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    Chapter One


     


    Holy hell!


    She’d done it.


    Sophia stared at the computer screen and couldn’t believe her eyes. Number and letter sequences in front of her drove her excitement. A slow sliver of fear raced up her spine when she thought of what could happen if the information got into the wrong hands, but it wasn’t enough to stop her from smiling ear to ear.


    She’d finally singled out the particular chromosome in the DNA strand that made shape-shifters shift. This little baby was the hottest ticket in Shifterville. It’s what bonded with the rest of a person’s DNA and created the furry beast that lived inside them.


    If it were a person she’d kiss it, hug it, probably spank it for being bad and making it so hard for her to find it. She grinned; she couldn’t help herself. Julia would be able to have a choice in life now after being attacked by a rogue werewolf the previous year.


    The one positive outcome was that her sister had met River, the beta of his pack and her current husband. Talk about love at first bark. His animal had taken one look at her sister and had literally rolled over for her to pet his tummy. It was sweet and kind of creepy, considering how damn big he was in his wolf form.


    River was a real nice guy too, but nothing beat freedom of choice in Sophia’s mind. He loved her sister and treated her better than any other man she’d ever been with, not to mention the man was absolutely gorgeous. Then there was his brother, the pack alpha.


    Thoughts of Chase, the alpha of the Black Meadows pack, made her heart torpedo in her chest and rockets go off in her stomach. The better-than-a-sundae, delicious-looking man, with golden brown skin and enough muscles to share with his friends, turned her into a puddle of goo.


    The man had so much sex appeal her girl parts were ready to lift a white flag in surrender just by looking at him. Even thinking of him made her tongue wag. Seeing him was like having your favorite desert and knowing you couldn’t eat it.


    She was very aware of her physical appearance whenever he came around her. She was short, fat, and shy, and now that she’d hit thirty-two, she also felt old.


    She had long ago given up on the idea of finding Mr. Right and had started focusing on Mr. Right Now. Unfortunately, that hadn’t worked out so well either. She ended up dating boring, geeky people, and sex tended to be nothing to write home about.


    Shit, sex tended to be nothing she’d want to try again with any of those guys, having been responsible for her own orgasms for as long as she could remember. Heat crawled across her skin when she thought of the last guy she’d been with, Jake the Snake, before she’d moved to town. He was the reason she’d ended up looking for a new job.


    He’d stolen her research and tried to pass it off as his own. Luckily, she always backed up her work with multiple copies and had months of data to prove the work was hers.


    She blinked and squinted tired eyes, then rubbed cold fingers under her rimless glasses, drawing in a deep breath. A burst of energy rushed through her blood when she thought of what she’d just accomplished. Exhilaration made up for the lack of sleep. She’d been burning the candle at both ends working and doing her own private research.


    She swatted away the guilt that tapped her shoulder over using the lab resources for her own experiment. Too much depended on the results of her first test to worry about being found out. And if she was—oh well, they did encourage “groundbreaking” and “outside the box” research.


    Her sister Julia would have kittens if she knew. Or should she say puppies, now that Julia was a wolf shifter? The woman had been a straight pain before, but now that she had a dramatic animal inside, she’d taken theatrics to a whole new level. Her tears could appear and disappear faster than Superman at the scene of a crime.


    As the older sister, Julia always wanted to take care of Sophia, so two years ago Julia had packed up her life and moved with Sophia to the town of Black Meadows.


    Black Meadows was by no means a small town, but with only the research facility and a car plant, it was easy to see people as either scientists or engineers. Then there were the blue-collar plant workers and the small-business owners.


    Looking through the microscope at the samples of the particularly special FB chromosome, Sophia had to smile. Yes, she had called the chromosome Furry Beast. It was her special way of keeping herself from losing her mind after working on this for what felt like forever.


    Finally she’d pulled a sample of DNA from both sets of shifters and created a pure chromosome strand of cat and wolf. A slow smile slid across her face. She could swear she heard birds chirping and a Hallelujah Chorus above her head while she stared through the small eyepiece of her microscope.


    “Goddamn, I fucking rock!” Laughter and excitement unlike any she’d ever experienced, not including meeting man-candy Chase, popped and fizzled through her until she was bouncing on her stool, grinning like a fool.


    Now that she thought of man-candy Chase, her brain did the usual X-rated stripping of those rock-hard limbs. Mmm, man-candy Chase… He was her biggest temptation. If she had an affliction it was called Furry Beast Alpha, or FBA for short.


    Side effects included, but were not limited to: making a woman stop, stare, and drool on the spot; panties somehow finding themselves off and thrown his way; and finally, if said subject were to smile, blacking out from sudden excitement.


    She was still unable to figure out how one minute he could be smiling at her, and the next she would be sitting down on a chair counting fuzzy bunnies running across her field of vision.


    Thank goodness she still hadn’t gone as far as the panty throwing, but she was tempted…God, she was tempted. Every single time she got near him, her hands itched to tear off the little slip of lace, wave her arm in the air, and yell “pick me, pick me!”


    She giggled and bounced in her seat, causing her short hair to tickle the nape of her neck. Looking to celebrate, she turned on the radio at her desk to some dance mix. She stood up and stretched, lifting her white T-shirt in the process and showing her softly rounded belly. All alone in the lab, she didn’t care if she showed some skin.


    Her full breasts strained against the cotton while her stonewashed jeans clung lovingly to her generous hips. When she bent down to stretch her back, the move made her jeans ride low, and cold air caressed her lower back enough to show off the one thing she had ever done to be wild—a tattoo of a pink and purple fairy on her upper right cheek. Thankfully, there was no one around to see that.


    She started singing along completely off-key to some song that talked about being sexy and knowing it. Snorting to herself, she knew even singing it was a lie. There were no feelings of sexiness anywhere in her—they only happened when FBA was around.


    She pulled out two syringes, filled each with both werecat and werewolf chromosome, and laid them on the small collection tube tray. She sang louder as she moved. It wasn’t like there was anyone around to hear her sad attempt at singing.


    She needed to find her special vials so she wouldn’t confuse these specimens with any of her other samples. She put away the older mixed strands she wasn’t actively using in the cold storage only she had access to.


    Because she was the head of the genetics department, she was allowed her own work space. It also meant she got a big lab to use for her research. Other than equipment and coded papers, the place was kept immaculate. Large and small machines were strategically placed to make the move of samples from one to the other quick and efficient, along with multiple computers and printers.


    The lab was also really cold. Goose bumps broke on her caramel skin as she thought of the heater sitting by her desk. Outside the weather was beautiful, but an iceberg lived inside the building.


    She knew complaining would do nothing, since the best way to keep instruments from growing bacteria was to keep them cold. She would have to go to her office, which was located right next door, to write her notes before she left, so at least there she’d be warm.


    Bopping to the music, she was careful of the extension cable that crossed the floor. She’d used all the electrical plugs by her computer, so she’d run an extension cord to power the amplification machine.


    Holding her precious tray of sharps, she walked toward her other metal table to get to her special colored vials.


    Shaking her hips, she lifted one sneaker over the white cord and then the other. The cord caught on her right foot.


    What came next she would later tell herself was due to her own stupidity at trying to sing, dance, and walk when she was not as coordinated as she liked to think.


    Falling forward in a sickening loss off balance, she saw the floor rush up to meet her face. Instinctively she let go of the tray to stick her hands out and break her fall. Everything around her narrowed to just the sound of her breathing. Distantly, she heard the metal tray clatter across the concrete floor, and she landed on top of it.


    Something stabbed her between her breasts.


    She winced and picked herself up off the floor. The damn underwire in her bra, it always tended to break through the casing. She wouldn’t have bothered with them if they didn’t make her breasts look so lingerie-catalog good.


    “Ouch, dammit!” Looking down at the tray, she saw that the sharps were not on the floor. Panic seized her, and sharp blades of terror stabbed her gut while she scanned the ground. A pinching sensation in her chest drew her attention to where the two long sharps dangled from the area between her breasts.


    Icy fear numbed her brain and lodged in her throat, making it impossible for her to breathe. Frantic, she pulled the two long needles out carefully and examined the amount in each.


    There was a minute amount missing from each of them.


    A panicked scream wrenched out of her. Her first thought was to take a blood sample and check for any alterations in her DNA. After a second thought and some frenzied breathing, she decided a few days of wait were probably best. No notable change would show up straight away if there was a delayed reaction. If there had been any life altering changes to her DNA, she would see it for sure in a few days.


    Tears of frustration filled her eyes. Had she destroyed all her hard work with a stupid accident? She’d have to wait until Monday when she returned to the lab to run tests, unless there were any strange occurrences sooner.


    Her stomach churned at the thought of her foolishness, but there was not much she could do other than wait and see. She stood, carefully grabbed the two vials with shaky hands, and stored her previously untainted samples.


    She secured her storage freezer with her fingerprint and voice, which turned on the double-locked safe. There was no way in hell she was going to take any chances with what was in there. It was a good thing the freezer was made of the thickest metal out there and resembled a bank vault.


    She headed for her office. Her previous happiness turned into a desolate sense of impending doom when she thought of the notes she would have to write to detail the calamity from that night. Then she would head home for a nice long soak and finally catch up on much needed sleep. She was going to get the rest she’d denied herself for the past long months.


     


    * * *


     


    Chase took a swig of crisp, cold beer while scrutinizing the crowded bar. The Back Door was packed on Friday Nights, and Julia, positioned behind the bar, served drinks with a smile. Chase’s brother watched from a seat next to him.


    Looking at the pitiable adoration pasted on his brother’s face, Chase wanted to smack him upside the head to bring him back to the land of the non pussy-whipped. What the hell happened to his strong no-nonsense beta? The one that always told Chase “not me, I never want a mate.”


    He’d turned into an overgrown puppy is what. After River met Julia he’d given a new definition to the phrase love-struck fool. Chase snorted, gulped down some more of the draft, and scanned the entirety of the bar for any idiots that might want to start trouble.


    His gaze bypassed the women that stared and struggled to catch his attention. Pack and human females had a tendency to fling themselves, and even their underwear, at him. He knifed cold fingers through his black hair, unconcerned if he messed up the strands, and ended up looking like a wild animal.


    He didn’t really care most of the time how his hair hung, but women loved the shaggy wild look. It wasn’t done on purpose—his hair just grew so much that it became an annoyance to get it cut every two weeks. There were more important things to do than make a trip to a barber to make him look tame.


    Julia smiled at one of her waitstaff as she filled glasses. Her long dark hair was in a ponytail and gave her the appearance of a teenager among adults. Unlike most shifters, she wasn’t a stick figure. After she’d been turned she’d lost some weight, her body gaining the rapid ability to metabolize fat. Shifters were slimmer, since each shift made it easier to burn a large number of calories.


    Julia was a little rounder and softer than most, which explained his brother’s love for groping her whenever he thought nobody was looking. Julia had a flair for the dramatic, which made it sometimes painful to be around her when she was in one of her tearful moods.


    He observed his sibling’s mate and immediately thought of Sophia. Julia’s younger sister was petite, remarkably smart, and so hot the air crackled with fire, the temperature going from warm to blistering whenever she was around.


    With a body that wouldn’t quit, she made him want to get on his knees and beg. She resembled a 1950s pin-up model, all sexy curves. He pictured himself blowing raspberries in the valley of her luscious breasts. Her hips—dear Lord they were a thing of beauty; all rounded, they showed off her nipped waist to perfection.


    Caramel skin, thanks to their Latin heritage, glowed when she smiled as though the sun recently kissed the silky flesh. Her full lips begged him for a kiss every time he got a glimpse of them. It was hell holding back.


    Those sexy, sleepy, gray eyes gave her the just-rolled-out-of-bed look and made his cock jerk whenever she turned them his way. Chase was not normally a fan of short hair, but her brown curls had him itching to run his fingers through the silky mass.


    Her scent drove him to distraction; she always smelled of peaches and cream. Whenever he was around her, he marveled at her fragrance. If he licked her, would the flavor be as sweet as the scent?


    Unfortunately, she wasn’t interested.


    Her disinterest was like a slap in the face. He struggled against the impulse to get near her and wrestled his lust for dominance in order to stay away.


    Turning toward his brother, he realized River had been saying something while he’d been mentally stripping Sophia and doing all kinds of dirty, probably illegal-in-some-states things to her.


    The barrage of sexual thoughts overran his brain like a virus on a hard drive. Whenever her name popped into his head, he got so hard he felt the denim tighten around his cock into a painful unyielding fist.


    “So?” River’s brows lifted as he waited for a response.


    “So, what?” He winced at his brother’s disgustingly happy smirk. God, just shoot him now. He was going to have to put up with this for how long?


    “You weren’t even listening to me were you? I said Sunday Julia and I are having a barbecue, and we want you to come over. It’s not a party, so there’s no need to freak out thinking you’re going to be dodging panties. It’s just the four of us.”


    River’s strong features resembled his own—dark hair cut to the nape of his neck and brown eyes that they got from their mother, and the fierce, angular planes of their faces they got from their father.


    His brother was a little shorter than Chase’s six foot three. Both were muscular and got a lot of female attention. Of course now his brother was oblivious to any woman but his wife.


    “The four of us?” Chase put his empty beer bottle down.


    Julia came over, put down a napkin, and plunked down a fresh bottle. She leaned over the counter and gave her husband a quick kiss. Great, so he was going to have to watch them play footsie while Sophia pretended he didn’t exist.


    “Did you ask him?” She smiled at River, then turned to Chase.


    “I just did, sweetheart. He still hasn’t said if he’s coming.” He grabbed her hand and lifted it to his lips. She stared at him, the heat in their eyes clearly visible for anyone to see.


    Julia gave Chase a small frown. “Well? Can you come? I really want you there, Chase.” She gave her husband a small pleasure-filled smile. “We’ve got something we need to tell you guys, but we only want to do it once, so you have to be there.” She grinned. Her eyes sparkled when she spoke.


    He’d never seen River as happy as he was since meeting his mate. It made Chase feel uncomfortable to be a voyeur to their love-fest.


    “Ah shit, come on Julia, do you honestly think I’d ever say no to you? I’d never hear the end of it from Don Juan over here.” He curled his lip in his trademark smile and winked at his sister-in-law.


    Julia was family now, and he did anything in his power to make the females in his family happy. Even if that meant torturing himself to be near the woman of his every dirty fantasy.


    She laughed, grabbed Chase’s face, and kissed him loudly on the cheek, which shocked a blush out of him. Fuck, now she was trying to turn him into a domestic animal.


    No way, he was alpha and still the dominant leader of his pack.


    “Great!” she said. “Just make sure you come, or I’ll have to hunt you down and make a wolf rug out of you.” Without waiting for a reply she went back to serving drinks, her happiness radiating warmth all around.


    “So, are you going to be OK with Sophia joining us?”


    Chase’s gaze landed on his brother and his shrewd stare. He didn’t want to know what River meant by his probing, but he could only think that his sibling had noticed Sophia’s obvious dislike of him. For fuck’s sake, the woman acted like he had rabies. Whenever he walked in, she walked out.


    “Yeah, why wouldn’t I?”


    “Hmm. No reason. Then I’ll call you Sunday. Don’t forget.” River gave him the look that he’d given him before his wedding, the one that said if you try to get out of this, I’ll bitch and moan so much you’ll visualize killing me multiple times.


    Fan-fucking-tastic.


     


    * * *


     


    Sophia woke up to a loud ringing next to her bed. She groaned, turned over, and tried to ignore the cell phone on her bedside table. But the loud sound of Cindy Lauper’s “Girls Just Wanna Have Fun” wouldn’t shut up.


    Why the hell had she let Julia pick her own ringtone?


    She reached blindly until her hand grasped the phone and pressed the button on the side to stop the annoying sound. She put the device to her ear under the pillow, her voice muffled when she spoke. “The house better be burning down around me or you are so dead.”


    Her sister’s tinkling laughter on the other end made her wince. God, when did she start laughing so loud?


    “Get your ass up, you lazy bum. Did you forget our barbecue? You’ve got exactly two hours to get up, get ready, and get some chocolate cake at the bakery.” Julia’s voice turned a little rough. “Do not forget the chocolate cake, or I’ll make you go back and get it.”


    “What the heck do you mean the barbecue? Isn’t that on Sunday?”


    “Sophia? Are you OK? You do know it’s Sunday right?” Her sister’s humor faded as worry filled her voice.


    Ah shit! It had taken all of two seconds to burst her sister’s bulletproof happiness bubble. “Of course I know it’s Sunday,” she lied with a chuckle. “I’m just messing with you. I’ll see you in two hours, OK? Don’t worry sis, I’ll be there.”


    She took a deep breath. Thank God Julia wasn’t next to her, or she’d smell the lie in no time. Stupid shifter genes. There was no hiding the truth from any of them.


    Ugh, her body was sore and sensitive, like when she was PMSing or ready to get the flu. Keep working like a robot, you nimrod, and your mistakes are only going to increase, she thought.


    The groan that slipped through her lips came out sounding more like a strangled frog, which begged the question, was she also getting a sore throat? She couldn’t believe she’d slept through Saturday. She must have been super exhausted.


    She needed coffee. Tossing the pillow to the floor, she sat up and looked around her room. Something was off, but she couldn’t put her finger on what. Her nose wrinkled at a distant foul smell. Something to investigate later; right now she needed to take a shower.


    She sat on the toilet, relieving her ready-to-burst bladder. Still wondering what was different, she kept her eyes closed, stripped off her tank top and shorts, and walked into the shower. A low hiss pierced the air as warm water caressed her skin.


    She looked around, wondering where the noise had come from.


    There was nothing.


    She took her time washing her hair and hummed while she brushed her teeth. Much more awake when she got out of the shower, she stretched and yawned.


    She grabbed a fluffy blue towel and dried off, wondering why the material felt so coarse on her skin. Sandpaper would probably feel softer. Apparently she needed to change her fabric softener.


    Wrapped in her short purple robe, she walked out of the bathroom, not bothering with the foggy mirror. A noise at her front door grabbed her attention as she was about to get dressed.


    “Coming,” she yelled as she walked to the door.


    Leaving the chain on, she opened the door to look outside. On her front lawn lay her weekend newspaper, ready to get soaked by the sprinklers that were going to turn on in a few minutes.


    Growling at having to go outside and get it in her robe, she peered around and saw no one. She ran out onto her front lawn just as two of her neighbors walked out.

  


  


  
     


     


     


    Chapter Two


     


    The man across from her, Henry—or was it Harry—had asked her out once, but she’d declined. He grabbed his paper and took a deep breath. His head snapped up, and he looked right at her.


    The other man, Richard Lezz, she knew from The Back Door. He was a regular there and made her feel super uncomfortable with his slick toothy smiles and I’m-too-sexy demeanor.


    Richard, or Dick as he preferred—although why he’d like to be known as Dick Lezz was beyond her understanding—also took a deep breath and turned to stare in her direction. Then to her consternation, they both started walking toward her.


    Something weird was going on with their faces. Dick had never looked so severe, and Harry looked positively feral. Self-preservation made her run into the house and lock the door.


    What the fuck?


    Taking shallow breaths, she peeked through the peephole and saw them stop in the middle of the street. They stared at her house for a few moments and turned back to their own, walking back slowly and looking at her place every few steps.


    What the heck was that about? She was tempted to make the sign of the cross and find some holy water. As she walked back to her room, she decided she’d have to control her mental instability at the barbecue. No need for Chase to know she was halfway past deranged.


    She pulled on a charcoal wrap dress and some flat sandals to go with it. Walking to the bathroom she looked at her hair and almost collapsed. When the heck had it grown so long? Had she been ignoring it to the point it now reached her shoulders?


    She knew she’d gotten a cut only two weeks ago…hadn’t she? There was no debating she’d been preoccupied with her research; she must not have noticed how long it had gotten. One thing was for sure: that long sleep seemed to have helped her get some color back.


    Her skin was positively glowing with vitality, and even her eyes had a clear, gemstone sparkle to them. Hey, maybe now that she actually looked better than just a geeky geneticist, she could find a way to make her vocal chords work in front of FBA Chase.


