky, but you don’t need to get hurt to have me give you a tap on your tush, love.” He smiled at her. “Because there is a difference between the smack you’d get for trying to damage yourself and the one I’d give you during sexual play.” At least in theory, but really, he didn’t think there would be. She didn’t need to know that though…Hopefully she didn’t.


  She nodded and grinned. “Well, it’s something we will definitely have to try, darling. I think that I would like it because of how much I liked the thought of you swatting my tushy, darling.”


  “Anything that gets you naked in the same room as me I’m all for.” He grinned at her. “But then again, I’m easy like that,” Tryg teased and nipped her shoulder very gently. “Now sleep, woman. You need your rest, my love. You can’t heal without letting your body have downtime.”


  “Right, sleep.” Chrissy grinned back at him and snuggled in closer to him. “God I love you, Tryggr. I’m so very happy to have you in my life.” Nothing made her happier than having him as hers. He was her heart, her soul. He was her life, and she knew she was his.


  “I love you, too, sweetheart,” he assured her. Tugging the blankets up higher around her, Tryg tucked her in securely. Nuzzling at her cheek, he rubbed her back and purred subvocally to try and soothe her into a restful slumber.


  It didn’t take Chrissy long before she was soon sleeping softly at Tryggr’s side. Before long she was sound asleep.


  Chapter Eight


  


  A few days later, sitting in the yard, she looked up. Giving the kitten a nuzzle, Chrissy watched Tryggr as he tossed a stick for the dog to run after. Shaking her head, she grinned and began to scratch the kitten’s tummy to get it to start purring, smiling as she did so.


  Romping with the puppy, Tryggr growled at the little guy and grinned when he growled back. Feinting to the left, he outsmarted the pup for a moment before he gave chase. Laughing, he raced toward Chrissy and used her as a shield, carefully watching the pup for any tendency toward lunging. He didn’t want her getting hurt by a too-excited pup.


  Chrissy grinned when the puppy gave up on him and hopped up into her lap. She gave a laugh when the kitten growled at the pup before moving up onto her shoulder. “Well, honey, I think you lost your play buddy. Sorry about that,” she told him and began to pet the puppy whose tail was wagging so hard that it was nearly a fan.


  “He just knows where the best place is to curl up for some petting.” He chuckled. Sitting down next to her hip, he gave the kitten a little nuzzle before resting his cheek to her shoulder. Closing his eyes, he listened to the sounds of nature around them. Yes, there were sounds of cars and such beyond, but he tuned it all out to just listen to his world, the world that calmed him right down to his irritable other half.


  “This is nice, isn’t it?” Chrissy asked with a smile and sighed. She was absolutely surrounded by pure love from the animals and from her man. “I’m happy, Tryggr. I didn’t know if I could be happy being just a ‘housewife,’ so to speak, but I am. So very much so.”


  “You are not ‘just’ anything, babe,” he murmured with a smile. Lifting his head, he looked at her. “You are amazing and so much more,” Tryg said honestly. “You are a blessing and pure pleasure in my life. Without you I’d be a wreck, I’m very sure.” He winked at her.


  Chrissy winked and said, “You bet you would. Because you wouldn’t have me, and that would just be a darn tootin’ cryin’ shame, darling mine. You and I both know that we came into each other’s lives at the exact time we needed each other.”


  “Damn straight, my love. I very definitely needed you and, if I recall right, you needed me, too.” He grinned. “Course, at that point, you’d likely have taken anyone, but I’m still going to believe it was all me.”


  “Yeah, when freakin’ vampire breath wanted to take me.” She shivered and looked to him. “How are we on that front by the way? Have your guys gotten any closer to figuring out who wanted me and why?”


  “Unfortunately not yet,” he told her quietly. “But Quincy is working on everything he can, and with the bits of new info we have coming in, we are getting closer.” He hoped. “For now we’re being extra cautious, and everyone is running on alert. It’s not a full alert, but sort of a prep for alert, if you know what I mean.”


  She nodded. “Kind of like battening down for a storm and knowing that it’s coming, so basically being fully aware. I understand that,” she assured him. “I really do. Well, we will ensure that our home is prepared as well. I don’t have any idea how we would fight something like that, but I don’t want to be here alone if he comes here to attack, not without some sort of defense. Any ideas?”


  “It’s already taken care of,” he told her honestly. “Quincy has warded the house to ensure nothing but what I invite in can come, or yourself of course. It’s built into the line of the fence and covers the house entirely in a bubble that extends underground as well. That way no one can come up from under us either.”


  “I could kiss that odd man,” Chrissy said, “but I think that his very possessive wife would have my head if I did so.” She added with a grin, “So tell him thank you very much.” She knew she was teasing about both Maya and kissing Quincy, especially since it seemed the only one she wanted to kiss was Tryggr.


  “You put your lips on anyone else and I’ll have to bloody them severely, even Q,” he warned her with honesty in his voice. Cupping her face, he kissed her gently. “I love you, but no kissing anyone but me.”


  “That is something that I can totally live with, Tryg. I happen to really, really love kissing you, darling. Kissing you is my happiness and joy in life. It makes me insanely happy to kiss you.” Winking, she added, “In fact I really think you should kiss me again.”


  “Already?” he groaned out shaking his head. “Damn, woman, you’re just so demanding,” he teased. Tipping her chin up a little more, he kissed her deeply, sliding his tongue over hers slowly as he tasted her and enjoyed how into the kiss she threw herself.


  Reaching up, Chrissy cupped his cheek. She pulled back then and licked her lips. “Mercy,” she whispered and dropped her hand back to the puppy to continue to stroke his fur.


  Growling softly in pure pleasure, he sat back and stole the kitten off her shoulder. Lying back on the grass, he set the kitten on his chest and purred softly to encourage the little fur ball to settle in for a nap. Tucking his hands under his head, Tryg closed his eyes. “Just wait until I get you naked later, darling mine,” he warned softly.


  “I very, very much look forward to it,” Chrissy said with a chuckle and rocked the puppy as she did so. “I also look forward to you doing that with our babies, letting them sleep on your chest while you purr. I look forward to that time, my darling man. Look forward to being able to watch you with our little ones, shifted or not shifted.”


  Smiling slightly at her words, he chuckled quietly. “The time will come, sweetheart. Not today or tomorrow, but one day in our future we will have a little one of our own for you to tend to.” Hopefully they would be more like his sister Bethany than himself. He’d been a little terror when he’d been a kid. His mother had often teased he’d given her many a gray hair. Sighing softly, Tryg pushed away the memory of his mother, because to remember her gorgeous curly blonde hair and smile was to then remember the last time he’d seen her face after the events in their home.


  Turning, Chrissy looked at him and sighed. “I’m sorry there is so much pain in your past, honey. Your parents will live on through you and your sister, but you need to accept that. Love the memory of them, and instead of being sad, try to find a reason to smile because they were in your life. I can’t even begin to imagine how hard it is to put that last sight of them from your mind, but you should try, honey.”


  Reaching out, he slid his hand over her thigh and squeezed slightly. “I do try, but every now and again it all rushes back.” Sighing, he opened his eyes to look at her. “There are some things that if I remember them it’s like I’m sucked back to that time. Everything narrows, focusing right on their door and the moment I pushed through to see them. Bethany is lucky. She never saw them like that.” His sister had her own nightmares to live through. But seeing their parents torn apart, lifeless on their bed was thankfully not one of them.


  “I know, honey, and for that I’m so very sorry. It’s good that your sister never saw them like that. It’s not an image that any would want to carry around, and that is something that I understand. I hate that you have to carry it around with you, my love.”


  “Better me than her,” Tryggr said honestly. Looking up at her, he smiled. “I want to go and see her next month. It’s my semi-annual visit with her. Do you want to come along and meet her, too?” he asked her softly. He wanted them to meet. He needed Chrissy and Bethany to get along for his life to be complete and in balance.


  “I would love to come along. I would like to get to know your sister, honey. I love you. I love all that you are and all that you do, honey, and I want to very much be a part of your life. If you will let me, I would like to come along with you.” She didn’t know if it was something that was just for him or not.


  “Of course I’ll let you come along, darling. I did ask you, remember?” He smiled. Lifting the kitten from his chest, Tryg sat up and leaned in to kiss her cheek. “I love you, darling mine, and I want you to meet the other woman in my life.” He chuckled softly. “She is likely to grill you to the nth degree since she’s damned suspicious, but she will adore you.”


  “I certainly hope so,” Chrissy said with a grin. “I happen to love you so. I look forward to being able to meet her as well. I don’t mind the grilling. I really and truly don’t. In fact, I look forward to it. I look forward to being able to get to know about you from her as well. I want to know all about you, and who better than your sister to get the deets from?”


  “She may be a little biased there,” he said with a wince. “I was a rotten kid. She was the little angel. I used to pull pranks on her. Nothing too serious or anything, but I was a brat and I knew it.” He’d grown up eventually, but for a time there, he’d been rotten, rotten, and even more rotten.


  “Honey, you and I both know that kids will do that to each other. It happens between siblings, especially when the brother is the elder sibling. Sorry, babe, but that’s just is the way that it is. I’m sure that it will be the same when and if we have kids.” She hoped they did. She wanted a little boy that looked just like his daddy.


  “I want a little girl that’s just like her mother.” He grinned at her. “One that I can spoil rotten and get in shit for doing so. A little girl that, one day, will bring home her first boyfriend, who I will terrify and make piss his pants in fear.”


  That had Chrissy grinning. “I want that as well, darling. I want a little boy first though,” she added happily. “I think that we should have a son first so that he can be in school with our daughter and ensure that she’s not in with the bad crowds there and stays very far away from the ‘bad boys’ of the campus.” Which would likely be his friends, Chrissy thought with a grin.


  “Oh Gods,” Tryg groaned, “I’m going to be gray by the end of us having just two children, aren’t I?” he asked. He already knew that if his kids were anything like him, he’d be gray before they were even out of diapers.


  She smiled happily at him and winked. “I happen to really, really love that idea. You won’t be gray, darling, but I have a feeling that you and I will certainly have our fair share of trouble from time to time, darling. We will figure it all out though, I promise. Together you and I will make sure that we are always a team when it comes to our babies.”


  “Promises, promises.” He grinned at her. “All right, I’m dying of thirst, and I think you’ve put the pup into a pleasure-induced coma, so let’s go inside and grab a drink and something to eat.” He didn’t need to state the constantly obvious. He burned calories at a hugely idiotic rate and pretty much had to eat every four hours to keep up with his body’s very rude demands.


  “All right, let’s get the kids put down on their beds and you and I will get ourselves something to eat, and then, my love, you and I are going to rock each other’s world.” Or so she hoped. She didn’t want the animals to be there to watch. She was weird like that.


  “Oh we are, are we?” He grinned, getting to his feet. Lifting up the kitten as he got to his feet, he held out a hand to her and tugged her up. “Come on, sugar.” He smiled. “I’m feeling starved for many things, food only at the top of the list for the moment.”


  “Food first and then yummy-licious sex later. For now you and I are so going to make us some nice lovely food. Something filling but not so heavy that I will want a nap afterward.” She did tend to want naps, often.


  “I do tend to wear you out, darling.” He smiled at her gently. “Not that I mind. I do love how soft and warm you get when you’re all worn out. But yes, sustenance for my Queen is needed ahead of time.” He chuckled softly.


  She laughed and shook her head. “I love you, baby,” she told him with a smile. “I love everything that there is about you, but please stop calling me Queen, honey. It scares me to death to think that I’m now a Queen.”


  “There’s not much to it, darling. It’s living, loving, and occasionally dealing with others. Just because you have a title doesn’t change who you are. Yes, others will see you differently, act differently around you, but that’s on them, not you, darling,” he pointed out, opening the door for her.


  “Exactly. I couldn’t agree more.” Chrissy winked at him then and touched her fingers to his cheek. “I love you so very much, Tryggr. No matter what, I’m always your Queen. Don’t care about being everyone else’s, but I’m totally yours.”


  “That you are, my love.” He smiled down at her. Leaning in, he kissed her slowly, kicking the door shut at their backs. “Gods, I love you, Chrissy,” he whispered against her mouth. “I think we need to alter plans slightly. Kids to bed, and then I ravish you before we eat.”


  “No, no, darling mine,” she said with a laugh. “Honey, I happen to need food as well. Then again…” She all but purred for him. “I could really and truly use having you inside of me, you know.” She purred. Literally she purred.


  “We could always combine our needs,” he pointed out, heading up the stairs with her to the room where the pup and kitten were housed each night. Originally it had been a small guest room, but it worked well for their items and needs. Setting the kitten down with one more scratch to his little chin, Tryg took the puppy from her and gave his ears a scratch, too.


  “Really now? And how could we combine them? The last time you ate off of me we didn’t do as much eating as we did making love, and that was a serious mess. Remember the carpet cleaner?” she teased happily.


  “Well worth every single dime,” he said, checking the food dishes automatically before he turned the lights off and tugged her out the door. “But we’ll keep our play to the kitchen tonight, finger foods and both of us naked. I figure you can sit on my lap, with my cock buried deep inside, and I’ll feed you as you give us both pleasure, nice and slow.”


  “Oh that sounds so nice.” She felt her pussy creaming already at the thought of him doing this with her. “I have to say that you have the best ideas in the world, Tryggr. I happen to love the ideas that you come up with, a great deal. In fact, I would wager to guess that you are stunningly brilliant.”


  “I thought so.” He grinned. “And, for safety’s sake, we will use one of the leather armchairs so that we don’t fall off one of the stools.” It would be less painful if one of them took a tumble. It was a wider seat, and with the leather, easier to clean of anything that got spilled. Only downside, since he’d be on the bottom, his ass would likely become suctioned onto the leather, and she’d have to peel him off with a spatula.


  “I think that sounds good. However, I think we should probably take one of the large blankets you have and cover it so that you don’t stick.” She winked at him when she said it. “And the blanket can just be tossed into the washer, all the better for us, right?”


  “Oh now who is the brilliant one?” He grinned at her, hugging her tight. Scooping her up, he carried her down the stairs and put her on her feet in the kitchen. “I’ll grab a towel if you want to pull out things we can do up as finger food. We’ll prep up a plate and then get situated.” Smacking her bottom lightly, Tryg went to the laundry room to find a blanket or sheet.


  “Sounds good to me.” She began to pull food out of the fridge, putting together sandwiches and cutting them into fourths and then cutting them again. Smiling and humming along, she moved across the kitchen from the counter to the fridge over and again.


  “Fruit, too,” he advised as he grabbed an armchair and took it into the kitchen. Laying the sheet over the chair, Tryg went back and commandeered a side table, setting the lamp on the floor. Carrying it into the kitchen, he set it next to the chair. “We should also have some water, too, but in a bottle in case we go crazy.” He didn’t want to have to dodge broken glass.


  “Right, water bottles are good.” Grabbing an orange, she peeled it and sectioned it off before taking some grapes off of the stems. “All right. I think I have everything.”


  “We’re all set with the chair, too,” he told her, moving to her side to help clean the mess up. Well, the first mess anyway. There would likely be a whole other one soon enough. Wiping the counters down, Tryg grabbed an extra dishcloth and wet it. They’d likely need that, too, especially with the oranges. They tended to get very into their food.


  “Then I think that we are ready.” Chrissy winked at him and looked at the chair. “Is it bad that we want to play while we eat? Are we really that bad?” She was worried that they were too into each other, if such a thing was even possible. She didn’t want to run him away with her nearly constant need of him.


  “We could never be too into one another, darling,” he assured her. Resting his hands on her waist, Tryg drew her back against him. “Having a little fun while we find pleasure is not a bad thing. Spicing up our life in little ways that we both enjoy is not a bad thing. The only time something is bad is when we are not both comfortable with it. If that’s the case, we need to speak up and choose something else that we are comfortable with, babe.”


  “I happen to really and truly love being able to show you just how much I love you at any given time. As long as you say that it’s not a bad thing then I agree with you and I fully believe in you, sweetheart. I love being able to have fun with you, darling mine.”


  “Then do not worry about it, love.” He smiled, pressing a kiss to her neck and nuzzling her soft skin. “You should instead worry about what you can do something about. Like getting naked,” he told her with a squeeze. “Get naked, and let’s get eating our meal,” Tryg advised, letting her go. Scooping up the platter, he set it on the side table and began to strip as well.


  Chrissy grinned at him and began to slowly pull her clothes off. When he reached for her, she stepped just out of his reach and shook her head. “Nope, slow strip today,” she teased. “I think you need to finish chucking your clothes though so that I can watch you touching yourself while I get naked, darling mine.”


  Growling at her, he got rid of the last couple of items and moved to sit in the chair. Stretching out, he gripped his cock and slowly stroked his hard flesh. “Naked,” he demanded on a low snarl. The Cat wanted her naked, too, man and animal in full agreement. They needed their mate and they needed her now.


  She grinned at him and winked. Moving slowly, she peeled out of her bra then and tossed it at him. Turning her back to him, she looked over her shoulder at him and began to peel her panties down her body, bending and giving him a full view of her puffy pussy lips that were leaking in need.


  “So wet,” he purred out, squeezing his cock to keep from coming just from the sight. “Stay like that and touch yourself,” he demanded, his eyes glued to her pink and wet pussy. Licking his lips, he growled when she shifted but calmed when she appeared to only be adjusting her stance.


