
  


    [image: Cover]

  


  
    


    


    Table of Contents


    Cover


    Table of Contents


    Look for these titles from the Authors


    Title Page


    Copyright Warning


    RATED EX by Christy Gissendaner


    Chapter One


    Chapter Two


    Chapter Three


    Chapter Four


    About Christy Gissendaner


    Also by Christy Gissendaner


    CRASH ME ONCE… by Jayne Ripley


    Chapter One


    Chapter Two


    Chapter Three


    Chapter Four


    Chapter Five

    
    About Jayne Ripley


    Also by Jayne Ripley


    More Valentines Heat from Etopia Press

  


  


    


    Look for these titles from the Authors


    


    Now Available


    By Christy Gissendaner


    


    The Tybee Island Shifters Series


    In Too Deep


    In Deeper


    


    


    By Jayne Ripley


    


    The Alien Catch Series


    Captain’s Captive


    


    


    More Valentines Heat Anthologies


    


    Valentines Heat I (Paranormal/Urban Fantasy)


    Ally Shields, Nessie Strange, Keith Melton, CL Bledsoe


    


    Valentines Heat II (Historical/Contemporary Romance)


    Elizabeth Ellen Carter, Cynthia Hampton


    


    Valentines Heat III (Erotic Paranormal/Sci-Fi Romance)


    Christy Gissendaner, Jayne Ripley


    


    Valentines Heat IV (Erotic and Ménage Romance)


    Anne Lange, Nikki Dee Houston, Lyssa Jackson, Arianna Archer

  


  


    


    Valentines Heat III


    Erotic Paranormal and Sci-Fi Romance


    Christy Gissendaner


    Jayne Ripley


    


    Etopia Press

  


  


    Copyright Warning


    EBooks are not transferable. They cannot be sold, shared, or given away. The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is a crime punishable by law. No part of this book may be scanned, uploaded to or downloaded from file sharing sites, or distributed in any other way via the Internet or any other means, electronic or print, without the publisher’s permission. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000 (http://www.fbi.gov/ipr/).


    


    This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are fictitious or have been used fictitiously, and are not to be construed as real in any way. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales, or organizations is entirely coincidental.


    


    Published By


    Etopia Press


    136 S. Illinois Ave. Suite 212


    Oak Ridge, TN 37830


    http://www.etopiapress.com


    Valentines Heat III


    “Rated Ex” Copyright © 2015 by Christy Gissendaner


    “Crash Me Once…” Copyright © 2015 by Jayne Ripley


    ISBN: 978-1-941692-53-0


    


    All Rights Are Reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.


    First Etopia Press electronic publication: February 2015

  


  


    


    


    


    RATED EX by Christy Gissendaner

  


  


    


    CHAPTER ONE


    


    Rebecca Wilson cradled a glass of wine and stared at the red envelope propped in front of the chardonnay bottle sitting on her coffee table. Was the pack serious about matching the single wolves for Valentine’s Day? She’d thought the e-mail she received from Parker Lewis last week was a joke. That was until the glitter-infested, red envelope arrived in her mailbox today with the signature scrawl belonging to the alpha.


    One sip of wine followed another until the glass was drained. Lucky for her, there was another bottle waiting for her in the chiller. She’d probably need it depending on what the card revealed. Snatching the envelope between two fingers, she stared at it like it was a snake ready to bite her. Whose name would it contain? Hopefully not Charlie Baxter, the not-so-bright ex-football player who’d once tried to get in her pants at the junior prom even though she’d come with Parker, her boyfriend at the time.


    Parker. Becca sighed with regret.


    She’d broken his heart when she’d left for Boston, but he’d made his choice to stay in Raleigh, and she’d made hers. Putting her life on hold for a high school boyfriend, no matter how well matched they’d been, hadn’t been in the cards. She’d heard through the grapevine a few years back he’d met a wolf from Myrtle Beach and settled down. She ignored the reappearance of old jealousy and slid her fingernail beneath the flap of the envelope.


    Holding her breath, she pulled out the single sheet of card stock. Entwined hearts and pink ribbons decorated the border, but the name written in thick, black ink caught her attention.


    Parker Lewis.


    Becca swung her feet to the floor and reread the name. Nope, not a mistake. Parker Lewis really was the pack’s idea of her perfect mate. What sort of fucked up luck was this? Wasn’t he married by now?


    Without hesitation, she grabbed the phone and dialed her sister’s number. Emily answered on the third ring, out of breath but still annoyingly chirpy. “Emily’s Yoga Studio. How may I help you?”


    Becca rolled her eyes. “Are you seriously working out at nine o’clock, Em?”


    Emily took a deep breath. “Umm…maybe.”


    Becca’s eyes widened. “Holy shit! Are you having sex?”


    The rustle of sheets sounded through the phone line before Emily came back on. “Well, I’m not now. What’s up, Bec?”


    The thought of her little sister with a man distracted Becca from her reason for calling. “I didn’t realize you were dating anyone.”


    “I’m not.” Emily shushed her when Becca let out a surprised squeak. “I’m twenty-three. Sheesh. I’m allowed to have one-night stands, aren’t I?”


    “Is that what you’re doing?” The thought of her goody-two-shoes little sister engaging in casual sex sent the wine straight to Becca’s head. “Does Mom know?”


    Emily snorted. “Of course not. Do you think I’m stupid? Besides, he’s not a wolf. Mom would never approve.”


    Now it was Becca’s turn to take a deep breath. “Oh, Em. I’m so proud of you. A little late for teenaged rebellion, but I applaud you.”


    Emily’s tone sharpened. “Cut the crap, Becca, and tell me why you called so I can get back to the sinful piece of chocolate in my bed.”


    Becca didn’t suppose it was possible to be shocked further, but Emily succeeded in throwing her for a loop. She struggled to keep her wits together and remembered the reason she’d called. “Did you get an envelope from the pack too?”


    Emily hesitated. “Yes.”


    “Did you open it?” Becca flipped the card over and glared at the blank back.


    “Not yet.” Emily’s voice lowered. “If it’s Charlie Baxter, I swear I’m going AWOL. The rumor is his first wife left him because his willy was small.”


    “That’s ridiculous. Not that I’m interested in learning about Charlie’s willy, but how do you hear this stuff? I’m so glad I got out of Raleigh when I could.” Raleigh wasn’t a small city, but the shifter population was tiny. Everyone knew everyone, it seemed.


    “I opened mine.” Becca turned the card back to the front and rubbed her finger along the ink. Her sister would freak when she found out whose name Becca received.


    Emily gasped. “You did? Who did you get? Please, please say Charlie so I won’t be afraid to open mine.”


    Becca giggled. “It’s not Charlie. It’s worse.”


    “Who can be worse than Charlie?”


    Becca inhaled until her lungs tingled. “Parker Lewis.”


    Silence reigned on the other end of the line. Becca frowned and checked the LCD display of her handheld to be sure she hadn’t accidentally disconnected the call. “Emily?”


    “You got Parker?” Emily’s voice sounded strained, as if she were holding back tears or laughter. “Seriously?”


    “Yeah. Isn’t he married?”


    “Not anymore. He and Gayle divorced a year ago. I thought I told you when it happened.”


    Becca shrugged even though Emily couldn’t see the action. “You may have. I was so scatterbrained with the merger last year; I probably didn’t pay attention.”


    Emily snorted. “My big sister, styling and profiling. Are you a billionaire yet?”


    Becca struggled with the urge to laugh. “Not quite.”


    Although with hard work and slavish devotion to her company, she’d banked a few million. Not too shabby for a twenty-five-year-old shifter from North Carolina, if she said so herself. And she had. Usually at family reunions or the few trips she’d made back home.


    The success had gone to her head at first. The need to prove she was more than the shy, nerdy shifter with Coke bottle glasses and frizzy hair had driven her all the way to Boston on a college scholarship and earned her a fancy degree in business and a coveted internship with one of New York’s leading businessmen. She’d learned everything she could from Derrick Milton and moved on to form her own company. The success had been overwhelming. The money intimidating. But the confidence boost she’d received had been well worth the hard work.


    With the fat bank account had come the personal stylists, makeup artists, and professional hair care. Finally Becca could look in the mirror and be pleased with the reflection. The frizzy hair tamed into a sleek, dark bob. The glasses replaced with green-tinted contacts that made her muddy-brown eyes pop. Designer outfits created to flatter her slender frame, to flaunt instead of hide, replaced the jeans and baggy sweatshirts.


    Emily giggled, and a masculine murmur in the background alerted Becca to shenanigans she wasn’t prepared to relate with her sister. “I shouldn’t keep you. You’re busy.”


    Emily said a few indistinguishable words to the man and came back on the line. “I’m sorry, Bec. Zeke is getting impatient. Can we talk about this tomorrow? I’ll open my envelope in the morning and call to tell you my fate. Damned Charlie Baxter. I bet I get his name.”


    “Go enjoy your night.” The big sister in Becca reared its ugly head. “Be safe. Use protection.”


    “No, duh,” Emily answered. “I’ll call you tomorrow. Love you.”


    “Love you too.” Becca tossed the phone aside and stared at the card until her contacts dried, and the name blurred into a blob of ink.


    Parker Lewis. Hmm…


    


    * * *


    


    The shrill ringing of a phone cut through the silent garage. Parker wiped his greasy hands on a shop rag before tucking it into the back pocket of his jeans and striding over to the phone on the wall and snatching up the receiver. “Yeah.”


    An amused voice traced over the line. “My sister, huh?”


    Parker leaned a hip against the wooden paneling outside his office and grinned. Emily Wilson was like a little sister to him, the connection to Becca he’d refused to give up even though she’d left and broken his heart. “Yep.”


    “How did you pull that one off?”


    Parker glanced at the clock on the wall. Almost ten o’clock. He was used to working until almost midnight, but he needed to close up shop and get home if he planned to catch his flight in the morning. “I am the alpha, aren’t I? Suffice it to say I pulled strings with the planning committee.”


    “Do you really suppose this date will work? Becca’s intractable once she’d made up her mind.”


    Parker scratched at the stubble on his jaw and grinned. “I can be stubborn too.”


    “You’ve changed, Parker. I’ll grant you that. Hell, I’d jump your bones if it weren’t for my sister, but the big, burly alpha male isn’t exactly Becca’s type.”


    Doubt was an emotion he couldn’t afford to feel. Not now. Not when he’d finally decided to stop ignoring his obsession with his first love and get her out of his system once and for all.


    Seeing Becca, reconciling the memory of her with the present, was the only way he could move on with his life. She’d ruined his marriage, making him incapable of seeing Gayle as anything other than Becca’s stand-in. For what should be a case of puppy love, his fascination with her hadn’t faded. He’d have Becca once and for all, and move on. Simple as that. “What is her type?”


    “Actually Becca doesn’t seem to have one. She bounces from guy to guy, and they’re never the same. Maybe she should install a revolving door in her bedroom.”


    “Emily.” Parker growled out a warning. “You’d better be teasing me.”


    “Chill, dude.” Emily’s laughter grated on his already thin nerves. “You know I am. Becca’s always been a prude. You should’ve heard her when she found out about Zeke. I swear, you would’ve thought I was talking to my mother.”


    “Emily,” Parker said again. “Get back to Becca. I have no wish to learn about your flirtation with Zeke. It’s bad enough listening to him yap about you all day at the shop.”


    Emily cleared her throat. “Becca’s only had a couple serious boyfriends. You, and a guy she met in college. It didn’t work out. She moved to New York, and they broke up.”


    Pain lanced his heart. “Sounds familiar.”


    Emily must’ve realized she’d put her foot in her mouth, and she cleared her throat a second time. “Ahem. Moving on. Since then, she’s gone on a few dates but nothing serious. As far as I’m aware, she’s still a virgin.”


    He knew for a fact she was not, but no need to enlighten Becca’s little sister about their sexual history. “Will she even talk to me? Or am I flying to Boston to make a fool of myself?”


    “You’re flying to Boston?”


    Heat touched his cheeks. Damn, he hadn’t meant to let that slip. “Yeah. In the morning.”


    Emily’s voice softened. “You’re really serious about Becca, aren’t you?”


    “I want to see her. She avoids me whenever she comes home. It’s time she owns up to her actions.”


    Emily sighed. “What she did was wrong. A fool could see you two were the perfect match, but she needed to leave Raleigh. She had to prove herself.”


    “She was perfect already,” Parker muttered.


    “To you and me. Not to herself.” With expected Emily-style wisdom, she dug to the heart of the matter. “You don’t realize how she struggled with self-image. She needed to do it. Like you need to see her to move on, she needed to stretch her wings and make a new life.”


    “By leaving me behind?” The pain of betrayal made his words harsher than intended. “She didn’t give me a chance to follow her.”


    “She didn’t want you to give up your own life. You had your father’s garage and your precious cars. Look, Parker, I don’t want to fight with you. I need you to understand my sister cares about you. She always has. Don’t hurt her just because you can.”


    Guilt filled him. He had planned to hurt her. After he fucked her senseless. “I can’t make any promises.”


    “Parker, don’t make me come over there and kick your ass. You may be the alpha, but I fight dirty.”


    He chuckled. “I know you do.” God love her, but Emily always amused him, especially when she tried to be big and bad. “Night, Emily.”


    “Night, Parker.”


    After hanging up the phone, Parker moved his gaze around the garage. After his pops had died, he’d inherited the title of alpha and a large steel building that housed some of Raleigh’s most expensive cars. Hot rods, old Ford trucks, and priceless imports filled the bays in a mixture of shiny paint and chrome. He loved cars, enjoyed taking them apart and putting them back together again.


    Emily was right. At eighteen, he hadn’t wanted to leave the garage or his family behind. Even then, he’d assumed the cancer would take his father, and he hadn’t wanted to lose a single moment with him. His mom needed Parker to be strong, to hold the pieces together when their lives fell apart. But now Mom had moved on with a new husband, and Parker was finally free to pursue his own life.


    His gaze landed on his current project illuminated by the overhead fluorescent lighting. His father’s ’66 Ford Mustang Fastback V8. The carburetor was shot, but Parker had located a replacement. Installing the new part was all that was left, and the baby would be ready to drive. He’d planned to gift it to his mother for her birthday, since it was the car his father had used for their first date, but it would have to wait. First, he needed to get to Boston and prove to Becca that she’d been wrong to leave him.