    For some reason she didn’t want to question, she felt the need to check the street before she walked out. Her two neighbors’ reactions had scared the crap out of her. Plus, she didn’t have any weapons to fight big, four-legged, super-fast man-animals…hmm…manimals…now that was funny. She’d made up a new word.


    Slapping her mental self back in focus, she reminded herself those two neighbors were part of the shifter group. Thank God for the automatic starter button on her key ring. Her hands made a move toward the hall table and stopped. About to grab her prescription sunglasses, she frowned, lifted a hand to her face, and realized she wasn’t wearing her glasses.


    Squealing, she dashed to the bathroom and stared at her eyes all over again. Holy shit! She took in her surroundings with much more accuracy, and her jaw dropped. Her usual myopic vision was gone. It had been replaced with sight so perfect she could see right down to the few strands of hair that littered the floor.


    She retrieved her smart phone and made a note of the first evident change that occurred after her accident. She grinned. That was one kind of side effect she wouldn’t argue with. Perfect vision rocked.


    Grabbing her black shoulder bag and keys she made a run for the car. Surprisingly, it took her less time than she thought to get to it. She floored it when she saw Dick’s front door opening.


    She looked in her rearview mirror and caught him standing in the middle of the street, watching her car speed away.


    She stopped at Tryx’s Bakery on her way to Julia’s house to pick up her signature chocolate mousse cake; otherwise she’d find herself with one angry wolf. Tryx’s shop was an absolute delight of yumminess.


    There were cakes, cookies, truffles, pastries, assorted specialties, and of course, Tryx’s signature chocolate mousse cake. She only made that by request. Everything was displayed to make the customer want to try it all.


    Sophia walked in and was instantly surrounded by enough sweets to give her dentist work for at least six months. Every time she walked into the shop, Sophia was sure she’d gone down the rabbit hole.


    “Sophia!” Tryx grinned and came around the counter. As the only female in the family, River and Chase’s cousin was thrilled to have Julia to keep her company. Her short spiky hair feathered over her face with a couple of blonde, pink, and blue strands making her look like a little pixie. She wasn’t very tall for a shifter, only about two inches over Sophia’s own five foot three frame. She was slimmer than Sophia and Julia by a good twenty pounds.


    Tryx hugged her tight and then lifted her head, narrowing her eyes.


    “What?” Sophia asked at the strange expression on Tryx’s face.


    Tryx gave her a look as if she were stinking up the place. She hoped she’d put on enough deodorant and didn’t smell funky. She’d had to stop wearing body spray to keep her sister’s new, sensitive shifter senses from complaining over the strong scent.


    “You smell weird.” Tryx wrinkled her nose and sniffed Sophia’s shoulder.


    Sophia took a tentative step back in order to put some space between herself and the other woman’s frown. “Um, oh that. You see, I got this dress dry cleaned, and they told me they mixed it with someone’s stuff by mistake, so I think you might smell the other person. I think they were a shifter too. Anyhow, do you have that cake? I don’t want to disappoint Julia with as busy as she’s been lately.”


    After another sniff, Tryx’s brow smoothed, and she smiled at Sophia. “Of course. I would never want to see my beautiful new cousin angry. It’s all ready, and I’ve added a bag of cookies just for you.”


    She strode to the counter and picked up a white bakery box and a bag. Both were closed and tied with pink and gold ribbon, the shop’s signature colors. After she handed Sophia the box, Tryx stared into her eyes for what felt like an eternity, then gave her a soft warm smile.


    Completely sure there must have been something wrong with the water, Sophia was glad to get out from under Tryx’s scrutiny. Not to mention she could smell the cookies in the bag, and her mouth was starting to water. She was sure if she didn’t eat one soon, she’d drool on her dress.


    She turned to face the door and almost jumped out of her skin. Five men stood there scrutinizing her. She staggered back with a thread of unease. Shit, hadn’t these guys ever heard of moving to the side to let a lady pass? Or at the very least not blocking the frigging door?


    Tryx jumped in front of Sophia and urged her back. Sophia stared at the other woman’s back as Tryx took an aggressive stance.


    Growling, Tryx unleashed her claws. The male faces were tense; the men stood rigid as though they wanted to start a fight with her or turn the woman into puppy chow. It made no sense.


    The she-wolf snarled loudly and two of her really big, male assistants came out of the back, jumped over the glass counter and were ready to help the angry Tryx.


    Sophia wasn’t sure what was going on, but she was grateful when the men walked out the door, even if they did so reluctantly.


    She turned to give the pixie wolf her thanks but was cut off before she even started.


    “We’ll walk you outside, Sophia. Can you just do me a favor? You’re not stopping anywhere before you go to Julia’s house right?”


    Tryx was obviously worried for her, but Sophia had no idea why.


    “No, no. This was my one stop. After this it’s straight to her place.” She hoped her response had reassured the wolf sprite. Her stomach cramped, and her eyes darted to the cake box. The sharp needling pain reminded her she’d yet to eat, and damn it all, she was hungry.


    “Is Chase going to be there?” Tryx looked hopeful.


    “Um, I guess. As far as I know I think it’s just the four of us.” She didn’t really feel comfortable talking about Chase. The thought of him made her hot and bothered, not a good thing as far as she was concerned. That line of thinking was hopeless. Chase was known for his discerning taste.


    Picky was his middle name. Sophia had seen one of his girlfriends and was sure the woman came off the cover of For Him Magazine. Only the sexiest feminine bodies in the planet graced that cover. Green with jealousy, Sophia had visualized doing horrible things like calling in Father Dominico and saying the girl was a hooker in need of salvation.


    Tryx looked her straight in the eyes. “Promise me that even if Chase isn’t there, you’ll have Julia call him over. He’ll know why once he gets there.”


    “Why? What’s wrong?”


    “Just promise OK?” Tryx had gone from cute to way-out-there bizarre, but Sophia supposed it was best to just nod and get the heck out of there before somebody else acted weird.


    After agreeing to Tryx’s demands, Sophia was safely on the road again, munching on the distracting cookies. She wondered what the hell was wrong with everybody. Not herself—she knew she had a few screws loose. It was what made her so good at being a geek.


     


    * * *


     


    Chase sat down in one of the lounge chairs by his brother’s pool with a cold beer in his grasp. He’d just walked out of the nice cool water and had to admit he was actually having a good time. Of course, Julia had yet to do one of her Oscar-worthy performances, but it was still early.


    It was clear summer had arrived by the presence of the high temperatures, the smell of barbecued meat, and the uncovered pool ready for use. Every few minutes, Julia would bring out more food to the side table they had set up. What was she feeding, an army?


    Granted, he and his brother could eat, but she’d made enough food for twenty. His stomach grumbled in complaint, letting him know he was easily able to eat enough food for twenty.


    Julia was really excited about the news she was going to share with Sophia and him. Of course he knew what the news was. His keen sense of smell detected the change in her the minute she’d conceived, but he’d kept his mouth shut. Women were strange about being pregnant, having babies…and weddings.


    A car pulled up in the front, a door opened, and a soft voice called, “Jules, I’m here.” His gut clenched. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, Sophia had arrived, and the wolf that had been lying dormant inside him lifted its head in sudden interest. She came around the side of the yard straight to the back. She was wearing a short-sleeve wrap dress that showed off her curvy body.


    He frowned when he saw long, loose brown curls hugging her shoulders. He knew the last time he’d seen her it had been cropped to her jaw line. Her glasses were also missing.


    Knowing she could barely see without them, he found that strange. Julia had said Sophia didn’t like contacts—they irritated her eyes since she worked such long hours. But it seemed she must be wearing some.


    She carried a white box in her hands, and the minute she saw him, she stopped midstride. He watched her nostrils flare and her eyes brighten to a molten gray when she took in his wet and barely clothed state.


    He tightened his stomach muscles in a conscious effort to keep her gaze on his body. His dick hardened at her perusal of his physique, and when her tongue darted out to lick her lips, he got the impression she liked what she saw.


    Interesting.


    Would it be too much if he walked over, grabbed her hand, and placed it on his aching cock? Yeah, it might seem somewhat depraved and give her the wrong impression…or it might give her the right impression—that he was so hard for her he couldn’t fucking think straight.


     


    Sophia stopped walking the minute she caught sight of Chase lying on a lounger like an erotic, half-naked sex god. His skin was wet from having been in the pool, and it glistened with a healthy bronze glow.


    She took a moment to stare at the only man that made her babble and left her tongue-tied at the same time. Overwhelming, lust-filled heat invaded her body. Fascination seized hold. She watched drops of water crawl slowly down his muscular torso and cling to his nipples.


    Oh good Lord, help me not attack this man and tear those shorts off that sexy ass.


    Her mouth turned into the Sahara desert, and she used her tongue to lick at her suddenly dry lips. The wicked water droplets on Chase’s chest seemed to beckon her as they traveled his six-pack abs to the waistband of his brown swimming trunks, right where a smattering of hair peeked.


    Gulping to try to slow down her breathing, Sophia’s breasts grew heavy and full, her nipples puckered into painful hard points that rubbed against the cotton fabric of her bra, which seemed much rougher against her skin than normal. Her pussy clenched in need, and moisture gathered between her thighs, soaking her panties.


    Chase was truly a feast for hungry eyes. She longed to use her tongue and suck on each errant drop of water. To get down on her knees, rip his trunks off, grab his cock, and suck until he came in her mouth, on her breasts and belly. She wanted him to take her from behind, come inside her cunt, wanted him to fill her with his seed and claim her as his mate.


    What the hell?


    Where were these thoughts coming from? She’d never been an overtly sexual person, but now she was positively frantic for him to fuck her.


    Need clawed at her womb and again she pictured him giving her the rough explosive sex she was craving. The kind of sex that made everything around her disappear while leaving only his delectable body in hers, over her and all around her, bringing her to the height of pleasure. She knew Chase would make her finally have the big O without having to use one of her battery-operated toys.


    Shaking her thoughts out of her daydream, she walked over to the food table and placed the cake box next to the other fruit trays and assorted cookies. Wanting to get away from the sight of a nearly naked Chase, she turned to go into the house when Julia opened the screen door and walked out.


    Her sister was wearing a short, white, denim skirt with a peach T-shirt that read “Baby Mama.”


    It took her a moment to realize what that meant, but then she looked up at Julia’s twinkling smile and couldn’t help the scream that came out of her. “Oh my gosh. Congratulations!” Grinning she ran toward her sister and enveloped her in a hug.


    Julia was hugging her, just as excited, when she took a sniff and pulled away from Sophia. Julia looked at her and frowned. Her eyes widened, and alarm and anger cloaked her features.


    What was it with people and frowning at her that day?


    “What?” She took a few steps back from her sister, who looked a little like she was about to turn into her she-wolf persona.


    “Sophia! What did you do?” Julia yelled at her in that rough, deep, wolf-is-about-to-come-out-and-maul-your-ass voice. Julia was so angry she was practically vibrating. This was so wrong—her own sister was about to turn her into a doggy snack.


    Taking a couple of cautious steps back from her sibling, Sophia backed into a wall of muscle. A hand steadied her elbow. Chase, who had left the lounger and come up behind them, was holding her.


    He turned her into his arms, and she ended up plastered to his hot, wet torso. What the… Mmm…


    Her body decided that was exactly where it wanted to be and immediately curved into him. Her arms wound around his neck to hold him near, and at that moment, the most unbelievable thing happened. She purred.


    Sophia quickly became lost in the blissful sensation of having Chase hold her. His warmth surrounded her and seeped into her pores, lighting a slow fire in her womb. She rubbed her nose into the curve of his neck and licked the harsh pulse that beat at the base of his throat.


    A sensual fog closed in on her and disabled all thought processes. Her mind turned blank and sexual need took over. Her body rubbed his harder, muscular one, and she whimpered when she felt the thick steel of his erection pressing against her belly.


     


     


    Chase had never had such a hard time keeping his skin. He’d seen Julia’s anger and knew he needed to step in. He wouldn’t allow her to hurt her sister or accidentally shift, which would put her baby in danger. He grabbed Sophia’s arm and turned her toward him.


    What he hadn’t expected was for her to plaster herself to him like they were made of Velcro. It was so shocking it took him a moment to realize she was purring. His eyes narrowed, and he lowered his head to take a deep inhale of her scent.


    He smelled the peaches and cream that was pure Sophia, but he also scented wolf and cat in her. He sniffed her again, deeper, and couldn’t help the growing erection at her blatant rubbing of his body with her own.


    She was in heat.


    He didn’t know how, but Sophia had cat and wolf inside her, both animals currently desperately needing to mate. She licked his neck and ran her lips over his jaw. His biggest fantasy had just come true. Sophia was hot…for him.


    Arousal spiked through his system. It spiraled like a derailed train with only one focus: to get Sophia’s body closer to his. A rumble sounded in his chest.


    The effect of her body fanned the flames that licked through his veins and injected an urgent need to possess and seize the woman within his grasp.


    Chase’s wolf challenged him for dominance. He wanted to claim Sophia as his mate since he’d gotten a whiff of her sweet scent the first time he’d seen her. The animal could smell her need and wanted to take her as his own. It took every ounce of Chase’s willpower to pull the wolf back and calm him down. The caged beast was horny and wanted out of the skin. He wrapped his arms around Sophia’s waist and held her closer to him.


    Her scent drove him wild, every pore in his body yelled for him to take her, lick her body until he stamped himself all over her, to eat her cream and suck on her swollen wet folds over and over while she screamed his name. She was so ready for him that when he licked his lips, he was sure he could taste the honey dripping down her thighs.


    Julia grabbed Sophia’s arm and attempted to pull her away from Chase. Sophia growled and burrowed deeper into the heated skin of his neck.


    Chase’s head snapped up. “Mine,” he snarled loudly at Julia, baring his teeth in a clear threat.


    He watched Julia take a hasty step back into her husband, who had appeared after Sophia had attached herself to him like crazy glue. Chase’s gaze met with River’s, and it was clear from River’s expression that he was trying to make sense of what was happening. River moved Julia behind him for her own safety.


    “Chase?” Julia peered over River’s shoulder at him.


    The anxiety in her expression cooled some of the sensual haze surrounding him and Sophia. Chase struggled to clear his head. He needed to think, to figure out how Sophia had ended up with not one, but two animals inside. Lifting his head he looked into her lust clouded eyes… Fuck! He needed to get her alone and show her who she belonged to. To claim her. His wolf… His cat… His woman… His mate.


    He took a deep breath. “Sophia?”


    She ignored his call. The licking and kissing on his neck and jaw made it a challenge to keep his mind on getting answers. His dick had become so hard, he could have sworn it had mummified.


    He pulled her arms from around his neck and held her about a foot away, trying to ignore her purring. Fuck but that was hot. Her entire body vibrated, and the sound did something to him that pushed his control to the snapping point.


    “Sweetheart, you need to listen to me. Can you hear me?” His voice had become hard, commanding, to show her he was in charge.


    Her unfocused gaze peered at him from under dark lashes on a beautiful, flushed face. Her pink tongue licked her plump lower lip. He clenched all his muscles to keep from doing something only a brainless idiot would do, like fucking her in front of his brother and her sister.


    There was one sure way he could get her out of her sensual haze, even if for a few minutes. The situation called for him to act. His gut burned with distaste. He called on his animal, who didn’t really want to follow his instructions and upset his mate. It took him a moment of irritated ordering to finally get his wolf to growl at her.


    She stopped, frowned, and cocked her head at him, her eyes a little more focused than before. Growling again, he watched as her gaze cleared. It bothered him to have to do it this way, but he refused to mate her without her clearheaded consent. He would not have her regretting her actions later on.

  


  


  
     


     


     


    Chapter Three


     


    “Sophia?” Julia looked at her with tears in her eyes.


    “Why are you crying?” Sophia asked Julia.


    Chase watched as she cleared her passion-dazed eyes and kept swallowing in an attempt to get rid of a dry throat. “I think we all need to sit down, Sophia needs something to drink.”


    He motioned for Julia to stroll with her to a lounge chair away from him. If they had any hope of figuring out what had happened to her, he needed to stay away from her, or they would end up right where they were before.


    The next time he wouldn’t stop until he was buried so deep inside her they’d need a crowbar to separate them.


    River stayed a few steps behind with him. The wind blew his hair into messy threads across his forehead.


    River gave him a questioning look. “Did I smell what I think I smelled? Sophia has two animals inside?” Concern and astonishment colored his words. His eyes followed the women as they made their way to the drink table.


    Somehow, Chase wasn’t surprised. He’d need to keep better track of his mate, or the woman could get herself into a heap of trouble and not even realize it.


    “What I want to know is how. We need to talk to her before the heat becomes unbearable for her again. We might only have a few minutes, and we have to find out as much information as possible.”


    Looking at his mate, he knew they had very little time. Her hands shook as she swallowed the icy drink her sister handed her.


    “Sophia, what did you do?” Julia’s outward calm was not deceiving anyone. The tension in her face was evident in the way she held the glass in a white-knuckle grip. She waited expectantly for Sophia to reply.


    “What do you mean? I haven’t done anything.”


    Three sets of eyes watched as she gulped down the water like she’d been suffering from dehydration.


    Julia dropped into her seat with a dramatic sigh. Even Julia had taken awhile to adjust when she’d first turned. Her body had fought the new physiology, not to mention the near-death experience from the rogue wolf that had attacked her. Those had been some very tense months, when no one was sure how the change would affect her.


    Chase wasn’t sure what kind of effect this would have on Sophia’s body, but he was sure it wasn’t going to be good.


    “Sophia, I know you’ve been doing something in that lab of yours, and you’re going to tell us what it is before you start the weird shit we just witnessed a moment ago.” Julia’s hysteria rose until she ended the sentence in a high-pitched squeak. Tears filled her eyes all over again.


    Chase was unable to stop the wince that covered his face at her theatrics.


    “What the hell is wrong with her?” Sophia asked, looking from Chase to River. “And what is really going on here? I mean, has everyone in this frigging town lost their mind today?”


    Chase questioned her in a voice that was unbending steel, “What are you working on at your lab, Sophia?” He used the don’t-fuck-with-the-alpha attitude that ensured his pack members knew he meant business.


    What he got from Sophia was a strong whiff of arousal at his tone.


    So she liked a dominant male. His wolf rolled over in excitement, ready to burst his skin and do flips.


    She blushed and tried to look away, but his eyes locked on hers as he waited for her to answer him. “I…I wanted to find a way to help Julia go back to being human or stop her from shifting.”


    Her sister’s shocked gasp filled the humid afternoon air. “Why would you do that?” Julia demanded and jumped to her feet. Her tears had miraculously disappeared.


    Chase ignored Julia’s question and proceeded with his own. “And did you find a way to do it? To stop her from shifting?” His voice whipped around the quiet yard, and his hard gaze never wavered from her face.


    “Yes and no. I did find a way to suppress the change in a shifter, but I still haven’t gotten as far as removing the chromosomes from genes to…to make the person fully human again. All I need to do now is to create a serum and…and she’d be able to stop it if she wanted to. Of course, if I got a couple more weeks at the lab, I might be able to turn her into a full human again. Shit, give me a few months, and I can make her Batman.” The fire in her eyes revealed how proud she was of her work. She’d done what no one else ever had.


    He knew they needed to keep her work under wraps. It would create chaos among shifters if they realized what she could do. She’d be hunted.


    The thought didn’t sit well with his animal. It pushed at the skin cage once again and tried to get free. Chase bit back a snarl at the imaginary threat to his mate.


    “How did you figure out how to do this?”


    Her eyes flashed when questioned, and her usual patience was surpassed by the aggression contained inside. A shifter with two animals was unusual. It would create a problem with the dominant one, but from what Chase had scented Sophia appeared to have two alpha females inside that were presently getting along quite well. She exuded the dominance and power that reigned in alphas. His wolf howled in happiness, so much passion, aggression…and both animals were his.


    “I singled out the shifter gene from a strand of DNA and created a pure sample of FB chromosome.”


    Bingo. Chase knew he’d found the answer to her change. But wait… “What’s FB?”