  Reaching between her legs, she ran her fingers over her pussy and moaned. From anus to clit she let her fingers roam her gaze on him as she did so. Tracing her fingers around her clit, she said, “Stroke yourself, too.” She moaned.


  Tryg hadn’t known he’d stopped, but he understood it. He’d been captivated by what she’d been doing. Licking his lips, he stroked in time to her movements, his eyes glued to her naughty little fingers and their quest over her soft and wet folds.


  Chrissy moved her fingers up and down the slit. She moaned as he rubbed his cock up and down the thick shaft. “Are you excited?” she asked. “Tell me how much you like this,” she moaned.


  “So excited that if you were to come right now I’d likely be right on your coattails,” he growled, softly squeezing his cock as she dipped a finger into her pretty pink pussy. She was killing him, in slow and agonizingly amazing detail. “I want to see you come by your hand, see all that pretty, silky liquid sliding over your fingers as you cream from your orgasm.”


  Chrissy knew that it wouldn’t take her long at all. “Only if when I come you stand up and come over here, slam into my body, and come in me,” she said as she continued to toy with her own body. “I love the feeling of you filling me up, Tryg, and I won’t give that up, dammit.”


  “Absolutely,” he told her as he stroked his cock faster. “You come and I will be there to fill you up as much as I can. And maybe we won’t both collapse into a mangled heap on the linoleum floor.”


  Sliding her fingers into her welcoming hole, she began to move them in and out rapidly. Her knees shook, but she continued to stand as she moved her fingers rapidly. When she brushed her thumb to her clit, she cried out and felt her orgasm washing over her, the liquid heat of her pussy covering her fingers as she screamed.


  Moving quickly, Tryggr caught her hips holding her upright and slammed his cock into her spasming body. Thrusting twice, he came with a bellow, his body shaking as he spilled his seed into her pussy.


  She was glad that he was holding her up because she would have fallen if not. Her body came a second time with his seed filling her full. She was sure that she screamed out his name when she came again and smiled. Bracing her hands on her knees, she pushed back against him. “God, I love you.”


  Growling happily as he started grinning, he moved his hips slightly. “I love you, too.” Pulling her up gently, Tryg kissed her neck. “I especially love watching you stroking yourself. That was a new and exciting twist to things,” he murmured. “But next time I think we should manage it so we actually end up sitting, because I don’t think I’ll survive that again standing.”


  “I wanted to try to give us something new,” she told him with a smirk. “How about you and I sit down and now share some of that food together? I look forward to round two. You inside of me and feeding me while we see what kind of mess we can make together.”


  Laughing softly, he nodded and slid from her body. “I need you facing me,” he said when she protested with a growl. She was actually getting quite good with them, not quite as good as a Changer but building it up nicely. Sitting in the chair, he held out a hand to her. “Come on, darling, straddle me so that we can eat and have some fun at the same time.”


  It was only then that she slid her hand into his. “Since you put it like that, I think that is a good idea,” she teased him with a grin. “I think that you and I sharing that time is going to be mind blowing, don’t you?” Pushing him back in the chair, she approached slowly. “I love you, darling mine.” Her gaze dipped to see he was already getting hard again and smirked. “I love how hard you always seem to be.”


  “Can’t help it,” he groaned, leaning back as he helped her stay steady as she climbed over him. “I see you and get hard, I scent you and I get hard, I see your perfect wet pussy and I’m so fucking hard I’m surprised I don’t have a permanent imprint of my zipper on my cock.”


  “I think that you should start to wear underwear so that you don’t get that imprint,” Chrissy teased as she slid down on his hard and waiting cock. “God bless, you feel so good,” she moaned. Rocking on him, she squeezed him then. “Perfect.” She knew they had to eat, really did, but right now it felt so good to be where she was and where he was.


  “I hate underwear,” he grumbled to her, shaking his head. Lifting a chunk of sandwich for her, he held it to her lips. “Eat, love,” he told her as he stroked a hand up and down her belly lightly. “You need your energy and strength.” Tryg smiled up at her as he flicked her nipple lightly.


  Taking a bite of the sandwich, she lifted up from him and slid back down. She shivered and reached blindly toward the platter of food to bring back a sandwich portion for him as well. “I’m not the only one who will need it,” she happily told him finally after licking her lips and swallowing.


  Grinning, he leaned in and took it in his mouth to chew slowly as he watched her. “I do like how you think, love of mine,” he whispered. Grabbing a slice of orange, he traced it over her nipples before eating the piece and leaning in to lap at the juice.


  Her back arched and she shivered. “More,” she murmured. “I really and truly want so very much more. I love that orange thing.” It felt amazing to feel the orange rimming her nipples and then the way that his tongue caressed the areola. Amazing.


  Grinning, he pressed an orange slice to her mouth before taking another for himself and stroked it slowly over her tight nipples. Chewing the slice, he bent to lick and nibble at her sweet flesh made a little tart by the juices.


  Chrissy’s fingers clenched on his shoulders, her body moving on his and moaning deeply. “That feels so good,” she moaned aloud. Reaching out, she took an orange slice, bit the tip off, and ran it over his nipples.


  Watching her, he leaned back in the chair and nibbled on some of the other bits on the plate while she rearranged herself enough to reach the mess she’d created. Smiling, he let out a happy breath at the first stroke of her tongue. So silky and hot against his flesh, pure pleasure and absolute bliss.


  Chrissy’s body was arched at an odd angle, but she didn’t care. All that mattered was him. Laving her tongue over the nipple, she bit when she was able to get it to stand up and then soothed the slight ache with her tongue before moving to the other one.


  Smacking her ass for the nip she gave him, he growled menacingly. “Watch it, woman. You start bringing teeth to the party and you won’t be the only one taking bites out of folks.” Stroking his fingers lightly up and down her thigh, he smiled at her.


  “Oh but I so very much love it when you bite me, Tryggr. I love when you growl, when you purr, and the nips you give are stunningly erotic,” she said with a grin and bounced on him a little harder, a little faster.


  Helping her to move over him, Tryggr watched her. “You think so, hmm?” he asked softly. Tugging her in a little closer, he nipped at the swell of her breast and then slid his tongue over the skin to soothe it. Growling quietly, he nibbled along her chest to her other breast and repeated the move.


  “Oh, yes, I think so,” she moaned and shivered as she did so. “Harder.” Demand, need, hunger clawed at her. “Love that growl of yours,” she whimpered, moving faster and faster on him. “Not going to last much longer.” Dammit all to hell and back again.


  “We have all the time in the world, love. We can do this as many times as you want.” Almost literally. He wasn’t human. He could get his cock up to attention nearly continuously if she so wished it. Shifting her slightly, he moved her faster, letting her slam down on him again and again. “Scream for me,” he ordered and carefully sank his teeth into her lush breast just as she slid down to envelop him once more.


  Chrissy screamed his name when she climaxed, her walls squeezing him tightly and holding him deep inside of her quivering body as her pleasure coated his cock liberally.


  Shuddering as he held her to him tightly, he growled against her soft flesh. Closing his eyes, he rocked back and forth slightly with her as his body pumped hot seed deep into her hot depths. Gods, he couldn’t believe how much he needed her even after another amazing orgasm, but already he was thinking about their next time.


  “Same here,” Chrissy said with a happy grin and yawn. Collapsed against his chest, she stroked her fingers gently over his chest. “I love you, darling. Later we will work on making plans to go and see your sister. For now I think that we should finish eating, get cleaned up, and then nap?”


  Grinning at the question in her tone, he nodded. “We can do that.” Grabbing more food, he nibbled on it and passed her some on occasion. She really didn’t seem up to moving more than an inch at a time, which was fine by him. He liked just where she was. Looking around, he nodded. “And we don’t even have a mess to clean up.”


  “See, we are getting better at this,” she teased with a grin. “It’s a wonderful treat to be able to do this. Not something we should do every day, but sometimes would be awesome.” It was wonderful to be able to have him buried deep inside of her when they were eating.


  “We should absolutely do this more often.” He grinned, handing her a couple more sandwich pieces, and ate the last four himself. Lifting the plate of fruit, he settled it on the armrest so they could both reach it and eat the last few pieces.


  “I couldn’t agree more.” Chrissy took one of the grapes and popped it in her mouth, grinning and picking up momentum. “God, I love having you inside of me, Tryggr. I’m beginning to feel a little needy though. I’m thinking that you are very soon going to have to put us down on the floor and truly fuck me so that we can both go flying again.”


  “I could do that,” he agreed, stealing a couple of grapes and nibbling delicately on them. “I was actually thinking that I’d toss you onto the counter and fuck you until your eyes roll in your head and you can’t scream anymore because you’ve screamed so much your throat is raw.”


  “I like that idea as well. From behind,” she added in there with a moan. “God, I love when you take me from behind.” It was always such pleasure when he wrapped his fist in her hair and smacked her ass from time to time. She loved it.


  “You just like me giving it to you a little rough.” He growled, softly brushing a kiss to her hair. “Maybe we’ll do it over the chair instead, softer and much less likely to give you a concussion.” And he couldn’t get the image out of his head of her head thrown back, her moans coating the air, and his cock pushing deeper and deeper into her wet and hot pussy.


  “We could do that.” Chrissy grinned. “Or on the sofa so that when we both come this time we can just collapse on the sofa and have us a nap.” She teased, “I don’t care how we do it. I just know I want to do it.”


  “The sofa would be good, too,” he agreed with a lazy nod. “Finish some more fuel”—Tryg pointed to the fruit—“and we’ll put it to a vote to see where I fuck you blind and hoarse before we collapse into a semiconscious state and rest.”


  That had her laughing. Shaking her head, she winked at him, took another bite of the food, and then pulled back. “I’ve had enough to eat.” She moved up and then down before she slid nearly fully off of him. “Now I want to be fucked. Are you game?”


  “So demanding,” he teased with a grin, kissing her gently. “Get over there, darling. However you want me to take you, you get settled in,” he told her, popping another grape into his mouth to chew slowly.


  She moved to the couch and braced her body so that her chest was rubbing against the back of the couch and her knees were wide apart on the edge of the couch. Waving her rump in the air, she looked back at him. “How’s this, darling?”


  “Very nice, do that wiggle again,” he told her with a grin as he set the plate aside. Getting up, he moved toward her slowly and watched her closely. She was bloody sexy and so free and open with him. He couldn’t believe how lucky he was to have her.


  “You better believe that you are one lucky duck,” Chrissy teased. “But then again I’m the lucky one as well because I have you. How much better can life be than it is now? I’m happy that you are with me, that you are mine, and I love that you lust after me as you do.”


  “I will always lust after you. You have my heart, baby.” He smiled at her as he moved in closer. Stroking his hand lightly down her back, he smacked her rump lightly and grinned when her arousal got heavier and richer. “You do like a little paddling, don’t you?” he teased, rubbing his hand over her bottom.


  “Yes, I do.” Chrissy never thought she would be into spankings, but when they came from him, oh yeah, she was very much into them. “I love anything you do to me, Tryggr. I love every moment with you. So very much.”


  Leaning in, he brushed his lips to her spine and then nibbled down to her bottom. Sinking his teeth into her soft flesh for a moment, he growled softly. Her scent got heavier, richer, pure ambrosia to his senses. “Gods, I love your scent. I could wallow in it for days and only grow more enamored with you.”


  “Good, I’m glad that you love it,” she said with a grin. Pushing back against him, she dropped her head and all but purred. “I love everything about you, Tryggr. I love the way that you touch me, the way that you kiss me, the way you purr.”


  Growling softly, he nipped at her ass lightly before sliding his tongue over her skin. Running his fingers up and down her inner thighs, he licked and nibbled up her spine. “I adore you, I’m obsessed with you, and I can’t believe how much I love you. It’s intense, vital, and the very reason I get up each and every morning.” Stepping in closer, he caught her hip and thrust into her hard, settling deep with one thrust.


  She shivered in reaction, her head arching back as she did so. “That’s only fair, darling. Only fair.” Since she lived and breathed for him as well. Pushing back hard on him, she whimpered, “More.” A guttural growl almost rose from her throat with that one word.


  “Growl for me,” he demanded as he thrust into her hard. Pulling back, he smacked her bottom and then thrust again. Withdrawing, he smacked the other side and thrust in before reaching forward to catch her breasts. “Growl.”


  Chrissy wasn’t a Shifter, but since bonding with Tryggr, she had begun to growl, mimicking his growl with her own in pleasure. Again and again she pushed back on him. His hand heating her ass as it swatted her had the growl building, and when he pinched and tweaked her nipples, she let go. A loud growl reverberated in her chest and out of her mouth, her pussy milking his cock and drenching him in her juices.


  Squeezing her breasts, he pinched her nipples and thrust harder in and out of her. “That’s it,” he encouraged her. Sliding a hand down, he stroked her clitoris, scraping his nail to the tight bud and flicking it again and again as she began to tighten on him. Seconds later he came, his growl drowning out her scream as he pumped his seed into her again and again.


  Collapsing against the back of the sofa, Chrissy panted. Her eyes closed, she whimpered slightly when he pulled from her body. Smiling back at him, she whispered, “God, I love you, baby. I love so very much when we do things like this, too.” Wild, uninhibited, needful, loving, and so explosive neither of them could move.


  Sitting on the sofa, he tugged her limp body into his lap and wrapped her up tight in his arms. Burying his face in her neck, he breathed her in. Their scents were intermingled and tangled up tightly together. She carried his scent in her skin and he carried hers in his. It was exactly as it should be. “I can’t feel my legs. They’re all numb and a little tingly.”


  That had her grinning. “Then I’m doing something right,” she teased him with a smile. “I’m glad that you are in my life. So happy to have you,” she whispered and yawned. “I think, however, I need to have a nice long nap now, sweetheart. You wore me out.”


  “I think that was the other way around, darling,” he murmured on a chuckle. Shifting, he stood with her in his arms and carried her up to their bedroom. Laying her down on the bed, he tucked her in. “I’m going to go and clean up and then I’ll come back and join you.”


  “Sounds good.” She curled into their bed and sighed happily. Another yawn and she pulled the pillow toward her. She was soon sleeping like a log.


  Chuckling under his breath at her soft snoring, Tryggr left her to rest and went to clean up. Hopefully he’d not tire her out one of these days and they’d be able to just relax and talk after a seriously intense loving. Not that he saw that coming in the near future, but one needed goals.


  Chapter Nine


  


  “Quit fidgeting, love,” Tryg murmured as he parked the car before the large old stone home. “It’s just my sister. She will love and adore you nearly as much as I do. Trust me,” he said and got out before she tried convincing him to head back to the city. Moving around, he lifted a hand when he saw an upstairs curtain move and smiled at the excited look on Bethany’s face.


  Opening Chrissy’s door, he helped her out. “You have about three seconds before I’m being mauled and our ears are being talked off, so try and not look so panicked, all right?” Brushing a kiss to her lips, he turned as soon as he heard the door open and took a step forward, bracing for the weight of his sister flinging herself at him. Grunting, he caught her and held her as she tried to squeeze the life out of him.


  Bethany was talking a mile a minute as she hugged Tryggr. Finally releasing him, she touched her hands to his cheeks and turned to the woman at his side. Not leaving her brother’s arms, she grinned. “Please tell me that you are my new sister?” she asked with a purely happy smile.


  “Well, I have mated with your brother so, yeah, I guess I am.” Chrissy immediately liked this woman. She was so free with herself, so happy, and it was a joy to simply be in her presence. She liked it. A lot.


  Shaking his head now that his sister had finally wound down a little he said, “Chrissy, this is my baby sister, Bethany.” He gave her a squeeze and grinned at her pained look. “Beth, this is my bond-mate Christine, or Chrissy as she prefers. I should warn you that you may want to count all the puppies now before we go inside. She’s likely to try and smuggle a few out of here when we leave.”


  Chrissy did have the graciousness to flush at his comment and grinned at Bethany. “I’m a vet, but that only feeds my love of animals. When your brother found me, I was able to give away a full litter of puppies and kittens that would have otherwise gone to the pound, us getting one of each of course,” she added with a grin. “And Tryggr loves the balls of fluff, and they absolutely worship him, so it might just be him that brings one home.” Bethany shot her brother a startled look. “You actually took home babies?” she asked in complete and utter shock. Shaking her head, she looked to Chrissy and explained. “About fifty years ago he had a pup that was hurt horribly. It was the last pup of a line that he’d had for centuries, always keeping one of each of the litters,” she whispered. “He vowed never to put up with the death of another pet again and has refused all my offers of puppies.”


  That had Chrissy’s eyes going wide and she looked to him. “Really? And yet you still let me bring them home? Wow.” She smiled for him then and pressed her hand to his cheek. “I love you so very much, Tryggr. Thank you for letting me have them and for being so open with me, honey.”


  Shrugging, he hugged her close to him. “I love you, baby. Of course I’d give you anything you wanted,” he said softly to Chrissy. Dropping a kiss to her lips, he breathed her in before lifting his head. “And thanks for ratting out my secrets, you brat.” He smacked Bethany’s tush lightly.


  Bethany grinned and winked at her brother. “Yeah, yeah. You love me anyway,” she teased and then added, “Well, come on in.” “Instead of us standing on the steps of the house, let’s go inside. What do you want to drink?” She was going a mile a minute, but she loved her visits from her brother, just wished he had called so that she hadn’t had to hide some things.