  


  


    


    


    


    CHAPTER TWO


    


    Her headache the next morning, before she even opened her eyes, signaled to Becca that she’d drunk too much wine the night before. Drowning the memories in alcohol was a foolish thing to do. Made even more imprudent by the yearbook she’d found gripped in her hand when she awoke. Why in the hell had she brought it out of storage? Reading the note Parker had written on the first page made her emotional, forcing her to relive those terrible first days in Boston.


    She hadn’t meant to hurt him, but he wouldn’t leave Raleigh, and she didn’t want to be trapped in their hometown. It wasn’t fair to ask him to wait, so she’d ended their relationship. He’d been her first kiss. Her first love. Her first sexual experience. True, they’d been nothing but two geeky kids then, but he’d been so sweet, so gentle with her, that even now the memory of him whispering her name over and over again made her ache.


    When he’d looked at her, he didn’t seem to see the shy, nerdy shifter. She’d seen the reflection of what she might be in his gaze, and it scared her, made her leave him behind and bury her feelings for him.


    She’d been stupid. She never should’ve let him go. He’d sworn he’d wait for her, and she should’ve listened. But it was too late now. Seven years too late.


    She sat up and put her palm to her forehead. Somehow she’d stripped and ended up naked in bed. Thank goodness she didn’t have a meeting planned for Saturday. She’d have all weekend to recover from her hangover and get her life in order before she tackled another hectic week.


    Saturday. February fourteenth.


    Shit! Valentine’s Day.


    She’d received an e-mail reminder from the pack’s planning committee after she’d gotten off the phone with her sister, requesting her presence in Raleigh for the annual celebration. She’d sent a brief response, detailing the reasons it was impossible for her to attend. The short notice gave her no chance to book a flight. She had meetings scheduled all weekend. She’d even pulled the sick card, but she hadn’t received an answer, and it set her on edge. The pack’s edicts were not usually something she would ignore, but self-preservation forced her into rash behavior.


    Ignoring an order of the pack or the alpha was punishable by public shaming. No member was allowed to be insubordinate. The lack of communication troubled her. Why hadn’t Emily called to warn her about her impending doom? Something wasn’t right, and Becca wouldn’t rest easy until she learned her fate.


    She reached for her phone, but a knock on the door drew her attention. Who would be here so early in the morning? She glanced at the clock and grimaced. OK, so who would be here at noon? She hadn’t slept so late in years. No wonder her spine felt out of alignment.


    Another pounding on the door made the hairs stand up on the back of her neck. The knock was commanding, almost overly so. Lifting her head, she sniffed the air. Tentative, scared before she even had reason to be.


    Holy shit. Parker!


    She attempted to untangle the sheets from her legs but ended up sprawled on the floor, naked as the day she was born with the covers twisted around her. She swatted at the mess of blankets and sheets until she freed her limbs.


    “Becca, you have three seconds to open this door, or I’m breaking it down.”


    When had Parker’s voice gotten so deep? And more to the point, why was he at her door threatening to break it down? “I’m coming,” she called out and searched the room for something to throw on.


    “One,” Parker called out. “Two.”


    She squeaked and snatched a sheet off the bed and wrapped it around her body. Tripping over the length of Egyptian cotton, she stumbled through the condo and opened the door right as “Three” tumbled from Parker’s lips.


    She braced against the door with one hand and gripped the sheet tightly with the other. Parker stood before her. Not the Parker she remembered, but some beefed-up version of him that stunned her into silence. Well-formed lips tilted at the corners, drawing her attention to the strong, bearded jaw, and up to the warm honey eyes that were the only part of him she recognized. Where was the acne and floppy, brown hair? When had the skinny wolf transformed into the muscular hunk standing before her now?


    She swallowed hard and opened her mouth. “Didn’t you get my e-mail?”


    He brushed past her and entered her condo. “Nice place.” He surveyed the room briefly, before turning to meet her gaze. “And yes, I did. The planning committee forwarded it early this morning.”


    She shut the door and used both hands to hitch up the sheet. “As you can see, I wasn’t expecting visitors.”


    His gaze dropped, and a slow smile blossomed. With it came the answering heat between her legs and a tingle in her belly. She battled back the desire. No, absolutely not. She wouldn’t let his unexpectedly hot body turn her from her chosen course.


    Parker tucked his hands into the pockets of his well-worn jeans. The motion flexed his biceps and strained the seams of his short-sleeved black T-shirt. Her tongue felt like cotton, so Becca rubbed it along the roof of her mouth and gathered her nerve. “Why are you here?”


    He stepped forward and placed his boot on the trailing end of the sheet, effectively trapping her in place. “You got my name.”


    “And?” She tugged on the sheet but failed to budge it. “I was busy. Besides, we’ve already dated. It didn’t work out. Pairing us up was a crazy thing for the committee to do.”


    “Was it?” He arched an eyebrow. “You want me. Don’t deny it.”


    Her mouth fell open. “I barely know you now.”


    “I haven’t changed.”


    She moved the sweaty clump of fabric to one hand and held out her palm. “Bullshit. Look at you. You’re…you’re…”


    He grinned and bracketed his arms around her, putting his hands against the wall behind her head to hold her in place. “What am I?”


    “Hot. You’re fucking sizzling, OK? Is that what you needed me to say?”


    He dipped his head and brought his lips tantalizingly close to hers. “You are too. I like your hair.”


    She ignored the sense of pride his words gave her and focused on the situation at hand. “Why did you come here, Parker? Really. You can’t be hard up for a date.”


    “No,” he agreed. “But I am hard up for you.”


    “Obviously.” She hadn’t missed the bulge between his legs. Even in high school, his size had been impressive. One of the reasons she’d been so scared to finally have sex with him. What eighteen-year-old virgin wouldn’t have been intimidated by an eight-inch dick? “Let’s keep things simple. No sex. No date. You fulfilled your end of the bargain just by giving it a shot. The planning committee should be satisfied.”


    “The committee doesn’t know I’m here. They let you off the hook despite your pathetically weak excuses. What sort of millionaire can’t obtain a last-minute ticket home? I saw through your attempt to avoid me. You can’t hide from me forever, Becs.”


    She ignored the pain the familiar nickname brought. “What is your angle here? You can’t be serious about me.”


    “Why can’t I?” The blunt end of his thumb traced her cheekbone. “I wanted to see you. Seven years is too long to wait for a second chance.”


    She touched her tongue to her bottom lip. “Is that what you want? A second chance?”


    He came closer, his lips almost touching hers. “I want you to scream my name again.”


    She narrowed her eyes. “Once. I did that one time, Parker, and you wouldn’t let me live it down.”


    “I loved it.” His gaze captured hers, dark and searching and somewhat wounded. “It was unbelievably sexy. Let me hear it again.”


    She had no doubts he’d wring cries of ecstasy from her. It had been over a year since she’d had sex, and her hormones went on full-scale alert with the presence of a male wolf. If she’d worn panties, they would be soaked. Just the scent of him, woodsy and earthy and tinged with grease, made her remember afternoons spent in each other’s arms on the couch in his father’s office. They’d been young, but they’d been good together. Hot and passionate and unable to keep their hands off each other. “But you married her.”


    “I did.” His gaze grew turbulent, the honey depths swirling into a riveting pattern of gold. “She wasn’t you.”


    Despite everything, jealousy made her lash out. “You said you would wait for me.”


    His eyebrows lowered, and his mouth tightened. “You never gave me a reason to. In fact, you did everything in your power to ensure you never saw me again. I can’t count the number of times you ignored my calls, returned my letters unopened, hid from me if you happened to show up in Raleigh. What was I supposed to do, Becca? Tell me. What? You never gave me a chance to prove myself to you.”


    Moisture tickled her eyelids. “It wasn’t fair to you. Don’t you think I realize that? But I had to do it. I had to come here and become someone different.”


    He slammed his palm into the wall beside her ear. “Goddamn it, Becca! I loved you. I fucking loved you, and I never got over you. I’ve spent the last two thousand, three hundred and seventy-two days thinking of nothing but you. That’s a lot of hours, Becca, of waiting for someone who never came.”


    “I know, and I’m sorry.” He’d kept count of the days since she’d left? She done it too, hoping the day would come when she didn’t miss him. “I—”


    “I’m tired of your excuses,” he exploded. “I’m not taking no for an answer, so you’d better be damned sure you’re ready for me.”


    Their lips met in a fiery clash. She lost her grip on the sheet and clung to him instead, her nails curling into the firm skin near his neck. He hooked his hands around her thighs and lifted her into his arms. Her legs went around his waist and held on tight. She was naked and kissing Parker, and she didn’t care. All she craved was the release he could give her, the intense afterglow of truly good shifter sex.


    She wrenched her lips from his. “I don’t want this to be a mistake. I can’t lead you on.”


    “Fuck, Becca,” he growled into her ear. “Feel me. I’m about to come just looking at you. This isn’t a mistake. Nothing that feels this good could be wrong.”


    Her doubts slid away on a warm sea of lust-induced oblivion. She wanted him inside her, his cock buried deep and stroking the sensitive parts no one but him had reached. She rubbed her lower body against him. His zipper scratched her thighs, but she didn’t care. The sensation doubled the pleasure. He possessed the ability to soothe the ache she’d carried around for years.


    She ran her hands along his shoulders, seeking the unfamiliar shape of him, taut biceps, firm pectorals, and a ridged abdomen. He’d obviously been a late bloomer, and she was sad she hadn’t been around to witness the transformation. With the buzzed haircut, short beard, and thick muscles, he resembled a badass biker. Nothing like the skinny boy she’d met in a debate club match and fallen for.


    Parker moved his hands to his waist and unfastened his jeans. He delved within his boxers and exposed his cock. God, yes. She rolled her hips forward so that her dampness slid easily along every inch of the hard length of his shaft. A porn actress couldn’t have accomplished the moan that sprang from Becca’s lips in that instant. She felt his velvety steel hardness, thick as her wrist and as long as her forearm. How had she ever thought someone else could satisfy her after she’d had Parker?


    Parker dropped her legs to the floor, and she cried out in disappointment. “No!”


    He gave her a slow smile, one that weakened her knees and made her slump against the wall. “It’s not over.” He pulled the shirt over his head and tossed it aside. Tightly packed muscle delineated every inch of his chest. Rows of perfect abs with a healthy, golden glow and rock hard biceps were just the start of the most perfect body she’d ever seen.


    She’d hoped he would remove his jeans and boxers, but he kept them on and crouched before her. “Spread your legs.”


    She did as he commanded, the sweet warmth within her unfolding with anticipation. He stared at the trim patch of hair between her legs before dipping his head and swiping his tongue along her slit. She cried out and gripped his shoulders. “Oh my God, Parker.”


    This was new. Most definitely not something they’d done in high school, but he’d obviously practiced. Each swipe of his tongue, every nibble of his lips, brought her closer to losing control. Her nerves were shredded by the time he lifted his head and glanced at her with reddened lips. “Good?”


    “Amazing.” She let out another long sigh when he resumed, this time scraping his teeth along the edge of her sensitized clit. She wanted to come, but not like this. “Stop.”


    He listened to her, but kept his face buried between her thighs. “You’re killing me.”


    The words tickled her skin. She crouched down and cupped his face, leaning in for a sweet kiss. She tasted her arousal, tangy and salty, and licked his bottom lip. “This is amazing, but I want to come with you inside me.”


    The years slid away, and she remembered what it was like to be with Parker. He was different yet the same. He lifted his hands and caressed her cheek. The knuckles were calloused, but his touch was gentle, fleeting. “I fooled myself into imagining it was over, the thing between me and you. Surely my memory was mistaken; you couldn’t have been as perfect as I remembered. I was wrong. You’re better.”


    She covered his hand with hers and wondered what he’d done to make his hands so rough. How many times had he tinkered with his cars until his fingers bled? She’d seen firsthand the love he’d had for his job even as a teenager. “It can’t be more than today, Parker. Don’t say things you’ll regret.”


    “I’ve never regretted a word I’ve said to you in the past, and I don’t plan to start now.” His eyes snapped fire, and he gripped her hips with a strength she didn’t resist. “I’ve had years to get over you, but you haunted me no matter what I tried. Marrying Gayle was a mistake. I wanted her to be you, but she wasn’t and I broke her heart the way you’d once broken mine. It’s ridiculous of me to come here, spout nonsense to you, but I swear it’s the truth. I doubt I’ll ever get over losing you, but I’ve got to try. Got to have you once more, and maybe I can walk away.”


    She didn’t want him to walk away. Never had. She’d been unable to face his decision to stay in North Carolina, so she’d been the strong one. She’d put an end to it. But their fate was in her hands now. Go on half living, pretending with the men she went on dates with, or do something about it. She could have sex with Parker and hope it was enough to carry her through the remainder of her existence.


    She slid her palms over his shoulders. “Like a Band-Aid? We yank it off and hope the pain’s gone tomorrow?”


    His thighs bracketed hers, and his cock remained erect, jutting out from a nest of dark, curly hair. The moment was wrought with tension, and the silence was untenable. He kept his hands on her hips, his fingers curled into her skin as if to hold her in place—almost as if he worried she would run if given half the chance. “That’s the plan.”


    “So what, you came all the way to Boston to fuck me, hoping it would help you get over me?” She gripped the hair near her temples and covered her eyes with her fists. “That came out wrong. I didn’t mean to sound conceited.”


    He tugged her hands away from her hair and face. “I understand what you meant. The girl I loved is in there still. I see her. But I realize you’re different. Not just physically. You never used to stand up to me. Coming here was good for you. It hurt like hell, but you had to do what was right for you. I can’t blame you for that. I just needed one last time, to know and expect your rejection, instead of it being thrown in my face without having a chance to react.”


    She couldn’t bear for him to look at her. Parker was too intuitive by half. Like he’d said, the boy she’d loved was still there beneath the sexy packaging. “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation naked.”


    His lips curled into a grin. “I can’t believe we never tried it before.” He stood and reached for her hand. “Come.”


    She put her palm against his, relished the warmth of his rough skin, and he pulled her up. Their bodies collided, flesh against flesh, and the kiss began anew. It was a slow, seeking kiss, one guaranteed to set her nerves aflame. Finally, after all this time.


    Parker cupped her ass and pressed into her. The rounded head of his cock rested against her belly, damp with precum. She arched her spine, desperate to feel more. It would be a long day, one she’d waited for forever.