    “My tag for the chromosome that creates the animal inside all shifters. Furry Beast.” Her face turned tomato-red while she spoke.


    He laughed. There was no holding it back. She had a silly sense of humor.


    Eliminating the mirth from his voice, he continued with the questions. “What did you do with the pure samples?” He expected her to say she tested it on herself.


    “What do you mean, what did I do? I locked them in my cold storage.” She furrowed her brow.


    “Did you use the sample on yourself, Sophia?” His careful-worded queries were getting them nowhere.


    “What? Of course not. That’s highly unethical, not to mention dangerous. I would never do that.” Outraged she jumped to her feet and glared at him, hands fisted at her sides. Her eyes turned a dark stormy gray, and his wolf pulled at his skin, wanting out of the human cage.


    She was so hot when she was angry. Her features changed a little to show first her wolf pushing, and then her cat trying to come out and rip him to shreds. He really hated the eternal erection that didn’t want to go away when she was around.


    Unlike Julia, who’d had a hard time with her change because she had been recuperating from near death, it looked like Sophia would have no problem shifting.


    “I didn’t mean to offend you darling, but we need you to tell us how you ended up with two animals inside.”


    “Two animals inside where?” Couldn’t he ask a question without going around in circles? Sophia’s mind felt wooly, like it was filled with cotton, making it hard for her to think clearly. She stared at the man she’d been fantasizing about for months. She knew what he was, and she wasn’t going to lie to him. It didn’t help that his total I’m-in-charge attitude made her so wet she had to squeeze her legs shut, hoping his super-sensitive nose couldn’t smell her.


    “Inside your body.” He met her gaze and held it, sending electric shivers down her spine, and conveying with his look the gravity of the situation.


    How the hell could he make her so hot her panties needed wringing from just one look? The whole dominant thing he did was making her want to get on her knees in front of him and lower her head in submission.


    Dear Lord, she’d never thought that kind of stuff would turn her on. Yet here she was, ready to beg him to cuff her to the nearest tree and spank her ass until she stopped being a bad girl. Of course, just the thought of him spanking her made her want to be bad.


    “What the hell are you talking about? I don’t have animals inside my body.” The words had just left her mouth when she felt the push of fur against her skin.


    She bowed her head and watched in horror as her nails grew into long talons…claws. First, thick brown fur pushed out, covering her arms, and after a moment it receded. Then, short golden fur pushed out of her arms and receded. Wide-eyed, she jerked her head up to meet Chase’s hungry gaze.


    “Darling, you’re not just a shifter; you’re a dual shifter. How did you do it, Sophia?” This time his question was filled with admiration, which made her foolishly glow inside.


    Why the hell was she happy? Not just happy—horny and happy.


    “I…” She gulped, remembering her lab accident. But surely one little drop couldn’t have had that major type of effect on her…could it? Fate truly had a fucked up sense of humor. “I had an accident.”


    Chase’s eyes narrowed with concern. He scanned her body, but she knew she had no visible injuries.


    “What kind of accident?”


    She blushed and called herself all kinds of fool for not being more vigilant while she worked. Not to mention for letting her body melt every time his eyes flickered with a heat that screamed of possession. At this rate, she’d end up worse than a stick of butter on a hot sunny day, a puddle of goop.


    “I tripped. I was distracted on my way to transfer the samples from the sharps to their designated vials. The sharps ended up stuck in me. But only for a second—I probably got like one cc in me, not enough to make any kind of difference.” All three listened intently as she explained.


    “How much is that? Compared to the amount you’d get from a bite wound?” Julia’s distress made her lower her voice.


    “I’m not sure, but I would think with the amount of saliva transferred during a bite wound it would be a lot more than that single drop.” She frowned.


    Shit. Was she going to grow a tail now? Want to sniff people’s asses? To pee on trees to mark her territory? Would she want to piss on Chase to claim him as her own? Now there was a visual she didn’t need.


    A surge of wind tossed her hair into a mess all over her head, making her tunnel shaky fingers through it to get it out of her face.


    “Your body adjusted so quickly. The strand must have bonded with your DNA immediately.” River sounded amazed.


    It was as if she were a live science experiment, the way all three of them were looking at her like she was some sort of new species. She peered around and everyone was staring at her with different expressions.


    Julia was one step away from full-blown panic. Nothing strange there. River was curious. Chase’s look was hot, wicked, and not appropriate for minors. Shit, she wasn’t even sure it was appropriate for her. She tried not to blush at his proprietary gaze. The man would easily melt an iceberg.


    “Sophia, your samples and data, where are they?” Chase was back to barking questions at her.


    She knew she’d made a mistake, but the man didn’t want to let up with his infuriating grilling. “They’re in my lab, all right! The samples are in cold storage and my data under lock. Both are secured by my fingerprints, voice, and other security measures. Trust me, my research is locked up tighter than two dogs in the act.”


    Why the hell had that come out of her mouth? She noticed their raised brows at her example and got defensive. “What? OK, bad example, but I’ve had horrible experiences before with my data being stolen.”


    Julia stood and grabbed her hand, sad eyes conveying she wanted to speak to her alone. She bit back the urge to roll her eyes at her sister’s over-the-top emotional outbursts. They walked into the house in silence.


    Sophia looked around the kitchen and was always impressed at the beauty of the space. The room, open, airy, and light, made her want to sit there all day. Windows surrounded the soft blue space, trimmed with off-white cabinets and appliances, and fresh flowers scented the air with delicate fragrances that wouldn’t upset Julia’s sensitive nose. Sophia felt an immediate sense of peace every time she went into that space. Her sister had made her entire home a welcoming, serene place.


    Under other circumstances, Sophia would have been ecstatic to be sitting in the kitchen with her best friend. But not now. Julia gave a loud sigh as she took a seat across from Sophia.


    “Sophia, I know you thought you were helping me by looking for a way to get me back to what I was before. But you needn’t have bothered. I’m happy with who and what I am, and most importantly, I’m just happy. River loves me, I love him, and we’re going to have a baby.” Her face glowed with joy and love.


    “I remember how difficult everything was for you right after the attack and I felt so powerless to help. I wanted to give you the option of changing your body to who you used to be, without having to shift into a wolf.”


    The hell she’d seen her sister live was not something she would wish on anyone. It was horrible to see her suffering as her body was overcome with the change. She could still hear the screams of pain as the bones popped and the fur pushed out of her the first time while she was still recuperating from her attack.


    “The wolf is a part of me now, Sophia. If she weren’t there, I’d feel less than whole. I would never change back if it meant losing her.” Julia grasped Sophia’s hand and looked at her with unease. “What are you going to do now?”


    “What do you mean?” God, what a day it had turned out to be, and it wasn’t even lunchtime yet. She needed a stiff drink or better yet, a stiff cock, preferably the one playing macho alpha outside.


    She hadn’t been with anyone since she moved into town, and it depressed her that it had been so long ago. Fuck this! She wasn’t going to let some fur and a tail turn her into a crybaby.


    “Sophia, you’re in heat, both your animals want to mate. You would have stripped Chase naked outside and raped him if he hadn’t stopped you. Of course…I think he was more than willing to let you do whatever you wanted to him.” She grinned, and a small laugh escaped her at Sophia’s flabbergasted look.


    “I don’t remember that!” Holy crap she’d thrown herself at Chase? Man-candy Chase? FBA Chase? The man that every night stripped for her in her mind? Who proceeded to do some really shameless, depraved, and corrupt things with his hands, tongue, and cock…in her head? Oh, hell no.


    Her pulse beat erratically, and she tried to keep her brain cells functioning. Blurry images of his arms holding her tight while his face rubbed against her neck were all she could draw up. Her hormones went into overdrive. Everything female in her begged for him to come and stroke her, to show her how big and strong he was in the most basic of ways.


    “Of course you don’t remember it,” Julia said. “When you’re in heat, your body turns off everything but the most crucial need, the need to mate and procreate.”


    “Wait, what? A mate? As in, I want to have sex, right? But procreate? I don’t know about that.” She could feel herself starting to hyperventilate. Babies? Sure, she wanted kids like most women, but first she needed a man for that.


    She needed a steady relationship…


    Screw that. What she really needed was some amazing sex, some sheet-melting, hair-tearing, make-me-hoarse-from-screaming, multiple-orgasm sex. And then she could see herself wanting babies.


    What the hell had she done?


    “Mate,” Julia answered. “As in someone to claim you for his own. You want him for yourself and no one else. And procreate? Well, I hate to tell you this, but how do you think I ended up with this little bun in the oven? It took me longer to go through heat because of the length of time my body took to adjust to my change. Your body absorbed it so quickly, it’s like you were born a shifter.”


    Suddenly all kinds of strange questions started running through her brain.


    “Oh…my…God.” She looked at her sister in dismay, “Does this mean when I have kids I’m going to have kittens? Puppies? Poodles? Iguanas?” A hysterical laugh escaped her. She was quickly losing what small hold she had on her mind.


    “Sophia! Be serious. There are no Poodles or Iguanas! As for the pups, you only have them in that form if you conceive while in wolf form. Which you won’t do.”


    “Damn straight I won’t. Because I’m a human being!” Did she sound deranged? She could already see the headlines: Geneticist Loses Mind from Lack of Sex, or even better, Woman Who Thinks She’s a Dog Caught Chasing Mailman.


    “You risk miscarriage when you shift. So you have to spend the duration of your pregnancy in whatever shape you were in when you conceived.” Julia’s tone was annoying her. She spoke as if Sophia should know that stuff.


    Who cared about having puppies when her whole life had just turned upside down? She could sprout fur and claws faster than it took the Flash to go around the world. Her dental bills were going to go through the roof with the new hardware, and she didn’t even want to think about what she was going to spend on bikini waxing now.


    “This is insane. We’re discussing things that are beyond my realm of reality. I don’t need a mate, I am not trying to conceive, and I most definitely am not in heat.” Frustration made her growl the words out.


    “I beg to differ.”


    Chase. Damn it. That voice. Deep, rough, and a little raspy, it caressed her skin like warm caramel being dripped over her favorite ice cream. She tilted her head to look into his eyes and felt the growing need clawing at her again.


    “We need to talk, Sophia.” He looked at his brother and her sister. They shared some kind of understanding, because one minute they were all in the kitchen and the next he was pulling her into one of her sister’s spare rooms, her sandals tapping on the wood floor. Once inside he closed the door and flipped the lock.


    She walked to the other side of the room to give herself some space. “Listen, Chase. I’m so sorry about outside. I…I’m not sure what’s going on here, but I’m positive that in a few days, whatever this heat is will go away.” She perked up as she spoke, completely ignoring him.


    He stood in front of the closed door. Sophia gripped the dresser behind her with all her might. God dammit, if she let go, she might jump him.


    He inhaled slowly… Crap, he could probably smell her arousal.


    He smiled at her in such a hot wicked way, she almost drooled. He moved his hands to the T-shirt he must have put on while she was in the kitchen with Julia. He lifted it slowly and revealed his stomach, chest, and arms.


    Her eyes widened until she was sure she looked just like a Tarsier as she watched him. Her fingers itched to touch the golden skin she knew was warm and soft over the bulging muscles.


    Her breath hitched when he threw the piece of clothing to the floor. He bunched his arm muscles and moved his hands toward the tie on the swimming trunks.


    “Uh, Chase, what are you doing?” she squeaked. The evil imp on her shoulder told her to shut the hell up and enjoy the show. God, but the man was built in the image of her every wet dream. Every part of him dared her to touch.


    “I’m about to get to know my mate a whole lot better.” He grinned, the jerk. He was probably enjoying how flustered and shell-shocked she was while trying to appear indifferent to what he was doing. But how in the world could she be indifferent when all that golden skin was making her eyes water? She was going to end up blind from that sinful vision.


    The rod straining the fabric was growing before her very eyes. Big…bigger…and then hell yeah.

  


  


  
     


     


     


    Chapter Four


     


    “Sophia, I’ve wanted inside your delicious little body since I first laid eyes on you. I just didn’t want to rush you into anything. But make no mistake—you are my mate.” His words were earnest as he strolled lazily her way.


    He took his sweet time prowling toward her, the ultimate predator. He stopped a foot away. “You’re going to have to tell me now if you want this or not, Sophia. I don’t want you to go mindless with heat and find yourself mated to me because you couldn’t hold back your hormones.”


    Was she in the Twilight Zone? He wanted her as a mate? She looked at his eyes and wondered if he spoke the truth. He really wanted her? He actually desired her short, fat body?


    “Why would you want me? You can have any woman in and out of your pack. I’ve seen them looking at you at the bar. They practically throw themselves at your feet. I’m nobody. I’m short, fat, and geeky.” Chin lifted in defiance, she said the words that kept her from allowing her mind to want him.


    He caressed her cheek with one hand while he wrapped the other around her waist, pulling her body flush against his. She gave a little moan in the back of her throat.


    “I’m going to say this quickly before your mind is too cloudy to remember. First of all, you are not short, you are petite. Second you are not fat; your body is absolute perfection. You’re luscious and your curves make my mouth water. Believe me, Sophia, perfect. Third, you are not a geek. You’re the most intelligent woman I’ve ever met, and even though your body makes me hungry to taste you, your mind fills me with pride to know you. You’re beautiful and exactly what I want. I don’t want any other woman. I only…want…you.” He drilled out each word slowly and clearly to make sure she understood. There was no joking or laughter in his eyes, just honesty and lust.


    “Please, baby. I need to know you’re with me on this.” His voice was hoarse with need. He grazed her cheek with a big warm hand. Fire flashed through her veins, pooling at the center of her womb and making her pussy throb with its own heartbeat.


    “Yes,” she said, shocked with her own reply as she locked eyes with him. “Make love to me, make me yours, Chase. I don’t want anyone else either.”


    He swooped down and kissed her with all the desperation she thought only she had felt. A dam of need broke inside her, driving the urge to run her fingers over his skin, to touch every part of him and feel his flesh against her own. Their kiss turned harsh, demanding.


    Lips locked and mated in hunger with enough fever to scorch them both. Tongues dueled and clashed in a bid for domination that neither wanted to cede. She murmured incoherently in the back of her throat. He slid his tongue along hers, then nipped at her lips, drawing ragged moans from her.


    Wet trails of heat followed his small nips and kisses up the curve of her cheek to the shell of her ear. When his velvety tongue licked the outer rim, she groaned. She rubbed her sensitive breasts on his naked chest, cursing the dress and bra keeping skin-to-skin contact from them.


    Her small, nimble fingers touched the hot flesh covering his large frame. She was lost in the pleasure of feeling the hard planes of his shoulders, the shifting muscles of his arms, the smooth contours of his chest, and the satin covered steel pushing into her belly.


    His hands were all over, touching, squeezing, and branding her over the thin material of the dress. He squeezed the round globes of her ass and ground his stiff cock into her pussy, and she hissed.


    The dress came off with a loud rip, followed by her bra and panties. His head dropped, claiming a swollen areola. He suckled and flicked one stiff berry tip deep into the hot cavern of his mouth. His hand kneaded the other breast, switching back and forth between them to even the delicious torture.


    He nibbled the taut tips then lovingly enveloped them with the flat length of his tongue. She whimpered words of encouragement while her hands moved, nails burrowing into his biceps.


    Unable to keep still, her hands traveled the expanse of his chest, slowly tracing every muscle in her downward path. His breath hissed when she scored his abs.


    Upon reaching the waistband of his shorts, she looked into his eyes and smiled.


    Her claws came out on demand. They allowed her to rip and shred the material that was keeping his shaft from her touch.


    “You are so fucking hot. I can’t wait to eat your pussy and lick all that delicious honey calling out to me.” His voice had deepened to a low groan.


    “Yes, yes. Fuck, Chase.” His words, his actions brought a new flood of juices dripping down her thighs.


    “I’m going to fuck you until you come over and over on my mouth, my tongue, and my cock. You belong to me,” he growled.


    His fingers fisted in her hair tightly, pulling her head back and displaying her neck for his access. She pulled back even farther and turned her head sideways in a sign of submission that made him groan. He licked the pulse on her neck that was beating at the speed of a derailed locomotive.


    He pulled away from her for a moment to peruse her naked form. Her golden flesh was flushed and coated with a light sheen of perspiration. Her full breasts were tipped with honey beaded nipples and calling for his lips to taste them.


    His vision caressed the dip of her waist, the softly rounded belly he knew would carry his young, and the curve of her generous hips. Finally he reached the small line of trimmed curls at the apex of her sex, glistening with cream.


    “So fucking beautiful.” Her fragrant scent wafted up his nose, and he licked his lips at the heady way her body summoned out to his.


    Her heat was strong and so delicious he could taste it. Taking a deep breath, he tried to calm the impulse to bury his dick inside her and fuck her like the animal side in him urged. He wanted her to enjoy every second of every time they came together.


    She peered at him with eyes filled with desire. “Chase, I need you. I want you so bad it hurts.”


    “Soon, love. Fuck, stay with me, Sophia.”


    He kissed her neck and shoulder, nipping on the bend he’d soon bite on to claim her as his mate. Strong calloused hands ran up her sides to the curve of her breasts, squeezing the soft globes in his palms while tweaking the tight sensitive tips with his fingers. Her hands strayed from behind her back.


    Her fingers curled around his thick hard length, making him groan. His hips jerked in her hands, his cock seeking relief. She pumped his velvety length slowly with one hand while she ran the nails of the other over his sac.


    Beads of precum slid from the slit. He pulled her hand up to his face, kissed her fingers, and dropped a short, hard kiss on her too tempting lips. He picked her up in his arms and deposited her gently in the middle of the large bed.


    She lay on the soft mattress with her legs spread. He sat on his heels between her thighs and took in the sight. With a grin he lifted one leg and kissed from knee to clit. Lowering to his belly, he brought both of her legs over his shoulders.


    He looped his arms around her thighs to hold her down by her hips. Her eyes flickered down, met and locked with his. She wiggled and whimpered. He inhaled her sweet scent of warm, earthy woman and musky sensuality.


    “It’s OK, baby. I’m going to make it all better now.”


    Slowly making his way to her pussy lips, his tongue licked her in one smooth glide from ass to cunt. Cool lips fastened on the engorged clit in a move so unexpected she jerked and then cried out. His raspy tongue flicked mercilessly over the nub. Her nails burrowed into the sheets and fisted in a white-knuckle grip. Not letting up, he pushed on, greedily lapping at the swollen pink petals of her cunt. Spearing his tongue into her, he sipped at the honeyed nectar flowing from her weeping sex.


    “More. Please, God. Chase, so close…” she pleaded in husky pants.


    He wanted to rub his entire face on her wet folds, spread her essence on his flesh, and scent mark himself as hers. He fucked her pussy with his tongue. Hard.


    He assaulted her smooth folds, and her body undulated, begging to come. He clamped his mouth on her swollen clit and grazed his teeth over the super-sensitized tissue. Her screams of pleasure pushed him to rub against the bed, humping the mattress in an attempt to soothe his straining cock.


    He licked and growled, dragging out her release as long as possible. As she was coming down from her first burst of heaven, he crawled over her body to kiss her, his arms braced at either side of her head.


     


     


    Sophia’s hands tunneled through his hair and pulled, bringing him close for a deeper, harder kiss. She wrapped her legs around his waist and rubbed her swollen pussy on his dick.


    “Fuck. You’re killing me, baby,” he groaned.


    The heat inside her made rational thought difficult. God, but the man had a tongue that worked absolute magic. He rolled his hips and drove his cock straight into her slick pussy, half in. All thoughts of anything but his dick inside her body went out the window. His shaft stretched her until her body held him in a tight suction hold. He grew wider and thicker inside her, as if the farther in her he went, the longer and thicker he became.


    He pulsed within her, and she groaned at the delicious feeling of fullness. She watched him clench his jaw, the cords of his neck popped out as proof of the effort he made to restrain himself, fighting the urge to sink balls-deep into her before her body had a chance to adjust.


    Her walls parted and stretched for him. When he was seated all the way in, his cock jerked, and she moaned.