  “A bucket of water for me,” Tryggr said, moving to the rental to dig out their bags and lock up the SUV. “I hate flying as it is.” And all that packaged air made him feel like he’d been in the Sahara for six months without a drop of liquid. Following the women inside, he set the bags down at the bottom of the stairs, knowing which room they’d eventually get. Shutting the door, he went to join his mate and sister in the kitchen.


  “And you, Chrissy? What can I get for you?” Bethany asked, grabbing a bottle of water and passing it to her brother. “Are you hungry, either of you?” she asked, spinning onto another topic. “Dinner is in the oven and should be ready in about another two hours, but I have a bunch of snacks and such.” She dove into the fridge to haul out the trays she’d prepared. Setting them on the counters, she smiled at Chrissy. “If I talk too much, just say so.” She grinned.


  Tryggr wrapped his arm around his sister and covered her mouth. “Or do like I do and muzzle her.” He grinned at the growl he got and dropped a kiss to her hair.


  Chrissy couldn’t help but grin. Shaking her head, she watched the duo and said, “Goodness gracious, you both are so much alike that it’s honestly a little daunting.” Bethany was tall and beautiful, a woman who held an innate grace that was stunning to her. “I think that I’m going to look forward to each and every single moment with you both.”


  “Oh Gods,” Bethany said, pulling Tryg’s hand away, looking at her. “You really think that? I always wished I was more like Tryg,” she looked up at her big brother. “He’s always been such an unstoppable force. I probably shouldn’t admit this, but I was terrified to meet you after all Tryggr told me about you.”


  Chrissy’s eyes went wide at that. “Oh heaven’s sakes.” Shooting a look to Tryggr and then to Bethany, she grinned. “And yes, you are both so much alike. Bethany, you are just like him. You are just as unstoppable as he, if not more so.”


  Moving, Bethany wrapped Chrissy in a hug. “Thank you for that,” she whispered softly even though she knew that Tryg could still hear. Leaning back, she smiled. “I’m not nearly as strong or as unstoppable as he is, but thank you for saying that anyway.” She was terrified, constantly and always. Ever since that day, long ago, meeting new people always took so much effort, but Chrissy was amazing and so easy to be around.


  Hugging the woman back, Chrissy pulled back finally and touched her fingers to Bethany’s cheek lightly. “And now you have a sister to talk to. I know that not everything can be shared with a brother, so if you ever need a sister’s shoulder to cry on, I’m totally your girl.”


  “Maybe one day,” Bethany whispered, quietly shooting Tryg a look. What had happened that night was a nightmare they would forever share. Taking his hand when he offered it, she gave it a squeeze and tugged him in closer. “But enough of the past. This is for the future,” she said with a smile. “Welcome to the family, Chrissy, and I truly mean that.”


  Giving her a genuine smile, Chrissy gave Bethany another hug and then pulled back. “All right. Enough of the past. For now we will look to the future, because in reality that is all that matters. A family, that is what we all have together.”


  Smiling at her, Bethany nodded. “Sit and have a snack. We can talk more while you eat,” she said and waved them both over to the counter stools. Grabbing another bottle of water, she passed it to Chrissy. “Here, drink some water. You likely need it after the long flight.”


  “Thank you. I only need it because of the hundred and twelve times I had to tell Tryggr to sit down and stop pacing,” she said with a grin. “Silly man was all about pacing. I feel badly for the poor flight attendants that had to keep telling him to sit down.”


  Laughing softly, Bethany sat down with them. “I believe it. My brother does not travel well, but worst of all he’s a terrible flyer.”


  “Too confining,” Tryg put in as he pulled a plate close and unwrapped it enough to dig out some meat and cheese. Stacking them on a cracker, he sighed. “Some of our kind have no trouble with planes, but I hate flying with a passion. Only reason I do is so that I can see my baby sister. Since the stubborn female won’t move closer to me, it’s the only way I ever have a chance of seeing her.”


  Chrissy watched the play of emotions fly across Bethany’s face and she shook her head. “Well, I truly don’t mind flying, so that’s all that should matter. I will make sure to get my Tryggr here as often as possible,” she said with a grin. “Maybe we should get a private plane though. From what Tryg has led me to believe, he’s loaded, so he could get a private plane and all would be good.”


  “He is,” Bethany said with a nod. “He’s been very careful with all the money we ever had and made very wise choices of where to invest over the years. I think he did have a couple of boo-boos, but not so much that it ever hurt our wealth. Point of fact, he still donates nearly his entire salary to various charities,” she told Chrissy and grinned as he brother blushed and started to eat faster. She’d embarrassed him again, poor thing.


  Chrissy smiled up at Tryggr and said, “He is a pretty amazing guy, isn’t he? So yeah, I think if we had our own plane he would be a great deal more at ease and we could come here more often than he has been visiting you.”


  “I don’t want to pull him away from his work,” Bethany said in protest. “He’s doing good work and keeping everyone, our people and humans, safe. He’s needed, and that’s amazing.” She smiled at her brother. He protected the innocent and saved the damsel in distress, just like he had with her.


  “He does do wonderful work, this is very true. I would never deny that. However, I think that he needs to start taking some more time from work just as the other mated men are starting to take time from work as well. It’s a very good thing, because all work and no play makes for a very upset bond-mate.”


  “You never said you were upset with my hours.” Tryggr decided to dive back into the conversation now that they were done embarrassing him for the moment. “You should have said something before this, love.”


  “Honey, I’m not upset with your hours, but I wouldn’t mind having more time with you. I realize that when it comes time for you to take over your duties on the Council again, you will have to give them more time, and when that happens, I’m going to ask that you please cut back your hours with the teams. I don’t want to have to fight two places for time with my man.”


  “You’re still not sitting on the Council?” Bethany asked in surprise. “Why ever not?”


  “No, I’m not”—he sighed—“because I don’t want to have to put up with their pompous asses and self-righteous ways. Except for a couple of them, I can’t stand most of them. Besides, Uncle Evan is doing just fine,” he said with a shrug, though he knew the man really, really wanted to step down but wouldn’t until Tryg finally took his rightful place.


  “Tryggr,” Bethany started, stopped, and then began again. “It’s not right, Tryg,” she told him softly. “I know that it’s not something that you want to do, but you were groomed for the position. Daddy made sure that you were ready. Mother and Father would want you to be there. You are the one who belongs on that Council, not Uncle Evan. No matter how much I care for him, he doesn’t belong there.” She was surprised that the Throne had accepted her uncle.


  “It feels wrong sitting in Father’s Throne,” he told her honestly. “I can’t even go near the Chambers without breaking into hives and a sweat. Besides, Uncle Evan will sit the Throne a little longer. I’m not ready to take up that mantle, and he knows it.” Beyond taking the seat on the Council, if Tryg stepped back into that role, he’d have to take it all back. While he tolerated the half dozen or so guards that were always skulking around, accepting the rulership of his people would throw him into the spotlight once more, and it would all come back.


  “And your son?” Bethany asked bluntly. “What are you going to tell my nephew when he comes into the world? ‘Oh, sorry, son, but you will have to learn about your birthright from your great-uncle. Why? Well, because I can’t face what happened to my family hundreds of years ago.’” She knew she was being bitchy, but dammit, it had to stop! “You aren’t to blame for what happened. Trust me, I have researched every single aspect of what happened, and it’s not your fault. Their deaths never should have happened as they had. I never should have been raped, but there it is. It’s life, Tryggr. I’ve gotten over mine.” Mostly. “And now it’s time for you to get over yours. I know a counselor you can see. He’s a Bear and knows all about who and what we are, brother. Please, get some help learning to get over the past.”


  “It’s not the past holding me back, Bethany,” he said honestly. “If I accept the Throne, charges will have to be brought against the clan that killed our parents and raped you. You will have to testify in front of all those judgmental old fucks. That’s why I haven’t taken the damned seat, because I don’t want you to have to relive another moment of it. Unlike you, I am over the past. I did what I could, and while it still burns me I didn’t get to you fast enough, I did all I could in the situation. I’ve replayed it over the years,” he admitted. “There was no other way for me to get past the Mage or the spears.”


  Bethany looked at him as if he had grown two additional heads. “You.” She stopped and paced. Turning her back to him, she dropped her head and shook it. Finally she turned to look at him. “Tryggr, I’m over the past,” she whispered. “I’ve been working on the future. I know that you don’t see it, but I’m truly far more healed than you think I am. I know you think that I’m still fragile, but I’m not, Tryggr. I’ve made a complete break with the past. I’m over the pain that it caused me and instead I work to help others.” She saw the shock on his face. “You didn’t know that I had gone to school in this century and gotten my degree, did you? Tryg, I’m a certified rape counseling specialist. The pups that I raise are given homes with rape victims. Haven’t you ever wondered why I raise German shepherds instead of cats? It’s because the shepherds give the women a sense of safety, of peace. Good God, don’t your guards tell you anything about what I’ve been doing?”


  “They are forbidden to ever speak of you to me in any way,” Tryg said quietly, honestly. “They tend to end up giving me unsolicited advice on how I should be ensuring you do things a woman should, which pisses me off and then one or more of them ends up hospitalized.” Shaking his head, he looked away. “Dad trained me, but even he knew I never wanted the Throne. He was always hopeful that I’d change my mind but accepted that it would likely never happen.”


  “Then why don’t you simply give up the Throne?” Bethany shot back. “Since you can no longer hide behind me, why not just give it up? Uncle Evan won’t hold the throne until your son comes of age, and even then would you truly want another to teach your son how to hold a position that your father taught you to hold?”


  “Fine, I’ll give it up,” he said, getting up and facing off with her. “I never wanted the fucking thing in the first place. For the love of the Gods, it’s the reason our parents were killed and why you were raped. Who the fuck wants that cursed piece of shit anyway?” Growling, he turned and left the room. He needed to cool off. Only his fucking sister could get him that hot and mad that fast.


  Chapter Ten


  


  After giving Bethany a piece of her mind, Chrissy went in hunt of her bond-mate. Reaching out, she placed her hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, honey. I have no idea what happened, but I’m sorry that it did,” she murmured softly. “Want to talk about it?”


  Turning, he pulled her into his arms. “Not really,” he muttered softly. Sighing, he rubbed his cheek to her hair. “I shouldn’t have yelled at Bets,” he murmured, feeling like an ass. “I’m sorry, babe. This was not how I saw this trip going.”


  “I know, honey,” Chrissy whispered softly and caressed his back lovingly as he held her. “She didn’t have the right to get after you as she did either.” Granted, Chrissy agreed with Bethany, but that was beside the point. She would stand behind all of Tryggr’s choices, no matter what he chose.


  Lifting his head, he looked at her. “You think I’m being stubborn about this, too, don’t you?” he asked softly. “Just tell me the truth, love,” he said. He would hear her out and they would go from there.


  She shrugged. “Honey, I really don’t mind. It’s your choice, however.” She shrugged. “I know you think that the title is tainted, honey, but it’s not. I would only like for you to think, would your parents have wanted their grandchild to have his place in society that he should be born into? It’s a part of your heritage, honey,” she murmured. “And that’s the simple truth, darling.”


  “Damn you for being so smart,” he grumbled, resting his chin on her hair. Closing his eyes, he sighed. “I don’t know what I want to do about the bloody thing. I’d love to just be rid of the title, but then the thought of my son or daughter not to have a chance at it…” Sighing, Tryggr pulled back and paced around. “It eats at me each and every damn time I start thinking about it.”


  “Well the good thing is that you don’t have to think about it right now. For now let’s just enjoy our time with your sister, all right?” she asked quietly. “I love you, darling. I know that our son would understand no matter what you choose.” It would be terrible, yes, for them to lose the heritage before they were born, but that was neither here nor there.


  “No more talk about our future children or that damned chair,” he said to her. Moving back, he pulled her into his arms again and hugged her tight. “I love you, babe. Never think otherwise,” he whispered softly against her temple.


  “I know that you do,” she said with a grin. “And I love you as well, darling. I love every single moment that I have with you, but you know what?” Moving in closer to him, she whispered, “I look forward to each and every single second that I have with you, and I enjoy the practice that we have in making the future babies that we will have. Think we could practice some more?”


  “I think we should, but not out here. Too many eyes can take in what we’re doing,” he murmured. Mainly the guards who were all catching up with one another, but there were also the neighbors. Brushing his nose to hers, he breathed her in. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you, babe, but whatever it was, I’m eternally grateful for you every moment of my life.”


  “You found me, Tryggr. Isn’t that enough?” she asked softly. “All right, Tryggr, my darling, how about you take us up to whatever room we are going to have as our own while we stay here?”


  Nodding, he took her hand in his and led her back toward the house. Opening the side door, he took her to a small staircase and led her up two flights and then down a hall to his room. He knew their bags would already be there. One of his guards would have seen to it even though he’d told them often enough it wasn’t their job to play valet or butler.


  “You do know that they will likely all be fighting over who gets to be our son’s guard when that day comes, right?” Thankfully she didn’t have to have a guard, so that was perfect to her. She wanted Tryggr protected, and if she ever had a child, when she had a child, she wanted them to be protected as well.


  “You have four guards,” he told her as they walked and grinned when he felt her stumble. Turning, he scooped her up and carried her into the bedroom, “But they are really good at pretending not to be there for the most part.”


  “Are you serious?” She was shocked. Holy hell, she had guards? “Jesus H., Tryg, why didn’t you tell me?” She had been completely and totally oblivious to the fact that she had guards. Never had she dreamed she would have had them. Damn, Sam.


  “I told you I would always protect you, babe,” he said, setting her down on her feet gently. “I love you with all my heart and soul. Why would I not protect you?” he asked curiously. “You are my bond-mate and, until I decide one way or another what to do about the Throne, I’m still the heir, which means we’re both targets.”


  “Oh lord, I didn’t even think about that,” Chrissy admitted. “Holy cow, I really and truly didn’t even think about that.” She could be used against Tryggr. Even though he didn’t sit on his Throne, he was still King of the Felines. Shoot.


  “Even if I abdicate, I, or one of our children, could potentially claim it at any time in the future, which means even then we’ll likely still have to have guards,” he murmured softly. Stroking her fingers lightly, he tipped his head. “You are Royalty, you know, right?” Tryg asked with a small grin.


  Chrissy shrugged. “No matter who or what I am I put my pants on one leg at a time just like any other living being does, darling. Besides”—she looked to him and grinned—“one good thing about the guards is that they would ensure that we weren’t ever bothered if we decided to get naked and make love in the middle of the forest, now would they?”


  “Very true,” he said, softly pulling her in closer to him. “But for the moment I’m more interested in you taking your pants off one leg at a time and quickly. I need you naked, Chrissy, so I can fuck you every which way possible.”


  “Oh I love how you think.” Pulling back from him, she winked. “So naked it is then.” Slipping her shirt from her shoulder, she teased him happily and then tugged it all the way off so that she was only in her bra and pants. “So you said something about pants?”


  “Yes, off,” he ordered, already fully stripped and standing there waiting on her, as was the usual. Damn woman always wore too many clothes and took way too long to get out of them. “I think you should wear single-piece dresses and no underwear ever. It would definitely speed up this process a lot, you know.”


  “Where would the fun be in that?” she asked with a smirk as she peeled out of her clothes. “I love watching you get all beside yourself when I take my time pulling off my clothes,” she teased as she lifted the edges of her panties and slowly pushed them off of her body.


  As soon as her panties were down, Tryg moved in fast and, grabbing her up, threw them onto the bed. Rolling over with her, he trapped her under him facedown. “Now I have you at my mercy,” he purred out softly with a grin.


  “God, I love when you purr,” she confessed as she tried to push her hair out of her face, her ass lifting and pressing back against him. “Love listening to you purr, especially when you are fucking me.” If that wasn’t a hint, she didn’t know what was.


  Moving her hair out of the way, he nuzzled at her shoulder. “Was that a hint, darling?” he teased her softly. “Because if it was, I think you need to be a little more specific with your demands. Very specific and very detailed so that I know we’re on the exact same page with everything.”


  “Yes, darling, it was a hint,” she said with need, desperation coloring her words. “I want to hear you purring as you fuck me, Tryggr. I need to feel the rumble in your chest as you are pumping your wonderfully long and thick cock in and out of my pussy, which is wet and ready for you.”


  “Not overly descriptive, but it will work for the time being.” He grinned at her. Lifting her hips up, he thrust into her hard and fast and purred as she clenched around him. “Gods, I love being buried inside of you.”


  “Good, because I love it, too.” Chrissy purred herself when he was fully inside of her body. “So good.” She pressed back against him, needing him to move and give them both pleasure. “Move, honey, hard, but please move.”


  Nipping at her shoulder, he began to move, but slowly. Brushing his lips over her shoulder, he rubbed his nose to her skin. “So sweet,” he murmured, moving a little harder.


  Her body clenched a little when he brushed his lips to her shoulder. Anticipation lived and breathed inside of her and made her ache with need for more. “Please.” She pushed back harder against him, needed more, had to have more of him.


  “What do you need?” he asked, stroking a hand over her to find her clitoris. Stroking the swollen nub he moved harder and faster inside of her. “Talk to me, darling,” he said with a grin. Nibbling on her skin lightly, he nipped harder and then stroked his tongue to her skin.