  


  


    


    


    


    CHAPTER THREE


    


    Parker held Becca, contented enough just to touch her, but knowing she was his, at least for the day, made his cock ache with anticipation. The beast within him uncoiled, releasing a silent howl that echoed through Parker’s skull. Soon, he promised his wolf. She’s ours again.


    At least for the next few hours.


    He shoved away thoughts of what would come and focused on the shifter in his arms. Becca’s chin-length hair skimmed his chest as she dipped her head and pressed a kiss above his heart. His pulse beat in triple time. He wanted this, wanted her, with a vengeance that bordered on pain.


    So why go slow?


    No answer to his silent question. Only that he’d wait forever if that’s what she required. Becca seemed to want to take it slow, and he’d take her any way he could.


    He kicked aside the abandoned pile of clothing and pulled her toward the open doorway of her bedroom. He’d seen the massive four-poster when he’d first entered the condo. The rumpled blankets held the scent of her, sweet like honeysuckle. They’d never had sex in a bed, and if they were never together again, he planned to do it right. Trite, but he wanted to savor every experience with her. They’d been kids before, rushing to finish before they were caught. Now they were grown, with no one to interrupt them. Maybe that was why he didn’t rush.


    Hours and hours of tasting her, caressing her skin, making her moan his name. God, yes. He wanted that and so much more.


    Becca broke away from him and reached the bed first, attempting to straighten the tangled bedclothes. He chuckled at the sight of her rounded ass high in the air as she bent over and struggled to replace the fitted sheet. But the look she gave him over her shoulder, seductive as hell, forced him forward. He rubbed against her, his cock settling in the cleft of her ass.


    “Mmm,” Becca moaned and pushed back. His cock found the wetness between her thighs and almost slid home. He pivoted his hips at the last moment and continued to rub his erection on her.


    “Parker,” she said with a groan. “More.”


    He wasn’t a fool. Although she was probably on birth control, he needed a condom. The risk of pregnancy was too great to ignore. For a moment, he almost forewent one. He wanted a child with her, a baby with her smile and his eyes. Pain struck him in the center of his chest.


    Goddamn it. He wasn’t over her. Being with her now wasn’t helping. Nothing was going to plan, but desire was an out-of-control train, barreling down the tracks without hope of stopping.


    He gripped her hips and calmed her bucking movements. She wanted him. Obviously. Should he give it to her? Or turn and leave, tearing apart her world like she’d once done to him?


    The fact the thought crossed his mind was a sign of how far he’d sunk. He actually considered hurting her, to make her sense an iota of what he had when she’d left at eighteen.


    “Parker?” Becca turned to look at him. Her green-tinted eyes roamed his face. “What’s wrong?”


    He debated the wisdom of remaining here. He’d thought it was what he wanted, but he’d never get over her. Would it kill him anew when she kicked him out later? He was strong, much tougher than he’d been as a kid, but was he powerful enough to face a future without her?


    She twisted and touched his cheek. She slid her fingers down and toyed with the short ends of his beard. “You seem worried. Don’t be.”


    How like her to care about his feelings now, when she’d once made him feel like shit. Time to regain control, or he’d hate himself for being a pussy. He gripped her wrists and twisted them behind her back. He took her lips in a punishing kiss, his hard and insistent over hers, his tongue delving inside the warm depths of her mouth. He tasted blood and realized it was his own. He’d cut his lip on his teeth, which had elongated, turning more canine than human.


    The tenuous hold he kept on his control became a rapidly unraveling string. The last thread snapped, and he allowed the beast within to take over. Oxygen rattled in and out of his lungs, but not enough to prevent a shortness of breath.


    Becca didn’t retreat. She matched him, not in strength but in determination. She held steady, her lips clinging to his and tiny moans escaping her throat. Always so courageous in the face of the unknown. She thought she knew him, but she had no idea how long he’d plotted this, planned to have her in his arms and punish her. He wasn’t malicious enough to wish her harm, but he would use every weapon at his disposal. Right now sex was his strongest weapon.


    He trapped her between the mattress and his thighs. He smelled her arousal, tasted it on his lips with every swipe of his tongue against hers. Sharp and bittersweet, a reminder of the past and how much he wished things were the same as they’d once been. But then they wouldn’t have grown, wouldn’t have experienced more than life had offered them. With her, he wouldn’t have realized how great an alpha he could be, how talented a mechanic. Cars were his passion, but Becca was his life. He’d give it all up for her. It scared him how much he wanted to.


    Becca pulled back as far as he would allow and stared up at him. The six-inch height difference between them seemed negligible. The rush of her breath moved across his bearded cheek. He sensed the race of her pulse. They were connected in a way only mates could be.


    “Parker, I—”


    He cut her off with another kiss. He didn’t want to hear the excuses. Didn’t want to listen to the denials sure to come. Just this once, he would pretend they were a couple again, and nothing mattered but the two of them.


    He used one hand to keep her wrists behind her back and used the other to touch her nipple. It puckered beneath his touch, a pale rose color against the golden flesh of her torso. Becca’s breasts were small and rounded, little more than a handful, but perfect. He cupped one in his palm, kneading her breast and relishing the hitch of her breath.


    Too gentle, he reminded himself. He wanted to take her hard and fast, bring them both to a screaming release, and then walk away. Why couldn’t he keep his reason for being here in the forefront of his mind?


    He picked her up and placed her on the bed. Before she spoke, he crawled over her, trapping her beneath his weight. He put his hand behind her knee and pulled it up, opening her thighs and moving between them. “Condom?” he questioned.


    Her eyes widened, the brown showing through the green in the bright glow of her bedside lamp. “I don’t have one.”


    “Be right back.” He hurried back to his discarded jeans and snagged one out of his pocket. He’d suspected it, and he was glad to see she wasn’t the type to keep protection in her condo. Surely that meant she didn’t sleep around, just like Emily had suggested.


    He didn’t care. He was here to get what he wanted and then head back to Raleigh.


    He ripped open the packaging and slid the latex over his cock before returning to her. She waited on the bed for him. The slightly splayed legs and seductive expression on her face jolted him to attention. God, she was so fucking sexy.


    He returned to his earlier position, on top of her, his cock nestled among the tiny curls shielding her pussy. The latex didn’t dull the sensation one bit. He slid into her and was shocked to realize she was as tight as he remembered. “Becca,” he said with a groan and slid deeper.


    She drew her knees up and encircled his waist, rolling her hips up and down and matching each of his strokes. The give and take of the motion shook his self-control, thoughts of how well suited they still were threatening to overtake him.


    No. His life was in Raleigh. Hers was here.


    “Parker!” she gasped into his ear. The sound was music to his soul.


    His palms shaped her body, memorizing the new dips and curves. Her hips were wider, her thighs leaner, but her breasts were exactly the same. Rounded like peaches and just as sweet. He slid one hand beneath her and gripped her ass. He rode her hard, his cock pounding in and out in a hasty rhythm. She gave as good as she got, never slowing the momentum of their rocking hips.


    It wasn’t enough. The missionary position, the vanilla sex wouldn’t stick with her long after he was gone. He needed to make their time together memorable, needed to brand their time together into her consciousness.


    “Turn over,” he commanded as he withdrew his cock from her body. He checked to make sure the condom was still in place while she rolled onto her belly.


    Her ass, plump and heart-shaped, greeted his gaze. He touched the V-shaped crevice at the top and trailed his fingers down to the tight button between her cheeks. Bending his forefinger, he rubbed a knuckle against her anus, and her moans were enough of a signal for him to continue.


    Never had he tried anal play with Becca. What eighteen-year-old would’ve? Probably not very many. But with experience, he’d learned what women liked, and he was sure he could please her. He rubbed in slow, leisurely circles while he drifted his other hand to her pussy. He slid a finger inside her, stroking in and out of her wet channel, and continued to toy with the bud between the cheeks of her ass.


    Becca bucked against his hands, clutching the sheets and writhing like the wild animal she could become. His eyes took on a luminescent glow, and he blinked to clear the canine reaction, but it didn’t put a halt to his lust. Becca arched her spine and let out an animalistic growl. Mere human desire gave way to the overwhelming passion of her beast.


    With the tip of his forefinger, he prodded her anus. The ruched tissue separated to allow entrance, and he teased the edges. Becca tensed, but when she didn’t demur, he continued. In and out, slow and easy, he let her adjust to his finger.


    With his other hand, he sought her clit and found it. He plucked the hooded flap of skin and positioned himself behind her. “Get on your knees.”


    She scrambled to obey, and when she was before him, her pussy dripping and her ass high in the air, he entered her. He slid his cock into her anus as slowly as possible. His size could hurt any woman, even a shifter.


    “Parker!” Becca gasped out. The muscles in her shoulders and back stood out in stark relief. Her arms locked, her body visibly trembling as he moved within her.


    He paused. “Am I hurting you?”


    She dropped her forehead to the mattress but kept her ass at the same level. “A little, but I don’t want you to stop.”


    Fierce possession took hold of him. “Have you done this before, allowed someone to fuck you in the ass?”


    Her fingers curled against the sheet. Her knuckles turned white. “Never.”


    Good. He kept the word silent, content enough with her admission. Being new to anal sex, it was best he didn’t give his entire cock to her. Instead he played with only a couple inches, moving in and out in an easy rhythm.


    Becca didn’t let him go slow for long. Her hips rocked against his, taking him deeper and deeper with each rock. “Fuck, Parker. It feels so good.”


    “For me too, baby.” Christ, where did the endearment come from? He hadn’t thought of her in that way since she’d left. Her ass stretched taut around his cock. He watched his dick slide in and out of her. She gripped him like the tightest of vises. Holy shit, he was going to come if he didn’t slow down.


    His balls tightened, and the impending orgasm rocketed through his veins. Before he held back, he buried his full length inside her. Becca’s scream tore through the room, blending with his loud howl. He gripped her hips and held her still as he emptied himself into the condom. Becca twitched before him, her gasps and pants reassuring him that she’d found release too.


    Once the climax ended, he carefully moved out of her. He discarded the condom in the wastebasket he’d seen near her bed and helped Becca onto her side. “Did I hurt you?”


    Her gaze met his. Wide-eyed and unblinking, she shook her head from side to side. “No.”


    “You say that as if you’re not sure.” He’d hate himself if he’d hurt her. Emotionally he could deal with, but not physically.


    “Why did you come here?”


    He sighed. “I told you.”


    She raised herself onto her right hip and propped her head on her hand. “I never imagined I would have sex with you again. Hard to fathom.”


    He’d suspected the regret would come, but he’d figured he would have until tomorrow. “I’ll get my things and go.”


    She placed the palm of her other hand on the center of his chest and pressed down. “Stay. We need to talk.”


    “Look, Becca. It was stupid of me to come here. I get that. I’ll get out of your hair, and we can forget this ever happened.”


    She draped her body over his. “I can’t stop you from leaving if that’s what you really want, but I wish you’d stay. At least for the day.”


    He frowned. “You want to spend Valentine’s Day with me?”


    Her cheeks turned pink, but she continued to hold his gaze. “It would be silly for you to come all this way without seeing the city. You’ve never been here, have you?”


    He hadn’t, although he’d wished it a thousand times, searched Boston on the Internet, and memorized the landmarks, wondering if Becca had visited any of them. “My flight isn’t until later this afternoon. I guess I can stay for a little while.”


    She smiled, and it sucked the soul right out of him. It would be so easy to fall under her spell again. Somehow, the thought didn’t worry him as much as it should.

  


  


    


    


    


    CHAPTER FOUR


    


    The day was cold but sunny. Becca stood near a pond in Boston Common and watched Parker soak in the sights. They’d walked for several hours, stopping for lunch at a food truck and eating as they strolled. He looked so casual yet stuck out like a sore thumb. In a city of professionals and metrosexuals, his rugged good looks and hewn body almost seemed out of place.


    He wore no coat, only the black T-shirt and jeans he’d arrived in. Their shifter blood kept them warm, but Parker’s inability to blend in drilled home the differences between her old life and new. In their small corner of Raleigh, shifters ran about in winter as if the cold didn’t bother them. Here, in Boston, where the shifter population was much smaller, she struggled to maintain a purely human appearance, which included dressing for the seasons.


    But she didn’t begrudge the sight of his tanned biceps peeping past the hem of his shirt and the uber-masculine sight before her. The stressed denim clung to his backside and taut thighs. His back was to her, so she looked her fill. It was hard to reconcile the man before her with the boy who’d once professed his love to her in a high, squeaky voice. Being the alpha agreed with him, had shaped him into a very desirable man.


    Sunlight glinted off the water and the metal frames of the sunglasses he wore. He looked like an action movie star, all brooding good looks and bulging muscles. Even the beard he sported increased his deadly appeal, and she’d been the one in bed with him earlier. To look at him now, she wondered how it had happened. How had he looked at her and wanted her?


    She lifted her thumb to her mouth and nibbled on the nail. Doubts assailed her. Was it idiotic to wish for more? She was settled here. A long-distance relationship was out of the question. She wouldn’t force him to be faithful to someone he only saw a few times a year.


    He turned, and she lowered her hand. She couldn’t see his eyes behind the dark lenses, but the tense features and set shoulders told her he’d been considering the same dilemma. Although they were mere feet apart, an ocean seemed to separate them. She opened her mouth, but no words came. What could she say that hadn’t been said before? Neither should be forced to uproot their life, but she hated feeling like this, like she was making a mistake.


    He broke first, shaking his head as if to clear it and striding over to join her. He tucked his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “Should we go? It’s getting late. I have to hurry if I’m going to make it to the airport in time.”


    It was on the tip of her tongue to ask him to stay longer, to never leave her. Instead she smiled and nodded. “Sure.”


    The walk should’ve taken fifteen minutes, but instead time seemed to fly by. She started to speak several times but remained silent. It wasn’t fair to ask him for more. She’d been the one to leave. She’d been the one who hadn’t given their relationship a chance. Resolving to stay strong, she led him to her apartment. “Do you want me to give you a lift to the airport?”


    He removed his sunglasses when they entered the shadowed foyer of her building. Something akin to anger and pain burned in his eyes, but it was gone immediately. She must’ve imagined it. “I can call a cab.”


    “Are you sure? It’s no trouble.” Even if it was only a ride to the airport, she wanted to have more time with him.


    He stopped and stared at her. “What are you doing?”


    Nerves settled in the pit of her stomach. She crossed her arms over her chest in a self-protective gesture. “What do you mean?”