    Sophia gazed into his intense eyes, the pupils so dilated she could barely see the brown in them. It was beyond hot—it was her biggest fantasy come true.


    “Fuck me, Chase. Right now, hard, fast. However you want, just do me.” She tilted her hips to take more of him inside. “Please, please fuck me right now.”


    He kissed her hard and drew his dick in and out of her body. Hard…fast…thrust…withdraw. Her body gripped his cock tightly, the first flutters of her climax upon her.


    “Mine,” he growled.


    “Yours,” she agreed breathlessly.


    Her body curved and bowed, looking for the release it needed. Turning his hips, Chase fucked her at an angle that hit the mouth of her womb. Her breath hitched, and she screamed his name as she came. Her body convulsed in ecstasy, and her lungs fought to draw in air. He pulled out of her, and she lay spent on the bed. He flipped her on to her stomach and lifted her ass in the air, giving her a quick pat on the round globes. Holding her hips up, he shoved his still rock-hard cock into her pussy from behind.


    Gripping the pillow she groaned and propelled back into his harsh thrusts. He grunted in appreciation. Their skin, slick with perspiration, allowed for a smooth glide. His balls bumped her sensitive lips with each driving thrust. His pelvis pounded her ass, skin slapping and grinding.


    “Mine.” He drove her body with his. The fingers of one hand fisted into her hair, pulling her head to the side revealing the curve of her neck.


    “Yes, yes. Yours, Chase. Only yours.” Everything within her heightened until all she could feel was him all around her. His power, his body, his dominance washed over her and licked over her skin. She whimpered as her body’s keen hunger for him grew.


    Caging her body under his, he continued to fuck her forcefully until her pussy started to contract around him. He licked the curve of her shoulder, and she shuddered. He bit down, breaking skin, and held her in place. The pain from the bite combined with the furious pounding in her cunt was too much for her body to bear, and she came, screaming.


    He buried himself as deep inside her as possible. His penis thickened, grew, and burst in a hot gush. Her pussy sucked him in and drained him of his seed. Warm semen filled her, soothing the heat overwhelming her. Teeth still clamped on her shoulder, he continued to jerk in spurts inside her.


    Her legs were still shaking when they lay on their sides with him still deep inside her. His tongue licked slow circles over her shoulder. Exhaustion claimed her while he kissed her, and she fell into a happy slumber.

  


  


  
     


     


     


    Chapter Five


     


    Sophia was having a wonderful dream of soft kisses trailing down her chest. A hot wet tongue was licking her nipples, making her pussy throb. A big hand spread her lips, and she smiled when she heard a groan as a thick finger fondled her wetness.


    The wicked digit moved to pump into her slowly, making her squirm and try to ride it. She pouted when the finger left her and heard a chuckle as a thick, long cock breached her cunt in its place.


    Desire flooded her. Her eyes opened to find gorgeous, man-candy Chase buried inside her, filling her with his trophy-worthy cock.


    She smiled at the look of hunger on his face. She ran her hands over his chest to curl them around his neck and then pulled him down for a mind-numbing kiss. Aggression she wasn’t aware she possessed took hold.


    She wrapped her legs around his hips and caught him completely unaware when she flipped him onto his back. His stunned look made her laugh, and she sat up with him still buried deep inside. “Mine.” The possessive instinct rushed through her, insisting she mark him as her own.


    “Does my big puppy want to play?” she cooed, laughing when he growled and made a face.


    “I’ll show you a puppy, you naughty hellcat.”


    “Oooh, I’m scared. I think my big puppy needs to learn who the boss is.” She rocked her hips, making him groan as she started to ride him.


    Newfound assertiveness filled her. He’s yours. Fuck him!


    He lifted to his elbows so he could suck her nipples. Sophia slammed down harder with every nip he gave the small buds. Her breath hissed out in shallow bursts.


    Squeezing around his shaft, she felt his thick length rubbing inside her sensitive channel. Chase squeezed her nipple with one hand, his fingers pinching the tender tip, tightening the knot of tension growing inside her.


    “Chase, oh God. I’m going to… Fuck.” She broke off on a moan.


    “Come for me, beautiful. I want to feel your hot little pussy tightening around me.” He groaned and lifted his hips off the bed to slam into her as she slid downward.


    He rubbed his thumb on her swollen clit and tweaked the other nipple roughly, urging her over the edge. Her head fell back, and she screamed.


    Her pussy sucked on him, propelling him into a climax that had him gripping her hips tightly while he jerked and filled her with his semen for long intense moments.


    Boneless, she landed on his chest, closed her eyes, and tried to catch her breath.


    Her body felt like a big lump of jelly and was completely satisfied. His big arms curled around her, holding her over him while he rubbed his cheek over her hair in a gesture of affection. Her heart melted at his warm embrace.


    If someone had told her Chase was going to screw her until her spark plugs burned out, she would’ve laughed in their face. Yet, here she was, her body still humming over the fantastic multiple orgasms the man had given her, her brain one giant Chase-loving groupie.


    She didn’t get a chance to think too many mushy thoughts before her stomach started rumbling…loudly.


    “Sophia?” His soft call broke through her happy trance.


    “Hmm?” she sighed, too content to move.


    “Are you planning to have any of the food I brought you, or did you have a different kind of thing in mind to put into your mouth?”


    She blinked and lifted her head to look at his grinning face and twinkling eyes.


    “You are such a pervert!” Heat flooded her cheeks, and she smacked him on the chest.


    It was strange having a man joke around with her. Not to mention the man-candy FBA who now belonged to her. It blew her mind.


    “What—why? I’m only giving you choices, darling.” He grinned and left the bed to walk into the attached bathroom.


    He left the door wide open as he took care of his business. The man had no shame and was completely at ease with his nudity. It didn’t help that he had such a great ass that she couldn’t stop staring at it while he was facing the toilet.


    Disgusted with herself, she pulled on a robe that hung on the back of the door and walked to the tray of food lying on the dresser: fruit, juice, muffins, a couple of half sandwiches, and a large piece of chocolate cake.


    She picked up the piece of cake and ate it first. She’d never been much of a chocolate lover, but it called to her.


    She absently ate and thought about the events of the previous night. She had actually begged Chase to fuck her. Good Lord, she’d lost every scrap of decency she ever had, and she didn’t even feel bad about it.


    Taking a sip of juice, she remembered how he’d kissed every inch of her body. She raised her hand to touch the teeth marks on the back of her right shoulder. He’d marked her, branded her as his, and made her his mate. A small shiver went through her.


    She was so wrapped up in her thoughts that she didn’t hear him approach. She jumped slightly when he wrapped his arms around her waist and lowered his head to kiss her neck.


    “Not very hungry were you?” He rubbed his lips over the back of her ear.


    She looked down and saw that she’d eaten everything on the tray. Shocked with her overindulgence, she dropped the muffin in her hand and turned around in his arms.


    He looked incredibly sexy with his scruffy beard and rumpled look, not to mention all that naked skin on display.


    “Why are you stopping? You need to eat if you’re hungry.” He frowned at her.


    “No, I’m good. I need a shower.” She pushed out of his arms and walked into the bathroom, closing the door behind her.


    She needed to get her body under control and stop imagining sex with Chase every second of her life. Talk about getting a taste of the good stuff and never wanting to stop. She was already addicted.


    She leaned forward with her hands flat against the wall. Letting the water slide down her body, she tried to clear her head of all things Chase, but luck wasn’t on her side.


    The curtain rustled, and she knew he had joined her. A moment later she smelled soft vanilla shower gel. His hands rubbed the liquid over her back. She wanted to resist, but her body had other ideas, and she relaxed into his touch.


    His hands were absolute magic. They caressed the soap onto her shoulders, down her back, and over the curve of her ass. His head bent to kiss the curve of her neck and suck on the back of her ear. Shudders racked her body at the intense sensation of his tongue on such a sensitive spot.


    Slipping soapy hands between her ass cheeks he fondled her anus, making her breath hitch as his finger slowly circled and dipped into the tight rosette. She pushed into his hands, wanting to feel more. He stopped, moved his fingers to roam her sides, and turned her around to face him.


    She looked into his passion-filled eyes and knew she was beyond wet and oh-so-ready for him to sink his hot, hard cock into her. Her nipples beaded to tight points while her sex clenched.


    Their lips came together urgently. She sucked and bit his lower lip, purring in the back of her throat. He roughly thrust his tongue into her mouth. The frantic movements increased the heat inside her body and made him growl.


    He rubbed more soap over her chest, kneading her breasts and squeezing her nipples. She whimpered. Her hands moved to his shoulders, and she dug her nails into his thick muscles. His long fingers traveled down her belly to settle between her thighs. Dipping into her swollen folds, he found her slick and ready.


    He moved her under the spray to remove the soap from her flesh and wrapped his arms around her body bringing her flush up against him. Her legs curled around his waist, and he dug his fingers into her ass cheeks as her back hit the tiled wall.


    They groaned when he slid home in one quick thrust. Her pussy clenched and grabbed his shaft, tightly wrapping around him. He thrust and withdrew in and out of her body in short quick moves. She moaned. He hit a sensitive spot inside her, rapidly bringing her to the edge of reason.


    “Chase…Chase, please…fuck me harder…harder…I need—” She broke off when he locked his lips on hers, fucking her with his tongue in addition to his cock.


    “You like that, baby? You like it when I fuck your tight little cunt so hard it makes you come? You’re going to like it when I fuck your tight little ass too. Oh baby, I can’t wait to lick that special little spot and bury my cock into your virgin ass.”


    He took her nipple into his mouth. He rolled the tip with his tongue and nipped it.


    He let one of his hands travel the crevice of her wet ass, and very slowly he pushed one soapy finger around the rim of her anal entrance. Her body tensed a little at the unexpected invasion in that position.


    “Relax sweetheart, I’d never hurt you.” He rubbed her in slow circles until her body relaxed into him, slowly pumping his finger in and out of her.


    He brought his head down and roughly bit her nipple while he rammed her body hard with his cock.


    He fucked her fast and wild. Her breath came in broken whimpers.


    “Yes…yes…God that feels so good. Chase. Oh my God I…I’m—” Her body tightened to an almost painful degree and everything shattered inside her. Chase gripped her hard, growling into her neck. His teeth clamped down on her shoulder marking her again, while his hot seed filled her, coating her insides and soothing her sex.


    He held her up and shut off the water. Wrapping her in a towel, he carried her back to bed. Neither was willing to go anywhere until her heat passed.


     


    * * *


     


    After four days of non-stop sex and food, they’d finally made it out of Julia’s house Wednesday evening. Sophia’d had to take the rest of the week off to get over the…whatever was driving her body.


    “You didn’t need to come with me you know,” she protested when Chase drove them to her lab.


    “Yes, I did,” he said while holding the steering wheel in a death grip. They’d just left her house and were headed toward her lab in his black SUV.


    When they arrived at her house, they found her front door open. Chase, the macho wolf, had made her sit in his car until he checked out her house and ensured there was no danger to her.


    Her home office had been completely trashed. It had made her see red to know someone dared touch her stuff without her consent. Chase had called the sheriff, who happened to be a close friend, and told him about the break-in.


    “So? Are you ever planning on telling me what you smelled in my house?” She demanded.


    “Fine.” His tone was grim when he explained how he scented multiple hyena shifters in her house.


    “What would they want with me?” Stunned that other shifters would tear her house apart, she turned to gape at Chase.


    “I think someone found out about your research and knows what you can do.” His fingers flexed on the wheel.


    “But…but I was careful with all my work. Every piece of paper I used was shredded and all my samples were stored in my private freezer or destroyed by my own hand.”


    “Somehow someone found out, and now they want to get their hands on it. Don’t worry, love, I won’t let anyone lay a hand on you.” Determination lined his features.


    She held back from smiling at his words for fear of offending him. He acted like she couldn’t defend herself, but didn’t Chase say she was shifter now? Well, then she would kick some shifter ass if she needed to.


    God, she hoped she would need to so she could finally see what the whole turning into an animal was all about. Get ready bad guys, there was a new wolf-cat in town, and she was going to shred them to pieces first and ask questions later.


    He parked in the back of the building. She noticed how few cars there were. It was after working hours, but most weekdays employees worked late into the night.


    Once inside, they walked to her lab where she and Chase found no trace of any disturbance.


    “Ew. What is that smell?” She wrinkled her noise in complaint at one of the not-so-fun shifter side effects, great sense of smell.


    “Bleach and ammonia. Someone was in here.” Chase looked around all her equipment, but she had already explained she was extremely careful with her samples and never left anything out so there was nothing to find.


    They turned to her secured freezer, and a low noise filled the air. It sounded like a laugh and a whine mixed together.


    She scanned the inside of her lab but couldn’t see anyone in the large, dimly lit room. Chase tensed and moved to step between her and the lab entrance, giving her his back.


    “What is it?” She whispered, unsure if she should be making any noise.


    “Hyenas. They’re already in animal form. I need to shift. We can contact through our wolves. Stay back and don’t do anything to make me want to strangle you later, OK, sweetheart?”


    Outraged she fisted her hands on her hips and glared at the broad expanse of his sexy back while he removed his T-shirt. She didn’t like how she was ready to drool at the sight of him shirtless.


    She wished they weren’t in danger so she could have him fuck her on one of her lab tables in clear view of anyone that went by. She wanted to slap herself to stop the erotic visuals that kept filling her head. Focus woman! She was in danger of getting mauled in her lab, and all she could think of was getting fucked.


    “You are one depraved, sick woman in need of mental help,” she whispered to herself.


    “You can tell me all about it later—and whatever it was that made that delicious scent come out of you.” She could hear the smile in his voice.


    She rolled her eyes and turned her back to him. She glanced around again and thought about what he had said earlier.


    Wait a second, did he mean they could communicate via telepathy? She didn’t get a chance to ask because when she turned back to glare at his back, he’d already shifted into a large, black wolf.


    She sucked in a sharp breath at the size of his animal. He had to be over six feet in length, with a massively muscular body surrounded by thick black fur, and paws as big as her face. OK, maybe not that big, but he was huge.


    Her inner wolf howled with pride, and wicked thoughts of him going feral to protect her brought a fresh flood of arousal.


    “Chase?” She called out to him tentatively in her mind.


    “Sophia, don’t move from that spot, OK sweetheart? They will have to come through me to get to you.”


    “How many are there?” She worried her lower lip watching the entrance, scared for his safety.


    “I heard two but smelled four. Why? What’s wrong?”


    She wished she could do something to help him. “Chase, what if I shift—”


    “No!” He growled so loud she winced. Well, crap!


    “But why not? I mean I can help you—”


    “No.” Frustration and anger built inside her. He seemed to have sensed it because he sighed and then continued at a lower tone. “You cannot shift, Sophia.”


    “I can try,” She urged, hoping he would change his mind. “I mean I know I haven’t ever done it before, but I can give it a shot. I mean how hard can it be, right? And maybe help you in the process.”


    She could sense the tension he was feeling at her words.


    “It’s not safe for you to shift.” His voice was soft but serious.


    “Why?” Her question was drowned by a loud piercing laugh. A large hyena dove through the air and went straight for Chase. The animal was big with black and brown coarse fur. The thing looked like a cross between a sick lion and a dog on steroids, so ugly she was sure it had to be some kind of science experiment gone wrong.


    Chase immediately crouched and leaped, catching the assailant in mid-flight. His wide-open jaws clamped and locked on its front leg and then swung his prey back out the door.


    The hyena’s body slapped against the white wall with a loud whine, creating a long bloody mark when it slid down to the floor. Another set of the ugly animals attempted to attack Chase, but he swiped his deadly claws, slicing through the enemies with ease.


    He bit into the neck of one and crushed the bones, leaving the hyena in a messy pool of blood on the floor. The other assailant came back with the first aggressor and both attacked, clawing at Chase at the same time. They proved to be enough of a distraction to allow a fourth to break in through one of the lab windows.


    Shocked into immobility, Sophia watched the man that stood across the room from her. This was a shifter in his human form. He was shorter than Chase but still a great deal bigger than her, with short black hair and dark brown skin.


    The guy was not hard on the eyes either. He looked vaguely familiar. He walked forward, and she wondered again if she should try to shift.

  


  


  
     


     


     


    Chapter Six


     


    “Don’t do it, Sophia. It’s too dangerous with two animals inside you. Your first shift should not be during a stressful situation like this one. If something goes wrong it’d be a problem we don’t need at this moment,” Chase stated matter-of-factly in her head and continued to fight.


    She bristled, hating how much sense he made. Her cat hissed, and her wolf growled.


    He made a valid case for waiting. Still, maybe she could find a way to defend herself; she did have claws, and this guy didn’t know that she was now a shifter also. There was enough blood being spilled that she knew he hadn’t picked up her scent, and from what she could tell hyenas weren’t as sensitive as wolves and cats. She stood patiently waiting. The intruder came closer.


    “Dr. Sophia Reese, why don’t you make this easy on the wolf and come with me now. We’ll let him go, and he won’t come to any harm.” The man had a loud voice with a whiny pitch to it.


    “Really? What will you do with me?”


    She watched the man and knew he was assessing her, so she hunched her shoulders and tried to look scared.


    “You won’t come to any harm if you give us the experiment you’ve been working on.” He seemed to relax which made her want to pounce on his dumb ass.


    “I don’t know what you mean, but I do know one thing. Chase is going to rip you all limb from limb.” She gave him a happy smile.


    She prayed one of the animals inside her body were willing to come to her aid. She envisioned her fingers shifting. The man made a grab for her arm. Long razor-sharp claws stretched out of where her nails would normally be.


    Not wasting a second, she turned her body into the man’s, catching him unaware because of her sudden proximity and speed that, she had to admit, had impressed even her. Without a second thought, she buried her claws straight in his jugular, ripping his throat wide open when she yanked roughly on the soft flesh.


    Blood sputtered and splattered all over her face. His shocked, wide eyes stared at her while his claws squeezed painfully into her arm. Fear that he might still hurt her engulfed her for a moment until she saw his large body slump to the floor by her feet.


    Nausea rolled up her throat. She watched the man bleed to death.


    “Sophia.” Chase’s growl snapped her out of her trance.


    She jumped and turned horror-filled eyes to gawk at Chase’s human body. Since he shifted, she was able to see the multiple cuts and bites that covered him.


    She tried to swallow down the bile threatening to come out, but her stomach recoiled. For her, it was one thing to say she would kill someone, and quite another to actually do it. She darted past the bloody scene, her sneakers squeaking, and slid over a pool of blood and almost fell on her ass.


    Sophia made it to the attached bathroom in the lab just in time to lose all the contents of her stomach in the toilet. Her body heaved until all she could do was gag when nothing else came out.


    Chase walked in a moment later in his jeans. After she rinsed her mouth, he helped her clean her face. He used wet paper towels to get rid of the spots of blood that had splashed her when she tore the hyena’s throat out.


    “Are you OK?” He spoke softly and caressed her cheek with a warm hand while his eyes took in her probably still green face.


    “Yes, I…I’ve never done anything like that before. It was too much. All that blood, and something inside of me wanted to keeping going, to shred the man apart.” She was filled with alarm at the thought.


    He pulled her into his arms and held her for a moment. His warmth helped alleviate some of the panic inside her. He bent down and kissed her lightly.


    “Come on. We need to get out of here before any others show up.” He pulled her down the hallway and back to his car.


    “Where are we going?” She leaned back on the headrest and closed her eyes, tuning out what had taken place a few moments before. She was too tired to dissect anything else for the night.


    “To my house. It’s a little farther down from River and Julia, but they’ll be coming over in the morning to catch up.”


    She felt like she’d run a marathon and needed a week’s worth of sleep.


    She drifted, and the motion of the vehicle lulled her to sleep. Her stomach was burning and she was starving, but she refused to leave the soothing bliss she found in her dreamlike state. Soon she was lifted, and she curled into the heat of the man holding her.


    Strong hands undressed and lowered her into a warm pool of water, washing her and almost pulling her awake, but it was too hard to open her eyes. Afterward, she was placed on a big soft bed. She snuggled into the pillow and blanket, and Chase’s scent surrounded her. She sighed in contentment and allowed sleep to take over.