  “I need more.” She growled right back at him. “I need to feel you rumble, growl, and purr while fucking me. I need you to let go and give us both what we are so desperate for. I want more of your Cat, Tryg, give him to me. No fur but more of him.”


  Lapping lightly at her spine, he smiled faintly and let her have more of him. Allowing the Cat to come closer to the surface, Tryg gave her what she wanted, letting the beast rule how he took her, the sounds of the Cat and their combined pleasure rising in those growls and rumbling purrs. But he was careful to keep a rein on how much rose up. He didn’t want to hurt her.


  Arching her back, she pressed tighter against him, rubbing against him as best she could as she did so. She was gasping for air, panting, and so close to that pivotal moment that when it came she screamed. Her whole body shook from the force of her orgasm, her vision wavered, and for one blissful moment she swore she was part of his very soul.


  Collapsed over her, it was long minutes of their breath rasping in the otherwise quiet air. “Wow,” he croaked out even as he started to grin at her. “We should do that again,” he rumbled softly to her with a squeeze to her middle where he held her.


  Chrissy just nodded because words wouldn’t form in her mind or throat right then. Eyes closed and gasping, it was several minutes before she was finally able to speak. “I agree. That was amazing.” It had been stunning. The lights still danced before her eyes from the sheer implosion she had experienced.


  Nuzzling at her neck, he breathed her in slowly. “Still a little fried, are we?” he teased with a grin. He seriously loved when he could make her brain stop working. It meant he was doing something right. Closing his eyes, Tryg shifted them a little and tugged a blanket over them. He didn’t plan on moving again for a time. He needed a nap before he had to face Bethany and dinner.


  “Yep, still fried, and tired. I think you killed me,” she teased as she pulled his arms around her waist and held them close to her. “But it’s good since you brought me back to life again,” she added with a yawn. “Sleep sounds so very nice right now.”


  “It does at that.” He chuckled softly, squeezing her close again. Nipping at her neck, he breathed her in. “Sleep for an hour and then we can head down for dinner.” Hopefully by then he’d know what to say to his sister.


  Patting his hand, Chrissy whispered, “Tell her you love her but to butt out of your business. Tell her that the decision is one that you will make when you’re ready to make it. If she can’t understand that”—she shrugged—“well then use your big brother and Alpha King of the packs voice and tell her again. See if she will listen to that.”


  “Alpha is a Wolf thing,” he told her softly with a grin but gave a small nod. “Thank you for the advice, my little mate,” he murmured, hugging her close to him. Relaxing, he began to lightly stroke his fingers up and down her arm slowly.


  “You are welcome.” Another yawn. “And you know what I mean. I have no idea what it’s called for Felines, so I used the only word I could think of.” She pulled his hand so that it was nestled between her breasts, her fingers linked with his, and sighed happily. “Love you, babe, but I need a nap.”


  “Then sleep, babe. I’ll wake you when it’s time for dinner,” he told her quietly. Pressing a kiss to her cheek, Tryggr gave her another squeeze. “Love you, babe. Sleep well.”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Wrinkling his nose before going into the kitchen, Tryg smoothed out his features and entered the room. Clearing his throat, he waited for his sister to turn around. “I’m sorry, Bets. I didn’t mean to yell at you,” he said softly. “It’s a sore topic, and I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. It’s not your fault I can’t deal with it.”


  Bethany shrugged and looked up at him. Leaning against the counter, she sighed. “Tryggr, our father fought for that title. Not because of Mom or you, but because he wanted to give his grandchildren that title. Yes, you were raised to take over from him, but he had said more than once that he wanted our line to continue, that the crown had only changed paths once, and that was when his father took it from a terrible, terrible man. I know you recall the stories, Tryggr.” She shrugged, however, and added, “But your bond-mate is right. In all things this has to be your choice. Just think about it, Tryg? The crown isn’t tainted, but I’m afraid our uncle might be.” “What?” he asked in surprise. “Uncle Evan isn’t tainted,” he said shaking his head at her. “Why would you even say something like that, Bets?” Moving deeper into the room, he stopped close to her. “Talk to me, Bets. What are you not telling me?”


  “Just something that I’ve been thinking of for the last hundred or so years,” she whispered. “Tryggr, doesn’t it strike you as odd the way that Momma would shy from Uncle Evan?” she asked quietly. “The fear that came into her eyes the last days? I remember it. Believe me, I remember it.” She hated that memory, but it was there all the same. “And how he was so ready to accept and take over your duties for you? He didn’t even hesitate but simply took them without even a moment’s pause.” She shrugged. “And there is the fact that whoever did this to our parents, was a part in their deaths, knew the guards. Knew our home, even the private family-only section.” She pushed from the counter and moved to pull out plates. “Just something I’ve been thinking of for a long time.”


  “And you never mentioned it before now?” he asked her, pressing his hands to the counter as his gaze tracked her, the heat in them burning along her spine. “There were others, you know,” he told her softly. “There were others I considered as having been a part of their deaths. Any of the guards could have been bought. The servants, the staff, even some of their so-called friends could have been a part of it. Too many knew about that section of the house, where our rooms were, too many guests seemingly lost on their way to the powder rooms. Too many turned around after a few too many drinks.”


  She shook her head. “The guards adored Mother and would have died for her.” Likely had died for her. “And they all had some serious hero worship for Dad. You remember how it was with them, Tryg, don’t you?” The guards had all doted upon Bethany and her mother and had more respect and affection for her father and Tryggr than was even fathomable.


  “I remember bits and pieces of it, but a lot of it…” He shook his head. “I don’t know. There’s a lot from that night and before that’s a blank. I think part of it may have been because of that Mage and what he did to me.” Rubbing unconsciously at his thigh, he frowned. “The gaps are what worry me. I can’t make a call on anything without all the memories, and I just don’t have them.”


  “And I can’t seem to forget that night,” Bethany confessed. “There was definitely far more than the Mage that was a part of the attack, Tryggr. Someone that the Mage had been afraid of.” She moved from him and shook her head. “But what do I know? I’m just the traumatized child from that night. At least that’s what someone had wanted me to believe.” And she had believed until she had switched doctors on a whim.


  “Tell me, Bets,” he said softly as he watched her. “I can only remember chunks of that night, finding them, seeing you, the Mage, the spears, and tearing everything away to get to you.” He remembered shredding those that had held his sister, had hurt her, but beyond that he only knew that he’d gone to the guards to send for help from what they’d told him. It wasn’t actually his memory but one that had been provided to him.


  “The Mage was talking to someone. Having a full-on argument with this other person. You were attached to the floor with his bolts, but there was a shadow there. That’s the person who orchestrated the attack on our family, Tryggr. It’s someone who knew the secret passages, and we both know that very, very few people knew them, let alone how to navigate them, and even fewer knew how to bypass the security in them.” The guards didn’t even know how to do that, only family. “But that’s all I’m saying, Tryggr. Whatever choice you make, whatever solution you find, it has to be your own and not one manufactured for you or given to you by another.”


  “Damn it, Bethany, I’m not asking you for a solution. I’m asking you for answers. I need to know what happened that night,” he said softly. “In total, I remember maybe an hour, hour and a half of that entire night. My memories from before then are only slightly better, but not by much. I can’t make an educated decision when no one is telling me everything.” He was hanging on to his temper by a thread again. Talking about the past did that to him, had his Cat rubbing right under his skin in a flash, especially when people kept yanking him around.


  “Family. Tryggr, only those in our family knew how to undo the safeties that our father and his brother built into them. Uncle Evan, Mom, Dad, you, and I knew how to undo them. Any other would have died,” she whispered. “That’s what I had blocked but recall now,” she confessed. “But it wasn’t until after I changed from the care of the physician that Uncle Evan set me with. I’m just saying, look a little deeper. Ask questions and I think you will figure out why it is that I’m so against our uncle taking our father’s throne.”


  “And yet he wants to step down,” he said. She’d said it herself earlier. “He doesn’t want the Throne,” he said. Dropping his head so it hung down, Tryg let out a breath and pushed off the counter to pace slowly around the kitchen. “I don’t know what I’ll do, Bets, but I promise you I will dig deeper into it all,” he said softly as he stared out the window.


  “You have the best senses of anyone that I’ve ever known, Tryggr. If there is deception there, I know you will find it,” she whispered and pulled back. “I hear your bond-mate coming. Is she all right? She slept longer than I figured she would have slept.” In fact the woman sounded like she was more than half-asleep as she came down the stairs.


  Grinning, Tryg nodded and turned to brush his sister’s hair back behind her ear. “She was a little worn out,” he told her with a semi-not-so-believable innocent look pasted on his face. “That and the traveling, too, I think. The flight had her knackered.” Smiling for his mate as she came stumbling in, he chuckled softly under his breath. “I’d offer her something to drink, Bets. She’ll head to where our fridge is and end up damn confused right quick.”


  “I heard that,” Chrissy muttered and turned toward her mate’s voice. “Why did you let me sleep even longer than you did, honey? I should have gotten up when I felt you moving, but the bed was so nice and warm, and I was so tired,” she grumbled as she wrapped her arms around his middle. “Hi, Bets, how are you?”


  Wrapping his arms around her, Tryg pressed a kiss to her hair. “Because you curled your lip in a snarl when I touched the blankets. I figured I’d keep my fingers instead and leave you sleeping,” he told her honestly.


  “I’m doing well,” Bethany said, bringing a glass of juice over to her brother’s mate. “Here, drink some of this. It should wake you up a bit. Dinner will be on the table in ten minutes,” she said with a grin and soft chuckle.


  “Thank you.” Chrissy took the drink and smiled at her sister-in-law. “I’m sure that it will taste as good as it smells.” And for that she was thankful. “I personally can’t wait.” Leaning against Tryggr, she yawned again. “I really and truly do think that I hate flying.” It had to be the reason she was so tired. “Maybe we should rent a car and take a nice long drive back instead of flying?”


  “Other than the ocean getting in the way, I’d be all for it,” he said drily, shaking his head at her words and rolling his eyes since she couldn’t see him. “We have to fly back, darling. Besides, I don’t think it was the flight causing you all this discombobulation.” No, he was pretty sure her scent had changed, but it was subtle, so it was hard even for his sensitive nose to pick up.


  “Well crap,” she grumbled. She had forgotten about the ocean. “Maybe it’s just because of time change. I’m not used to flying overseas, so I think that’s what it is,” she told him and nodded, sipping the juice as she did so. Another yawn and she sighed. “All right, tonight for sure we will have to have a good night’s sleep, okay?”


  “Well if you’d quit jumping my poor defenseless bones,” he said and laughed when she smacked his ass. Pressing a kiss to her hair lightly, he rubbed his nose to it. “We’ll eat dinner take a walk and then, if Bets doesn’t mind, we’ll call it an early night.”


  “I think that would be truly wonderful,” Chrissy admitted with a smile. “An early night, and no, I’m not going to jump your bones. Honestly all that I want is to be able to curl up in bed with you, honey.” Sleep, that was what sounded great to her.


  Snorting, Tryg hugged her to him. “You say that, but we both know that it will only last if you pass out long before I crawl into bed with you.”


  “And on that note,” Bethany said, shaking her head, “food is up, people. No more of that talk. Time to eat, and then you two can go and get some sleep. Because honestly, you two are starting to make no sense at all.”


  Chrissy grinned. “Welcome to my world.” She had adapted to how she and Tryggr acted around each other though. She actually liked that she didn’t make much sense most days. “But as long as I have my Tryggr and he has his everything else, then life is good.”


  Shaking her head, Bethany pointed at the table. “Well at the moment, sit both your asses down and eat. Because I don’t think I can survive much more of listening to you two going all weird at one another.” She laughed.


  Chrissy grinned and winked at Tryggr. “I think your sister hates listening to us, darling,” she teased. “It’s a good thing that at least she can’t hear us when we are in our bedroom.” She heard the tray Bethany was holding clatter and snickered. “See, told ya.”


  “Quit teasing her,” Tryg said with a chuckle, urging Chrissy to the table. Pulling out a chair for her, he settled in next to her and looked to his sister. “Need a hand?” he offered and got the look that said “sit there and shut up,” one his mother used to use on them when they’d been brats.


  “I like teasing her. It’s fun,” Chrissy admitted. “I’ve never had a sister before. I really and truly like being able to have someone that I can tease, someone that I can give a hard time to,” she murmured with a smirk.


  “You do that to me,” he said, shaking his head at her. “No need to put my sister through the same harassment, love. But hey, I’m sure Bets will smack you if you get out of line. She does it to me all the time.”


  “Exactly, that’s what family does,” she said with a grin. “And I, for one, am happy about it. I’m more than perfectly fine with it.” She winked. “Maybe while we are here I can talk Bethany into going shopping with me,” she teased, knowing that Bethany was listening.


  “Oh good Gods,” Tryg groaned. “What are you going shopping for?” he asked, already with visions of the extra forty bags they’d need to get everything home. “And I’m not sure I want to let the two of you loose on society with credit cards.”


  She shrugged. “No clue. It would just be perfect to have some girl time with her,” she said honestly. “I just want to spend some time with your sister and get to know her. After all, she’s my sister now, too.”


  “Good point,” he agreed softly with her and shot his sister a look as she brought over more dishes and set them down. “You up for taking Chrissy out for some shopping and whatever else it is you girls do on your days out?”


  “Sure, I’m totally fine with taking her shopping.” She grinned at Chrissy and added, “I think we should go to a wine tasting and shopping. Brother, you did bring the good credit cards with you, right?”


  Whimpering softly, Tryg rubbed at his forehead. “I always bring the good cards,” he murmured quietly. “But only Chrissy can use them.” He shot his sister a look. “You want at the funds, you can use your own cards, woman.”


  Bethany shrugged. “It’s not like I can’t afford it.” She smiled at Chrissy. “Good. He will let you loose with one of the ones that doesn’t have a limit and we will see what damage we can do. See how many numbers we can add to the bill.” She knew that they likely wouldn’t spend as much as he was expecting them to, but that was beside the point.


  Whimpering again, Tryg decided no more talk about them giving his accountant apoplexy. “So, what all did you make for dinner?” he asked, pointedly staring his sister down. Besides, he was starving and he had a feeling Chrissy was, too.


  “I made barbeque chicken, with my own special sauce that I make only,” she said with a smirk. “Also have homemade potato salad, corn salsa, and my special rolls that you love,” she told her brother with a grin.


  “Rolls?” He perked up and looked around. “Gimme rolls,” he demanded. “Bets puts some herb into the butter she mixes into them. It’s bloody amazing,” he told his mate as his sister passed the dish. Uncovering it, he breathed in the scent and moaned. “Gods, these smell great.” Snagging three, he set them on his plate and passed the bowl to his mate before tearing into one and munching happily.


  Bethany grinned. “And he gets angry with me because I won’t tell him what I put in the rolls. It’s my own personal secret recipe. I ship him frozen rolls but have learned from the past that when I do I have to send him extra dozens for the guys on the base or the poor guy won’t get any.”


  “They steal my rolls,” Tryg said with a pout as he looked to Chrissy. “It’s like they know when they arrive. I swear Quincy is ratting out your deliveries. They all land on my doorstep seconds after the UPS guy every freaking time.”


  “And that’s why I send extras. I send them to the base as well, but they still come to your place?” she asked with a frown. “Well, we will just have to have a chat with Quincy and ensure that he knows if he wants to stay on my roll list he will keep your delivery dates secret.”


  “Oh yes, they do,” he told her honestly. “Damned vultures,” he muttered, taking another bite, and sighed in bliss as he danced in his seat. “You talk to Quincy, and if you can’t convince him, go around him to his mate and sic her on his mangy hide.”


  That had Bethany laughing and she nodded. “I think that would be the best idea ever. Because Maya can make that man do anything she wants. All she has to do is turn her eyes up to him and he will do anything at all for her.”


  “All women can do that.” He looked to his mate and smiled at Chrissy. “My mate can do that quite well,” he said softly. Reaching over, he touched her hand lightly. “She turns her eyes on me and I’m her willing slave.”


  Chrissy grinned and squeezed his hand. “Only because you love me as much as you do. I don’t think that I would be able to get anyone but you doing anything at all that I wanted them to, darling.” Swinging her gaze to Bethany, she added, “I bet that Bethany could though.”


  “Yeah, my sister knows how to play me, too,” he said, shooting the woman in question a look. Shaking his head, he grinned at her innocent look. “But I’ve got a soft spot for her, too, just like you, my mate.”


  Chrissy grinned. “No, I mean I bet she could get anyone do anything for her. What about it, Bethany? Do you have all of your guards wrapped around your little finger where they would bend over backward to do anything you asked of them?” Well, anything that wouldn’t put her at risk, that was.


  Bethany looked a little uncomfortable. “I don’t actually speak to most of them. I deal with one who apparently has been taught how to ignore my subtle hints and doesn’t take orders well from me in the least.” Shooting her brother a dirty look, she growled. “Someone told them all just how to, and I quote, ‘handle me.’”


  Chrissy turned and looked at Tryggr. “You did that to her?” she demanded. “Please tell me that you didn’t ensure that this poor girl couldn’t do what she wanted, when she wanted.” She was about ready to beat her bond-mate over the head with something very hard.


  “I told them how to get around her stubborn streak but that she was to be obeyed in all matters unless her life was in danger,” Tryg said with a frown. “I never told them how to ‘handle’ you, Bets. I just made sure they knew to use plain, brutal logic if you got defensive and to never let me find out one of them was messing with you or I’d use his entrails for Christmas decorations.”