    Parker tucked the glasses in his back pocket and took her hand. He tugged her forward and bent down to put his nose next to hers. “You’re looking at me like you used to.”


    “Am I?” She bit her lip and prayed for the strength to hold firm. “I don’t mean to.”


    He narrowed his eyes. “That’s the problem. You never mean to do anything. You never meant to hurt me. You never meant to ruin what we had. It happens anyway.”


    The unexpected venom made her hackles rise. “What are you saying? Are you implying that I’m playing with you?”


    “I’m not implying anything.” His lips twisted into a cruel smile. “I’m saying you don’t know what you’re doing. You’re not prepared to be with me, yet you don’t want me to leave.”


    “I…I didn’t say that,” she argued.


    “You didn’t have to.” His smile slid away. “I should go. Coming here was a mistake.”


    Her body, which still pleasurably ached from their earlier lovemaking, proved otherwise, but pain blinded her to reality. “It was your decision, Parker. Not mine. No one asked you to come here.”


    He’d turned, but at her words he pivoted back to face her. “You’re right. I took it upon myself to come here. This time, it was me making the mistake. I’d call us even now.”


    She curled her fingers into her palms and kept silent as he left. Pleas leaped to her lips, but she bit them back. He needed to go. It was the only sensible thing to do. The only problem was she didn’t want to be sensible. She wanted…Parker.


    A group of women crowded the door, but she shoved past and searched the sidewalk for any sign of him. She didn’t see him. Surely he hadn’t hailed a cab that fast? She looked right and left, desperate to catch sight of him. She didn’t want him to leave angry, couldn’t let him get on the plane without trying to make him understand.


    Her cell phone was in her pocket, and she dug it out. After dialing her sister’s number, she impatiently waited for Emily to pick up. It seemed ages before she finally did. “Hiya, sis.”


    Becca sucked in a deep breath. “I need you to call Parker for me. Tell him not to leave Boston.”


    “Why?”


    Becca growled a warning. “Emily, I don’t have time for this. Parker is on his way to the airport, and I need to see him before he leaves. You’ve stayed in contact with him. Call him, and tell him to wait for me.”


    Emily sighed. “OK, but can I just say you two have a seriously messed-up relationship? Why can’t you admit—”


    “Emily! Focus. I need you to call him before it’s too late.” Becca was on the verge of panicking. Tears clogged her throat, and she turned away from the stream of passersby and leaned her shoulder against the brick facade of her building. “I love him, and I don’t want him to leave. I was young and stupid before. I’m not anymore. I know what I want, and it’s him. He’s all I ever wanted.”


    “Just to be sure,” Emily asked. “It is Parker Lewis we’re talking about. The boy whose heart you ripped into a hundred pieces and stomped on?”


    Becca rubbed her forehead. “Yes. I was a bitch to him. I realize that. But I want to make it right. He’s the one. The only one. I can’t let him leave.”


    Emily chuckled. “I figured this would happen when he told me he was flying to Boston.”


    “You knew, and you didn’t warn me?” Becca moved the phone from her ear and stared at it for a moment before putting it back. “You’re a rotten sister.”


    “You love me anyway,” Emily chirped. “I got Charlie’s name after all, so if anyone asks I’ve got the flu. It appeared practically overnight.” Emily faked a couple of coughs.


    Becca tutted. “I’m sorry, Em.”


    “Oh well. At least I can help you find romance this year.” Emily rattled off a string of numbers. “It hasn’t changed. I imagine he kept the same number in the hopes you would call him one day.”


    “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you! I owe you for this.” Becca hung up and hurriedly dialed Parker’s number. She waited through the rings, crossing her fingers and hoping he had his phone turned on. He’d had it with him, but it hadn’t rung the entire day. When it went to voice mail, her hopes deflated.


    After hanging up, she redialed his number and prayed he would answer. The call went to voice mail again. With no other recourse, she waited for the beep and prepared to leave a message she’d hoped she could say in person. “Hey, Parker. It’s me. Becca. I tried to catch you before you left, but…well, you can tell I didn’t get you. I wanted to say I’m sorry. Fuck, that’s not it really. I wanted to say I love you. Not just then but now. I saw you, and I just knew. You’re still the one for me. It’s crazy of me to throw this on you, but I want another chance with you. Don’t shut me out. Call me. Please.”


    She pressed end on the call and sighed. When someone touched her shoulder, she yelped and spun around. “Oh, Parker!”


    His expression turned serious. “Did you mean it?”


    “You heard it?” Her cheeks warmed with chagrin when he nodded. “I meant every word. I never should’ve left. I’ll do anything if you’ll give me another a chance.”


    “But you’re here, and I’m in Raleigh. It’ll never work. I won’t ask you to move home.”


    She shook her head. “I don’t care where I live. I only want to be with you.”


    He pulled away when she would’ve hugged him. “Is this a joke? Was it really that simple?”


    She wiped her tears, pretending the moisture dampening her cheeks didn’t exist. “I’m sorry for not realizing what I’d given up and for avoiding you all this time. I want to come home. I want to be with you. I love you, Parker, and I hope you can forgive me.”


    He tilted his head to the side and studied her. “You really mean it?”


    She nodded. “Completely.”


    He whooped and grabbed her behind the thighs, lifting her into his arms and rubbing his cheek into her belly. “You’re coming back with me.”


    She laughed and looked down at him. “Well, there are a few things I have to take care of first, but then yes. I’m coming home.”


    Parker lowered her to the ground. Her body slid against the hard planes of his form, and heat poured through her. He touched her cheek gently, reverently. “I’ll catch a later flight.”


    Happiness bubbled over, and she grinned. “Does that mean you’re staying the night with me?”


    He lowered his head and pressed a simple kiss to her lips. “Tonight, and every other night for the rest of our lives.”


    She kissed him back, unable to get enough of him. “There are logistics I have to handle on my end, transferring my headquarters to North Carolina, meeting with my employees.”


    “I don’t care how long it takes,” Parker promised. “I’ll stay with you.”


    “But your garage—”


    “Can be handled by Zeke until I return,” he answered. “Stop worrying. I’ve got this. Nothing will stand in my way.”


    She glanced at him before looking away. “Do you feel the same? You’re saying you want me to come home, but—”


    “Becca.” He touched her chin and lifted her gaze back to his. “I adore you. No one ever took your place in my heart. If you’re asking if I still love you, then the answer is a resounding yes. I never gave up on hoping you’d return to me. Maybe I was stubborn and filled with pride, but you held my heart from the very first moment I saw you. I’d be stupid if I didn’t love you.”


    “And you forgive me for taking so long to realize it?”


    His eyes crinkled at the corners. “It took longer than necessary perhaps, but this morning was well worth the wait.”


    She blushed. “Definitely.”


    He leaned in to whisper in her ear. “And there’s more to come.”


    She shivered with desire. “Now?”


    He slid a hand around her hip and stroked the curve of her ass. “You’re ready again?”


    “Always.” She went up on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “There are a lot of years to make up for, so many things I’ve imagined I would do to you.”


    “Isn’t that supposed to be my line?” Parker asked with a strangled laugh.


    She nuzzled his chest with her nose. “I love you.”


    He gripped the sides of her face and gazed at her. “I’m so in love with you. Promise me you’ll never leave me again.”


    She returned his gaze. The promise of the future strengthened her tone. “I promise. I’ll never let anything threaten what we have. Happy Valentine’s Day.”


    “We found love on Valentine’s. Corny, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He grinned, and the light she’d missed returned to his eyes. “The first of many more to come.”


    


    END
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    In Too Deep


    Tybee Island Shifters Book One


    Christy Gissendaner


    


    He’ll risk everything for the love of one human.


    Agreeing to be her good friend’s bridesmaid, Emma Anderson jets off to Tybee Island for the wedding. Her dress is perfect and her shoes are adorable, but her friend’s elegant beachside home hides an ancient secret…one that threatens to expose a secret society of werewolves.


    Drake Randolph has watched his sister’s friend grow into a ravishing woman, but he’s always kept his distance. As the heir to the Randolph fortune and the alpha of the Secret Society of Savannah Lycanthropes, Drake cannot afford to draw the innocent little brunette into the dangerous lycan world.


    Passion between them soon blazes hotter than the Georgia summer. But when the wrong woman is kidnapped to prevent the wedding of a lycan to a mortal, Drake must risk everything to save Emma from the ones who will see the downfall of all he holds dear.
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    CHAPTER ONE


    


    


    Dropship One from the GX177 Wolfstar


    Nue Darvolk, moon seven of the Tapalla halo


    


    A good run always brought the color, the fun, and the pleasure of life back to the center of Cennla Bowar’s mind. Running as a wolf through the wild recharged her, revved her engines, made her energized and horny and alive. She loved the flood of endorphins and adrenaline. Loved the rush of her blood pumping hard, with her head full of the scents from a thousand alien plants and strange creatures. The blur of the world speeding past never failed to thrill her. She was a hunter. She was fast and free, and she loved it.


    But eventually the best runs had to end, even for lycanari. That didn’t mean her fun had to stop though. Cenn loped into the clearing where they’d landed the dropship, a small cargo-forager craft from her pack’s deep space cruiser the Wolfstar. She wasn’t anywhere near ready to shift back to her human form and head onboard. Her inner wolf disliked the cold metal and confined spaces on starships, but her human understood that if you wanted off-world freedom, you had to sacrifice the forests and mountains and plains. But both her inner human and her inner wolf agreed on plenty of other things. Once you had a chance to run, you ran. Once you had the chance to fuck, you fucked. If you could do both in one day-cycle, that day was a victory for everyone.


    Cenn lifted her muzzle and scented the air, then turned in a circle and loosed a long howl. The spur-of-the-moment race back to the dropship from the dylios ore shaft was over, and her wolf was triumphant. She couldn’t help but use a victory howl to taunt Redlan with the fact that she had won. Redlan’s gray wolf might be bigger, but she was much faster. Point proven yet again. She might even be the fastest in the Wolfstar pack, though there were still a few other wolves she had yet to run against.


    She cocked her head and listened for an answering howl from Redlan, but there was no response. She paced in a circle, her ears twitching. The urge to whine tugged at her, but she clamped down on it because she wouldn’t give him the pleasure of her worry. If he hadn’t been so slow in the first place…


    Still, she didn’t hear any sounds from him running through the red-shaded foliage. Plenty of other intriguing sounds though—the most interesting was the cautious steps of a prey creature moving through the underbrush. From the scent, it was one of the sleek orange-white ruminants that lived in this alien forest. She turned toward it, her ears swiveling to home in on the prey. Maybe this run would end in a catch-and-release hunt, a celebration for locating and mining so much pristine ore with only four digger robots. After they hunted, there would be fucking. Plenty of it. The hard, fast, dirty and joyous fucking that made for a perfect planet-side foraging excursion.


    A huge stone-gray shape bounded out of the brush and jumped on her, knocking her over. She rolled with her fall and came up on all fours, growling and showing teeth. Redlan’s huge wolf brushed up against her, giving her face a quick lick. He didn’t smell of fear, just gave off a steady power that made her wolf immediately respond. He’d always been rock-solid, both in body and personality. It was one of the reasons why she…why she felt the way she did about him. Her wolf always wanted to think mate, to claim love, but her human half was more leery. Even though she and Redlan had spent plenty of time indulging in all sorts of wicked delights in the privacy of their bunk, he had never claimed her in front of the Wolfstar pack.


    So she kept waiting.


    Thing was, she didn’t like to wait. She would win him any way she had to and do anything she must. Then again, after everything she’d already done, and all the time they’d spent together, why hadn’t he claimed her by now? They were so compatible in everything from personality to kinks. So…why? Her ears flattened. Her good feelings, so vibrant only moments ago, began to drain away.


    No, she decided as soon as she realized where her thoughts were headed. She refused to feel down. She wouldn’t let her self-confidence take the blow. Her wolf was a fighter.


    Beside her, Redlan caught scent of the prey creature she’d heard earlier and he wheeled to face it. She had only a glimpse of the prey bounding off through the sunset-colored trees and oddly shaped oval bushes before it vanished. But the scent trail was right there, as unmistakable and easy to follow as a neon path. She whined, wanting to chase it down—anything to distract her from her worries and to recapture the thrill of running.


    He chuffed and bumped her, pressing close to her in a comforting way but making it clear their fun was over. For now anyway.


    Groxx it then. She’d have some other fun. Her body was still revved from the pure physicality of the run. She ached to be pinned against the nearest tree and fucked until she was panting and screaming and exhausted. Time for Plan B.


    Redlan shifted form first. That was his right as a higher-ranking crewman and wolf in pack status. The swirl of energy enveloped him as his cell structure changed and the shift spread throughout his body. Light and heat pulsed from him as he transformed back into his human shape. She’d always found watching the change fascinating. Lycanari were descended from humanity, but genetic manipulations had split them off into race of people who could shift at will into Old Earth wolves. Wolves had been extinct in the universe until Ketron Dimedes, considered a mad geneticist by most of his peers, had created the lycanari in a lab.


    She watched eagerly as Redlan finished his change into a man. He wasn’t handsome in the traditional sense, but he was rough-featured and strong, with intelligent amber eyes that could be diamond-hard when he wanted, sparkle with fun, or burn with lust. So his face might not win any sector-wide beauty contests, but his body, oh groxx… Her wolf joined her in an appreciative whimper. His naked body was worthy of admiration. Not that she’d ever tell him. The stars knew the man’s ego didn’t need any boosting.


    Her tongue lolling unabashedly, she settled down to enjoy every moment of the view as he stretched and worked out the lingering soreness from their hard run. His chest was wide and heavily muscled and his thick shoulders and big biceps solid as a blast door. The ridges of his abs made her whine with the desire to shift back to human and run her tongue along them, then sliding further down, down, until she could get her mouth on that large cock he had swinging between his thighs. Oh stars, a man shouldn’t look that good.


    He glanced at her and raised a thick eyebrow. “You plan on changing? Or are you going to stay furred all the way back to the Wolfstar so you don’t have to help me catalogue the ore haul?”


    She growled playfully and concentrated, envisioning her change in her mind as she shifted back to her human form. The transformation never hurt. It always felt as if her wolf and human sides were in perfect balance for an instant—then she leaned toward one or the other and the change happened, a kind of energy explosion. The heat and flash of light happened as the process turned her from one form to the next in a release of radiation in multiple spectrums, a reconfiguring on the molecular level. She went from being low to the ground on all fours, her world flooded with scents and sounds, back to standing up straight, a lean and lithe human. Shifting from wolf to human felt like waking up from some vivid dream. Disappointing and always a little sad.