     


    * * *


     


    “Sophia.” Chase’s voice was low but firm.


    “Hmm?” She sounded more asleep than awake.


    “Wake up, love. You need to eat.” He kissed her ear, licking the shell, and she moaned.


    She blinked her eyes open, and he smiled at her sleepy look.


    “What? What’s wrong?” She sat up and peered around the room.


    “You need to eat. Here, munch on this and I’ll bring you some other stuff after.” He helped fix pillows behind her back and set a tray on her lap. He brought her steak, chicken, and a bunch of side dishes. She gave him a sleepy look as she assessed the amount of food on her plate.


    “I’ll bring more in a moment, but you need to eat that first.” He knew she’d eat that and more.


    “Are you crazy? I couldn’t possibly eat all this. I’ll turn into a cow,” she grumbled but grabbed the fork and knife and cut into the steak.


    She chewed through the entire trayful of food, and when he brought a second tray with fruit, chocolate cake, and warm bread she dove through that as well.


    After he took the tray away from her, he sat on the edge of the bed and looked at her with critical eyes. “How are you feeling?” He could see she had a hard time keeping her eyes open once her stomach was full.


    “Sleepy…so tired.” She yawned and leaned back, closing her eyes once again.


    Chase watched as Sophia slept. He needed to figure out how to help her cope with her new situation. At least she’d eaten enough to not have to bother her for a while.


    He stepped into his kitchen and glanced from Julia to River, who both looked troubled.


    “So? Do we know why she’s so tired?” River asked.


    “Chase, she’s been sleeping for over twelve hours. This can’t be normal. Even I don’t sleep that long and I’m pregnant.” She toyed with her teacup as she spoke.


    Chase didn’t want to divulge his mate’s business to anyone but saw the need to add some insight into Sophia’s situation. He’d already called in the pack doctor and asked enough questions to have a clear understanding of what was happening to her. She’d told him to call her if necessary, but he’d put that off unless things changed for the worse.


    “Sophia has been through a lot. I think her body is finally shutting down and taking the rest it needs to handle the stress she’s been through.”


    “Did she get hurt yesterday?” Julia’s eyes flashed.


    “Not physically. I think she was shocked at how bloodthirsty the animals she has can be. It will take her time to come to terms with it.” He sat on a chair and ran a hand through his hair.


    “I’m going to talk to our guys to find out who in that lab has hyena connections.” Chase turned to look at Julia. “I’m going to ask you to stay here and watch her until we come back. I don’t want her to go more than a few hours without eating.”


    “Of course, go and don’t worry about her. I’ll take care of sleeping beauty.” She turned to her husband, gave him a stern look, and then glanced back to Chase. “Be careful, both of you. I don’t want to have to explain to my sister why someone got hurt and make her feel like it’s her fault. So bring your asses back here in one piece.”


     


    * * *


     


    Sitting off to one corner at The Back Door with a couple of beers in front of them, Chase and River watched two of their pack members come toward their booth.


    Riel and Seff slid into the booth across from River and Chase. Both were enforcers, but Seff tended to be a bit more strict and military, while Riel was a fun-loving guy who always got his job done.


    Seff glanced from River to Chase and leaned forward on the table. “You needed to see us?”


    “Yes, I need you both to get some information for me. I want to know who’s in charge of the research facility, in front and behind the scenes. Shifter, human, witch, demon, everyone. I need this yesterday.”


    Riel’s brows lifted at the request, while Seff looked like he had been expecting it.


    “Any particular reason?” The younger wolf queried.


    River jumped in to answer. “Yes, my sister-in-law is the head researcher and top geneticist. Way too smart for her own good since she figured out how to suppress the shifting gene in our DNA.”


    Seff had a look of stunned disbelief.


    “Why the hell would she do that? Is she crazy?” Riel burst out unthinking.


    “My mate,” Chase stated, “was trying to do something nice by giving Julia the choice of changing back.”


    Seff stared at his leader unwavering. “There’s something else though, isn’t there?”


    “Yes. In the process of separating the DNA strands she…had an accident. Sophia is now a dual shifter. She has two different female animals inside.”


    With their collective indrawn breaths he knew they were taken aback.


    Seff seemed to recover first from his shock. “Two different breeds? And are they both alphas?”


    “Yes. Apparently the pure cat and wolf strands bonded with her DNA so seamlessly it’s like she was born a pure blood shifter. Both animals seem to be getting along. I’m not sure how long that’s going to last though.”


    His fear was that the stress on her body by her new physiology would kill her. The animals inside her were powerful and drained a lot of energy.


    “So you’ve mated this woman?” Seff asked.


    “Yes, her name is Dr. Sophia Reese. You’ll both get an e-mail with her file so you can acquaint yourselves with her information.” He ran a hand over the back of his neck and thought of Sophia’s exhausted form. She was pale and had already lost weight.


    “Don’t worry Chase, we’ll find out what’s going on at the lab right away.” Seff grasped his forearm.


    “There’s another thing. Four hyenas attacked us inside the lab when I took her to retrieve her research. Unfortunately we didn’t get a chance to grab it, since her system was resetting after they tried to tamper with it. It meant we would have had to wait around, and I didn’t want to take the chance with her there in case any others showed up.”


    “Can we try to get the stuff ourselves?” Riel asked.


    “No. She’s got multiple backup security measures that go into play when someone tries to tamper with her vault.”


    “Vault? I had no idea she was so paranoid about her work,” River said.


    “It looked like a bank vault, but she said it was cold storage and files. Apparently she’d had it specially made when she joined the facility.” Chase picked up the beer that was sitting in front of him and took a sip. It had lost the cold crisp taste. He put it down. “Anyway, that’s all we have for now. I’m sure someone in that lab knows something and I want to know what’s going on.” He growled and fisted his hands on the table.


    All three men nodded their heads.


    River cleared his throat and caught their attention. “Sophia is presently with Julia at Chase’s. Chase and I will be taking turns with the women, while we dig around to find out more about these hyenas and hopefully find out who’s behind them. Call either of us as soon as you know anything.”


    Chase’s cell phone went off. He saw Julia’s name and accepted the call immediately. “Julia?”


    “She’s awake. She’s saying she’s feeling better, but she looks pale, Chase. I fed her again. It seems that hunger is the only thing that wakes her. She’s fighting off sleep until she sees you.” Julia’s panic came through the phone line.


    “I’m on my way.” Chase shut the call off and dropped the phone in his shirt pocket. He looked at the guys, wished them luck on their search, and reminded them this was their priority.


     


    * * *


     


    “Where is Chase?” Sophia frowned, trying to clear her mind from the wave of exhaustion calling her back to sleep. She wondered what the hell was wrong with her body.


    “He went to see what he could find out about the research lab and try to figure out who could be behind the attempt on your work. He’ll be back really soon, baby girl. Are you still hungry?” Julia sat by the bed holding her hand.


    Sophia smiled at her sister’s use of the childhood pet name for her and shook her head at the question. “I need a shower. I need to get rid of this sleep before it overwhelms me again. Give me a few minutes, and then we can have some coffee or something.” She felt marginally better standing. She stretched tired muscles and headed to the shower for a nice, cool soak.


    After the shower she was less sleepy and finally felt she could function without dropping into an exhausted heap. She dressed in shorts and a tank top that she found lying on the bed, along with new underwear.


    She made her way to the kitchen and finally took in the house that belonged to her mate.


    Glancing around, she realized the house fit with him, and it really was Chase’s space. It was clean, open, and uncluttered. The furniture was for comfort, not show. She fell in love with it.


    Julia was in the kitchen and handed her a mug of coffee when she walked in.


    They were discussing what happened at the lab when Chase and River arrived. Her heart beat wildly at the sight of him. His hair was tied at the nape of his neck with a strip of leather. He wore a white T-shirt with a denim-blue overshirt, and dark wash jeans hugged his powerful thighs and legs.


    Her blood heated and electric hunger sparked, dragging her from her seat to stand before him.


    Her fingers threaded through his hair, and she yanked his face down for a hungry kiss. He put his arms around her waist and held her lovingly to him while his lips greedily locked on hers. Their kiss was short and sweet.


    “Hi,” she whispered.


    “Hey yourself, beautiful. How are you feeling?” He bent and kissed the curve of her neck, sniffing her shoulder and making her sigh in contentment.


    “Good. So fill me in on what I’ve missed. Who would’ve thought I’d sleep the day away? I have to say it did wonders for my exhaustion.” She stepped out of his arms and sat back down next to her sister.


    Chase and River took seats, with Chase next to Sophia. He pulled her chair flush to his. Sophia leaned toward him, and he pulled her into his embrace before he spoke. “So far there’s not much to tell. We have two enforcers, Seff and Riel, looking into your lab and the administration.” Chase gave her a worried look. “Is there anyone there that ever made you uncomfortable or gave you a strange feeling being around them? Anyone ask too many questions about your work or what you did while you were there?”


    Sophia thought back to all the people at the lab. She turned to look at Chase, who was watching her. She shook her head in a negative. “I don’t really know anyone that made me feel that way. Since I’m almost everyone’s boss, none dare to question me. The only person that’s had a problem with me since I started at the lab was Dr. Warren, and he’s just a miserable old man.” She nibbled on her bottom lip. “He thinks I’m too young to be in charge. I haven’t really had problems with any of the staff. Even the administrators are nice old people who try to get me whatever I ask for.”


    She leaned her head into the curve of his shoulder. Disappointed that nobody came to mind right away, she was quiet. There had to be something she wasn’t noticing because no one knew about her private research. Something didn’t fit.

  


  


  
     


     


     


    Chapter Seven


     


    After dinner, Sophia and Chase bade her sister and River a good night and retired to their bedroom. The minute he got her upstairs he tried to tell her to go to sleep, but she would have none of it.


    Stripping down to nothing she started pulling off his clothes while he grumbled that she was tired and needed to rest. Still, he didn’t try to stop her when she pushed him to lie on his back and straddled his hips.


    She bent and rubbed her naked breasts on his chest while their mouths fused for a scorching kiss. His hands caressed her back in soft circles, trailing down to squeeze her ass cheeks.


    She kissed his neck and slowly licked her way down to his nipples. Running her tongue in circles over the tight buds, she nipped lightly and blew cool air over the sensitive skin. He groaned.


    Moving down she licked and sucked her way to his hard cock. Her face was just inches from the thick, velvet-covered, steel pole. When she looked up, she saw him tensely gripping the comforter in his fists.


    Licking her lips, she smiled up at him, noting the flare in his eyes. She wrapped a hand around his hard length and slowly pumped him from root to tip.


    Chase moaned when she repeated the action, and a bead of liquid trickled from his slit. She spread the fluid as she pumped, lubricating his dick to a glossy shine. Then she lowered her lips to run her tongue in a slow circle over the crown of his cock.


    God, but he tasted good. His flesh was hot and smooth. She inhaled his manly musky scent.


    She moved her jaw and rubbed the underside of the plump head with her lips. His hips jerked, and he pushed his cock into her mouth. She kept a firm hold and slowly worked more of his hard length in until he hit the back of her throat.


    Then she pulled him out and did it over again until he was slick. Her cheeks hollowed in tight suction while she slid him down her throat.


    Her saliva slid down the sides of his cock as she continued to blow him. His hands had moved to hold her hair away from her face so he could watch her mouth. The entranced wonder on his face made her want to make it absolutely perfect for him. His eyes darkened when she took him in and hummed her pleasure in the back of her throat.


    “Sophia, baby,” he groaned. “You’re fucking perfect but…you have to stop, or I’m gonna come in your mouth…”


    She clamped her lips tighter and sucked harder while her hand pumped his lower half. His hands tightened in her hair, and his hips thrust his cock harder into her mouth.


    That’s what she wanted, for him to lose control. To let her pleasure him until he couldn’t hold back. Her pussy soaked when she watched his reaction.


    “Sweetheart…” he growled.


    He tried to pull her head away, but she continued to pump his length and suck hard on him. She opened her throat more and took in as much of him as she could, curling her fingers around his ass and digging her nails into his cheeks.


    The small aggressive move was enough to bring him over the edge. He came with a shout of her name and jerked in her mouth. She swallowed as much of his hot release as she could, but he kept coming, so she let go of him with her lips and moved his pulsating cock to spew over her breasts. His hot semen dripped down her front while her own juices soaked her thighs.


    Chase stared in fascination when Sophia held his cock, licked his length, and then rubbed his seed over her breasts. The sight was so hot he became hard again while watching her.


    One of her small hands massaged and tweaked a slippery nipple while the other rubbed the swollen lips of her cunt, dipping one finger into her sex. She looked into his eyes, and he could see the lust riding her.


    She moaned in need. “Fuck me, Chase.”


    In the blink of an eye, she was on her back. He thrust his cock into her slick cunt in one smooth move. She moaned with each hard thrust. Desperation drove them both. Her nails dug into his shoulders. She pulled him farther in her and wrapped her legs tightly around his ass.


    She lifted her hips off the bed, tilting her pelvis to bring him even deeper in her.


    He growled and fucked her like the animal he had inside. With every thrust he slammed deep in her, moving her body up the bed and then hauling her back down to do it again. She whimpered and purred, coming closer to orgasm.


    “Look at me. You’re mine, Sophia,” he growled.


    Her gaze locked with his. “Yes, yours.” Her head flew back, breaking eye contact with him.


    “Who do you belong to?” His hands cushioned her head, pushing her to look at him once again.


    “You, Chase. Only you,” she moaned.


    “Baby you feel so good.”


    “Harder, Chase…please.”


    Her body tensed, and her legs started shaking. He rocked his hips, and his dick hit her at an angle causing her breath to hitch. He moved a hand between her thighs and rubbed a thumb over her swollen nub. Once, twice, and on the third touch, he pinched her clit and rammed her pussy with his cock. She screamed and splintered into oblivion.


    Her vaginal walls fluttered and contracted around his driving shaft. Above her, he groaned, stiffened, and jerked inside her, filling her with his semen. Her sex clenched and sucked his release deep into her womb.


    She was exhausted and ready to fall into sleep. She completely ignored the sticky mess she was covered in. He left and returned a few minutes later to carry her to the bathroom. He had drawn a bath. Then he washed them both and finally allowed her to get some rest.


     


    * * *


     


    Sophia woke to the smell of food. Her stomach grumbled and cramped until hunger pangs dragged her out of bed and into the shower. While she was dressing, she could hear voices coming from the kitchen. There was Julia’s soft pacifying tone, River’s clear questions, and Chase’s sexy deep growl. There were also two others she didn’t recognize.


    “Good, you’re up. We were wondering if you were planning on showing up. Chase wouldn’t let us eat until you came down. He said it was rude. I’m Riel by the way.” He winked at her when she walked into the kitchen, and she smiled at his easy charm. They all sat around the dining room table talking over coffee and tea.


    Chase stood to give her a kiss that was cut short after a few coughs and groans intruded. She felt her face flame and pulled up a chair to join them.


    The two men who she’d never met stood and bowed their heads.


    Riel smiled. “It’s an honor to meet our leader’s chosen mate.” He bowed and took a seat.


    She smiled and blushed again. “Thank you. It’s nice to meet you too.”


    The other man, who seemed to be older and much more intense, had been watching her with a closed expression. He dipped his head. “It’s my pleasure to welcome you into our pack, Dr. Reese. My name is Seff, and I am at your service.” He kept his voice formal.


    “Please, call me Sophia. It’s nice to meet you too, Seff.” She smiled. She sat down, and everyone started talking at once.


    “So tell me what you have learned.” Chase spoke over the conversations and brought the discussion back to the main business of the lab.


    “The employees inside the lab have all been verified. We had to look deeper into their lives to see if there were any strange links. You told us of a Dr. Warren.” Seff kept his gaze on Chase. “It seems he’s got very little love for shifters and humans alike. He likes to believe he’s going to discover the next big drug, so he takes exception to a young woman telling him what to do,” Seff said, looking around the table. “Anyway, he’s got witches and other shifters in the family, but no hyenas.”


    Riel took over and added what he knew. “We looked into Sophia’s direct employees. All employees have shifter, witch, or human in their families, but none have any hyena relations. Not sure where that link is coming in, but I’ll look into everyone working in the lab and on the research.” Riel lifted his coffee and took a sip.


    “I’ve been trying to get access to the security footage from the night you both got attacked,” River joined in. “It seems my guys can’t find any evidence of a recording for that evening. Apparently the system malfunctioned and stopped recording, making it difficult for us to see what happened.”


    “Did anyone find out why there was no one around when we got attacked?” Sophia asked. “That lab is extremely busy on a regular day, and even on evenings you’ll find people working well into the night, waiting on some result or jotting down notes on their work. It was strange to see that nobody was there. It was as if everyone had been told to leave.”


    Seff said he’d find out more from employees and where they had gone off to while his leader and the doctor were attacked.


    “So all in all we have nothing,” Julia stated.


    “What happens to your storage when someone attempts to open it?” Riel asked.


    “It’s set up in a way that it locks down after a finger and voice recognition failure. What that means is that it resets and you have to wait for twelve hours before you can attempt again. It’s my backup.”


    “When someone tries to access your storage does it have any alarms or does it send any notice to the building security? I’m trying to gather more information so I can interrogate the guards,” Seff said.


    Chewing on her lower lip, she considered the question. She’d been asked if she wanted alarms but always felt they could be disabled, so she had dismissed the idea in favor of the finger and voice recognition with a shutdown backup.


    “Not that I’m aware of. I specifically declined the alarms. They wouldn’t know if someone was trying to get to my research unless I notified them.” She gave him an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry. I guess that brings us to another dead end.” Sophia turned to Chase and leaned her head on his shoulder. “I think the cold storage is the best place for my work right now. Don’t you think?” She looked up at him.


    “Yes. Until we can figure out who wants your work, it’s safest inside the locked storage,” Seff answered.


    “Unless they can get their hands on her,” Riel stated, ratcheting up the tension around the table with his words.


    Seff, Chase, and River turned to glare at him.


    “Sorry to say it, but it’s true. The samples are safe unless they can get their hands on Sophia to get the vault opened. This means she can’t be left alone without protection.”


    River sighed and turned to Chase. “He’s right. I’m sure by now they’ve realized they can’t get the storage opened without Sophia. They’re going to want to get their hands on her soon, which means she’s not to be left alone.”


    “What do you mean I can’t be left alone? What am I, four?” Outraged she looked at River and gave him an angry glare.


    “We’ll all take turns until we get rid of the threat—” River broke off as Riel’s cell phone went off.


    The enforcer looked at the number and stood to answer the call away from the table. Meanwhile Chase continued to pile more food on Sophia’s plate. She wondered if he was trying to turn her into a cow. Here she was trying not to eat them out of everything they had, and he just kept adding stuff to her plate thinking she wasn’t paying attention. She rolled her eyes but continued eating.


    Riel returned, concern written on his face. “That was Tryx’s phone. The caller wasn’t Tryx. Not really sure who it was, but it’s clear they have her. They stated she was fine for the moment, but they want Sophia if we want her back.”


    He hadn’t finished speaking when the other three men stood ready to take action.


    “We can’t let anything happen to her. Do you have her phone’s GPS turned on?” Seff asked.


    “Everyone in the pack has an active GPS on their cell phone. If hers is working, they want us to find her. It might be a trap,” Riel said.


    “I hope so. I need to get my hands on whoever is behind all this and finish it once and for all.” Chase’s voice had deepened to an almost unintelligible growl.


    “So who stays with Sophia?” Riel asked.


    River stood and walked toward Chase’s open home office. Everyone quickly followed as the men gathered weapons, and Riel sat down to access the mapping of Tryx’s phone location from Chase’s laptop.


    “Oh for God’s sake. Give me a frigging break and just go. I’m not going to go anywhere, and I’m sure anyone looking wouldn’t think to find me here.” Sophia’s rage had been simmering since they started talking of watching over her like she was some newborn, and now that someone actually needed all of them, they were still debating who would stay with her.