  Bethany snorted and shook her head. “And what if I wanted one of them to ‘mess with me,’ as you say? What if I had the hots for one of them?” She sighed and shook her head. “I love you, Tryggr, and I’m grateful that you left me with guards, but I really would have preferred you didn’t tie my hands so that I couldn’t experience love with any of them.”


  “You need to listen better, sister mine,” he said, softly reaching out a hand. “I said that they had to make sure I never found out if there was any messing of any kind. The rest is up to you and them, baby girl. As long as I don’t know, I won’t feel the need to insist they look after you as I want. But you have to step up, too, Bets,” he murmured, squeezing her fingers.


  “Huh. Imagine that.” She smiled and then winked at her brother. “Then I think that it’s time I shook up some of the guards’ lives.” And hers as well. She had been more than a little in love with two of her guards for a very long time. They had avoided her as much as possible, and now that she had clarification, well, they couldn’t hide any longer.


  “But I do not, ever,” he said very clearly, “want to know anything. We clear?” He looked at her dead in the eye. “What you do is your business, and apparently what I do is everyone’s business,” Tryg muttered, looking to his mate with a crooked grin.


  Chrissy grinned at Tryg and winked. “That’s okay. What you do is my business as well, darling, and what I do is yours, so that’s as it should be.” She leaned in closer and brushed her lips to his ear. “I love you, my mate.”


  “I love you, too, sweetness,” he whispered, turning his head to kiss her softly. Smiling against her lips, he drew back slowly. “Eat up, love. Bets makes killer BBQ chicken. It’s really to die for,” he told her softly, putting an extra roll on her plate. “And the corn salsa, it’s got a little kick, but it’s rockin’.”


  “Sounds good.” Chrissy took a bite of the roll and moaned. “Oh God, this is so good.” She could understand now why the guys practically begged and stole Tryggr’s rolls. “You should open a shop.” If the woman only sold these rolls, she would make a killing. Taking another bite, she sighed happily. “So good.”


  Grinning, Tryg looked to his sister. “Better double my order,” he whispered not so quietly. Laughing at the happy moan at his side, he began dishing up other food. Pulling at the chicken, he slipped some into Chrissy’s mouth when she was distracted and grinned. “You cannot live on bread alone, my love.”


  “True.” She sighed happily. “Goodness, Bets, all of this is so good.” The woman was a goddess in the kitchen, and Chrissy was a little jealous. “You have so got to teach me some secrets. You are such a great chef. You should do it for a living.”


  “I actually did for a while,” Bethany said with a smile. “It was a long time ago and I learned a lot but, like a great many things, my need to feed others faded. I still love to cook from time to time and really enjoy it when Tryggr comes to visit. He does enjoy others’ cooking a lot,” she teased her brother with a wink. “But I needed and wanted to work with animals, so that’s my passion this century. Next one”—she shrugged—“who knows.”


  Chrissy shook her head in awe. “It just floors me,” she murmured, “that you are so long lived. I can’t even fathom the things that you have watched progressing over time. It has to be incredible to look back and think, you know, I was there for that!”


  “At times. At other times it’s a serious drawback,” Bethany said quietly. “But I have had some good times”—she looked to Tryg—“some amazing times, and then other times I’d like to wipe from my memory for all time.”


  Reaching out, Chrissy covered the woman’s hand with hers and gave a squeeze. “I can’t even imagine just how hard it is. Just know that no matter what it is that you want to do, you will always have us in your corner,” she assured her sister.


  Turning her hand over, Bethany squeezed Chrissy’s in turn. “Thank you, sister.” Smiling, she shook her head and sat back, withdrawing her hand. “Enough of this. Time to eat, and then you two need to get some sleep. So please, Chrissy, eat up before my brother cleans all the dishes.”


  Chrissy grinned. “Trust me, he won’t leave me without food.” Her Tryggr would always make sure she was cared for, that she knew for sure. “He would never allow me to go hungry, would you, honey?” she asked Tryggr but leaned back all the same and began to eat the chicken on the plate before her.


  “Course not, sugar, need you to have lots of energy for all the things we do together.” He grinned at her. Snatching another piece of chicken, he continued to eat. He loved his sister’s cooking, missed it every time he had to go back home.


  “Yes, this is very true,” she said and leaned into him. “Can I have your corn?” she asked with a smirk. “‘Cause it looks so lonely sitting there on your plate without being eaten. I really think that you need to give it to me.”


  “You can have some of the corn salsa yourself, you know,” he said even as he turned the plate so she could eat it from his. Holding up another piece of chicken for her, he slipped it between her lips when she gave him the chance.


  Bethany gagged and shook her head. “All right, you two, that’s enough. Impressionable baby sister here, you know,” she reminded them. Well, she was Tryggr’s baby sister but was a hell of a lot older than Chrissy was.


  Snorting at that, Tryg lifted a brow at her. “Yeah, I’m sure,” he teased with a grin. “Besides”—he ate some more chicken, chewing slowly—“we can get a hell of a lot worse, and we’re not always very particular about who’s around watching us. Especially Chrissy. She gets into it and doesn’t remember where she is and attacks me.” He grinned and then grunted at the elbow he got to his ribs. “Ow,” he muttered to his mate.


  “Not allowed to tell my secrets, remember?” she grumbled. Grinning, however, Chrissy leaned into him. “Have I mentioned to you just how much I love you, Tryg? Even if you are giving me a hard time?”


  “Babe, everyone and their dog knows that one. It isn’t a secret.” He grinned, leaning in to kiss her again even as Bethany made gagging sounds. “All right, all right,” he muttered when his sister kept it up. “We’ll finish our meal and go elsewhere to make out so Bets can stop looking so green.”


  “Sounds good. That way she can see about giving her guards a hard time,” Chrissy teased. Winking, she pulled back from Tryggr and licked her lips. “Goodness, you make me forget absolutely everything, my love.” And it was so very good, too.


  “That was the plan,” he told her with a grin, wiggling his eyebrows. “I get so much out of you when you forget about whatever it was you were going to do. It’s all just a part of my devastating charm after all.” Turning his eyes to his sister, Tryg tipped his head. “So, which ones of the guards has your eye, baby girl? I may be able to give you some helpful info if you want to ensure you get whatever it is you want that you will never tell me about.”


  Bethany felt herself flushing and she found the tablecloth very fascinating all of a sudden. “So not having this chat with you, brother.” She grumbled, “I love you and I’m glad that you are happy, but I don’t think that I’m very comfortable with talking to you about them.”


  Shrugging, Tryg ate some more chicken and occasionally stuffed some into Chrissy’s mouth while she took his corn salsa. “S’all right,” he said with a slow, evil grin. “I’ll just ask them.” He wouldn’t. He’d stay out of his sister’s personal life, but it didn’t mean he wasn’t going to tease and harass her at least a little. He was her big brother after all, and it was in the manual.


  “Don’t you dare,” Chrissy told her bond-mate. “Believe me, honey, it would make it harder for her to get them to pursue her if you say anything, love. Believe me in this. So let’s not give her more trouble than she already will have.”


  “But I wanna,” he said softly with a pout to her. At her look, he sighed. “All right, I’ll behave this one time only. But only this one time damn it. I don’t like having to behave.”


  “It’s all right, darling. I will let you misbehave later when we are alone,” Chrissy promised him with a wink. “Because that is as it should be, sweet.” She looked to Bethany and winked at her when she mouthed something her direction.


  “Promises, promises,” he muttered. Digging into his food again, he finished up eventually, only when they ran out of things to eat. Despite what his sister said, he did help with cleanup. His mother had raised him to do such things even over protests.


  Finally done, he wiped the table one last time and looked to Bethany. “All right. I’m going to take Chrissy for a walk and then hit the sack. I love you, baby girl,” he said, giving her a hug. “Go and get your man or men, whatever, not asking. We will see you in the morning,” he told her, dropping a kiss to her cheek.


  Chrissy grinned and winked at Bethany. “Be good, sis, and please, please make lots of amazing memories. They are terrific things to have to remind you why you don’t want to beat or kill the men that you love.”


  Blushing fiercely, Bethany waved them off. “Get out of here, damn it,” she said before pressing her hands to her hot cheeks. “Go and do whatever you want. I need time to think.” She needed to also get some spine to go after what she wanted.


  Chrissy led Tryggr out of the room and then grinned up at him when they finally stopped. “So now that we have your sister going for what she wants and needs in her life, what do you think we should do to pass some time?”


  “Definitely a walk,” he told her honestly. “Get some fresh air, see a bit of the gardens.” He grinned, “See who my sister might be hooking up with, and then I can pretend I know nothing.” He shrugged. “The usual.”


  That had her laughing and she shook her head. “Oh honey.” Linking her arm with his, she looked up at him. “And what makes you so sure that you will be able to figure out who it is that Bethany has her sights on, honey?”


  “Because we’re going to corner one of my guards and get the dirt,” he said softly with a huge grin. “Trust me, those hens yammer at one another when they all get back together and talk about everything. Even if the one in question was smart and cautious because it might get back to me, someone has said something. And if that fails”—Tryg gave an evil chuckle—“I sniff them.” At her look, he shrugged and tried for an innocent look. “I have a very good sense of smell.” One perk of having his bloodline.


  Chrissy nodded. “True. He would smell like Bethany.” She loved that about him. “You do have a great sniffer, and that makes me all kinds of happy, you know. I happen to love that you are able to scent practically anything out, love.”


  “Even your need.” He grinned at her and wiggled his brows. “Which we will take care of soon enough. I promise. But first, we must be sneaky and devious upon our walk. Plus I want to show you Bets’s maze she’s growing. It’s actually getting quite big from what I saw the last time I was here.”


  “Oh I can imagine that it has been getting larger and larger.” Especially if the woman was able to keep at it as long as she had been alone. “I can’t even begin to imagine how tall she’s been able to get it.”


  “This is a new thing. She only started it a half-dozen years ago. I was still able to just see over it the last time I was here,” he told her with a grin. “This isn’t Bets’s only home, darling. She rotates between them every so often. Changes her hair color and style, manner of dress, and usually her last name before doing it all over again.”


  “Makes sense. Is that something that I will have to do as well?” The subject of how long she would live hadn’t really come up. She was terrified that he was going to tell her she would only have this one lifetime with him, and that would break her heart. “Or is it something that we won’t have to worry about?”


  “Yes and no,” he told her softly. “Because we rotate bases it’s not quite as big of a deal for us to alter our appearances. Every twenty years we pick up, move towns, and go about life. It’s kind of a real-life game of musical chairs.”


  “I guess what I’m asking…” She swallowed hard and looked at him. Chrissy mustered up all her courage and asked, “Am I going to grow gray and die while you remain looking just as you are? Will I one day leave you because of old age?”


  Frowning, he looked at her and sighed, pulling them to a stop. “You are not going to get gray and old for a very, very, very long time, love. You and I are bonded, which means that you have the exact same lifeline as I do.”


  She knew that it was petty of her, but she felt her knees go weak. “Thank you. I know that it’s so silly of me to think of, but I really hated the thought of having a very short time with you, honey.”


  “It’s not silly, love. You still have very human concepts that you’ll occasionally have to overcome. Well, longevity wise anyway.” He smiled at her. “You’re still fully human, but now through the bond you get to have the same life length as I will.” Only kicker was if he died, there was a fifty percent chance she’d survive and live out the balance of her days alone.


  “I don’t like that last thought at all,” Chrissy growled. “I refuse to ever live without you, Tryggr. You are my heart, my soul, and I need you, honey. I have got to have you in my life, and I know that if you die, I will die right along with you.” Of heartbreak.


  “That is incredibly sweet, romantic, and seriously morbid. Enough of that talk,” he told her, hugging her to him tight. “But it’s still sweet,” he teased with a grin. “All right, let’s go walk the gardens and see what new and exotic crap my sister planted and will test me on tomorrow.”


  “I like that idea,” Chrissy told him with a grin. “I look forward to seeing this maze, and what are you talking about? Testing what on you, honey?” she asked with a frown. “How could she test a maze on you?”


  “Not the maze, but she always quizzes me if I saw this or that in her garden. We’re going to have to walk it all. Thankfully it’s not that big, but she’ll want to ensure I actually walked it and didn’t skip it to just go and play in the maze,” Tryg said with a shrug.


  “Well that kinda blows. I actually wanted to be able to play in the maze with you, sweet. Hopefully she will give you a pass on it this time since she knows that I will be in there with you.” Her new sister better forgive him if he didn’t pay much attention or Chrissy would be grumbly.


  Snorting, Tryggr shook his head. “Oh my sweet little human mate, you have much to learn about the viciousness of a female Jaguar. They do not take prisoners, ever,” he told her and then looked around to ensure his sister wasn’t there. Relaxing when he saw they were alone, he pushed out the back door. “It’s all good. I have an excellent memory and remember what was here the last time, so a quick walk through and I’ll know what she’s changed, added, and removed, and I’ll ace her quiz.”


  Chrissy grinned and nodded. “Then let’s go and see what we can see in her maze and hopefully by the time we make it to the center I will have talked you into fucking me blind in there.” Chrissy’s stomach was feeling a little upset, but just the thought of being with him again had her endorphins running and her body pulsing with need.


  Sniffing, he grinned. “You sure you’re going to make it that far before you jump me?” he teased, leading her out past the tree line and natural wind break. Pointing, he wiggled his brows. “We have a long, long way to go.” They had about an acre of gardens to get through before they got to the path to get down to the maze.


  “I’m positive, honey, because I refuse to allow anyone else to see you naked but me.” Chrissy’s face turned up to him in a happy smile. “We will make it to the center of the maze, together, you and I,” she assured him and winked. “Because that’s what we both want, darling mine.”


  “Uh-huh.” He grinned at her and grabbed her hand. “Come on, sugar, time to meander the gardens,” he told her happily. Guiding her to the path, he slowed their pace so he could look around. “Most everything in here she has a use for,” he told his mate. “Between the herbs and flowers there’s a purpose to almost everything. Herbs for cooking and medicines, flowers for some of the same things and also the potpourri she sells as well as uses.”


  “So she’s a brilliant horticulturist as well as a wonderful chef.” Chrissy had some serious shoes to fill. “You do know that I’m going to have a hard time keeping up with her, darling. I’m not as great of a cook as she is, nor am I a grower either. In fact I sadly kill plants.”


  “So what?” he asked her honestly and stopped to pull her into his arms. “Chrissy, darling, I love you for you. I don’t care what you can or can’t do. Bets and I have had centuries to learn these things. The horticulture is a hobby. She does it because our mother used to always have plants around and taught her. I have sword fighting as a hobby because our father used to insist I spend time training and trained me himself.”


  “All right, as long as you are sure.” Chrissy looked up to him and smiled. “I’m really fantastic with animals. Especially this one large feline that utterly adores me and the very ground I walk on,” she teased him. “I rather adore him as well.”


  Purring softly for her, he hugged her to him. “This feline worships you and the ground you walk on, darling. If you’re going to use the line, get it right, babe,” he teased, pressing a kiss to her lips. “Let’s get moving,” he murmured, catching her hand in his again and tugging her along once more.


  “Are you in a hurry to get to the center of the maze?” she asked hopefully. “Because I’m totally in a hurry to get there. I can’t wait to get there so that I can strip you naked and hear you purring for me again. It’s one of my favorite sounds.”


  “I was thinking about that, yes,” he told her as he walked, his eyes moving over everything quickly and noting the differences, changes, and new additions. Nodding after they’d completed the circuit, he scooped her up and dashed for the maze entrance. “Faster is better,” he pointed out when she laughed and held on for the ride.


  Holding on to him tightly, Chrissy’s hair and laughter floated around them. The turns and twists of the maze were lost, only sound following them to the center. Once there, she looked up at him and began to undo the buttons she could reach. “We could get naked faster if you put me down, you know.”


  “Good point,” he told her. Setting her on her feet and grabbing the bottom of her shirt, he lifted it over her head. “Much faster like this,” he grinned, yanking off her bra and moving to work on her pants. “You should really be doing your part, sugar.”


  “Oh yes, I should totally do my part.” She growled and began to jerk at his buckle and then tugged at his pants. “Oh, baby, I love how hard you are.” She moaned and ran her hands from top to bottom on his cock. “So good.”


  “Only and always for you,” he promised on a growl as he tore into her jeans and pushed at them, needing to get her naked, completely.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Staring at the reports, Tryg rubbed at the bridge of his nose. They’d been back for just under a week. The visit had been great and amazing. Bethany and Chrissy had gotten along famously, and they’d come home with a hell of a lot more luggage than they’d left with. But back stateside now he had to make a decision. One he’d been thinking on the entire time they’d been with his sister visiting and the entire time he’d tried to figure out who she wanted to knock boots with—to no avail either, which pissed him off on a whole other level.


  Looking up when he caught the small sound, he smiled at his mate. “Hey, love, finally get everything stuffed into the closet?” he teased. Leaning back in his chair, he watched her as she moved deeper into his office.


  “I did.” Chrissy smiled as she took a seat across the desk from him. “What are you thinking of, darling?” She saw that look on his face. He had been thinking very hard and he had that crease on his forehead that made her want to reach out and caress him. “And my tummy is feeling better as well, so that’s a good thing.”