    The disappointment didn’t last. Redlan stared at her with frank, intense desire. Heat pooled at the junction of her thighs because his look—his need—was hot enough to spark her into flames. That was one of the things she loved about him. He never bothered to hide his lust. He drank her nakedness in like a man who hadn’t sipped sweetness in years. Her nipples tightened into hard points as his gaze lingered on her face before sliding down her body like a caress to her breasts, and then lower, down to her stomach, her pussy, and finally to her legs until he had captured and admired the whole of her. When he met her eyes again, she felt light-headed, as if he had touched her with his stare and peaked her arousal to a near-unbearable level. His cock had twitched and stiffened as he’d caressed her with that scorching stare. It jutted from his body—hard, long, and tempting—and oh did she ever want to wrap her hands around it.


    The small comm unit dangling from a strut on the dropship suddenly gave a long high-pitched beep, shattering the mood. Damn. If only they’d left the unit inside the ship where they could safely ignore it, but that was against landing-excursion protocol. Technically these wolf runs were also against protocol because they’d left the diggers in their tracks, but she’d never known anyone to get into much trouble for it.


    “Groxx.” Redlan stomped toward the transmission unit. “Always interruptions.” He yanked the unit off its flexicord and activated it. “Dropship One, acknowledging. Go ahead.”


    The voice that came over the subspace frequency belonged to a female wolf named Pixa, who worked communications on the Wolfstar’s bridge. “Dropship One, this is Wolfstar checking in. What is your status?”


    “We’re all green and on schedule,” he replied. Cenn knew he wouldn’t tell them about the great dylios ore haul they’d managed to mine. The channel was encrypted, but sometimes space pirates had military-quality encryption breakers. If a space pirate galleon lurked in-system, then picking off a small dropship like theirs, full-loaded with ore, would be no problem at all.


    “Good to hear, Dropship One. Long-range sensors are detecting significant sub-tectonic pressure on the surface. How’s it look on the ground? Any quakes?”


    “No quakes yet. Keep your credits on the five-cycle, though,” he said, referring to one of the most popular games of chance played on all the major high-orbit casinos. “My luck’s been shaky lately.”


    Cenn put her palm to her forehead and made sure Redlan noticed her shake her head at the awful joke. He grinned and winked at her.


    Pixa either didn’t catch the bad joke or chose to ignore it. “Copy that. We’ll be waiting, Dropship One. Make it fast, there could be some groundquake danger. This is Wolfstar signing off.”


    Redlan tossed the transmission unit back into the cargo ship. It landed on the pile of flight suits and clothes they’d discarded when they’d first set off to escort the diggers. He turned and headed straight for her. The lust in his eyes made her knees weak.


    She lifted her hand, her eyes widening. “You heard them. We have to—”


    He reached her and swung her around effortlessly. She gasped as he pulled her tight to him from behind, so her ass was pushing up against his cock and her back against the hard muscles of his chest. She leaned her head back as he began to kiss upward along her neck. Desire pooled deep inside her—a warm, insistent need—as she surrendered to his touch, melting against him. One of his arms remained wrapped around her, pinning her to him. The other found her breast and began to caress her. Slowly. Lovingly. Teasing her nipple erect until her desire became an ache that threatened to drive every other thought from her mind.


    She took a deep steadying breath and managed to pull away from him. It took more willpower than she’d thought she’d possessed, especially after the run had keyed her up and turned her all the way on. He let her go, but his hands lingered on her skin for as long as possible.


    “What is it?” he asked, his brow knitting with concern.


    “You heard Pixa. We need to secure the ore and leave this place in our afterblast.”


    He frowned and waved a hand at his cock, raging hard after fondling her. “You do this to me. Torment.” His expression grew wicked, as if he knew her game and approved. “That’s what you like, you merciless female. You love to see me aching for you.”


    “Yeah, I do. But…” She closed her eyes and forced herself to think of all the work they still had to do, not to mention the groundquake risk. They still had to ensure the diggers were loaded and secured on the dropship, catalogue the ore, and complete all the standard launch prep. Now that she was out of her wolf form, it was easier to think clearly—that was, when she wasn’t staring at his hard cock and when he was no longer touching her, driving her to light-headed distraction. It was easier to be the responsible supply-procurement first-class officer that the pack needed. If there was no time to hunt, there was certainly no time to fuck. Besides, the Wolfstar would be waiting on them.


    She raised a finger and slowly pointed at that tempting stiff cock, standing up proud as could be and taunting her with its hardness, with what she knew would be the silken feel of his skin against her fingers, inside her pussy…no, focus! “Sorry, Red. Go ahead and tame that monster. Remember what happened last time we both got frisky on a dropship when we were supposed to be working?”


    He scratched his chin, a wry grin spreading across his face. “That was a beautiful fuck though. Felt like the earth moved.”


    She snorted. “That’s because we crashed the cargo hauler into the Wolfstar’s dock-clamp. Literally. Crashed. We were so lucky Desi was paying attention to the dock-fields and slowed us or we’d be nothing but space junk.”


    He sauntered closer to her, moving with an easy power and grace that immediately had her regretting not jumping on him and riding him into oblivion. He came close enough to murmur against her ear. “So you’re saying we were dock-blocked?”


    His deep voice sent a shudder of pleasure through her, even as she barked out a laugh.


    He grinned wider at her laughter. “I admit I do remember crashing, but when I’m fucking you that well, nothing else matters. Only you. Besides, you weren’t complaining at the time.”


    Cenn shifted with another flood of dampness between her thighs. Damn. She wanted him so badly. That arrogance… Something about it simultaneously annoyed her and turned her all the way on. Also she hadn’t been complaining at the time. She’d been screaming her lungs out and coming her brains out as he’d fucked her hard and fast in the pilot’s chair. Too bad he couldn’t fuck and fly at the same time. Their resulting bruises and contusions afterwards hadn’t been fun either. Captain Trezton had been irate. Their “hard dock” mistake had damaged the Wolfstar’s dock coupling and housing. They’d both ended up on waste reclamation duty for a standard month. She’d never seen the pack’s alpha that pissed. She didn’t want to experience it again.


    “Don’t tempt me,” she pleaded. She turned her back on him as a last resort and scanned for the diggers. Yes. Work. They had four medium-duty robo-excavators with decent AI that could collect the dylios ore they refined to power the ship.


    “Woman, you can’t leave a man like this,” he growled. “Showing me that beautiful ass of yours now? You’re killing me. Honestly killing me.”


    “I can’t stand a man who begs,” she shot back, glancing over her shoulder and scrunching her nose at him. “Now be a responsible officer for once in your career.” She folded her arms across her chest to stop her hands from shaking and turned to stare into the thick press of fiery red and orange underbrush at the tree line. Not looking at him helped to cool her desire. A little bit, anyway. “Where are those groxxing diggers? You’re sure they had the correct landing coordinates?”


    “I’m sure. We left those tread-rolling robots in the dust, but they’ll be along any minute.” He glanced at the path through the thick vegetation that the diggers had cleared. “Slow and steady AI. See? That’s me all responsible-ish. And I know you’re changing the subject.”


    She blinked at him, keeping her expression innocent. “Guess I’ll start the launch prep then. The sooner we’re off this moon, the better.”


    “We should be long gone before things get too shaky.”


    She nodded and turned toward the dropship. She made certain to put a little extra swing in her step as she walked past him, and she brushed the very edge of his cock with the smooth skin just above her hip. He shuddered and gave a deep groan. Her smile was pure sin as she sauntered past him. She knew his gaze lingered on her ass now. He wouldn’t be able to help it. She did have a great ass—


    His hand smacked her butt cheek and was loud enough to startle vyri birds from the trees in a rainbow flutter of feathers. She yelped and moved a hand to cover her stinging bare skin. The sting faded to warmth faster than she expected, but now she probably sported a large red mark where he’d spanked her.


    “What did you do that for?” she demanded, but at the same time she squeezed her thighs together, feeling her clit tight and throbbing with need.


    “Because we both loved it.”


    She snorted. That arrogance. Damn. Now she’d need a long, ice-cold shower just to cool her heat since they didn’t have time to satisfy each other. She continued up the ramp to the dropship’s cargo area and grabbed her discarded flight suit off the deck. The diggers would be here any second, and as much as she loved being naked, no one in their right mind like to work naked. She slid one leg at a time into her flight suit, then shrugged her shoulders in and reached for the zipper that started just below her navel. Redlan was watching her, his posture casual but his gaze intense. She couldn’t resist the opportunity to tease him. She made a show of drawing the zipper up, hiding her breasts so that only the swells showed, and then finally nothing as she closed the suit up to her neck.


    “I like you better naked,” he growled.


    “I like you better working, but you don’t hear me complaining.”


    He grunted a laugh. “Little tease, sometime soon I’m going to make you regret that mouthy mouth of yours.”


    “With kisses?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. “Or cocks?”


    “That would be cock, singular.”


    She laughed. “My mistake. Two cocks would give men even bigger egos.”


    He flexed at her and grinned. “An ego can’t be a liability when it’s well-earned. And you can have all the kisses you want, pretty lady, but what I really meant was I’d spank that rear of yours and teach you a lesson.”


    “Maybe I need to be taught a lesson,” she taunted, giving him another wide-eyed innocent look and then letting it transform into one that was hot and wicked. She couldn’t hold the look and ended up laughing with delight. Then she turned and hurried deeper into the ship before she was tempted into doing something naughty. Redlan always strained her self-restraint in all the very best ways.


    


    


    Redlan had always loved her laughter. It was quick and light, and the sparkle of humor touched her eyes and lit up her entire face. He wanted to follow her into the ship and kiss her again—had never wanted to kiss her more than right now. He loved how playful she was. Her teasing and taunts never bothered him. Just the opposite in fact. Wolves were playful creatures. Besides, it made things so much better for the both of them when her teasing drove him to take things firmly in hand for himself—the very thing he knew she’d wanted all along. Yeah, he adored so many things about her, and his inner wolf was crazy about her. He loved that she was submissive at the right times, cheeky at others. She kept him on his toes and sometimes rocked him back on his heels.


    Trouble was, he had never told her that he loved her. He’d never claimed her in front of the pack and formally declared his love. They’d explored each other from head to toe, leaving no inch of skin unexplored, unkissed, unlicked, or unloved. Their physical intimacy certainly knew no limits. She liked it a little rough, a lot hard and fast, and he loved to dish it out. Yet there was still a gulf between them that he didn’t know if he could span. He hated himself for his hesitancy. His…cowardice. He was the best damn ore-finder in the pack, groxx it. He needed to be decisive. Commanding. And he was.


    In everything but this.


    He shook his head and spit a curse. All this thinking was giving him a headache. Speaking of ache, he also had a terrible case of blue balls after admiring Cenn’s smooth naked body, after touching her, and then having the damn job get in the way only to leave him completely frustrated. Now there was a physical ache in both his chest and in his balls, and he was pretty sure if things continued this way he was going to go crazy.


    He dressed quickly, yanking on the flight suit, still feeling out of sorts. The first digger rumbled down the path and into the clearing. Diggers rolled along on wide treads, their robot frames built around a heavy-duty cargo hold, modified with extendable drills and laser cutters, rock claws, and sophisticated sensor arrays that let them move reliably through dangerous environments. Now dylios ore filled each hold. Enough to keep the Wolfstar skybound for an entire cycle with more left over to sell.


    He circled the first roller as it started up the ramp, inspecting it for damage and finding none. The next digger entered the clearing, clanking forward on its treads. He glanced around, eager to be off this moon. The sooner the job was done, the sooner he could get at Cenn. He couldn’t help his grin. He intended to make her pay so hard for all her teasing that she’d be screaming his name until she was hoarse—


    A small quake rumbled under his feet, making him stagger. It was one of the rolling kind and felt as though the ground beneath him had turned into solid waves that forced him up and down. The quake ended almost as soon as it had started. A small tremor, but he didn’t like it. Small quakes led to large quakes. Time to get his tail off this moon.


    Cenn appeared in the dropship’s cargo hold and made her way down the ramp. “The stability sensors just went wild.”


    “Groundquake. We need to take off.” He’d known the same forces that produced the pristine ore that would power the extended burn of their gisvon-V engines also tended to create a surface that rumbled and shook and riddled the landscape with huge mountains as the tectonic plates shifted and ground against each other.


    “Understood. We’re prepped and good to launch. As soon as we have the diggers, we can blast.”


    The second digger clanked past them, up the ramp and into the cargo hold. The third appeared at the edge of the clearing. He wished he’d programmed them to keep a tighter travel line, but that sometimes led to problems and crashes if the first digger encountered any obstacles.


    Come on, you rust buckets. Hurry.


    Now he could clearly sense something was wrong, and it was getting worse. Tension charged the atmosphere. The sensation of all his hairs tingling, as if a low-level current was running across his skin, set his teeth on edge. These sensations had been growing stronger and he’d missed them earlier, too focused on his lust and on getting his cock into Cenn. But now his inner wolf could sense the impending ground-quakes and by the feel of it, there were bigger ones to come.


    The third digger was onboard and securing itself in its station. The fourth one appeared at the tree line. Cenn walked over to stand beside him. She wrapped her arms around her chest as if hugging herself. “Do you feel that?”


    Before he could answer another quake shook the surface, this one violent enough to throw them down. The ground broke open in places and jets of steam and boiling water shot into the air from cracks spreading across the clearing and through the forest. Redlan covered her with his body as a burning droplets splattered onto his head and back. He ignored them. Trees fell, crashing violently into each other and the ground. His heart was thundering away. Cenn trembled beneath him, and he hugged her tighter, desperate to reassure her.


    The violent tremors finally tapered off. He climbed off her and helped her to her feet. Both of them were breathing hard.


    A quick glance showed him that the last digger’s treads had become stuck in a huge crack. The split in the ground had yawned open in a zigzag across the forest floor and stretched into the clearing.


    Cenn also noticed the digger. “The last one’s trapped—”


    “Forget about it,” he snapped. “We have to go.”


    “We need that ore. That’s a full cycle’s worth of hard burn time!” She took a step toward the digger. The robo-excavator was rocking itself forward and backward, attempting to free its stuck tread from the gap as its programming instructed. He immediately realized the gap was too wide and the angle all wrong. The digger would have to be lifted until the treads could find enough traction to drive free.