    “Absolutely not.” Chase turned and pulled her into his arms. He held her tightly to him. “I’m not taking any chances with your life.”


    His concern soothed her, and she leaned into his body. The fear she saw in his eyes was enough to stop her ranting.


    “Riel, you stay and track the signal while we go and find Tryx.”


     


    * * *


     


    Seff drove Chase’s SUV while the alpha called two other enforcers, Kane and Troy. The men were working the streets as cleaners to ensure resolution of any problems the pack members got into with humans. They were usually left to work on their own.


    River was on the phone with Riel to get an exact location and verify there had been no movement. They met up with Kane and Troy about a mile from where Tryx’s phone’s GPS had locked its last location. Chase had given Tryx’s shop a call and verified with her assistant she hadn’t shown up and was truly missing.


    They drove the vehicles off the road and hid them behind a group of thick trees. Splitting up in groups of two, they shifted out of their skin and set out in a large circle around the area, slowly closing in on the coordinates Riel had passed along.


    In the center of the clearing lay a woman bound and gagged with a cell phone next to her. Her clothes had been torn, and cut marks dripping blood were visible on her arms and legs. The woman’s blonde hair was covered with dirt and leaves. There was no one else around, and she resembled Tryx, but as they neared her they realized she wasn’t Chase’s cousin.


    Once they got closer to the unmoving body, Chase scented her and knew she was a human. Kane picked up the female and removed her from the scene. Growls sounded around the group. Their display of aggravation made Chase wonder what else could be done to find Tryx.


    They returned to their vehicles and called Riel, but he didn’t answer. Concern made Chase’s heart beat faster in his chest, and he tried Julia and Sophia’s phones with no success.


     


    * * *


     


    Riel left Sophia and Julia sitting in the living room and went into Chase’s office. When an explosion rocked the front and back of the house, he lifted his gaze from the computer screen to see the women run into the office and join him. Not wasting any time, Riel clicked a button that unlatched a column on the wall.


    Sophia and Julia both gasped when a piece of the wall slid, giving way to a small hallway. He immediately jostled both in, and with a finger over his lips, indicated for them to be quiet. Then he locked them inside.


    Riel shoved a filing cabinet in front of the column and ripped his clothes off. He shifted seconds before the door was torn open and two hyenas crowded the entrance. He snarled and lowered his head showing them his fangs.


    Their whiney laughter grated on his nerves. He watched a female and a male stroll into the large office. The female, known for being aggressive and hostile, came in ready to fight. She shoved the male out of the way in her attempt to get at Riel.


    The female opened her jaws and showed him her fangs in the silly smile hyenas were known to have. She went for his face and used her paws to scratch at his neck. Riel moved away from her paws and tried to get space between the two of them. Undeterred by her smaller body or his massive claws, she attempted to sink her claws into his face once again.


    Riel’s powerful claw slashed across the female’s face, and he shoved her away. She hit a chair, the wood splintering, and landed on her side.


    Her whiney growl became louder, and she turned her head toward the inactive male. Riel guessed she was trying to get the male’s attention.


    Both animals zigzagged around Riel. The male jumped over a table and landed on Riel’s back, biting repeatedly into his shoulder and clawing at him while the female tried to cut into his face once again.


    What was it with the woman and his face? He growled and shook the male off. The hyena hit the wall in a loud whine.


    Riel’s focus turned to the female, and he bit into one of her paws as hard as possible. Then he jerked her roughly and threw her across the room, breaking a glass coffee table in the process.


    She picked her bleeding body up off the floor, whining loudly.


    The male came at Riel once again but only got as far as biting into Riel’s hind leg before Riel shoved him against the oak desk, bit him on the back of the neck, and tossed him through a window.


    Riel heard the other hyenas whining outside as well as the distant roar of an engine. The female limped toward the broken window, growled at him one last time, and jumped out. The urge to chase made Riel take a step in the direction of the window, but he stayed firmly in front of the filing cabinet he’d placed before the hidden door.


     


     


    Gunfire erupted outside. Seff waited until they were closer to the house before he slowed down enough to allow Chase and River to get out of the vehicle. Chase saw the torn front door and rushed toward his home. Multiple windows from his office were broken, and blood covered the lower panes. Two animals moved away from the house, limped into a large van, and took off.


    Chase and River headed into the house while Seff stayed in the SUV and followed the van. Rushing inside the house with River, Chase was ready to tear the place apart. When they entered the office, they came face to face with a snarling Riel.


    “Stand down!” Chase growled.


    Riel’s wolf lowered his head and whimpered. Blood covered his brown fur. He panted, trying to regain his human form. Once he was back in his skin, he groaned and landed on a chair, struggling to get his bearings.


    “Sophia and Julia?” Chase asked, knowing his enforcer wouldn’t dare let anyone take their women and then stay behind.


    “In the safe room. I locked them in before they got to them.” Riel groaned and attempted to shift back to his wolf to allow for faster healing of his wounds. Chase watched as Riel shifted back to being a brown wolf and lay on the carpet.


    Chase moved the filing cabinet out of the way and unlocked the secret passage with the hidden code. He stepped back when he heard the hiss of the sliding wall. Inside, Sophia was holding Julia in her arms as the other woman sobbed on her shoulder.


    River stepped in front of Chase and pulled Julia toward him. He picked her up in his arms, soothing her with soft words while he carried her to a sofa.


    Sophia ran out of the tight space and launched herself into Chase’s arms. While he held her, she buried her face in his neck and used his shirt to muffle her cries.


    It broke his heart to see her that way, and he wasn’t sure what to do to help. He rubbed her back and kissed the top of her head, hoping she’d tell him how to make her distress go away.


    “Where…where’s Riel?” She inquired into his shoulder.


    “On the floor.” He ran a hand through her hair, trying to find her face under the messy tangle.


    “Oh God.” She hiccupped, and her sobs grew louder. “He was out here all alone, and we couldn’t help him. We tried, but the door was locked, and then we…we heard all the fighting and the growling. I…I feel so bad. He was so young.” She spoke in a low murmur, describing how the poor man had gotten killed trying to defend them, and they’d done nothing to help.


    “Sweetheart, he’s on the floor recuperating, he’s not dead,” Chase said softly into her hair.


    She lifted tear-stained eyes to his face and then turned to see the bloody, brown wolf lying on the floor panting, his tongue lolling out of his open mouth.


    She pulled out of Chase’s arms, crouched down next to Riel’s animal form, and petted the big furry head. She looked him in the eye, her tears falling on his brown fur, and kissed the top of his head.


    “Thank you,” she whispered in his fuzzy ear and then stood.


    Chase helped her back up and into his arms.


    “How long does he have to stay like that?”


    Chase noticed how scared she was when she stared at the still animal. Riel’s only sign of life was the movement of his chest when he took slow even breaths.


    “Not long. His wounds will heal and close within a few hours, and then he’ll be able to shift and speak to us.” He was proud of Riel. He’d proven himself once again to be able to be a commendable defender.


    “Well we can’t just leave him here. Come on, you and River can carry him into one of the bedrooms. If he has to be lying down it should be on a bed.” She ordered them around.


    Julia had also calmed once she realized the brown wolf was alive and soon to be well.


    They carried him to one of the lower level bedrooms and then left him alone to rest. The men were in the process of calling the cleanup crew when Seff showed up in Chase’s vehicle.


    Shortly thereafter the cleanup crew arrived and installed heavy-duty metal doors in the front and back entrances of the house.


    The windows were replaced. A group of four would stay the night to secure the premises. River had insisted they alternate with another set of enforcers to ensure maximum protection.


    In the kitchen, Julia cooked a meal to keep some semblance of order while Sophia quietly dissected the personnel in her lab over and over again.

  


  


  
     


     


     


     


    Chapter Eight


     


    In the dining room, everyone spoke at the same time, telling what happened from their own point of view. Sophia sat quietly, internally reviewing every single interaction she’d had with the members of the lab for some clue as to who could be behind the attacks.


    Everyone was staying the night. Chase and River thought it would be easier to keep the women safe with the security patrolling outside. Seff stayed in the room next to Riel’s, while Julia and River took the room at the end of the hall opposite Chase and Sophia.


    Once inside their room, Chase pulled her in for a kiss. They removed their clothes slowly, moving their kisses and foreplay to the shower. First he washed her and himself. After they’d both rinsed the soap off their bodies, he pulled her back into his arms. He nipped and licked every inch of her warm skin, branding her all over again.


    Her hands glided over his muscles, her nails caressing his shoulders and biting into the hard planes of his chest and abs. She threaded her fingers in his wet hair and tugged, bringing him closer to her hungry lips.


    He carried her to the bed where she watched him lick the drops of water clinging to her tightly puckered nipples. He devoured the tips, sucking them into the hot cavern of his mouth while she moaned her encouragement.


    Her pussy throbbed with every bite on her skin. His finger speared into her swollen cunt, doubling the pleasure already streaming inside her body. He kissed her stomach and moved down until his head was between her legs.


    Electric currents ran through her, pooling heat to her sex and racking shudders down her body. His head lowered, and he licked and sucked his way up and down her pussy. He dipped his wicked tongue into her slick sex and fucked her mercilessly.


    She pinched her nipples to increase the pleasure while he rubbed his lips over her engorged clit. She glanced down to see him watching her. Her breath hitched, and she bit her lip in a whimper while her fingers rolled and tweaked the tight buds harder.


    She rocked her lower body on his face. He inserted two of his digits into her wet cunt while his tongue lapped at her. He curved his fingers to rub the upper wall of her channel, making her head roll back and her back bow as she tried to ride his face harder.


    His lips clamped over her nubbin. He moved his fingers faster in and out while drawing circles on her clit with his tongue. Her legs locked in tension, her toes curled on the back of his shoulders, and she came screaming his name in a sob.


    Her legs dropped to either side of him while she tried to catch her breath. He kissed his way back up her body. Her hands fisted in his hair and pulled him up for a kiss. She ran one of her hands down his front and grasped his cock, squeezing it and making him jerk in her hand.


    She guided the hard length into her wet entrance and whimpered at the delicious feel of him filling her. He was so deep she could hardly breathe. She wrapped her legs around his hips, the balls of her feet digging into his muscled ass.


    Thrusting in and out of her slowly, he kissed her lips, her jaw, and her neck, and sucked on the curve of her shoulder. Every slap of skin created a higher wave of tension inside her clenching sex. Her hands ran over his shoulders and down his back pulling him in deeper.


    “Chase, oh God, oh God, oh God…” she chanted as he increased the tempo of their mating.


    “Oh, baby. You feel so fucking good,” he growled and ran a hand between their bodies to rub a thumb over her clit, roughly pinching the sensitive nub.


    She licked the curve of his shoulder and clamped her teeth on him, marking him as her own. He jerked inside her when her tongue licked the tiny pricks of blood.


    “Mine,” she growled into his neck.


    She dropped back on the bed, still licking her lips. Her head thrashed. She curled her nails into his biceps. Her climax hit her in a giant wave of ecstasy. She was caught in absolute bliss and barely noticed her body trembling or the scream that tore through her.


    When her mind had cleared from her pleasure-induced coma, Chase had curled her into his side and was raining kisses over her face.


    “I love you. I never want to lose you,” he growled and held her tightly to him.


    She smiled and sighed. Exhaustion dragged her down.


    “I love you too,” she whispered and let sleep claim her.


     


     


    Chase stopped breathing for a moment. She’d marked him and told him she loved him. He wanted to shout it to the world, to wake her up and demand she say it again to his face, but most of all, he wanted to make love to her over and over again. He ran his hand down the curve of her spine and smiled when she snuggled closer into him.


    The following morning, he walked into the bedroom aware he’d let Sophia sleep longer than he expected. He sat down by the bed and watched as she breathed evenly. He tried to rouse her from sleep.


    After multiple attempts of trying to shake her awake only to get a grumble and then have her fall into a deep sleep, he became alarmed.


    He called the pack doctor. The woman showed up sooner than he deserved, considering he had growled at her on the phone and demanded her immediate appearance.


    She took Sophia’s vitals and told him his mate just needed rest. She stressed the need to allow Sophia time to recharge her energy. Her body was coping well with her change, and Sophia would soon be able to handle her new physiology without the need for so much sleep. The doctor pointedly told him that if he exhausted her with draining amorous activities she would need longer sleep.


     


    * * *


     


    Sophia knew she was dreaming. She looked around and couldn’t figure out where she was. There were flowers, rolling hills, and green trees as far as the eye could see, without a building or home in sight. Turning in a full circle, she didn’t see anyone else.


    Giggles caught her attention. She smiled at the childish laughter. Walking toward the noise, she came upon a large tree. Crouching down, she peeked behind it and saw two toddlers, a boy and a girl, playing on the grass.


    The little girl blew unsuccessfully at fat brown curls that kept falling over her eyes. The little boy grinned mischievously and used a small stick to dig a hole in the grass. Concerned for the children’s safety, she walked around the tree to ask the whereabouts of their mother. They looked up at her and smiled.


    “Mommy!” they yelled and ran toward her. Their soft, chubby, little hands pulled her down on the grass, and they climbed onto her lap.


    The little girl’s gray eyes twinkled when she smiled impishly at Sophia, while the little boy lifted a chubby hand to pat Sophia’s face and pulled one of her long brown curls to play with. He leaned his head onto the curve of her neck.


    The little girl, feeling left out, also grabbed a curl and twirled it in her fingers, copying her brother and leaning onto Sophia’s other shoulder. Love and joy filled her heart while she held the two precious bodies.


    Sophia woke up with a strong sense of well-being and happiness that she couldn’t contain. She smiled and turned to look at Chase. Instead of seeing happiness reflected back from him, he was watching her warily.


    “What’s wrong?” she asked, losing some of the contentment surrounding her just seconds before.


    “How do you feel?” he asked her quietly, brushing her hair from her face.


    “Good. Hungry, but good. Actually, not hungry, I’m starved. Why?” She sat up on the bed, noticing she wore a cotton sleeping gown. She clearly remembered falling asleep naked in Chase’s arms.


    There was a knock at the door, and Chase moved to open it, letting Julia in. Her sister’s worried gaze increased the anxiety Sophia felt.


    “Thank God, you’re finally awake.” Julia rushed to sit by the bed.


    “Of course I’m awake. What’s going on?” She demanded a little more frantically.


    “Sweetheart, you were sleeping for a long time, and we were worried about you.” Chase moved to the other side of the bed and held her hand in his.


    “What do you mean for a long time? How long was I asleep?”


    Chase and Julia looked at each other. Then Chase nodded and Julia replied, “Two days.”


    “What? That’s impossible. I mean I was…we were…” She turned to Chase for some help, knowing her face had turned red.


    “Yeah, well after you fell asleep, we were unable to wake you up. We called the shifter doctor in, but all she said was to let you rest and that you would come around once you weren’t so worn-out.”


    His eyes kept roaming over her face as if worried she’d keel over in sleep any second.


    “Well, I’m not sure why I slept so long, but I feel incredibly rested. So where’s the food?” She winced at the cramping in her stomach.


    She enjoyed the conversation around her while they ate, and thought of how she’d love to check out her blood under a microscope. Wondering what lay behind the bouts of exhaustion she was experiencing, she wished she could pick apart her cells and look at the impact the shifter gene had had on her system.


    Once again, Chase, Seff and Riel went off to look for Tryx. After two days of searching, every clue they’d gotten had seen no results. They were starting to wonder if she’d been taken out of the state or if she’d been killed. Sophia refused to believe the sweet wolf was dead.


    Julia went home with River after he made a comment over how tired she looked.


    Sophia was on her own inside while two men secured the outside of the house. Because she was tempted to take a nap, she decided to use Chase’s computer to access her work e-mail instead. The last thing she needed was to take a nap and wake up a week later. In her e-mail, she found a request by one of the director’s for their monthly meeting. Cringing at the fact the e-mail was two days old, she typed up a reply suggesting a date and time.


    A new message arrived from a generic e-mail address she didn’t recognize. Thinking of all the kinds of computer viruses she could give Chase’s system, she debated opening it. She gave in to temptation, took the risk, and opened it to find a web link. It clicked open to a site that showed a video that was being streamlined live.


    There was a woman dangling from a set of metal chains in thick manacles. Her body was bloody, and her face showed her anger at being tied up. Sophia’s eyes watered when she realized the woman was Tryx.


    Scanning the screen, she noticed Tryx was in a basement somewhere. Nothing stood out to give Sophia any inkling as to where they could be.


    A small chat icon popped open on the screen, and her eyes left the image of Tryx to look down at the message.


    User 1: If you give us the samples you can save her life.


    She stared at the words for what seemed like an eternity and then used shaky fingers to type up a response.


    Guest: How do I know you’re not lying?


    The response came back immediately.


    User 1: You don’t, but we don’t want to hurt a helpless female. We just want your work. You have two hours to decide if she lives or dies. Call this number when you’re ready to make a trade.


    Be careful of sharing the information with your wolf, or the woman dies. We’ll know if you use your phone. The deal will be off, and she’ll die. Once you are ready, call. We know where you are and will take care of the two shifters guarding you.


    Guest: You mean you’re going to kill the wolves?


    User 1: No, just put them to sleep while you come with us. Remember, two hours.


    The pop up closed, indicating the other person had gone off-line. She paced around the office, wondering how to let Chase know what just happened.


    She concentrated on the link she had used with him at the lab. Mentally picturing his wolf and hoping she successfully got through to him in human form, she screamed out to him.


     


    * * *


     


    Chase was in The Back Door talking to a group of men while planning a new search mission for Tryx. A nagging in his head made his wolf pace restlessly. He tried to take over his body, and Chase had to haul the animal back to keep the skin.


    The wolf became agitated and fought his restraint. He’d never had this happen before. The animal knew who was in charge but was currently fighting for dominance.


    He turned to River with a frown, and they stepped in one of the back offices.


    “What’s going on?”


    “I…don’t…know.” He clenched his teeth while rubbing his hand on his forehead and fighting the animal for control. His wolf must be sensing something wrong. Breathing deep, he focused on his link with the animal. There was something just beyond his reach, and it sounded very much like Sophia’s soft voice calling out to his wolf in the distance.


    “Chase just let him out and find out what he wants. It won’t do us any good to have you fighting to keep the skin. Release him,” River suggested.


    Chase reluctantly let the animal have control over his body. As soon as he let the wolf loose, he heard Sophia’s call clearly.


    “Chase? Chase? I hope this works. Chase…I need you.”

  


  


  
     


     


     


    Chapter Nine


     


    His heart beat painfully loudly. He thought of all the things that likely happened to make her reach out to him in this way. He tore off his clothes and shifted. While he could communicate with Sophia in the flesh, their wolves were the ones with the mental link. So if he wanted a clear connection with her, one of them needed to be shifted into their animal.


    “What happened?” he roared in his mind. “Where are you? Are you OK?”


    “Oh thank God! You can hear me,” she squealed. “I used your computer to check my e-mail and there was this strange link that showed me a video stream of Tryx tied up by a chain hanging from a roof in some dark cellar-type place.”


    “Where?”


    “That’s the thing, I don’t know…”


    He could hear the uncertainty and concern in her voice and wished he could reach out and soothe her worry.


    “Then this message popped up and told me that I could help save her life if I just turn my research over. They gave me two hours to call a number. They’ll come get me and take me in place of Tryx.”


    “Like hell!” he yelled.


    “Chase, listen to me, I don’t want to go with them, but I want to help find Tryx. Maybe we can go with their plan until we reach whatever destination it is they’re keeping her and then you and your guys can get us out of there?”


    “No!” he ordered in a loud growl.


    “Yes!” she growled right back.


    He knew she didn’t appreciate his dismissal of her idea. It would’ve been a perfect plan if it was anyone but his mate.


    “Sophia, we’re not having this conversation,” he insisted in a rigid tone.


    “Yes, we are. Your guys haven’t found a single trace of where she could be. This is our one chance to get her back. So you either help me do this or…I swear I’ll call those guys right now and go on without you.”


    “Baby, be reasonable.” He tried to keep her from doing anything dangerous.