  “A very good thing,” Tryg said, looking at her. Letting out a breath, he closed his eyes and leaned his head back. “I’ve decided to take the Throne back,” he told her quietly. It hadn’t been an easy decision by any means. He’d waffled and wavered, gone from one side to the other. But he’d made the choice as soon as he was absolutely sure that Chrissy was pregnant, not that he’d told her that yet, and he was keeping those thoughts buried deep where she couldn’t find them.


  “Are you sure that is what you want to do, honey? I know how hard it is for you even to think about taking it back.” She moved from her chair to him. Sliding into his lap, she wrapped her arm around his shoulder and looked down at him. “Don’t take it if it’s not what you absolutely and positively want, honey. Don’t let anything that Bets said to you force your hand, my love.”


  “She’s not forcing my hand, love,” he told her honestly. Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her in closer to him. Turning his head to look at her, he smiled. “We have to talk, darling,” he said, rubbing his hand up and down her leg. “Mainly about you and the fact that you are pregnant, my little mate.” Tryg dropped the bomb since she was sitting down.


  Chrissy couldn’t breathe at all for several minutes. She was sure that her heart stopped beating in shock. “What?” she finally squeaked. “I’m, huh?” She gulped. Laying her hand on his on her belly, she whispered, “Are you sure? How do you know? I haven’t even…” She had to think. “I’m late.” It dawned on her. “Only a few days, but I’m late. How did you know?”


  “Easy,” he told her, leaning in to rub his nose on her neck and inhale deeply. “Your scent is changing. It’s still subtle, so I’m the only one that will notice.” Tryg leaned back to smile at her. “But soon others will notice, too, that and the fact you’ve been so tired and your stomach’s been upset more often than not of late.”


  “Oh my,” she whispered. “So if you…” She paused. “If you take the Throne, that means that our son or daughter would be next in line, and that would mean even more guards, wouldn’t it?” she asked in shock. “Oh lordy, more people to follow us around. Lovely.” Leaning into him, she nuzzled his neck and then with a smile added, “But I’m totally fine with it, honey. I love you and I love the fact that we are having a baby, darling. I understand now why you are also choosing to take the Throne.”


  “It was only part of the reason,” he told her honestly. “I do like the idea of you having more guards around you,” he said, turning the chair slightly. “The other is all the reports I’ve had our guards digging up for the last while. Apparently because Uncle Evan has been sitting on the Throne those guarding him didn’t feel the need to keep me in the loop on things. There will be some major changes coming, first and foremost him off the Throne, and those guards that hid this stuff will be ousted right fast.”


  “Which will be best. You don’t want to have anyone in your guard that would ever hide anything from you, honey,” she told him honestly as she held onto him. “Which will also mean that you will need to be very sure to keep close tabs on them so that you don’t have them popping up and giving us issues later.” Especially after their child was born.


  “I know. They will be watched and sent to one place to ensure it’s easier to keep tabs on them,” he said. “I’m more than sure some were strong-armed with threats, while others willingly did the dirty deeds of hiding secrets from me”—and bodies, as he was discovering.


  “How will you know who was forced and who went willingly?” she asked quietly. “Oh God, we are having a baby.” She was still stuck on that. She trusted Tryggr to keep her and their child safe, knew that he would understand just how to deal with those people that gave them issues.


  Chuckling, he nodded. “Yes, darling, we’re going to have a little boy or girl in a few months,” he said with a grin. “And I’ll know, because those that feel shame will show it and their scents will give them away. Those that did so willingly and with full knowledge will brazen it out, try to deal, and then likely throw insults.”


  “I do not envy you the position that you are in, honey. To have to face your uncle, to ask him why.” She couldn’t fathom it. “Not only that but to have to go through your people and figure out who to trust and who you can’t. For that I’m so sorry, darling.”


  “No reason for you to be apologizing or feeling upset about this, love. It’s not your fault. It’s mine really for leaving Uncle Evan in the seat so long,” he said honestly. “I should have made a decision years ago instead of just letting it all slide.”


  “Never would you have ever dreamed that he would have done something like this, honey. He’s family, and family just doesn’t do that.” Well most family wouldn’t, that was. “But now you know and you will be able to take care of the issues in a fairly short time, darling.” She hoped.


  “I hope so,” he murmured softly, brushing a kiss to her temple. “But for now let’s worry about you. How are you really doing? Do we need to get you anything specific to ensure your tummy’s all right? Should we get you an appointment? We should likely get you an appointment, right?”


  Chrissy laughed. “Honey, I’m okay. How about we wait until I’m able to have a pregnancy test and it actually shows a positive and then we will figure it out?” She smiled and leaned in to brush her lips to his. “I love you, honey. So very much. We are in this together and we both know it. We will however call medical and see if someone can see me sometime this week, okay?”


  “Good plan,” he told her, knowing he’d sounded pretty much like the biggest idiot on the planet. “I love you, Chrissy,” he murmured, pulling her closer to kiss her deeply. Letting her up for air, he licked his lips and grinned. “I think we should go upstairs and celebrate maybe?”


  “Oh I so very much love how you think, darling mine.” Chrissy wrapped her arms tightly around him and hugged him close. “How about you carry me up? Later we will worry about the phone calls we need to make and the taking back of the Throne, darling. For now, let’s celebrate.”


  “My thoughts exactly.” He grinned. Hooking his arm under her knees, Tryggr stood up and headed for the stairs. “We shall celebrate, party, and then we can deal with real life later,” he murmured as he took the stairs two and three at a time.


  “I love celebrations with you, honey.” Celebrations with Tryggr always were amazing and sexy. It was something that Chrissy loved so very much that she would invent reasons for them to celebrate. “I think that we should make sure to celebrate each day of our lives, darling.”


  “I most certainly do,” he said softly to her. Pressing a kiss to her lips gently, he set her on her feet in their room. “I celebrate having you in my life and I thank Gaia eternally that she saw fit to bless me with the most amazing and best mate of them all.”


  That had her grinning. “If we knew anything about where the Goddess might live, we would send her a fruit basket or something.” She didn’t know what one would send a Goddess, but she would never stop thanking the woman for what she did in putting her and Tryggr together.


  “I somehow think that would be a little understated.” Tryg chuckled. “We’d have to definitely send her something much more expressive and impressive. She’s given us both an amazing chance at the very best life and future we could have.”


  “I couldn’t agree more. She has given us both an amazing life, darling.” Truly their life was one of happiness and joy. Their lives were truly full, and she couldn’t be happier.


  “And I intend to take full advantage of everything she has been most generous to give to me,” he said, working her shirt up out of her pants. Tugging, he pulled it off and tossed it aside. “And appreciating every single aspect of all she was most generous to give to me,” he murmured, letting his eyes move over her breasts.


  “Ah yes, we have so very much to celebrate,” she told him with a grin as she undid his belt and then started on his pants. “I think that we both need to get nice and naked though so that we can touch every inch of skin that we want to touch, don’t you?”


  “I agree wholeheartedly with you, darling,” he said. Undoing her bra, he tugged it down off her arms. “I’ll ditch my clothes if you ditch yours,” he told her, moving his hips back so she couldn’t grab his cock.


  “I think that sounds wonderful, darling mine.” She shuddered and pulled back from him. “Now then, darling, how about we get naked?” she asked him as she held her hand over her breasts. “No seeing the girls until you and I are both naked, darling.”


  “Aww,” he groaned softly and pouted at her. Tugging his shirt off, he threw it aside and then kicked off his boots. Thumbs hooked in his jeans, he looked at her and lifted a brow. “I’m not taking them off until you get rid of at least your pants.” He knew she wore underwear.


  Using one hand, she pushed her pants down, stepping out of them and then pulling off her panties as well. Grinning wickedly at him, she then used her hand to cover her mound and looked to him. “Well, come on, big boy. No hanky panky until you get naked as well.”


  Shoving the jeans down, Tryg stepped out of them on the move for her. Growling softly, he grabbed her up and kissed her, knowing her hands would automatically move to balance herself. Pulling her in tighter when she did just that, he took her to the bed and eased them down gently.


  Wrapping her arms around him, Chrissy grinned up at him. Lifting a leg so that he could fit against her body, she winked. “Hey there. Seems as if I’m not the only one who’s always needy and desperate, huh?” She lifted her hips to rub against him, needing him inside of her desperately.


  “Babe, I’ve been needy and desperate since the first moment we met,” he told her softly. Shifting, he pressed into her body slowly. “I want you with every breath,” he murmured, brushing his lips over her neck lightly.


  “That’s good, because I have needed you since the first moment we met, too.” Which had been surprising to her, especially since she hadn’t really been one who had been very sexually aware before meeting him.


  “Well, I am one sexy beast.” Tryg grinned down at her and wiggled his eyebrows. “You had no hope, darling, once you came into contact with me, sugar. You were bound to fall hard for me and my brilliance as well as my tight and perky ass.”


  Chrissy began to giggle. She couldn’t help herself. The giggle then turned into laughter. Looking up at him, she reached up and touched her fingers to his cheek. “God, I love you, Tryggr, so very much, honey,” she murmured happily. “And you really do have an amazing ass.”


  “I know.” He chuckled and tipped his head, leaning in to kiss her softly. “You have a freakin’ fantastic ass, too, darling,” he told her with a grin. “It’s just so damned biteable.” He breathed against her lips as he slowly thrust into her body.


  She couldn’t help but laugh and shook her head. “You can bite me anytime that you want, darling, but not right now.” Wrapping both legs around him, she pulled him deeper, harder. “For now, Tryggr, you need to fuck me.”


  “I love the way your mind works, darling. Always so in tune with my own.” He grinned at her and thrust hard, pushing her into the mattress. “But after I fuck you I plan on nibbling on that amazing ass of yours for a time.”


  There were no words from her. There were sounds of pleasure, sounds of need. Growling, she scraped her nails down his back, determined to hold him closer, needing him closer and tighter. “Harder.” It was a demand.


  Gripping the blankets by her head, he kissed her as he dug his knees into the bed and thrust into her, harder and faster. “More,” he demanded of her, knowing she’d know what he meant, what he needed. He loved her when she went a little wild, marking him up as only hers. The marks faded in time, but while they rested on his flesh, he enjoyed every single ache and twinge, knowing he’d loved her the best he possibly could.


  She did just that. Chrissy felt the blood from his back as she dug her nails into him, scoring him as hers and only hers. “Now.” It was a growled demand for him to come. She was ready to scream and needed just that last small push to take her over the edge.


  Driving into her deep, he sank his teeth into her shoulder and held her as he spilled his seed. Growling deeply in his throat, he wrapped an arm around her and pulled her in closer to him, keeping her tight to his body. The Jaguar was obviously very much in charge.


  Chrissy shuddered. Her pleasure rolled through her over and over again. Tears leaked from her eyes, but not because she was sad, but more because she was so very happy. In his mind she whispered, Amazing, Tryggr. No wonder we are pregnant. Happiness filled her words. Because we seem to fuck like bunnies all the time. And she wouldn’t have it any other way.


  Growling, he released her shoulder and kissed her hard. Of course we do. You are much too sexy to resist, and I’m a weak-willed man. Grinning, he nipped her lip lightly before sucking on it to soothe the ache he’d caused on her lip.


  That had her snickering. “Do you think that the guards heard us and are now trying to do anything except listen in?” Chrissy was sure that they had heard her last scream, had thought she heard a snicker and then a discreet cough.


  “Are you kidding?” he asked, rolling his eyes. “I’m pretty sure the neighbors heard us, and they’re over a mile away.” He chuckled. Resting his elbows next to her head, he looked down into her eyes. “I think we may have given you some fabric burns on your backside darling.”


  “Meh, it just means that you will have to take extra care when you wash me, darling.” Chrissy gave a small shrug. “And I wasn’t the only one yelling. I’m positive that I heard a very, very loud growl from the Jaguar that’s inside of you, darling.”


  “I’m sure you are mistaken,” he teased with a grin. “After all, who the hell could hear anything over all that yelling and screaming you were doing?” Laughing at her look that was partially embarrassed and partially proud, Tryg kissed her. “I didn’t hurt you did I?” he asked softly, seriously.


  “Do I look or even feel hurt?” she teased. Pulling him closer again, Chrissy just sighed happily and grinned. “Besides, I’m happy. I’m very well loved. And I’m going to be someone’s mommy in about nine or so months. Give or take.”


  “Give or take,” he agreed with a smile and kissed her softly. “In either case we should likely get up and dressed before one of the guards comes in here looking for us,” he murmured. “I’d hate to have to kill them if they got a good look at your gorgeous naked body.”


  “They know better than to come in here without you calling out to them first.” She grinned and rubbed her cheek to his shoulder. “Especially since last time. I swear I don’t think that I’ve ever seen Joey jump as high as that poor Cat jumped when he accidently walked around to the pool when we were in it.”


  “He jumped a lot higher when I had him on the mats on base,” Tryg growled out softly. He’d been pissed with the guard. The only thing that had saved his mangy hide was the fact he’d apologized profusely and complimented Chrissy even more so.


  “At least he was doing his job, honey. You do know that, right? He was adamant at protecting us, so you have to keep that in mind, sweetheart.” Chrissy knew that the poor guy had redoubled his efforts in keeping them safe.


  “He is mildly amusing when he tries so hard,” he murmured with a smirk. “I may eventually tell him that he’s forgiven, but not yet. He’s still amusing enough that I don’t want to ruin it. Plus he is bowing and scraping to my mate just enough to impress me.”


  That had her laughing even harder. “Gods, honey, you better not tell him that. He might be upset with me,” she teased. She knew that Joey would never be upset with her, but she didn’t want to hurt the young Jaguar’s feelings. “How about you just tell him that he’s forgiven, love?” Snuggling in closer to him in their bed, she sighed happily. “All I care about is that we are together. Nothing else matters.”


  “Maybe,” he murmured, pressing a kiss to her neck. Rolling over, he stretched out for a moment and then relaxed with his hands under his head. “I’ll think about it. Depends how he impresses me in the next little while.”


  Chrissy nuzzled against him and sighed happily. “I love you, honey. Doesn’t matter what else happens. All that matters is that we are together, love. We will now and forever be one. But those boys are all our family and you need to understand that, love.”


  “They are something,” he agreed with a roll of his eyes. He wasn’t completely sure just what they were, but he did like them. He even respected them, but on occasion he really wanted to kill them, so maybe they were family. Dysfunctional for sure.


  Chrissy saw the moment when he agreed with what she said. She winked at him and giggled. “And now you understand it. They are truly family, my darling. You know that as well as I know it. We are now, and always, family.”


  “We’re all going to need therapy if this is the family we have, babe,” he said honestly, rolling to his side to pull her in close. Leaning in, he rubbed his nose to hers. “Serious for a moment here, Chrissy,” Tryg murmured. “Are you sure you’re okay with me retaking the Throne? It’s going to mean a lot of changes in our lives. On top of that we’re having a baby.” He just worried it would be all too much too fast too soon.


  “Yes, honey, I’m fine with it. It will mean extra protection for our child as well, so that makes me even more okay with it. As long as we will be able to protect our child, I’m more than perfectly fine with it. Plus”—she cupped his cheeks in her hands—“it is your destiny, my love. It is just as it should be, honey. It’s time that you put to right what your uncle has made wrong.”


  “Yeah,” he murmured, closing his eyes and leaned into her touch. Sighing, he stroked his fingers up and down her spine lightly. “I’m just worried how everyone is going to take it. I’ve basically ignored the Throne since my parents’ death.” Yes, he had been healing and grieving for a long time and then caring for Bethany and ensuring she was safe and had a home of her own. But he could have stepped up then. He hadn’t.


  “Just make sure that they know you are only going to help them. Ensure they know that your one and only desire is to help them,” she whispered softly. “You are their King, honey. Put on your Crown and make damn sure that they all know that messing with you would be a damn bad thing.”


  “I don’t think there’s an actual Crown, babe.” He smiled, looking to her again. “At least not one that I’ve seen in however many centuries it’s been.” Like he didn’t know exactly. He did, to the second, but he didn’t ever think about it. It still hurt too much.


  “Well, I guess we’ll find out, won’t we? When you go before the Council to challenge your Uncle to get your Throne back, love.” She wouldn’t be there because she wasn’t a part of the Council, but she would always be in his heart.


  “Oh you are so coming with me,” he told her with a grin. “No way am I going there alone, dammit.” Tryggr chuckled softly at her. “Besides, it’s our first visit, and you are my Queen, so they need to know you and recognize the fact that I’m not letting you out of my life. That and the fact you’re important and I plan on discussing all this Council crap with you, too.”


  “Oh crap.” She hadn’t thought of that. “Well then.” What did one wear to a showdown to take your bond-mate’s Crown back from an uncle that wanted power? “Heavens, I think I need to go shopping then, honey.”


  Chuckling, he shook his head. “If you want to, my love, you can definitely do that. I won’t argue.” Not with a nervous mate. “Do you want a credit card for that shopping trip?” he asked her curiously.


  “Nope, I won’t need one.” When he shot her a weird look, she smiled. “I won’t need one ‘cause I will have you. I’m going to make you go shopping with me, darlin’,” Chrissy told him in no uncertain terms.


  “What?” he squawked as he stared at her and shook his head. “No, no, no,” he protested but knew from the look he got he’d be going with her. “Son of a bitch,” Tryg grumbled under his breath and sighed.