    “That rock isn’t worth dying for,” he snarled. “Now get your ass back on the ship. That’s an order.”


    “We can lift that digger out. All it needs is a quick boost.”


    Damn her. How could she not understand that her safety was worth far more than some groxxing load of ore? And how would he ever be able to face the pack, face himself, if she was hurt when he was supposed to be looking out for her?


    “No,” he growled. “Get back inside and fire up the engines!”


    As soon as Redlan gave the order, he realized she’d already made up her mind, no matter what he’d commanded. He could read it in her eyes, that determined, stubborn expression, and he went cold all the way through.


    She dashed forward and shifted into a wolf before he could grab her. The flash of heat and light made him squint for a second. The next thing he saw was her wolf bounding free of a crumpled flight suit and sprinting for the trapped digger.


    He started after her, but two legs were no match for four. Another quake struck, the most violent yet, and a huge, curved tree trunk toppled right at him. He threw himself out of the way as it crashed down, whipping the ground with its branches.


    Cenn had already crossed most of the distance between the ship and the trapped digger. A jet of boiling water shot from the ground near her. She leapt aside in time to avoid being scalded and kept running, her wolf agile enough to maneuver even on the shaking ground.


    He ground his teeth and drove his thoughts deep into his mind, where his core wolf waited, finding the place where genetic engineering had fused DNA from Ancient Earth and had given his mind a switch to change between the two forms. He embraced his wolf and exulted in the explosion of energy as he transformed. Sounds became clearer and crisper; he could immediately isolate the direction they came from. Scents erupted into an almost orgiastic flood of sensation—so many, so distracting—forcing him to tighten his control and focus on reaching Cenn.


    The quake was already dying off into isolated tremors. He ran hard, knowing he could afford to be furious with her later, but only after he had her safe in his arms again. He dodged fallen trees, avoiding the sputtering geysers of steam and water spray and skidded to a stop beside her.


    Cenn had already shifted back to human form. She was struggling to lift the digger’s tread out of the meter-wide crevasse that had caught its front and trapped it. Lycanari were strong, but there was no way she’d be able shunt it back onto even ground alone.


    Again he shifted forms, back to man from wolf. He moved beside her, straddling the jagged crack in the ground. He wedged his shoulders and legs under the back of the digger, took a deep breath and lifted, pushing with his legs and exhaling. The groxxing thing was incredibly heavy, but he continued to lift, using all the strength he could summon. The digger finally rose high enough that its tread caught the edge of the gap.


    He snarled and shoved harder, reaching for his deepest reserves of strength. The digger caught better traction and lurched forward, finally free of the crack. It sped toward the dropship’s loading ramp, its tracks throwing dirt as it rolled around obstacles.


    Another aftershock hit, the worst yet. It threw Cenn to the ground. The crack in the ground yawned wider. He vaulted over the gap and landed on terrain, that had him feeling like he was joy-riding on a crazed niqurn that was desperate to buck him off. Another tree crashed down meters away. The steam was so thick in the air that he had trouble seeing. Moisture beaded on his naked skin and burned him, but he barely felt it.


    Cenn was still struggling back to her feet when he dashed to her and, without a word, scooped her up in his arms. She gasped out a surprised breath and wrapped her arms tight around his neck. He sprinted for the dropship while carrying her. Maybe his human form couldn’t run as fast as his wolf, but he could move well enough, and he felt better with her held safe in his arms.


    The treacherous, shaking ground continually tried to upend him. He finally made it up the ramp to the relative safety of the ship. He gently set her down on the deck and then turned back to watch the final digger clatter and clank its way inside. He waited impatiently until it finally cleared enough of the ramp for him to raise it. He slammed his hand down on the button and the lifts began to whine.


    Cenn made a show of dusting herself off and glaring at him. For once he was so angry that it didn’t matter that she was standing next to him stark naked. Groxx, the woman was going to be the death of him one way or another.


    “You didn’t need to carry me,” she said. “I’m a faster runner than you anyway.”


    He pointed a finger in her face. “We’ll discuss this later.”


    “We saved the ore. Captain Trezton’s going to hit the ceiling, probably give us both commendations. That’s thousands of credits we saved. It was a calculated risk—”


    “Later,” he snarled, pushing past her and nearly running for the cockpit. More aftershocks rattled them both. The tremors were short, but erratic. Didn’t matter. He wasn’t going to tolerate any more risks, calculated or not. He was getting off this damn planet. Then he and Cenn were going to have a frank discussion about the exact meaning of following orders.


    He burst into the dropship’s cockpit, able to tell at a glance that she’d already brought all the preflight systems to green before the first quake. He threw himself into the pilot’s chair. The dropship’s cockpit was wide, with the pilot’s chair centered on the main console and viewscreen, and with the copilot’s chair to the right and raised into a full terminal socket—dozens of monitors and holoscreens that could be accessed in a near three dimensional workspace. Cenn headed straight for it without prompting.


    “Strap in,” he demanded, securing his harness. He flipped open the mainline thrust control panel and scanned the readings. Also all green. That was good, because this would be a bumpy liftoff no matter how good a pilot he was.


    He only hoped they both survived long enough for him to taste her lips again.

  


  


    


    


    


    CHAPTER TWO


    


    “Strap in,” Redlan ordered. She watched him secure his own launch restraint and then flip open the mainline thrust controls and scan the readouts.


    This time Cenn did exactly as he ordered. She could smell the anger coming off him, and the scent seemed to sizzle in her nose. The ground beneath the landing gear continued to shake and rumble with the occasional aftershock. Tremors vibrated throughout the ship’s hull.


    They were both naked again, their flight suits abandoned outside after all the shape-shifting, but her earlier arousal had long since vanished. Fear had replaced it, along with the tired, shaky feeling that followed an adrenaline rush and shape-shifting too much in a short time. Changing took energy. Even though they had stim-shots for a burst of energy, there had been no chance to use them. Getting off-world immediately was the only thing that mattered now.


    The dropship lurched to the side and shuddered hard enough to throw her from the seat if she hadn’t been secured.


    “Aftershocks are getting worse,” she said through gritted teeth as she brought all her navigation computers online with a swipe of her hand. “How’s that possible?”


    “Hold on,” he said, glaring at the shaking trees outside the main viewport. “Hard burn in three, two, one, engage!”


    Redlan fully engaged the thrusters. G-forces pinned her back in the copilot’s seat as the ship launched straight into the sky, blasting out of the clearing, shooting above the tree canopy and into the red-orange sky. She clenched her teeth against the pressure. The roar of the thruster engines reached near-deafening levels. The ship was shaking hard. It took most of her strength and concentration to work her holoscreen controls. Tracking their escape velocity, thrust ratios, and power-burn rate while double-checking the heat shields as they rocketed into the upper atmosphere was never easy, but a hard blastoff like this taxed every skill she had.


    “Secondary systems all good,” she said, nearly biting her tongue as turbulence rattled her around. “We have escape velocity. Hull integrity good. We’re clear to go space bound.”


    “Affirmative.” Redlan remained completely focused on steering the ship as it rocketed into space. The artificial gravity kicked in, spiking the power-consumption readout on one of her screens as it compensated for the loss of gravity from the moon they’d left behind. The shaking and g-forces diminished as Redlan eased back on the power.


    “We’re clear,” Redlan said, finally releasing control of the joystick and thruster control. He engaged the autopilot and leaned back into the pilot-chair headrest. He closed his eyes and sighed out a long breath.


    “Too close,” she said, feeling giddy with relief that they’d made it safely into space and escaped clean with all the ore they’d mined. They’d be heroes back on the Wolfstar.


    Redlan grunted and didn’t look her way. All her relief drained away. She knew perfectly well why he was pissed. He wasn’t ready to forget her earlier stunt when she’d disobeyed his command. Her disobedience hadn’t been the fun way she usually defied him, knowing she could expect some delicious punishment later. This was serious.


    “Look,” she said. “I did what I thought was best for our mission and our pack.”


    “Later.”


    “Is that all you’re going to say? Throw monosyllabic grunts at me?”


    “‘Later’ is two syllables. And by later, I mean I don’t have time now so, later.”


    Cenn took a breath to let him know that she didn’t care if “later” was groxxing infinite syllables, she deserved more than some abrupt brush off. He activated the encrypted communication link with the Wolfstar before she could get any of the words out.


    “Wolfstar,” he transmitted, “this is Dropship One, do you read?”


    A wide holo-projection screen popped up over the console, but the image was filled with static and distorted by interference, and the only thing she could make out was a vague, unsteady dark shape.


    “Subspace distortion,” she said, keeping her voice flat and perfectly professional as she checked the signal strength and compression filters. She tried to filter out the distortion and clean up the signal, but had little luck. “Interference. Maybe a strong gravity field between us.”


    “Perfect,” he muttered. He tried again. “Wolfstar, this is Redlan Acher on Dropship One, do you copy?”


    A hum and crackle of interference burst over the screen and then: “—what’s your status, Dropship—?”


    “We have left the atmosphere and are looking to rendezvous.”


    Interference ate the reply completely. Cenn ran every filter program she had available to screen for whatever field or radiation was blitzing their subnet.


    Redlan glanced at her, frowning. “I need a clean transmission.”


    She ground her teeth, working faster. “Try it again.”


    “Wolfstar, you’re breaking up. Please repeat.”


    The audio transmission from the ship came in stronger, but still without visuals. “We copy you, Dropship One. Repeat, we are sending our coordinates now, over.”


    Redlan glanced at her. “Get them?”


    She enlarged the screen and frowned at the data. “Partially corrupted. Lucky for us, I’m good.” She ran a quick cross check, forcing the computer to extrapolate and narrow down possible coordinates within the system. A second later she had an accurate plotting with a ninety-seven percent probability. “Got ’em. Entering them into the navi-computer now.”


    “Good.” He hit transmit again. “Wolfstar, we have your coordinates.”


    “Clear skies. Wolfstar, out.”


    Redlan ended the transmission and the holoscreen vanished. The cockpit fell eerily quiet. Worse, a sudden onslaught of claustrophobia hit her, and she had to close her eyes and take a slow, deep breath. The scent of anger saturated the air—the only way she could think to describe it was that it smelled “hot.” A crazy synesthesia description like that wouldn’t make sense to someone who wasn’t a lycanari, but it made perfect sense to her wolf nose. The air in the cockpit smelled as though she’d shoved her snout into fire.


    “We’re on auto for the rest of the ride,” Redlan said. The uncomfortable silence continued to spread between them. “I’ll check the cargo bay,” he continued when she didn’t answer. “I’m sure I heard one of the diggers bouncing around back there when we were taking off. Groxx, anything could’ve been busted up. The captain’s going to skin a pelt out of my ass.” He stood without looking at her and headed for door that led to the rear of the dropship.


    She tried to hold her tongue, but she couldn’t stand it anymore. “Red, wait. I know you’re upset—”


    He whirled on her. “Upset doesn’t begin to cover it. You put this entire mission at risk, and you put the Wolfstar at risk. Out here, these dropships are the lifeline.”


    “We needed that digger. We needed that ore. That’s our lifeline.”


    “One digger. Only twenty-five percent of all the ore we mined. Not nearly enough to jeopardize ourselves or the dropship. You made a bad call.” He leveled a finger at her. “Worse, you made a bad call over my call.”


    She reeled from the intensity of his rebuke. All her careful, logical defenses tumbled down into a disordered mess. She couldn’t even think of what to say next. Space was full of hazards and gambles. It was profit that kept ships in the air. Surely he could understand that.


    He took a deep breath and ran his hands through his thick brown hair. “I’m not going to report your failure to obey me, if that’s what you’re worried about. You’re my problem, and I’m going to deal with you myself.”


    Deal with her? Deal with her? She was a problem, was she? As though she were some headstrong little wolf pup that needed a firm hand. She clenched her jaw, trying to bite back an explosion of curses and…and whatever else came to her mind. He had no right to treat her this way. Not for real. She sat there in her copilot chair, her anger glowing like the tip of a laser-welder. The fact that she couldn’t think of a single cutting reply made her even angrier. Worse, it made her feel helpless.


    She hated to feel helpless.


    Redlan spun on his heel and left the cockpit without another word. She didn’t try to call him back.


    


    * * *


    


    Redlan stomped down the corridor leading to the cargo hold with his hands clenched, his jaw clenched—groxx, every clenchable thing clenched. He was angry in a way that transcended anger and circled right back around to calm again.


    When Cenn had disobeyed and shifted to her wolf, running to save that damn ore-robot, there hadn’t been enough time to feel much anger or fear. Now he suspected that the anger had rebounded far more intensely because of the fear. She was his, damn it. It was his job to protect her. To keep her safe. And she’d gone and done something so staggeringly stupid and brave, he still felt stunned to have witnessed it. She’d not even hesitated. She was absolutely fearless.


    Fearless, but also foolish beyond words. She’d taken an unnecessary risk, a complete gamble with something so precious. No amount of ore was worth Cenn’s life. Or his life. Or the life of any member of their pack. Life was too precious.


    A small maintenance robot shaped like an octopus was working on a thruster junction box in the main corridor. Damn, what now? Junction boxes were where the position controls and fuel lines fed power and information to the engines, allowing them to rotate position for ideal propulsion in either space or atmosphere. A problem with one could mean nothing important. Or it could mean ending up stranded in space. He really did not need this now.


    He halted next to the robot. “Report!”


    The chrome robot climbed out of the junction box and down the wall panel. It stood on eight flexible metal legs and raised one tentacle to its round body in a fluid salute that had Redlan raising an eyebrow. Robots didn’t usually salute, and he wondered if this were some kind of prank. Maslo, the lead engineer on the Wolfstar, was a degenerate practical joker.


    The robot’s voice bubbled out in a high-pitched chirp that rose with excitement at the end of every sentence. “Minor stress cracks present on the aconitum joint, First Terrestrial Forager Redlan Acher! Current status remains space-worthy!”


    “Never use my full title,” he warned, glowering. “How long for repairs?”


    “Current projection is four-seven standard minutes, Abbreviated Terrestrial Forager—!”


    “All right, all right, no titles. Just get it fixed. This isn’t an Andorian pleasure cruise.” The worst thing the robo-engineers had ever done was give robots the ability to speak.


    “Instructions understood and will be complied with, no title Redlan Acher.” It saluted again and undulated up the wall and into the junction box where it continued its repairs.