    “No.” The anger in her came through loud and clear. “You be reasonable. That’s your cousin out there. Wouldn’t you do the same thing for me if I was the one being held somewhere and no one could find me?”


    He remained quiet for a moment and thought of ways to dissuade her from her crazy plan. She continued to talk as if he’d already agreed with her.


    “Chase, listen to me. We have about an hour and a half to figure out how to do this. I’m going to give you an hour, but you can’t call me. They have my phone tapped, and they’re watching the house, which means whatever you do you’re going to have to follow from far away.”


    “Sophia—”


    “We can’t ruin the whole operation because you guys stray too close. They’re not going to do anything to me until they have their hands on my work, which means at some point they are taking me back to the lab.”


    His heart sped up in his chest. “I’m not letting you put yourself in danger.”


    “I’m not going to be in danger, you’ll follow behind us. I’m not going to do anything stupid to get either of us hurt. Since they don’t know I only need to use my fingerprint and voice command to open the safe, I am going to work them to take me to her so that we’re both together. That will give you guys a chance to stop this once and for all.” Her soft voice tried to pacify him, but he knew things she didn’t.


    “Sophia, if anything happens to you—”


    “Chase, stop. Nothing is going to happen to me, because you will make sure of it. I’m going to call them in exactly one hour to give you guys enough time to be in place before they come for me.”


    He snarled.


    “Chase? I…I love you. If anything does happen, I just want you to know,” she whispered and broke off the communication with him.


    Chase shifted into his human form and growled.


    “Well?” River asked once Chase had changed.


    “Sophia was contacted by whoever has Tryx. They want her in exchange. She wants to do it and for us to follow from far away until they reach wherever she’s being held so we can retrieve them both at once. The foolish woman is walking right into their clutches, and nothing I said would change her mind.” He ran a shaky hand through his hair.


    He tried to dress quickly, but his hands shook and made things slower.


    River stood quiet for a moment. “This is the best chance we’ve had so far of finding Tryx.” He clasped Chase on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ll make sure nothing happens to your mate.”


    Chase lifted panic-filled eyes to his brother. “It’s not just her I’m worried about.”


    River lifted his brows waiting for him to elaborate.


    “She’s pregnant. It’s what has made it harder for her body to adjust to her change.” He wished there was something else he could do to keep her safe. Some way he could take her place and keep her and their children from harm.


    Tightly gripping the chair in front of him, River’s eyes widened. “Does she know?”


    Chase shook his head. “No. It’s been so difficult for her body to adjust to being a shifter without me throwing in that she’s going to be a mother too. It’s hard enough to keep her from trying to shift.” He paced around the confines of the room.


    River’s face paled. Determination quickly replaced the worry that lined his features. “Then we need to make sure we do this right. Let’s call everyone and get in place.” He smacked his brother on the back and pushed him out of the room to join the others and make plans.


     


    * * *


     


    Sophia hated how far she’d pushed Chase, but the man needed to learn she had a brain. They were supposed to mates, which implied a partnership. So far, he’d told her what to do at every turn, and she’d followed along because his judgment made sense. Now, it was time to follow her lead.


    He contacted her through his wolf. He told her they were in place and to go ahead and make the call.


    He got her to promise not to do anything to get herself hurt and to leave all the fighting to them. Then he implicitly told her not to try to shift, to which she reluctantly agreed. What she didn’t tell him was that if the need did arise she was going to give it a try and to hell with the consequences.


    She picked up the phone and made the call at the time she’d been instructed to by Chase.


    “Dr. Reese. We’re going to—”


    “Hold on a second.” She tried to calm her nerves and remember what she was supposed to say. “I am not giving you my work until you take me to the wolf and let me see her. I want to make sure she’s still alive and not hurt. You’ll have to bring her with us when we go to my lab.”


    “You are pushing your luck, Doctor.”


    “Tough. You want my research, I want Tryx. So you take me to her and I will gladly give you all my samples, plus my written data without complaint or any trouble,” she promised.


    “Very well, since you are agreeing to be of assistance, I see no reason why we must make things difficult. We will bring you to see the wolf first. My men will be there to get you in a few minutes. Be ready to walk outside with no weapons or electronic devices.”


    The line went dead.


    Sophia had to take a deep breath to calm the sickening pain in her stomach. She ran to the kitchen and grabbed a sandwich hoping the food would calm the cramps. As a last thought, she darted to her room and gave herself a spritz with a body spray she’d stopped using. She hoped to confuse their sense of smell. She was glad Chase had a lot of her stuff brought over to his place, and she was able to use the body spray.


    Almost gagging at the strong scent, she tried to adjust by walking away from the fumes. She knew she would either have to put up with it or wash it off. After the majority dissipated, she was able to handle the clinging scent on her body. It was not something she’d be using again after this.


    Ten minutes later, she heard the roar of engines pull up. She brushed her sweaty palms on the sides of her jeans and walked out of the house. She saw two wolves on the ground outside the door with darts protruding from their necks. She looked at each of their chests and noticed the faint rise and fall, indicating they lived. She walked away feeling marginally better.


    Four large men stood by a black delivery van and a green pickup was parked right next to it. She walked slowly and steadily, holding her head up. She looked each man in the eye.


    She stood in front of the one she figured was in charge and lifted her chin. “Let’s go,” she ordered, putting her hands on her hips.


    The man looked her over and then sniffed the air around her. His eyes narrowed, and she lifted haughty brows at him.


    “What? I smell like the wolves you guys hate so much? I have been staying with a bunch of them in case you hadn’t noticed genius.” She prayed her words were enough to keep the man from taking any closer sniffs of her.


    He considered her for what was surely too long, causing her palms to perspire once again. She kept herself calm knowing they could sense it if she was nervous or lying.


    He opened the van door and allowed her to sit inside. There was one large man to her right and another to her left. She assumed it was to ensure her cooperation.


     


    * * *


     


    Chase and his men were located on a cliff overlooking his house. It made it easy for them to watch what was happening without being scented by the enemy.


    His heart had frozen for a moment when the hyena had taken a whiff of her scent. He should’ve told her about her condition, but he knew that keeping it from her would prevent her from lying and then getting caught from it.


    Through his binoculars, Chase had seen Sophia say something. The man had stared at her and then opened the door to allow her inside.


    Exhaling a sigh of relief, Chase watched the van take off. He contacted one of the five teams he was working with.


    They made their way slowly down the cliff, giving the vehicles ahead of them enough room not to call attention to themselves.


    His eyes never veered off the van carrying his mate. He listened to the voice through the walkie giving updates on the roads and exits their target was taking.


    He was going to spank Sophia’s delectable ass for putting herself in this kind of danger. Grinding his teeth, he focused his body into combat zone. Everything inside him cleared of all emotions other than aggression and cold-blooded calculation.


     


    * * *


     


    The black van carrying Sophia arrived at a small building that sat on an empty lot. There was nothing in the surrounding area. She peered at the dilapidated green structure and shuddered. She hoped they really had brought her to meet up with Tryx, or she was sure this was all going to have been for nothing.


    Taking deep breaths helped her keep her calm. The man who she had spoken with opened the door for her to exit. He tightened his hold to keep her from falling on her face, and she gave him a small smile.


    Inside the building there were two men. They opened a door and motioned for her to go down the hallway.


    So far she had counted six men in total that Chase and his team would have to get rid of.


    Slowly making her way down the dark, dank passage, she came to a large room with multiple windows. It had the look and feel of a basement but was just a regular room. The plastic covering the windows was what gave it the dark dungeon feel.


    Realization dawned that she was at the same place she had seen in the video. She gazed around the corner of the dingy room and found Tryx gagged and tied with a chain to a chair. Next to her, a big man stood by and kept watch over Tryx. Sophia walked until she stood a few yards in front of them and stopped.


    “Dr. Reese, it’s so good of you to join us.” The man was clearly a hyena shifter with his whiny voice, but he had to have a rat in there somewhere because his kind of ugly face didn’t happen naturally.


    She didn’t care what anybody said, not even a mother could call that cute. He had beady, red eyes and a pointy nose. His big ears really didn’t help him with his attempt to look mean.


    She would have laughed at how ridiculous his face looked had it not been for the gun he held in his hand.


    “Yes, well a promise is a promise. So I am ready when you are. Just let her go, and then we can go to my lab.” She hoped he didn’t get a whiff of her, although from what she knew, rats had an amazing sense of smell.


    “This here is a dangerous animal, Dr. Reese. I couldn’t possibly let her go.” He stared at her, and she wanted to slap the leer off his face.


    “Look let me talk to her. I promise you I can get her to behave if you give me a second alone with her, and if she does, we can take her with us. If not, then I guess you can just let her loose after you get what you want from me.”


    She looked at the man with the biggest, most innocent eyes she could muster.


    The man jerked his chin toward the video camera in the room, and she turned to look. Once he saw that she’d noticed their every move was being recorded, he continued walking. He got to the door and stopped. At the entrance, he told her there would be someone watching the cameras in case they thought to escape. He told her he would unlock the chains when he returned if he believed the wolf would really behave.


    Sophia knew he lied. He continued out of the room and locked them inside.


    She moved to stand in front of Tryx and removed the gag from her lips.


    “Sophia, what are you doing here?” Tryx sniffed her and horror filled her face. “Does Chase know you’re here?” she hissed.


    “Shhh, yes he does.” She whispered so low she knew only Tryx could hear her.


    “How could he let you come here as you are?” The pixie wolf growled in anger. She muttered how stupid her cousin was for such an intelligent man.


    “What are you going on about? Be quiet and listen. Here’s the plan. Chase and his guys are probably outside now. We’re going to be good little girls until they get us out of here, and if the need arises then I’ll shift and help him out.”


    “Are you insane? You can’t shift!” The little wolf almost bit her head off with her growl.


    “And why not?” She wondered why everyone kept telling her the same thing. She was getting really tired of being ordered around.


    “Because…” Tryx sputtered, “You’re pregnant.”


    “What?” She yelled. A bout of dizziness overwhelmed her and made her legs weak. She sat on the floor and lowered her head to her knees while taking deep calming breaths.


    “Shhh. You’re pregnant, didn’t you know?” The surprise in Tryx’s voice shocked her even more than the question. How could she have known that unless she was a freaking clairvoyant?


    “You can tell? How the hell can you tell and I can’t? How would I have known?” Something wasn’t adding up.


    “Well maybe you wouldn’t have, but Chase sure would have. I mean he’s like a damned bloodhound,” she muttered under her breath. “His sense of smell is so acute he could probably tell you were pregnant the minute you conceived. The only reason I can tell is because my sense of smell is almost as good as his. Not to mention you’ve got two strong babies in there, and their scent is drifting and mingling with yours.”


    Sophia shook her head in a negative while Tryx nodded gloomily.


    “No, no way. Chase wouldn’t have kept that from me.”


    She thought back to their conversations. He insisted it wouldn’t be a good idea for her to try to shift because they wouldn’t know how her body would react to two animals.


    Always pushing for her to wait, and then he’d even made her promise not to shift… He wouldn’t have withheld from her that she had two very precious tiny lives inside…would he?


    “That son of a bitch!” she growled.


    What if she had attempted to shift with no one around? She had been all alone earlier, and thank goodness she hadn’t thought to try, but what if she had? She could’ve hurt her babies.


    “Calm down, Sophia. Anger isn’t good for one baby much less two.”


    Sophia’s head jerked up, and she peered at Tryx while she tried to piece it all together. “So do you think they’re the reason why I’ve been so hungry every couple of hours and so exhausted that I’ve slept for days?” She hoped it wasn’t anything that would put her children in danger.


    Tryx smiled and nodded. “Absolutely, being a shifter can be draining when you first change until your body adjusts, but you have two animals so it’s probably even more so. Add to that the fact you now have two babies draining you more, I’m surprised you haven’t passed out and fallen on the floor yet. And yes, you should be shoveling food down your throat every few hours.”


    Tryx laughed when Sophia lifted her brows in suspicion. “It’s true. We shifters eat a ton since our metabolism is much faster than that of a pure human. I’m sure you’ve noticed you’ve not gained any weight with all the extra eating you’ve been doing. But when a female is pregnant she eats even more than normal, so again to add to your case, you’ve got two babies draining your body of energy as they grow. You’d be putting yourself and them in danger if you didn’t eat enough to supply them with the nutrition they need to develop.”


    Relieved, Sophia sighed. “Oh, thank God. I’m always starving, and it was starting to worry me. That being the reason, I’ve got no problem eating a horse if necessary, as long as it keeps my babies safe. You did say it was two correct?”


    She and Chase were going to be parents. A growl worked its way up her throat. It was still up in the air if he would live long enough to see his children grow, but it was so exciting she felt a stupid grin working its way onto her face.


    Tryx sniffed her and smiled. “Yes, a boy and a girl. Congratulations, although this is probably not the right time for this. I still can’t believe Chase let you come here in your condition.” She frowned again.


    Sophia glanced down and kept her voice low, “I didn’t give him much of a choice. I told him he either cooperated or I was coming on my own. No wonder he was so angry with me.”


    It made her feel better to know he wasn’t just trying to tell her what to do. He was worried for her and their offspring. It didn’t stop her from being angry with him for not telling her about her babies.


    The door rattled, and the big hyena man walked back inside. Their time was up.

  


  


  
     


     


     


    Chapter Ten


     


    Seff, Chase, and a group of pack members and enforcers broke into two teams. Eight of them stayed in skin, weapons ready. The other seven shifted and took the lead. From the layout they’d gathered of the place, Chase mentioned he had a feeling Sophia and Tryx were located somewhere on the ground floor.


    They swarmed the place through multiple entrances at once. Blasts of gunfire erupted when the men inside started shooting at the intruders. Seff and Chase did a full walk around the building to see if either could scent Sophia and Tryx.


    When Chase moved to a side entrance, Seff’s wolf readied for combat. Down a hallway, Seff heard faint screams and quickened his steps. He scented both women and a male shifter inside the room. Using hand signals, Chase motioned for Seff to go ahead inside. Chase indicated he would go through one of the outer windows in a surprise attack.


    When Seff broke down the door, he found a large hyena and rat mix shifter in between both women. The rat held a gun to Sophia’s head, and Tryx was tied down by heavy chains.


    The rat pushed the gun into her hair. “Come any closer, and they’re both dead.”


    “Let them go. They don’t have what you want,” Seff said while scanning the windows for movement.


    He turned his gaze back to the enemy. If necessary he would tear the man limb from limb. However, there was no way to ensure the women would not be hurt or killed if he attacked the rat shifter.


    Seff watched the rat grab a hold of Sophia’s arm. “No. This one has what I need, and I’m taking her with me.”


    He saw her wince when the rat squeezed her arm roughly. Seff growled and took a step forward only to stop when the man jerked back, holding her tight. “Stop, or I’ll shoot her and drag her out of here bleeding.”


    All of a sudden, Chase jumped through the window, breaking glass and creating a loud ruckus. In an automatic reaction, the man turned to look toward the unexpected noise and in the process released Sophia’s arm long enough for her to quickly step away. Seff, who was prepared for Chase, pulled Sophia out of harm’s way.


    Seff released his claws and swiped at the hand holding the gun. The sharp cuts forced the rat to release the weapon with a yelp. Seff pushed the man back with so much force it propelled him right into Chase.


    Seff watched as Chase’s large canines and massive claws cut into the rat numerous times. Chase’s wolf snarled and went for the man’s neck tearing at the hands that tried to block the attack. The rat-man kicked and shoved his bloody arms, but the fight went out of him, and he fell to the ground.


    Seff removed the heavy chain holding down Tryx. He watched the two women embrace and hold each other. Now that Chase had dismembered the last threat, Sophia would be safe.


    Off to the side, Seff watched Chase change back into his skin and shrug into a pair of jeans. Riel walked into the room and stopped next to him. Both of them watched the alpha walk straight to Sophia and stop when she glared angrily at him.


    “Sweetheart?” Chase frowned, and Seff wondered at the awkward reunion.


    Curious over her obvious anger, Seff watched Sophia take a few steps to stand in front of Chase. She gave him a slow smile and then punched him hard in the stomach.


    “Ow!” Chase grunted and rubbed his stomach while watching her. Sophia threw him a disgusted look. What the heck had the alpha done to his mate? Seff and Riel snickered over Chase’s woman trouble and continued to watch the show.


    “That was for being such a closemouthed jerk,” she hissed and then twined her arms around Chase’s neck.


    Chase stood unmoving, warily watching Sophia.


    “And this is for coming to our rescue.” She yanked his head down and kissed him. Seff looked away and smiled when the other men in the group laughed, whistled, and catcalled at the make-out scene in front of them.


    On their way back, Seff watched Sophia sit stiffly next to Chase. He’d never understand women. She kissed him and then refused to speak to him. Chase looked confused, and Seff did not envy him. Women were more trouble than they were worth. When Chase lifted his hands in question at Tryx, the tiny female just glared at him and turned her face away.


     


    * * *


     


    Sophia stepped into the house and went straight for the shower, slamming the door so hard it rocked the panel causing it to crack. She wanted to ensure he knew how pissed she was with him.


    Turning the lock at the last second, she allowed herself some alone time in the bathroom while she undressed. Let him stew over that one. She took a nice warm shower and washed her hair, making sure to take twice as long as usual in the bathroom. It allowed her to release some of the tension and frustration running through her. At the end of her long shower, she massaged lotion over every part of her body. She stared at her abdomen in the bathroom mirror. She smiled, remembering her dream, and tentatively touched her belly.


    She put on her robe and left the serenity of the quiet bathroom behind. Barefoot, she walked through the bedroom and out to the balcony. She took a deep breath and sat on the edge of a cushioned lounger. The night air was warm as it caressed her skin. In the distance she could see the lights from the closest neighbor’s house.


    Chase’s house was not as isolated as River and Julia’s. In Chase’s case, his neighbors were close enough that she was able to look into their windows with her new shifter vision. She wondered if they could do the same back into Chase’s windows.


    His scent drifted from right outside their balcony door. She knew he was probably wondering what was wrong with her, but she’d been hurt by his actions.


    “You can come out here, Chase,” she said softly, knowing he heard her.


    His bulky mass filled the exit and then moved to stand before her. He’d obviously showered in one of the other rooms; his hair was wet, and he smelled clean and fresh.


    When her eyes roamed his sexy body, heat traveled through her and curled into a ball of arousal in the pit of her stomach. His cargo shorts and white T-shirt complemented the bronze of his muscled skin, making him look ideal for the cover of an outdoor magazine.


    Sitting down on the seat next to her, he pulled one of her hands into his grasp and lifted dark anxious eyes to her face. “What did I do? Tell me. I swear I’ll fix it.”


    She raised a hand to his face, cupped his cheek, and glanced away. “I’m not sure it’s something you can fix. You either trust me, or you don’t.” He could claim they were mates all he wanted, but trust was more important to her than any animal attraction linking them together.


    “I trust you, Sophia.”


    He said the words with so much conviction, she wondered if she’d been wrong.


    Wanting to believe him, she peered at him from under her lashes. “Why didn’t you tell me I was pregnant? Tryx said you knew from the moment of conception, and you didn’t think it was important to tell me? What if I would have decided to ignore my promise to you and shifted?” Her voice wobbled, and she blinked back tears.


    “I’m sorry, love. I never meant for you to feel like I don’t trust you. I wanted to give your brain a chance to adjust to being a shifter before you had to deal with the fact that you’re going to be a mother. I just thought it might have been too much to handle in one shot.”


    He crouched down in front of her and gave her a sorrowful look. He lifted her hands to his lips, kissed them, and then placed them over his heart. “I swear to you I will never keep anything important from you again, sweetheart. Just please don’t…don’t go,” he pleaded softly, his voice full of emotion.


    She saw the sincerity in his eyes. Sliding off the lounger, she sat on the floor with him.


    Her hands cupped his face, and she smiled. “We’ll start fresh… No withholding of anything between us, because if you ever do that again I may have to kill you.”


    “Never.” He moved his head down to lock his lips with hers.