  Chrissy leaned in close to him and whispered, “Besides, we both know that you would pace the floors waiting on me to come home, darling.” She knew her Jaguar and knew that he would pace until she was there with him once more. “Besides, I hate shopping, too, so it will be really fast and simple, love.”


  “It better be,” he muttered, making a face. “I hate shopping. Too many people, all those smells, so loud, it’s pure agony.” Growling, he kissed her. “You are so fucking lucky I love you more than anything else in my life, otherwise I’d stick your ass on a bus with a credit card and tell you good luck.”


  She snorted and shook her head. “Yeah right, we both know that you would never, ever do that one.” He would never put her on a bus to anywhere. “But we will hurry, honey, so let’s make sure that we have a plan, shall we?”


  “What’s this ‘we’ stuff, darling? You had better have a plan. I’m just there to ensure you get from point A to B with no stops at C, D, or E along the way. We get in, get what you need, and get the hell out of Dodge,” he told her honestly.


  “Can your wallet handle some of the high-end shops then, love? If so, then it will be best to go there, because there will be far fewer people there.” She knew that his wallet could handle it, thankfully. “So we will hit the one high-end store and that should be good, darling.”


  “I don’t think the wallet will even notice you on one little shopping trip, darling,” he said, shaking his head. “Two maybe, but not one,” he teased her and relaxed some. “I can handle high end. They tend to like my credit cards and will pretty much do anything you want them to for a chance to swipe one.”


  “Then that is where we will go. I think that there is one in town. It should have everything that I need in there, honey.” She didn’t need a great deal, but she really did need a few things. “All right, come on, let’s go shopping, and then we will also eat out while we are in town as well, okay?”


  “Now?” he asked with a groan. “Not even giving me a chance to get used to the idea,” he muttered, rolling from the bed. Padding to the closet, he pulled out jeans and a tee and dragged them on. “You do have to get dressed, too, lady, so move it.”


  “I love watching you dress, and no, I’m not giving you a chance to get used to the idea.” She knew him. If she gave him any kind of a chance, he would balk and put it off. Grabbing her clothes, she pulled on jeans and then her bra and T-shirt. “Okay, I’m ready.” She just had to step into her shoes and she would be good.


  Finding his wallet, Tryg checked to ensure he had a card in there before slipping it into his pocket. “Let’s go before I need a drink or ten,” he muttered. He really didn’t like this plan, other than the fact he’d get to watch her try clothes on. That was always fun. Just sucked they were doing it in public where he couldn’t tease her out of them for a good loving.


  “Says who? Add a huge tip and you never know what we can do in the changing rooms,” she teased. “In fact I really believe that you truly should call ahead and see about getting the place to ourselves, with the sales staff of course, so that you can show me just how much you love what I’m putting on.”


  Lifting a brow, he pressed a hand to his chest. “Are you suggesting I misuse my credit limit for the pleasure of your naked body?” he asked in faked shock. “That is just devious and low and bloody brilliant,” he said, digging out his phone. “Where are we going anyway?” he asked as they headed down the stairs for the front door.


  “I think that it’s called Roses Ravenwood or something like that.” She couldn’t recall the name of it actually. “If you call information I’m sure that you will be able to get it from whoever might be working 411.”


  “True enough,” he said with a smile to her, stopping to shove his feet into his boots and grabbing a jacket. Dialing the phone, he stuck it to his ear as he checked for his keys and then waved her to the door as he got ahold of someone to ask for the number.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Looking to Talon and Quincy, Tryggr shifted slightly. They were waiting for who knows what and he was getting seriously bored. Rubbing his thumb over Chrissy’s knuckles, he rolled his eyes when she looked his way. He didn’t do bored well. He got twitchy when he had to wait, and then he got seriously restless. He could manage a bit of it for a time, especially if there was a mission he was on, but when they were just standing around doing diddly shit, well, he got really, really restless.


  “It’s more than diddly shit, Tryggr.” The heavenly voice spoke from the shadows before the Goddess appeared before him. Tilting her head to the side, she looked him over and tapped a finger to her lips. “Are you certain that this is what you want to do, Tryggr? Are you certain you aren’t only doing this because your bond-mate is going to have a child, your son?”


  “Now you’re going to question me, too?” he asked on a sigh. “And I figured you had all the answers to all the questions in the universe, Goddess. Besides, I was sure you liked to play in our brains,” he said softly with a half smile.


  “Nope, free will will always override any plans that I might have put into motion. All that I did, Tryggr, was place Chrissy into your path and tie your souls as one. Either of you could have refused the bond just as you can refuse the Throne if that is your wish. I simply ask you, Tryggr, do you take the Throne of your own will, of your own desires, and not out of a sense of obligation to your son?” It was important that he accepted it, because as she had said, it was all about free will, and if he truly didn’t want it the Throne would not accept him.


  “I’ve thought long and hard about it, Goddess, and, while I still have some reservations, I freely take the opportunity to sit the Throne as is my birthright and the will of my parents. I know I balked before, but it’s the right thing for everyone involved, mostly those of the Jaguar,” he said quietly.


  Gaia smiled and nodded. “That’s all I needed to know, Tryggr,” she admitted and moved to the side. “Open the Vortex. The words are there in your mind. They are different from your father’s, but they are yours. Trust what’s in your heart.”


  “Right, I forgot this part,” he muttered and pulled his bond-mate closer to him. Brushing a kiss to her lips, he smiled. “I, Tryggr Jackson, rightful King of the Jaguars, summon the wind to guide and carry myself and my bond-mate to the Council Chambers so, once more, justice and peace can be brought to us all.”


  Gaia smiled and nodded, fading into the ether so that she could await them inside the Chambers, and nodded to Talon once before she was gone.


  Chrissy looked up at Tryggr. Her nerves were hitting an all-time high and she felt as if she was about to puke. A-freaking-gain. “I will try not to puke on your shoes,” was all she could promise as she looked at the larger-than-life swirling Vortex before them.


  “Not sure if I can say the same to you, love,” he muttered. Taking her hand, he guided her into the Vortex and out they came into a very large, very white space. Blinking at the guards, he headed for the doorway that the guards opened up for him.


  Chrissy’s stomach felt like it was turning inside out. She paused before the door and was shaking, literally. “Not feeling so hot.” When one of the holy hell huge men passed her a bucket lined with a plastic liner, she heaved and puked her guts out. Yep, pregnancy so didn’t like her right then.


  “It’s the Vortex, mistress,” one of the guards said. “It tends to throw human physiology into a tailspin rather quickly and easily. I have water for you to rinse with and drink whenever you are ready. We also have a powder room where you may freshen up before you enter the Chambers if that is your wish.”


  “Thank you,” Chrissy murmured. “And a powder room would be lovely please.” She looked to Tryggr and smiled. “Are you all right, Tryg?” When he reached out for her, she easily and readily went into his arms, her head on his chest and simply holding him tightly for as long as he needed.


  Hugging her gently, he nodded. “I’m good,” he said quietly. Looking to the guard, he nodded his head in thanks. “Could you show us where that powder room is?” he asked the man. When the guard stepped back and turned, Tryg tucked his mate close and led her along after him.


  “If we do this again, remind me that having food beforehand is seriously stupid.” Her pizza had been amazing when they ate it, but really not so damn much when it came up. Seeing the bathroom, she grinned. It was pink. She never in the world would have guessed that they would have a pink bathroom. “Thank you,” she told the guard and entered, leaving Tryggr out of doors as she did so.


  Seeing Talon and the others arrive, he sighed and leaned back against the wall. Looking to the guard, he tipped his head. “So this happens often?” he asked curiously.


  “Upon occasion, sire,” the guard said. “I’ve even had a few of the Changers come through a rough one and toss their cookies. That’s a little rarer, but it is amusing to see them looking green instead of so…” The guard paused, obviously aware he was treading on dangerous territory.


  “So what?” Tryg asked curiously. “You don’t need to worry about me saying anything. I can’t stand most of those uptight, opinionated pricks anyway.”


  “I was going to say pompous and self-righteous, that they’ve been lowered to mere commoners by nothing more than a bumpy ride,” the guard murmured very quietly before shooting a look around.


  Opening the door, Chrissy came out and sighed. “They even had little mini bottles of mouthwash in there. Whoever put that room in there knows just exactly what the heck they were doing with it.” She grinned as she spoke. Looking to the others, she gave a small wave. “Okay, can we please get this done if you wouldn’t mind?”


  Nodding, Tryg took her hand and guided her up the hall to join the group. “So, now what?” he asked, looking at everyone. “Do we just walk in and say ‘hey’ or do we go all sneak attack on him?” He looked to Gaia to see how this would go.


  “Now you enter the Chambers and make your claim on the Throne. When you sit upon it and it accepts you where it never accepted your uncle, they will know that you are the one who belongs there instead of your uncle. A man who had to be brought into the Chambers each time by another of the Council members, a man who couldn’t open the Vortex at all, and has never sat upon the actual Throne of the large cats.”


  “Okay,” he said hesitantly. “I know we sort of skimmed this earlier, but what if it doesn’t accept me?” He looked at Gaia. “It’s a death penalty offence to try and claim a Throne only to be proven wrong by the chair, Goddess.” Yeah, he knew how the Council worked. He had paid loose attention to such things over the years and during his father’s reign.


  “Why do you think I pissed you off as much as I did before the Vortex was opened? I had to be very sure,” she told him simply. “And the Vortex wouldn’t have come to you if you didn’t have a true and real claim on the Throne. Just trust in your bloodline and that you are the true King.”


  “Doesn’t make sitting on that man-eater any easier,” he pointed out. “Seriously, you couldn’t have just had it shoot the offender across the room to be punished later?” Looking at Chrissy when he felt her tense, he smiled. “But it’s all good, all good,” he murmured. Taking a breath, Tryg waved a hand. They had the long hallway to traverse where their clothing would be changed to the setting, except Chrissy. And likely Gaia. He didn’t know if she got a new outfit or was exempt from that weirdness.


  As they entered the Chambers that the guards held the doors for, Chrissy watched in amazement as Tryggr’s clothing changed, his weapons appeared at his sides making her jump. “What in heaven’s name?” She forgot for the moment that her bond-mate had grown up in a time of swords and blades rather than guns.


  Looking down, he grinned. “Been a long time since I’ve used one of these,” he murmured, rubbing his palm to the hilt. “It’s all right, darling. It’s all ceremonial, part of the pomp and presentation,” he said quietly as they walked in behind the others. Pausing when Gaia gave them a small signal, Tryg smiled, taking note she’d stopped them before his uncle could spot them. Smart woman, that Goddess.


  Chrissy’s eyes were darting around watched everyone doing everything that they did, and suddenly she frowned slightly. Leaning in close to Tryggr, she chose to speak in their minds only. Why are there some hiding in the shadows and whispering? I know why we are, because we don’t want anyone to know we are here yet, but why would those men do that?


  Because they are the ones that operate things behind the scenes, Tryggr told her quietly. They are aides, assistants, lovers, mistresses, whatever, he said, shifting to take a look at what he could see. They are paid extremely well to listen to absolutely everything that is said at all times and to dig up dirt for the Council members to use against the others, leverage, or blackmail, however you want to put it.


  Oh I don’t like that at all. Do they think that they will be able to gain that information on you? Do Talon or Katherine or Quincy use people like that? Will you? She didn’t think that he would. Tryggr was one of those men who would find out all that he could on his own.


  Those that are honest don’t bother. They all have people that stand and take notes. It often becomes very distracting in these meets, people yakking loudly on one side while others bend in to whisper a little something to another. Their people are watching for that, watching the others in the shadows. They are trying to clean out the rot that is here. They needed a way to do that without the distraction of the bickering.


  I do not envy any of you the part that you have to play in this then. I can’t imagine how Talon has been able to keep his cool as long as he has and not taken off some people’s heads. The large Dragon had far more restraint that Chrissy would have, that was for sure.


  Snorting, he pressed a kiss to her neck. From what I’ve heard he’s come close more than once, he murmured and then stiffened. They’re starting, he told her very softly. Talon will call the Council to order and give the floor to Gaia to speak.


  Chrissy watched as Talon wrestled the members and the staff into order. She let her gaze pass over each member there and then heard Gaia’s soothing voice. “The King of the Predatory Cats has returned. After the terrible murder of his family, he needed time to come to peace with all that had happened and find it in his own heart to return to the Chambers and to the Throne that is his.” She looked to Tryggr. “Tryggr Jackson. Step forward and claim your Throne as is your right by blood and birth.”


  Taking a deep breath that really didn’t do anything to settle his gut, he gave Chrissy a quick squeeze. Dropping his hand to hers, he laced their fingers together and moved around the head of the table for the empty, seemingly boring chair. Pressing a kiss to her fingers, he let her hand go. Just stay here, he told her quietly as he moved to the Throne and, after a pause, eased down into it.


  Chrissy watched as the Throne moved, as it seemed to curl and cup his body and grew into something far…more. “Holy shit, that’s freaking awesome.” Chrissy was unable to contain herself from whispering those words, but in the dead silence of the room it sounded like a shout.


  Tryggr breathed a sigh of relief as he saw Talon shoot her a look before winking with a small smile for Chrissy. Relaxing back when the chair didn’t decide to devour him, he reached for her hand and tugged her in closer to him.


  Chrissy went to stand at his side and looked down at him. “I love you,” she whispered for his ears alone, something that had his lips twitching. “It suits you, honey, very much so.” I love you, honey, a great deal. I’m glad that this worked so well for you and it accepted you. Now it’s time to get your uncle to either make a move or accept you.


  Standing, Talon looked around and caught hints of fear in some expressions. Some of the Council were not happy to have the actual King of the Cats on the Throne. Looking to Tryggr’s uncle, he bowed his head slightly. “The Council wishes to extend our thanks to you, Evan Jackson of the Jaguars. You were of great assistance to us during the trying and difficult years after the untimely passing of the former King. We thank you and bid you good day, sir. You can finally enjoy a bit of a retirement.” The Dragon smiled slightly, ensuring to keep it happy and light.


  Tryg looked to where his uncle sat and waited. Now we see if he protests or leaves without a fuss. Honestly he had no idea if Evan would raise a stink or not, but in either case he’d be back to face the Council soon enough. Up on charges of murdering the King and Queen of the Cats and of the Jaguars, taking away Tryg’s parents.


  Everyone saw the man’s face turn red and mottled. Watched as his anger fought with his need to keep in control, but his control won out and he turned on his heel, leaving without acknowledging Tryggr, a slight that they all caught. Squeezing Tryggr’s hand, Chrissy whispered in his mind, He’s seriously pissed off right now, love. I mean like crazy pissed.


  You think? he asked, shooting her a look. Shaking his head, he shot a dark look after his uncle and leaned back in the chair.


  Talon blinked and looked over at Tryggr. “There would appear to be more to this than meets the eye. Care to elaborate for the Council?”


  “Not at this time, sir,” Tryggr said honestly. “I’m working on uncovering some things that I will bring forth, but only once I have all the facts. I would hate to wrongly speak and cause more trouble for those than is needed.”


  “Soon,” Talon said with heavy meaning, knowing the Jaguar had been digging deep into the past and recent activities of his uncle and cohorts. “All right, folks, onto regular business,” he said, taking his seat, and brought up the first point on the meeting notes.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  Stepping out of the white room on base, Tryggr stopped in the hall and looked at his mate. “Well that didn’t go near as horribly as I thought it would.” He was of course referring to their latest Council meeting. It had been boring and blah. On the other hand, Talon was starting to get testy about the info Tryg had. He really needed to get that all sorted and ready to indict half the Council members and their aides, whores, and whatevers. That would be so not fun.


  “You have to tell him, honey,” Chrissy said as she dropped into the loveseat there beside him. “You have to tell Talon or he’s going to get really quite pissy with you and we both know it. We both know that you will have to go toe-to-toe with that big Dragon, and I really don’t think you want that, my love.”


  “Oh now you’re telling me not to piss off T-Rex?” he asked, rolling his eyes. Wrapping his arm around her, he let out a breath. “I have to get it organized still so it’s all coherent. Right now it’s so jumbled I don’t even know what’s really there.”


  “I know, honey, but we both know, too, that you will do whatever it is that you have to do in order to keep us safe and in order to bring justice for the murders of your parents, love.” She knew him, knew that he would do whatever it took to bring his parents justice.


  “I know, but Gods, the amount of paperwork is astonishing,” he muttered. “When I asked Quincy for his help, I had no idea I was going to get buried under it all.” Getting up, Tryg tugged her up. “Come on, darling, let’s go home. I have paperwork to organize.”


  “Yeah, he does tend to go over the deep end when it comes to digging shit up, doesn’t he?” She slid her hand into his and smiled. “I’m totally down with helping you, honey. I’m very good with wanting to help you get this all over and done with so that we can move on with our lives.”


  “All right,” he agreed easily enough, pressing a kiss to her lips.


  


  * * * *


  


  Eight hours later…


  


  “Babe, you seen that report from the guy about the incident in Paris around forty years ago or so?” he asked her as he flipped through what he had. “I swear I’d just seen it and now it’s missing,” he murmured. It would go right into the blank spot he currently had and, hopefully, would be the end of it all. Gods, he hoped it was. His eyes were scratchy. His back ached from all the bending and hunching he’d had to do digging through boxes.