    He shook his head. One good thing about robots, though, you could snap at them all you wanted and they never became upset. All the same, he felt guilty about grousing at it. Groxxing foolish, but damn it, there it was. He was more shaken up than he’d realized.


    He continued to tramp his way to the cargo area, but the distraction of talking to the repair robot had surprisingly calmed him a little. Cenn had ended up as pissed at him as he was at her after he’d spoken his mind back there, which was pretty galling, since she had absolutely no right to feel burned up after the stunt she’d pulled. Now they were at each other’s throats instead of making love.


    Worse, her anger had squashed any attempt he might’ve made to finally explain how he truly felt about her. What was the point now? It wasn’t simply her disobedience that had infuriated him but the fact that he could’ve lost her forever. That possibility terrified him. Losing her would end him. He couldn’t even put it in words because he was no groxxing poet. It remained a simple fact. He wasn’t afraid of anything…except losing her.


    True, he’d never made that fact known to her. Not in so many words, and yes, he realized he couldn’t expect her to read his mind. He knew that on some level she understood how he felt about her, even if he’d never expressed it as loud and clear as she deserved. Both of their wolves knew, though. So dammit, she had to take care of herself—she owed it to him. She couldn’t be all crazy-wild and ignore his orders and scare him to death. Didn’t she understand how that possibility, that fear for her, made him want to rip something to pieces, simply to have a chance to protect her? And ripping things to pieces was never a good idea on a spaceship.


    So maybe she didn’t understand after all. Maybe she didn’t understand because he’d never straight out claimed her. That was on him. But now now wasn’t the right time, with this between them. He had to find a way to make her realize that her needless endangerment of her life had nearly gutted him.


    Groxx. What a mess.


    He opened the door to the cargo area and found another disaster. The loading bays were all reinforced metal and vecidium tethers to keep cargo and the digger robots in position during takeoff. The digger’s AI actually allowed them to secure themselves on their own when they rolled into their separate docking stations. Unfortunately he had to blast off in such a hurry, there’d been no time for the last digger robot to reach its flight-secure station. The hard blast had thrown the digger against one side of the cargo bay, leaving a huge dent and smashing the hell out of a panel, crushing a wall-mounted toolbox, and then rolling onto a power-loader.


    To think, this day had started out so well. Time alone with Cenn. A run through the forest. Nakedness and flirting and heavy petting. The promise of scorching-hot sex with the woman he loved.


    Now he had a heavily damaged cargo bay and destroyed equipment, a near death experience on some random moon, a fight with the woman he loved, and let nobody forget the significant case of blue balls.


    Could it get any worse?


    Repairs would eat up at least one digger’s complete haul of dylios ore. So, not only had Cenn taken a foolish risk with her life, her risk had amounted to nothing in the end because the ore she’d saved would have to be sold to repair the digger, the hold, and replace the powerloader.


    He sighed and stretched, trying to let the mental negativity flow out of him through his toes and dry up on the metal deck. If only he were back in that strange forest on Nue Darvolk, running as a wolf after Cenn, chasing her through the trees with the fiery-red leaves. Well, that was in the past. He had no choice but to start sorting out the mess in the cargo bay. A little work would help him blow off some steam.


    He snorted. No matter how upset he might be with Cenn, the only thing his one-track-need body was interested in was driving his cock deep inside Cenn’s pussy. He wanted to watch as ecstasy fill her, knowing he was the one who’d made her feel such pleasure. He shook his head as his cock started to stiffen at the images in his mind. Blue balls. And no hope of relief. Not until they settled this…this whatever it was that had risen up between them like a wall.


    He shoved these thoughts out of his mind and set to work.

  


  


    


    


    


    CHAPTER THREE


    


    Cenn put her boots up on the control panel and leaned back in the copilot chair. She took a long sip of her cold coffee. It was sludgy, because the dropship’s coffeemaker was on the fritz. Again. But caffeine was caffeine, and these were gourmet beans from Xaxi Prime, not synthetics that tasted like burned plastic.


    Coffee made her life better. Any problems she might’ve had were shoved aside by its delicious warmth.


    Lover pissed at you because you ran your own path?


    Coffee.


    Sexually frustrated because you can’t get action from previously mentioned angry lover?


    Coffee.


    Well…sadly, not really. Coffee wasn’t even a close substitute for fucking Redlan. That was a shame, but she wasn’t the one who had the problem. In fact, she should be the one who was angry, because she’d done the right thing, the hard thing, and she’d caught counter-fire for it.


    If Redlan wanted to spend the rest of their unpredictable “alone time” away from the Wolfstar acting pissed off at her, then let him. If he resented the initiative she’d shown back on Nue Darvolk, then she didn’t know what to say. Her body might want to lie down in front of him and spread her legs, but her mind had a death grip on the reins. She was a higher animal. She was a virtual paragon of self-control.


    Besides, he had no right to be upset. The pack mattered more than any single member. The hierarchy always put the good of the pack first and foremost, followed by the good of their ship, and finally the good of the individual. Only by being a part of the pack society could anyone earn enough room to play out any individual desires. It seemed so simple to her. Direct. Clear-cut. Weren’t males supposed to be logical? Wasn’t that always the first defense they played in any kind of disagreement? She snorted.


    The pack needed the ship. The ship needed dylios ore. They were foragers, collecting supplies in a system designed to help supplement their distant travel routes in the UnReg systems, where there was no central galaxy government or infrastructure. Their job was to secure the ore. The ore they’d collected had been in danger during that quake. She’d done what she had to do to negate that danger and fulfill her mission.


    Simple.


    So was Redlan mad because he believed she’d upstaged him somehow? It couldn’t be some machismo thing, could it? If he believed his manhood had been damaged somehow, then she didn’t know what to say. If he couldn’t handle her as a woman, then maybe he wasn’t the right man for her. True, he could still report her to the captain for disobeying orders if he wanted, but she was certain it wouldn’t result in much more than a slap on the wrist because, again, she’d made the right decision and done the right thing.


    Her job was important. It was more important than her personal safety. She suspected he would’ve done the exactly the same thing if she hadn’t made the move first. And then there would’ve been macho backslapping and congratulations on the Wolfstar, because he’d been so brave and decisive and heroic. But she was expected to follow orders for her own safety.


    Groxx.


    She blew out a frustrated breath, trying to calm herself. Anger wouldn’t solve anything. So what to do, what to do? She could simply stew about their argument here in the cockpit. They could return to the Wolfstar angry at each other. Groxx, they could call their whole relationship off for that matter. He had never claimed her in front of the pack. There was no face to lose. For either of them.


    Or she could walk her ass back to the cargo bay and they could talk to each other like intelligent creatures of the universe.


    Put that way, the decision was easy. Only first she had to grab something, a bit of a peace offering to ease the tension between them.


    She only hoped it would work.


    


    


    She found Redlan in the cargo bay. He was using one of the Tiki-6 logistics robots to help him secure a damaged digger into its docking bay. She hesitated in the wide doorway, her stomach sinking into her boots when she spotted the half-crushed autoloader and all the damage. She groaned as she closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead. This really was a disaster.


    “How bad?” she asked, her voice sounding tired to her own ears.


    He glanced her way, his expression carefully neutral. “The autoloader’s nothing but scrap now. The digger can be repaired.”


    “The ore?”


    “The ore’s fine. But the profit on the load will have to go toward repairs.”


    “Groxx me. Captain Trezton is going to blow an airlock seal.”


    His mouth twitched, and she guessed he was trying to hold back a smile until his expression finally settled into a frown. “Maybe, but were damn lucky to get the dropship off that moon in one piece.”


    She nodded. It had been bad luck. Still, there was nothing they could do about it now but try and fix things. And speaking of fixing things… “Red, we need to talk.”


    “The control board still green?”


    “Smooth spacing.” She shrugged, knowing he was being deliberately obtuse. “Auto-nav is taking us to the Wolfstar’s meet coordinates.”


    He grunted. “Damage report?”


    “As well as the damage back here, one of the acanium joints needed repair. System says one of the fixer robos is working on it. I saw it on my way here.”


    “Yeah, I spoke with the repair unit.” He turned back to his work. “I’m not sure what you think we need to talk about. Seems what’s said has been said.”


    She showed remarkable restraint by not telling him that had to be one of the most idiotic phrases she’d ever heard uttered. Instead, she brought out the small ever-cool bag she’d been hiding behind her back. “I got us some Fulcrum beer from my ultra-secret stash.” She opened the bag, pulled out a frost-glass bottle, and tossed it at him before he could refuse. She was betting his quick lycanari reflexes would save him from being hit with the bottle and having it smash open on the floor.


    As expected, he snatched it out of the air with ease and gave it a quick glance. “Synthetic hops? Probably tastes like bearing lubricant.”


    “When did you ever eat bearing lubricant?”


    “You get down and dirty in an engine, you find all kinds of things in your mouth.” A grin spread across his face.


    She found herself grinning back. Groxx yeah, she’d take a smile and a vaguely off color-comment from him as a start. She refused to be annoyed that he’d implied the beer she’d picked up on Dsarchik Station shared traits with bearing lubricant, especially after all she’d done to sneak it onto the dropship past a bunch of lycanari noses.


    He walked over to her. She boosted herself up on the yellow-and-black striped hazard rail and perched on top. He joined her, leaning against the rail as he twisted off the cap-seal and took a long swig.


    “Not bad.” He took another drink. “Not bad at all. Thank you.”


    “We earned it.”


    He wasn’t looking at her, instead staring at the Tiki-6 bot as it secured the heavy cargo restraints around the damaged digger. “Is this a peace offering?”


    She shrugged. “You can see it anyway you want. I figure we can waste all our time pouting and moaning and steaming about each other—or we can sit down and sort it out like adults.”


    “I think things were pretty laser-defined. What more is there to discuss?”


    “So I went after that digger. You believe that was a wrong call.”


    He grunted. “We already established that.”


    “I’m framing here, Red. Work with me.”


    “You made the wrong call. That’s not the big problem. The real problem is, I made the right call, and you ignored my direct order. Does that frame it for you?”


    “So this is a rank issue? A pack order, dominance and submission thing? Lots of flexing muscles and grunting, then? No wonder I’m wrong.”


    “That attitude? Not helping.”


    She blew out a long breath, lifting dangling strands of hair off her forehead. “Pack comes first. If we don’t forage, we don’t stay skybound. It’s that simple.”


    He shook his head. His gaze was intense to the point of being aggressive. “Is that what you believe? We’re all disposable and the only thing that matters is keeping the Wolfstar in the sky?”


    She held his stare, defiant. “Is there something that matters more?”


    She wanted him to say it. Groxx, would he simply say it? Unless she’d been wrong in her hope. Maybe this really had only been about him getting his testicles in a knot over her selective noncompliance of his orders. She needed him to say he loved her. To tell her she was the most important thing to him.


    For a moment she thought he would. He opened his mouth, but his anger seemed to take over and he went utterly cold again. He shoved away from the rail. “Thanks for the beer.”


    Her breath caught in her throat. The hurt pierced her deeper than she expected—a hot spike right through the center of her.


    “I might’ve been wrong,” she said, her voice shaking because she simply could not keep the emotion out of it. There was no reason to even try. “But so are you.”


    She jumped down from the rail and left him.

  


  


    


    


    


    CHAPTER FOUR


    


    He was such a groxxing fool.


    He watched silently as Cenn walked out of the cargo area. She never looked back, but he tracked her every step. Every time her heel struck the metal floor, the noise hit him like a body blow. The words he knew would bring her back had lodged in his throat. He couldn’t cough them out. They were stuck there, choking him, too hard to say.


    He was nothing but a coward. He would rather win an argument than win her.


    What would it take for him to tell her how much she meant to him? If anything, he would’ve bet that almost losing her today would’ve done it, but no. He’d never been good at expressing his feelings. Then again, that was a cheap, gutless excuse. Some things simply had to be done. He had to shut up and be wolf enough to do them.


    On autopilot, he double-checked the restraints on the digger, his hands moving of their own accord. He knew full well he was stalling. It wouldn’t be long until the rendezvous with the Wolfstar. He suspected that if he left things as they were, with this conflict lying between them, then they were as good as done as a couple. So then, was she worth claiming? Even as headstrong as she could be? As maddening as she could be?


    Who else fit perfectly against him? No one. Ever. Their connection was perfect. She wrapped around him like copper wire covering a spike-terminal, and the electricity flowed. He started to smirk, wondering if she’d like it if he used that image during their pillow talk. She’d probably laugh him out of bed. Of course, there wouldn’t be any pillow talk now. Not after he’d hull-breached their entire groxxing relationship because he couldn’t tell her she’d scared him to death by running headlong into danger. All because he couldn’t be man enough to tell her how much he loved her.


    Now things had changed. He’d always known that the life of a spacer was hazardous. There was always risk. That was why spacers lived harder and faster than planet-side inhabitants. Live hard, die free, and other quippy things like that. Lycanari were no different. In fact, they were prone to living even more carefree and hedonistically, reveling in the pleasures of food, lovers, excitement, drink, and merriment. Live the moment.


    And like a naïve fool, he’d assumed she would be there for him forever.


    It was time to take a risk. He could not lose her. Yet, she also had to understand that when he gave a groxxing command, she needed to step lively. He didn’t give a flying groxx for that damn digger or about the ore. He would tell her exactly how much she meant to him. He had to. There was no choice. There was no other way he could lay permanent claim to her.


    And if she didn’t feel the same way about him after this?


    He clenched his fist and wanted to throw something big across the room. After a deep breath and slow exhale, he managed to hold onto his self-control. Barely. Throwing things onboard a spaceship was another thing that chanced starting a series of unfortunate disasters. That didn’t mean he didn’t want to take his frustrations out on something, it simply meant he had to act like a big wolf.


    Because now it was time to risk it all for the most important thing in his world.


    Cenn.

  


  


    


    


    


    CHAPTER FIVE


    


    Cenn studied the navigation computer holoscreens for what seemed the hundredth time. She double-checked the engine flux. She ran diagnostics. She calculated how much money they’d get for dylios ore at the Sys-Trade Market rate for the UnReg systems, and even better, on the more lucrative Consolidated Core exchange where the markets were more stable. She certainly did not cry. True, she felt as if someone had kicked her in the gut. Yes, she felt empty and hollow and as breakable as glass. But she didn’t cry, and she didn’t break, and there were things that needed doing.