    She threaded her fingers into his hair and held him in place while their tongues mated. His hand moved to caress her cheek, her jaw, and then curl around her neck.


    She smiled and hugged him tightly. “We’re going to have two babies, Chase. Can you believe it?”


    He smiled and moved a hand to settle it over her abdomen. “Yes, we are. You up for it?”


    When she blew a raspberry, he laughed. “Are you kidding me? I’m going to be a fantastic mother. I excel at everything I do,” she boasted.


    “That you do. You’re already perfect, there’s nothing you can’t do.” Both got up from the floor and stood in front of each other. Once on their feet, he pulled on the satin tie holding her robe together.


    Their gazes locked, and he removed the robe. His clothes came next. Then he proceeded to kiss her neck. His lips traveled down her collarbone to her breasts and stopped to lavish nips and kisses on her nipples. Her eyes lifted to look at the stars, and the warm night air caressed her overheated skin.


    She grabbed his hands and pushed him to sit back on the lounger. Once he was seated, she straddled his thighs. She rocked her body over him in a sensuous slide of skin on skin and licked the shell of his ear.


    “Chase, I can’t wait to have you inside me.” She nipped the lobe. He groaned, and she ground her hips into his cock. “I want you to fuck me hard and fast. Right here, right now.”


    “Baby. You’re making me lose my mind,” he growled.


    She scored his shoulders with her nails and licked the soft area behind his ear, causing him to shiver. He became more forceful, his hands squeezing her breasts and pinching her nipples. She whimpered.


    “Oh, please, Chase, fuck me already.” Her body burned with the need to be filled by him.


    “Whatever my mate desires.” He lifted her body up and placed the head of his heavy shaft at her entrance.


    She slammed her body down, allowing him to fill her in one smooth thrust. They groaned in pleasure. She rode him hard and fast, his hands lifting and lowering her body on him repeatedly.


    Moaning loudly, she pleaded for him to make her come. Rocking her hips, she felt him stiffen. He moved his fingers between her thighs to flick on her sensitive clit while his lips latched on to her breast and sucked mercilessly on the taut tip. He bit down and pinched at the same time. Tension coiled at the pit of her womb. Her movements became jerky, and his hands tightened around her. He continued to slam her body over him again and again until she tensed. Pleasure exploded, and a scream tore out of her. He gripped her hips tightly, gave a purely male groan of satisfaction, and warm semen filled her womb when he came.


    She lay draped limply over him, her head tucked into his neck. He massaged her back in slow circular motions, and she purred in contentment. Lifting her into his arms, he carried her inside.


    Belatedly she remembered the open windows and lighted rooms from across the way where the occupants may have seen and heard what was going on. Oh well, now she was an exhibitionist too. She smiled at the thought that Chase had turned her from a geek into a full-blown, sex-starved nymphomaniac.

  


  


  
     


     


     


    Chapter Eleven


     


    It was a week later when Sophia walked into Mrs. Winchester’s office for her delayed meeting. In the past, the sweet old lady had been so busy she’d never been able to meet with Sophia at her office. Their meetings always ended up taking place outside the research facility at some restaurant where they would have lunch and catch up.


    Since she was never in the lab, this was only the second time she’d visited Mrs. Winchester’s office. The first time had been as new lab head after having gotten the offer to lead the genetics research. Making her way toward the center of the room, she noticed that it was decorated in warm and inviting tones.


    Victoria, or Tori as she preferred to be called, was sitting at her desk. She glanced up and smiled softly at Sophia, motioning for her to take a seat. Tori Winchester looked amazing for her age. She was short, slim, and so petite she made Sophia feel like an Amazon at five foot three. Her short silver bob hugged the curve of her neck and was coiffed to total perfection. She wore a forest-green suit that screamed wealth. Tori’s emerald eyes were filled with life. The older woman was alert and sharp as a tack, which had allowed them to have some incredibly intellectual discussions in the past.


    “Sophia, it is so good to see you. I was starting to get worried after your message about being sick. Are you feeling better now? Never mind, I can probably answer my own question since you look fabulous.”


    Sophia knew she looked more like she’d been on vacation than sick, but that was all thanks to her new genes. Her gaze roamed the credenza behind the older woman. The last time she’d been there, she’d been unable to see the pictures on it clearly. With her poor vision and her need for constant squinting, even while wearing her glasses, the images on the credenza had been blurry. Now that she was able to, her gaze took in everything on the large mantle.


    “I feel so much better now. I think I just needed some time off after burning the candle at both ends of the stick. In fact, I—” Her eyes focused on a framed photo of two men and a woman.


    There was a dark-skinned, good-looking man, a young woman, and another much uglier man. Her heartbeat slowed to a crawl when she recognized the dark man in the picture as the same one whose throat she’d ripped open.


    “Dear, are you all right?” The older woman’s previously warm voice forged itself into sharp steel.


    Sophia’s eyes snapped to Tori and then back to the picture.


    Tori opened a drawer and reached in, but Sophia was too stunned to notice what she pulled out. Recognizing the second male as the rat-man Chase had torn apart made her eyes widen in shock.


    Tori’s expression of a warm, soft, elderly sweetheart slipped to show a hard and bitter face. The edges around her eyes deepened, and her lips compressed into a straight line.


    “I’m…I’m sorry, I guess…I’m not feeling as well as I thought. Maybe it’d be best if I came back at another—” Sophia stopped short when she noticed the gun pointed her way.


    “No, I don’t think that would be best.” The woman’s no-nonsense voice filled Sophia with dread.


    Her hands folded protectively over her belly. She frantically tried to think of a way out of this situation. She couldn’t help but gape at the previously sweet Mrs. Winchester and wondered what the hell was going on.


    “I see you noticed the photo of my beautiful Nichola,” she sighed sadly. “She was a beauty, wasn’t she?” The angry question required an answer as Tori’s extremely steady hand held the gun up toward Sophia’s face.


    “Yes, she was quite lovely.” Sophia darted another look at the photo, taking better stock of the woman in the middle. The girl in the picture was young, probably a teenager in the shot. She had a wide smile and blonde hair parted in the center with the ’70s trademark feathered waves. The girl was clothed in bell-bottom jeans and resembled Farrah Fawcett in Charlie’s Angels.


    Hoping to buy some time, Sophia decided to ask the obvious question. “What happened to her?”


    Tori seemed to gauge the sincerity of her question before she answered. “It was quite tragic, the story of my Nichola.”


    Outwardly calm, Sophia screamed out for Chase in her mind, knowing he waited for her in the car and might not hear her in his human form. She hoped that even though the call would be faint, he’d still be able to sense something was wrong.


    “She fell in love with a wolf. Oh, don’t look at me like you don’t know what I’m referring to. Your sister is married to one of them.” Tori spat the words as if they were burning her tongue in distaste.


    “I’m sorry. I just don’t understand what you’re talking about,” she said, hoping the woman would elaborate on her bizarre tale.


    “Well of course you wouldn’t, I haven’t told you the whole story yet. As I was saying, she fell in love with one of those wolf shifters. I tried to explain to her how dangerous those animals could be, but she refused to listen to me. She was obsessed with becoming one of them so she could be her lover’s mate. She turned to the wolf she fell in love with for help.” Her eyes grew distant. “Her entire life lay before her, and she wanted to waste it on that…that animal! The shifter bit her, but her body couldn’t handle the change and it killed her.”


    “I’m…I’m so sorry for your loss.” She hoped Tori would put the gun down if she showed her some sympathy.


    “Yes, well, it was a long time ago. Do you know the worst part? The animal, the sick bastard that killed her, went on to meet one of his own kind, mated her, and had a family, while I’ve been mourning the loss of my Nichola all these decades!” She yelled, her rage bubbling over.


    “Oh my God.” Sophia sat completely still, unwilling to push the obviously disturbed woman over the edge and have her pull the trigger in her craze. “How…how long ago did this happen?”


    “Forty years ago.” Tori’s enraged features made it seem like it had just happened.


    “But, how old was she?” Sophia tried putting two and two together, only she was coming up with more than four.


    “She was barely sixteen and still just a baby in my eyes.” The woman’s temper seemed to be cooling.


    Sophia’s mind raced. She processed the information. “But…she couldn’t have been your daughter. You told me you’re sixty years old.”


    Tori’s green eyes glowed with rage. “She wasn’t my daughter, she was my baby sister.”


    Shocked speechless once again, Sophia was quiet on the outside while inwardly screaming out to Chase.


    Tori lowered the gun. It pointed at the middle of Sophia’s chest.


    “Those two young men in the pictures, they were her best friends before that wolf killed her. I’m sure you remember becoming acquainted with them recently.” Tori stood, continued to point the gun in Sophia’s direction and walked around her desk. Sophia wondered how she never noticed Tori’s insanity before.


    Tori stopped in front of Sophia and motioned with the gun hand for her to stand. “Sadly, they weren’t as successful as they anticipated in retrieving those samples from you for me. Now that I have you here, you’re going to hand them over so I can finally put an end to the shape-shifting gene. Get up.”


    Sophia stood and continued to fold her arms over her belly.


    Tori cocked her head toward the door. “Let’s go down to that lab of yours and get those samples before I lose my patience.”


    Sophia turned to walk to the lab, and the pointy steel was pushed into her back.


     


     


    Chase was restless. His wolf was hounding him again. Pushing to take over and shift out of his skin. His hands gripped the steering wheel. He looked around the deserted parking lot.


    Sophia was meeting with a facility director. After her meeting she was supposed to destroy the samples in storage and meet him back in the car. He glanced around and realized there were no other cars in the lot. Other than his SUV, the parking area was empty. Unease settled over him.


    It was the end of the day, the sun was setting, and it was too goddamned quiet. He concentrated on calming his distressed animal until he recalled the last time that had happened. He decided not to wait around for Sophia.


    Opening the door to walk into the facility, the urge to run and ensure her safety overwhelmed him. There was no guard at the entrance, which made his discomfort level rise. He followed Sophia’s scent down the hall.


    He heard her soft voice. She was speaking to someone and heading toward her lab. Cautiously alert, he moved with the grace of the predator he was.


    When he neared the entrance to her work place, Chase could see Sophia and a woman who was standing a few feet behind her. The woman held a gun to Sophia’s lower back.


    Sophia unlocked her cold storage and disabled the security on the file system, then moved a few steps away.


    “Pull them out of the storage and place them on this table for me,” the woman ordered.


    Sophia walked into the storage room and moments later walked out with vials and files. She walked back to the table the old woman indicated and put the research down.


    “Now, I’m sorry I have to do this Sophia, I really like you. You’re so intelligent. No one ever came even half as close as you to the results you’ve achieved in the past six months, which makes this really difficult. You should have just handed them over the first time I sent someone for them. It would have saved us all so much wasted time, and could’ve kept you from this type of end.” She lifted the gun toward Sophia’s chest.


    Anger surged inside Chase, and he removed his clothes in a rush. He let the wolf loose and shifted out of his skin, muscles and bones popping too slowly for his liking. The only thought consuming him was to destroy the woman who was holding a gun on Sophia. He growled and launched his body like a missile at the woman. Having heard his growl the woman tightened her grip on the weapon. His jaws bit into her neck. Her hand squeezed on the trigger repeatedly. Sophia scurried and crouched behind a table.


    Loud screaming filled the air as Chase’s wolf mauled at the woman’s throat. Blood spurted. Her shrieks were soon cut off, and her delicate flesh lay torn open, bleeding on the floor.


    Slipping back into his skin, Chase rushed to put on his pants and then ran over to the side of the table that Sophia had ducked behind. He found her curled into a small ball on the floor, passed out. Her hands were protectively covering her womb.


    He turned her over and noticed blood covering her chest. His heart stopped. His hands shook when his eyes found the small bullet hole on her right shoulder.


    Lifting her unconscious body carefully off the floor, he ran for his vehicle. He placed her in the backseat and called the shifter doctor to ensure she was ready when he arrived. Right after he spoke to the doctor, he got in the car and made a call to River while he headed to the hospital. He asked his brother to remove the data and samples from the lab before anyone else could get their hands on it.


    His nerves stretched taut. She lay pale and limp on the seat behind him, bright red blood trickling from her gunshot wound. Driving like the devil was on his tail, he brought her to the small private clinic reserved for his pack members.


    He carried her inside in a frantic rush. The pack doctor met him at the entrance in her operating gear. He followed her to the surgical room and lay Sophia on a bed. After that, he was dragged outside to allow them to work.


    His wolf was quiet and sad, seemingly mourning his mate and his children, something Chase refused to do. Sophia was going to be fine, she had to be, or his life would end right along with hers.


     


    * * *


     


    Sophia opened her eyes and winced at the burning in her shoulder. She squinted until she could see clearly. She turned to scan the room and came face to face with a sleeping Chase.


    He was sitting on a chair, his hand holding hers, keeping them connected even while he slept. She smiled at the sight of her mate. God, she loved that man. Moving her fingers in his hold, she squeezed his hand, and he jerked awake. He looked like shit.


    “How are you feeling?” His voice was hoarse. His other hand lifted to brush a lock of hair behind her ear.


    “Thirsty. Little ones?” She tried to talk past the sand in her throat.


    Her hand traveled to her tummy, feeling the bump that hadn’t been there before. Her smile widened, knowing she was still nurturing their two precious bundles.


    “They’re good, healthy.” He sat beside her on the bed and helped her take a sip of water. Then he fixed the pillows behind her back, allowing her to sit up.


    “Sophia…I—”


    She watched him swallow.


    “I almost lost you. I-I can’t lose you.” His voice broke. “I love you.”


    She smiled and pulled him down for a soft kiss. “I love you too. So much sometimes I think I’m going even crazier than I normally am, but I wouldn’t trade my feelings for anything in the world.” She looked into his eyes solemnly. “I’m not going anywhere.”


    She grinned, and he hugged her tightly, carefully ensuring her injury wasn’t bothered.


    She smiled to herself. Who would’ve thought she’d end up with her very own FBA, man-candy Chase? Apparently fantasies did come true, even for geeky scientists.
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    ~ Paranormal Romance from Etopia Press ~


     


     


    Faery Wedding


    Mina Carter


     


    It's Asharra De Silve's wedding day, and this real life faery princess isn't looking forward to meeting her prince charming at the altar. Sold to the highest bidder as a virgin faery princess, she’s not sure how to tell the unsuspecting prince that he’s been had by false advertising. She was certainly a faery, and a princess, but the bit about being a virgin...?


    What she doesn't expect is for her one night stand to turn up before the ceremony....or the wild sex...or the fact her bridegroom turns out to be the exact opposite of what she expected...


     


     


    Under Cover of the Moon


    Loribelle Hunt


    Lunar Mates (Book 1)


     


    A witch. A wolf. A passion worth dying for…


    In book one of the Lunar Mates series, Darius Stewart is banished and offered the leadership of a new pack. He has a new pack to settle and a rogue wolf terrorizing the local population, threatening to expose their species. The last thing he needs is a mate further complicating his life.


    That’s just fine with Meg O’Reilly. As a witch, she knows something is not right in her town. Good werewolves, bad werewolves, and the possessive, bossy, sexy Alpha wolf trying to order her around. Life’s never been so complicated.


     


     


    Red Rio Blue


    by Marianna Lauren


     


    The nightlife has never been sexier…


    Aubrey Hunnisett, owner of the Rio Blue nightclub, is determined to buy out the rival Club Lunar. But vampire Michael Lennox has no intention of selling, even though two recent murders have thrown the club into rough financial waters. Michael suspects Aubrey is working with his hated enemy, the vampire Richard Sands, whom he’s convinced is involved with the murders. He uses his vampire charm to seed her mind with passionate sex while he rifles through her memories in search of her true intentions. But instead of evidence, Michael finds something in Aubrey he neither needs nor wants—a strong, noble heart, a passionate lover, the kind of woman he’s craved throughout his very long life…


     


     


     


     


    Dragons at Midnight


    by Selena Illyria


     


     


    One dragon is hot enough, but three can make this tiger shifter burn in the most delightful ways.


    Tiger shifter Louisa thought she’d ring in the New Year all alone. Little did she know that three younger dragon shifters plan on making sure she celebrates things right. Add a little steam, a few dragon shifters with dirty minds, and some creative use of furniture and New Year’s Eve becomes the perfect scorching-hot party for four.


     


     


    One Wild Night


    by Lilly Morgan


    Wild Nights (Book 1)


     


    One night a year, it’s all about sex…


    Cari Lopez has looked forward to the Wild Night Ball all year–so she could tell Kane Reese just what she thought of him for standing her up at last year’s Wild Run. The dashing heir to the New York alpha had made all the right moves, but he’d disappeared just before the fun really started, leaving her angry and embarrassed, yet aching with the memories of his hands and lips on her skin. But she’s a low-ranking werewolf from the small Miami pack, the first-generation American daughter of a Cuban janitor, and Kane is werewolf nobility. What would the heir to one of the most powerful packs in the country, the son of the reigning Alpha Rex, want with a nobody like her?


    Kane Reese wanted nothing more than to find the woman who’d haunted his dreams since last year’s Wild Run. The Wild Night Ball was supposed to be free of teeth and claws, the one night a year when it was all about joy and sex and running wild in the moonlight. But last year’s Ball had ended in bloodshed, and Kane’s duty as the next heir was to protect his pack. But with shifting pack rivalries and a rogue pack out to challenge his father’s place as the Alpha Rex, Kane hopes this year’s Wild Run won’t turn ugly. All he wants is to find that gorgeous little wolf and take her under the moonlight among the whisper of the pines…


     


     


    Captured Moon


    by Loribelle Hunt


    Lunar Mates (Book 6)


     


    A girl can’t outrun two hot werewolves…not when they’re her favorite sex fantasy come to life…


    When her marriage ends, Abby retreats into herself to lick her wounds and rebuild her life. She’s found satisfaction and some success writing stories about her favorite secret fantasies–those involving two real-life werewolf twins, Rule and Lawe. She’s happy. Mostly. But who wouldn’t welcome a little fun now and then?


    When her friends talk her into participating in a local charity auction, the line between fantasy and reality blurs as Rule and Lawe make their moves. Being pursued by two hot werewolves should have been a dream come true, but it threatens her new independence and takes her back to a time and place she’d rather forget. Abby fears things are spinning out of control with this fantasy, because in reality, a true mate is forever…


     


     


    Claiming the Moon


    by Loribelle Hunt


    Lunar Mates (Book 7)


     


    Can Clint walk away from Ellen…before it’s too late?


    Someone is stalking hunter activist Ellen Monroe. Unable to determine the stalker’s identity, Ellen’s boss insists she move into hunter headquarters until things settle down. Then he calls the last person–and the only person–Ellen wants to see.


    Clint Osborn has his own dark reasons for not claiming Ellen as his mate, but when her life is endangered, he can’t trust her safety to anyone else. Unfortunately, she’s not really safe from him either. Can he eliminate the threat before he’s forced to walk away from temptation? Or is it already too late for them both?


     


     


     


    Hunter’s Moon


    by Loribelle Hunt


    Lunar Mates (Book 8)


     


    Sex and secrets under the moonlight…


    Gia Roberts is part of a secret organization of humans who hunt rogue shifters. When her group forms a tentative alliance with the werewolf Hunters, her boss pairs her up with Anthony. Working with him is torture. He’s irritating. He gets on her last nerve. He sets her body on fire.


    Gia tries desperately to ignore the wolf, but he gets harder to resist with each passing week. When her secret past comes back, will he be able to convince her he can keep her safe? Or will she run back to the safety of her world?


     


     


    Renny’s Mate


    by Selena Illyria


     


    One Island. One Werewolf. One week of wicked sex in the sun…


    When Larissa’s given a week at her boss’s private island, she jumps at the chance for some sun, sand, and complete relaxation.


    Avoiding his family’s annual get together, Renny hops a plane for his brother’s private island. But once the werewolf in hiding spots Larissa coming out of the surf–wet, nude, and irresistible–hiding is the last thing on his mind. And the last thing he expected was to find his mate. But how can a woman like her trust the black sheep of the family who’s never committed to anything in his life?
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