  “Yeah, it’s just beside you, honey.” She moved so that she could grab the report he was looking for and grinned when he looked at her. “It’s okay, honey, you have your mind on so much at the time, love, so it’s all good. Don’t worry. We will get this all together, I promise.”


  Taking the sheet from her with a sheepish look, he tucked it into place and then carefully flipped through it all. “That’s it,” he whispered, standing up to look at the pile and then her. Smiling, he grabbed her cheeks to pull her in for a kiss. “That’s all of it. Well, this and Quincy’s report and chart, but that’s everything, love.” The rest were half reports, notes, bits and pieces, not the solid proof they needed to ensure that Evan and his six Council cohorts all paid with their lives for killing Tryggr’s parents.


  Chrissy nodded and took a deep breath. “Are you ready to go and see about getting justice for your parents, love? Ready to let them finally be able to rest in peace?” She knew that was only a part of why he wanted to do this, needed to do it. “And so that Bets can move on with her life as well?”


  Licking his lips, he let out a breath and nodded. “Yeah,” he whispered. He couldn’t believe the day was finally there, that it was really going to happen. “Holy hell,” he wheezed out softly, suddenly having a bit of issue breathing as the enormity of it all hit him.


  She rubbed her hands up and down his back and smiled. “I know, baby,” she whispered. “It’s a great deal to take in, and I know that, love. I’m just glad that you are willing to make this end now.” Giving him a hug from the side, she then looked up once more and smiled. “I love you, honey. I will always stand at your side.”


  “Good, because I’m going to need someone to hold me up,” he whispered, pressing a kiss to her lips. “But we should go, tell Talon, and get the process started. He’ll likely call a Council meeting as soon as he reads everything, so we may need to stay on base to catch a nap.”


  “I will always be there with you and for you,” she promised him. “Always. We are together in this and in all things from now until time ends. We are a unit, and where you go, I will always follow.”


  “Just checking.” He smiled at her and kissed her gently. “Go and pack a bag of a change of clothes and our toothbrushes. I’ll get all this packed up plus the data from Quincy and then we can go,” he murmured. Stroking his fingers over her cheek, Tryg smiled. “I love you, Christine Jackson.”


  Chrissy smiled then and leaned into his touch. “I love you as well, Tryggr Jackson. I’m so very, very happy that you are mine, darling. You are truly, truly amazing,” she murmured. “And our lives…” She sighed. “Our lives are going to be so very, very amazing together.” Because they would find joy together.


  “Go, darling, we need to clean house and have very little time to do it before they all get twitchy and make a run for it.” Dropping a kiss to her lips, he let her go and smacked her bottom. “Small bag only, darling,” he ordered her quietly.


  “Small bag, promise,” she assured him. She moved then and began to get their bags packed. “Let’s get this done quickly so that we can get our house cleaned, and then we can finally be able to bring our child into this world where he belongs.”


  “Don’t forget your vitamins,” he said as he boxed up everything they would be taking. Grabbing the USB drives of info from Quincy and the papers that he threw into an expanding folder to keep them in order, Tryg dropped them all into the box. Closing the lid, he looked to her. “When this is all done, I want to go and see Bets one more time, let her know in person that it’s all done and over with.”


  “I will not forget them,” she assured him. Her vitamins were very important, mostly because of their child, but because it made him feel better as well. “When this is all done, I want to see her as well. When this is all done, I also very much would like to be able to give her a reason to come to our home as well. I will want her to come to visit us as well so that she can meet her niece or nephew as well.”


  “We’ll arrange for her and her contingent to come for the birth,” he said, lifting the box and moving to take the bag once she had it zipped shut. “So she can meet her niece or nephew right then and there. So she can stay and visit and so that I can finally figure out who she’s getting busy with.”


  “I think that sounds perfect.” Laughter poured from her lips and she shook her head. “Two somebodies, honey. That’s why you were having a hard time figuring it out. She’s sleeping with two of her guards, love. I could tell you which ones if you wanted me to, darling.”


  Shooting her a look, he moved fast to catch up with her as she left him in her dust, stunned. “Who?” he demanded.. “Tell me, woman,” he said jogging down the stairs on her heels. Reaching the foyer, he stepped into his boots and grabbed his jacket and keys.


  Chrissy could only grin. As they walked out of the house and toward the car, she smiled. “Sergy and Silvin. The twins,” she told him with a smile. “Didn’t you notice how both of them looked at her and how she looked at them? Believe me, darling, they are her lovers. Now and for all time they will protect and watch over her. They love her. She loves them. They might not be bond-mates, but there is a deep and true love there.”


  “Son of a bitch,” he said, unlocking the door to toss the box and their bag into the back. “No, I didn’t notice. If I’d noticed, don’t you think that I would have had a little brotherly talk with them? Seriously, woman, I’m a male, blind as fuck about such things,” he muttered, opening her door for her.


  Chrissy could only grin. “Well, now you know, but you are not allowed to ever, ever get in the way of them. If they hurt her, then hell yes, but those two boys would never in a million years hurt her, just as you would never hurt me. We are one, we are forever, and we are always, my love, just as she will be with them.”


  “Who’d have thunk it,” he murmured, shaking his head. His sister, two men, it blew his mind, but he supposed it made perfect sense. She was too giving and too much for just one. She’d need at least two to keep her from driving one male insane. Leaning in, Tryg kissed his mate. “In, babe. We have work to do before I start practicing my big brother speech.”


  Getting into the vehicle, she simply smiled, unable to help herself as she did so. “Oh, honey, I seriously doubt that you will get anywhere with that big brother speech,” she told him honestly. “So try not to use it and simply give her your love and support. I have a feeling that she will need it, honey, because of the simple fact that she’s going to be an aunt, and that’s a huge thing for any woman.” No, being a mother was bigger, but if she could save Bethany a little grief, she would.


  “I wasn’t going to use it on her,” he said shutting her door. Moving around, he sat in the driver’s seat before continuing. “I was going to use it on her two lotharios, my love,” he said honestly. “It’s the one where if they ever make her cry, I will personally yank their nuts off and use them for Christmas decorations for centuries to come.”


  “Ah, well them you can totally use it on,” she assured him. “And believe me, that’s something that I’ve already promised them, so you will have to come up with something else, love. I told them that I would cut them off with a rusty spoon and plant them so that I could grow some dickweed.” It wasn’t a very lovely threat, but it was what came out of her mouth at that moment.


  “Seriously?” he asked, shooting her a look once he was driving, “Well that’s just kind of wimpy, darling,” he teased with a laugh.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  The Council was gathered. Talon had read everything, and it had taken him several hours to calm enough to even call the meeting. Now the Dragon sat in his Throne practically pulsating with raw anger and energy. Chrissy was there, too, right behind Tryg’s Throne looking calm, serene, and at peace, beautiful to boot. She was one hell of a sexy woman. Too bad they hadn’t had some time for Tryggr to show her how he felt before they’d gotten bum-rushed to the Chambers.


  You show me all the time, honey, now stopping thinking of me naked, because you are seriously distracting me, Chrissy voiced through their open connection. I’m supposed to be watching everyone, remember?


  “Why have I been brought here?” Evan Jackson demanded as he was pushed into the room by the guards sent to gather him up. “I demand to know just why you have brought me back here when my nephew has obviously taken his place.” The slur in his voice spoke of his anger that Tryg had done just that.


  “You were not given leave to speak,” Talon said as he stood up slowly, “so I suggest you zip it before I do it for you.” Oh yeah, he was beyond pissed. He was holding onto the Dragon by the merest thread. “Council, we are here today to clean house,” he said just as all the doors were sealed, guards on the inside. Something that had never, ever been done in all their history. And all the guards were Dragons that were fully and heavily armed.


  Chrissy squeezed Tryggr’s shoulder and in his mind asked again, And you are sure that we are safe in here? That no one will make it to us, right? That your uncle hasn’t paid off the guards as well? She had their child to worry about. She had to be sure.


  The guards are all loyal to Talon. All are Dragon and all those that have fought battles with him for centuries. They couldn’t be bought and would gut those that even dared to try. We are very safe, he told her, reaching up to touch her hand on his shoulder. Aiden is right behind us. He is to watch out for you and you alone.


  Thank you. She knew how silly it was, but dammit she was worried. This man before them had killed her mate’s parents, had cavorted with the Mage and something far darker in order to gain the throne that he felt would be his. I love you, Tryggr, but now it’s time, she whispered when she saw Talon shoot them a look.


  Squeezing her fingers, he stood up and pulled out a small stack of envelopes. Handing half the stack to his left and the others to his right, Tryg waited until everyone had one. “If you will open the envelopes and pull out the sheet within,” he requested.


  “On this sheet of paper I’m asking you to remove is solid proof that my Team has found. That Team includes Quincy Wallace, King of the Mages, and myself, Tryggr Jackson, King of the Jaguars, as well as others who have greatly helped in this endeavor to uncover the truth.” Tryggr took a long breath before continuing.


  “On this sheet of paper you will see the names of those that are guilty of treason not only against the Crown that leads this Council but those of many of the Thrones here. These names are people who have murdered, raped, pillaged, and blackmailed their way either into a position here in this Chamber or onto a Throne not rightfully theirs. On this sheet you will see six names of Council members who have been helping those that are trying to kill our mates. They have also been proven beyond a shadow of a doubt to be plotting to overthrow our sitting Council head, Talon Silverwing of the Dragons, in a plot to take the Changers, Mage, and others into positions of power and enslave the humans.” The noise in the Chamber got so loud at that point he couldn’t be heard any more.


  Holding up a hand Talon got them to settle down a little before taking up where Tryggr had left off. “My Team has uncovered not only those assisting in this plot but subplots and plans as well. While I can’t give you everything as we are still working on a number of leads I can freely share with you this. Due to a Council member’s assistance in this plot against the Crowns of several races plus against this Council, many have been hurt and killed. He was integral in not only the kidnapping of my Royal Guard Aiden Fairbanks but also an attack on the Fae Queen’s lands and home. That attack was focused not only on Queen Katherine but on the bond-mate of Laighean, one of her Royal Guards.


  The Council Chambers was suddenly roaring with all the voices talking over one another and Talon had to bang a fist on the table to regain control. “Humans who were apparently promised huge sums were sent onto Katherine’s lands with orders to kidnap her as well as Laighean’s bond-mate Charisma. Through interrogation we’ve discovered that they were to kill all Changers they could as long as they got the women out alive. Only under the most severe conditions were those men to kill the Queen and Charisma. This extreme measure was to ensure that there would be no children born by either woman by their Changer and Fae mates.”


  “We’re not yet sure just who is behind this scheme beyond the names we’ve given you,” Tryggr took up once more. “But the Team is continuing to delve into everything and everyone in association with the Council member responsible.” He paused and took a deep breath before he read off the names of those involved as well as the primary man who’d very nearly destroyed so many lives.


  Chrissy squeezed Tryggr’s shoulder and heard the roar from his uncle when his name was given as well. “I have only been nice to you, you little fucking overeager pup,” the man said as he turned to face Tryggr. “And you dare to question me? I’ve fucking ruled where you were too goddamn afraid to rule! I deserve that fucking Throne, not you and certainly not your fucking bastard.”


  “You killed our servants, my parents in their marital bed, and had my sister raped while a Mage you paid had me pinned to the floor to bear witness to her rape by that gang of butchers,” Tryggr said, managing to stay chillingly calm. “The money trail was clear and distinct, sir, especially since you’ve been using that Mage to this day.” He looked to the left where a Mage was dragged in, very clearly chained in a manner to keep the man from casting a spell, his mouth gagged as well.


  Evan looked at the mage and then his tune changed. “He spelled me,” he muttered. “That’s why I was there. I didn’t want to do it and I have been atoning for that sin for years and years. I have always been good to you, Tryggr. After all, you are alive today, are you not?”


  “No thanks to you, sir,” Tryg said calmly, his anger a cold flame in his chest. “The Dragons came to assist us, to offer me medical help, and to attend to our dead. You were nowhere to be seen for nearly a fortnight, Uncle, and when you did arrive, you stunk of nothing but alcohol and sex. We knew where you were, building your alibi to the event, but you left a money trail. Besides”—he waved a hand to Quincy—“King of the Mages has already pulled the memories from the minds of those still alive and shown them to Talon of the Dragons and myself. He also spoke of them to Katherine of the Fae, who has also questioned the Mage and found, in this moment before his death, that he spoke nothing but truth, did he not, Queen of the Fae, Ear of Truth?” They’d rehearsed it all, but keeping it all straight and on track was a bitch, especially when Evan kept trying to jump ahead of all they’d planned for the reveal.


  Katherine rose and nodded. “This is true. Upon the time of his arrest, the Mage that was used to kill the former King of the Large Cats spoke only truth, and in that truth, Evan Jackson, he pointed to you.” She murmured, “He told us of your plan, of your entire plan to ensure that you were the one who would take the Throne, that you were the one who would gain all that there is to being King.”


  Tryggr gave a small bow to Katherine as she reclaimed her seat and looked to his uncle once more. “From this day forth, Evan Jackson of the Jaguars, you are stripped of all titles, all lands, and all monies you may have had. You are forever removed from the line of the Jaguar Royalty, and your name shall be forevermore removed from all writing of our people. You are no longer Jaguar and you are no longer Evan Jackson. You are now, and for all time, the nameless one.” While Evan would likely be executed, the stripping of titles, lands, and monies would send those he backed into a tailspin, all part of the plan to shake them up and ensure they got them all.


  Talon stood in the stunned silence, waiting until Tryggr sat once more. “Veril Son-Ton of the Foxes, you are hereby stripped of your title King of the Foxes, stripped of all other titles, lands, and monies. You are removed from the Fox line of Royalty and stripped of your name. You are forevermore to be known as the nameless one. Graham Shaunessy of the Lions, you are hereby stripped of your title King of the Lions,” Talon said. And so it went for the Vipers, Minor Reptiles, Minor Cats, and the Falcons. “All those nameless and their consorts, mistresses, assistants, and aides are hereby remanded into the custody of the Dragon Royal Guard to be taken to the Cells of the Council. Guards, remove these traitors from our midst,” he ordered as absolute hell broke loose.


  Chrissy watched in horror the removal of the traitors. She listened to the hissing from the Snakes and winced when she watched the Dragons slamming them into cages as they moved. “Oh God,” she breathed. “I so do not like this,” she told him softly and looked to the men and women being removed. “So many Thrones that have to be filled once more,” she whispered. “Goodness, this is going to be some tumultuous times for us.”


  Holding her hand, Tryg nodded. The rightful heirs will be found by Gaia and they will take their Thrones. But only once the rest of the rot from the Royal Houses are cleansed. Even now between the Dragons, Fae, and magic users like the Mage and Sorcerers, the other traitors are being removed from their homes to be brought to justice. It will be months of trials and too many deaths, but when fighting the darkness and Chaos’s hold, we can’t be too lenient.


  No, I know that we can’t, honey, but still. Chrissy sighed and laid her hand over her belly. I feel for the children. We need to ensure that none of the children that are innocent are held accountable for the sins of their mothers and fathers.


  And none will be. He looked up at her. They are the innocents, and Talon would never punish them for something they had no part in. They will be protected, and the clan will take them in if it’s necessary. Only those that are guilty are ever punished. Even all of them will have a fair trial and a chance to dispute the evidence. Including Evan. While his fate had been sealed long before he’d been dragged back before the Council, he would stand trial for his deeds.


  Chrissy nodded, and after everyone was gone who needed to be gone, she dropped into Tryggr’s lap with only the smallest tug from him. “It feels as if we are starting all over again,” she murmured looking around the Chambers.


  “In a manner of speaking, we are,” he told her honestly. Glancing around to the others who were all standing, talking, and huddled in little groups, Tryg sighed. “But it’s for the better. Get rid of the cancer now so we can grow strong again and keep our peoples safe.” Settling his hand on her belly, he rubbed slightly and smiled. It always made him smile when he rested his hand where their child grew. “He or she will have a much better world to come into, darling.”


  “I know that, which is why I’m so glad that we did this now instead of later,” she murmured. “How much longer do we need to stay here, love? How long until we can head home?” She had watched as Katherine and her mates Sullivan and Mac had slipped out of the Chamber, so she was sure it wouldn’t be long for them.


  “Soon,” he murmured quietly to her. “We will be some of the last ones out though, so be patient.” He pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Talon wants to ensure most leave before we head out just in case there are any hard feelings still brewing.”


  “Oh I’m sure that there are more than a few hard feelings,” she murmured. “But I honestly don’t care. You were right. It had to be done, love. It was more than past time for it to be done, and now that it is, life will go on and we will be all the better for it, right?”


  “Absolutely,” he agreed with a smile, pulling her close to kiss her lips. Leaning back, he looked around. “It will be hard to rebuild, but the effort will be worth it totally. It just means a few extra hours here. Which as long as you’re with me is perfect,” he whispered, hugging her closer to him.


  “Tryggr, I will be with you for now and for all time. I love you, honey. I love you so very much, and I want to have every single moment with you that I can have. As long as I have you with me, anything is worth it.”


  “Ditto, my lovely mate, ditto,” he told her honestly with a grin. Wrapping his arms around her, Tryggr held her close as he relaxed back and waited. The hardest part was out of the way, the roughest to come, and then it would be merely building. Life would be okay. Their life would be just fine.
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