    The door to the cockpit hissed open. She didn’t turn, because this system readout on the engine thrust-burn efficiency ratios was far more intriguing than anything Mr. Thanks-For-The-Bearing-Lubricant-Beer might have to say.


    He walked up behind her copilot chair. She sensed him behind her, looming, and she ignored him with perfect poise. With a bit of back-end calibration, she could probably squeeze out another ten or fifteen percent efficiency from the central—


    “Cenn.”


    His voice was low and grave. It shattered through the wall of busy-work and busy-thoughts she’d built to keep her from thinking of him. She swiveled in the chair to face him.


    “All the systems are still green.” She kept her tone professional to the core while she met his gaze. “We’re getting close to the link-up coordinates with the Wolfstar.”


    “Cenn.” He took her hands and pulled her to her feet.


    “I still have a lot of work to do—”


    “Cenn,” he growled, but his expression was a strange mix of amusement and intensity. “Be quiet.”


    She sputtered. “You think you can—”


    He kissed her. It was a kiss to rock the worlds. He seemed to pour a cargo ship’s worth of passion and need into the kiss, crushing her to him, his mouth claiming hers. Owning hers. She felt his heart hammering away in his chest, and hers was beating just as fast. He finally broke the kiss, leaving her light-headed and yearning for his lips back on hers, wanting them on her body, everywhere. She stared up at him, waiting for his next move. He settled his hands on her shoulders and looked deep into her eyes.


    “You are mine, Cenn.” His words were rough, ragged with emotion. His gaze burned into hers. “I claim you. I love you.”


    She closed her eyes, titled her head away. So much emotion coursed through her that she was trembling. His hands remained on her shoulders, heavy and steady, as if he would help hold her together.


    “I…” she started, and swallowed. “I waited a long time to hear that.”


    The corner of his mouth curved upward. “Too long.”


    She nodded. “Yeah, too long.”


    “Don’t agree too quickly now.” His laughter was warm. “Your man is a moon-dumb moron not to have told you so before. What was wrong with him?”


    She couldn’t help her return smile. “I don’t know. I was hoping he’d wake up some eon.”


    “What woke me up was seeing you risk your tail. I realized I could lose you in an instant. You’d be gone and I’d never have told you how much you mean to me.”


    “How much do I mean to you?” she asked, giving him a mischievous look.


    “You’re everything to me. Simple as that. You’re mine. I’m yours.”


    A flush of warmth and love flooded through her. Her heart was beating fast. The dual force of his love and his lust scorched along her body, turning her on even more. She wanted to be wanted. Needed to be needed. By him.


    Cenn drew her hands down his muscular chest, loving the hard feel of him. That hardness made her think of another hardness. Her hand slipped lower, down to his crotch, and she grinned when she felt how stiff he was. She traced her fingers teasingly along the outline of his cock straining against his pants.


    “Keep it up,” he growled. “I’ll be tearing those clothes off you.”


    “Oh, clothes-tearing. That’s a good start, but is that all you can do?”


    “Not even close. I’ll spread you wide on that console. I’ll tongue-fuck you until you’re screaming.”


    “I love the sound of that.” Damn, she was getting so wet. Not just the words, but the way he looked at her with those gorgeous eyes, as if she were the one thing in the world he wanted more than anything else. As if she were life to him.


    “Do you? Good. You deserve it. Because after that I’m going to turn you around and give you the other thing you deserve. For running off like the bravest, stupidest wolf in the pack and nearly giving me a heart attack, you deserve a couple of smart slaps on the ass.” He leaned toward her. “A spanking. For making me love you so hard, you damn wicked wolf.”


    Her breath shuddered out. Her skin felt as if it were on fire, needing his hands on her. Her nipples were hard, tight points against her flight suit and her core was wet, hot, and aching for him to fill her.


    “Promises…” she whispered, her voice escaping her lips in a needy sigh.


    He drew the zipper of her flight suit down, exposing her breasts. He cupped her breasts, squeezing them, then he teased her aching nipples, pushing the tips upward and making her moan with the sudden onslaught of pleasure.


    “Your mouth…” she gasped. “On me.”


    His grin was almost feral. “I like it when a woman knows what she wants.” But his hands only lingered on her breasts, teasing and twisting her nipples until she arched with delight.


    “Still…talking…” she managed to say.


    He laughed and lowered his head to take one nipple into his mouth. She groaned, closing her eyes and tilting her head back, as he took the tip between his teeth and lightly flicked his tongue across it. And if that wasn’t enough to drive her mad, he continued to stroke and tease her other nipple with his fingers. He shifted from tongue-teasing to biting—only hard enough to give the slightest flash of discomfort before he shifted again to sucking and tonguing, so that the pain was immediately driven away by the pleasure—and the abrupt changes had her head reeling.


    He pushed the flight suit, which had bunched around her waist, all the way over her hips and down to her ankles. Then he grabbed her by the backside, lifted her effortlessly, and set her down on the smooth console. The cool surface made her skin break out in gooseflesh, but Redlan’s attention to her body warmed her enough that she didn’t notice for long.


    Redlan slid his hands up the back of her thighs, cupping his palms behind her knees. He spread her wide open, pushing her legs as far apart as they would go, exposing her glistening sex completely to him. He drank in the sight, his expression rapt, heated. He lowered his head and tasted her hot, slick folds.


    She rocked her hips upward, rolling into him, frantic to get him to drive his tongue deeper into her. She almost fell off the console when he finally drove the tip of his tongue into her upper channel. He eased off and licked around her slit, leaving no part of her untasted, before he alternately flicked her clit and circled it, licking, driving her mad with constantly building pleasure.


    “Ah, God,” she gasped. “Ahhhnnn…” The words she intended deteriorated into a lingering moan. She stared down at his head between her thighs, and drove her hand into his dark hair. He gave her bud a good sucking and her grip tightened until her fingers clenched in his locks. He was merciless. She couldn’t have pulled his head away, even if she’d wanted to. Her knuckles were white. There were spots flickering in her vision and she felt as though she couldn’t draw in enough air.


    “Fuck…” she said, panting, gasping. She bit her cheek, trying to hold in some of her moans, though she had no idea why. But after a few moments of him pleasuring her, she was helpless to even do that. Helpless to do anything but try to climb to the top of the massive wave of pleasure that was looming higher and higher over her.


    An instant before she came, he drew back and slid his hands along her inner thighs, watching her with those striking amber wolf eyes. She thought she might come anyway—so close to the edge she might simply tumble off if the slightest push of his breath fell against her hot, slick folds—but though her excitement remained near feverish, she managed to hold off, wanting him inside her when she came.


    But she wasn’t a patient wolf.


    “I need you,” she growled. “In me. Now.”


    His laugh was low and satisfied and seemed to vibrate through her like electric current. His gaze was intense, and his cock was standing up hard and proud. Precum seeped from the tip. She opened her mouth to beg, yes, beg him to fuck her. He shook his head, giving her a purely wicked grin.


    “This first,” he said, and went down on her again. She opened her mouth in shock, but she was wound so tight that it only took a couple of hard flicks of his tongue against her clit, then down into her sopping pussy, and back up to her clit in merciless circles to shove her over the edge. She came hard, thrashing against him, and unable to do anything but moan and shudder.


    “You…bastard…” she finally gasped, her eyes half lidded. He watched her, drinking in her pleasure, his incredible tongue had her head reeling. His scent was all she wanted around her, always.


    “Your punishment’s not over, Cenn,” he said gravely. His lips were wet with her juices. “I’m just getting started.”


    She was still coming down from that incredible orgasm, her breath still rasping in and out of her mouth, the glorious contractions of pleasure rippling through her body. But Redlan wasn’t done. He kissed her, but when she shifted to deepen the kiss, he turned her over, helping steady her as her wobbling legs found the ground. Her thighs were wet with her own juices and she was still trembling.


    “Such a perfect ass,” he said, sliding his hands over her backside.


    Cenn smiled and closed her eyes, knowing what was coming next, needing it, wanting it. She would always do what she wanted, but the fact that Redlan cared and wanted to show her how much warmed her all the way through. And that they could have this level of fun and connection in their sex-play, that was amazing and—


    The first sharp smack of his hand on her ass made her jump and gasp at the sting, even as her arousal soared even higher. She groaned and wiggled her ass at him. Her eyes were half-lidded with pleasure as she waited for more.


    “Such a perfect ass deserves a firm hand,” he said, with a sexy gleam in his eye. She watched his hand as it lifted, felt the tightening of anticipation throughout her body. Then his hand swung down and smacked her other ass cheek. She groaned and bit her knuckle, leaning forward on the smooth console, her knees too weak to keep her upright.


    She expected another spank but it didn’t happen. Instead, his hand stroked her stinging cheek, smoothing away the slight pain, and then traveled lower to her sopping pussy. He traced his finger along her slippery pussy lips, pushing inside her only a little, shifting up to her clit for a quick circle and away again before the pleasure became too much. He thrust his finger deep into her and touched her g-spot. She was clenching every muscle, arching backward and moaning. After what seemed an eternity, he relented, not bringing her to a boil again, content to keep her simmering.


    Another smack on her ass left her cheeks jiggling and her skin stinging. She gasped and then groaned. Her head was spinning. Another spank followed by another on her opposite cheek. Even as she sucked in air to beg him for another, he stroked her again and fingered her again—the pattern different, keeping her guessing—while her ass cheeks were still stinging. But her pussy was humming with pleasure, and she was feeling loved, needed, and wanted.


    She glanced back over her shoulder at him. His face had a wild, feral look to it, as if he could lose control at any second and he was fighting to keep himself from grabbing her and driving his cock into the place she wanted him most. She moaned under his touch, staring at him through her eyelashes.


    “Fuck me,” she said, her voice shaking with all her need. “Now. Fuck me, now.”


    He growled and pulled her around to face him. He spread her legs again and she yielded eagerly, ready to be fucked on the console until she was screaming. Redlan grabbed his cock, eased forward, and inch by slow inch sank the entire length into her wet channel.


    “So tight,” he groaned. “So wet, damn it, Cenn.” He seized her hair and yanked her up into a fierce kiss.


    He tasted so good, he smelled even better, and he felt fucking divine inside her. “Harder.” She bit his lip. “Harder.”


    He fucked her hard, his movement fast, and his thrusts deep. She could do nothing but hold on for dear life, her eyes rolled back, reveling in the sensation of him driving himself into her as if he wanted to own all of her forever. As if they would come together in—


    The subnet transmission blared into the cockpit with a burst of static, shattering through her pleasure-hazed thoughts. “Hailing Dropship One, this is GX177 Wolfstar. Do you copy?”


    “Oh fuck,” Redlan said, but he didn’t stop driving into her. She couldn’t respond, she could barely breathe, she could only moan and thrash as she climbed toward another orgasm. She didn’t care about anything other than reaching that ecstasy with him, losing herself in a moment of pure connected bliss with the man she loved.


    “Dropship One,” Pixa continued to transmit. “This is Wolfstar. Do you copy? Your approach vector is varying. Correct or engage autopilot immediately. Please acknowledge.”


    He started fucking her faster, driving into her, as they both desperately fought to reach their climaxes before they arrived at the Wolfstar. But Redlan managed to slap a hand down on the transmit-voice-only button on the console and grunted, “Busy.”


    Cenn bit him again on the thick slap of muscle between his neck and shoulder, marking him. He was hers. She was his. Neither of them would ever forget it. The orgasm hit her all at once. Every nerve ending sang with incredible pleasure. Nothing was as good as this. Nothing.


    Redlan’s cock jerked, and she felt warmth fill her when he shot his seed deep into her pussy and he groaned her name. She slumped against him, utterly weak, exhausted by the strength of her orgasms. They were both breathing hard, trembling against one another, lost in their perfect connection.


    The transmission from the Wolfstar resumed, frantic now. “You’d better be busy slowing your course, Dropship One. Repeat, your speed is too high for docking. Adjust it now!”


    Alarms started to blare all over the cockpit. A toneless robotic voice began to chant, “Proximity alert. Proximity alert.” Over and over, then switched to the more frightening “Impact in t-minus six, five, four—”


    They looked at one another wide-eyed, too stunned to move.


    “Not again!” they both said at the same time, just as the dampening field engaged, slowing them, but not enough. Redlan grabbed for the engine control and reversed thrust. All the same they hit the docking port in a hard-connect, slamming into the breakers with enough force to send them both onto the floor in a tangle of naked limbs.


    The main viewscreen flickered to life on override from the Wolfstar. The wide screen filled with Captain Trezton’s fierce glower. His captain’s hat was pulled low so that he was glaring at them with one amber eye, his stubble-covered jaw clenched, his dark hair shaggy and unkempt. Even his captain’s uniform was clean but stylishly disheveled. But even as unkempt as the captain could look, the man radiated the intense power and intelligence that made all the wolves in his pack sit still and take notice. He might look scruffy and grouchy, but he ran the tightest ship in the system.


    “Redlan Acher, Cennla Bowar,” the captain said, his deep voice blaring over the speakers. “Welcome back.”


    They glanced at each other in disbelief. Was that all? No reprimand? No punishment? No comment on why they were naked on the floor piled on top of each other? Could she be so lucky?


    “Thank you, captain,” Redlan said hesitantly. “Good to be home.”


    Captain Trezton nodded, but his frown deepened. “Is there any particular reason you tried to ram the dropship through the Wolfstar’s port-side landing dock?”


    “Ah…the offset-thrusters might’ve had a slight malfunction, sir. I had a repair robot on it.” Redlan laughed and ran a hand through his hair. “Must not have been fixed in time.”


    The captain turned his attention to Cenn. “And that’s why you couldn’t be bothered to answer our hails?”


    Cenn resisted the urge to cover up her nakedness. That would only look weak and guilty. Besides, on a ship full of shape-shifters, nudity was nothing shocking. “Slight communication, button-sticky problem, sir.”


    “Button-sticky. Is that a technical diagnosis, Cennla?”


    “It is, sir.”


    “You are both naked.”


    “Uh, we had to shift, sir. Emergency wolf. Didn’t have time to get dressed…yet.”


    His expression went even stonier, but one eyebrow quirked. “Shift. To pilot a dropship? No wonder you’re both so bad at it.”


    “Thought I saw a boinger,” Cenn interjected. “You know what a nightmare it would be if one of those got on the ship, captain.” Yolvuvian boingers were a scourge on starships—small mutant creatures that careened around in the vents and hard-to-reach parts of the ship, able to fold themselves into the shape of a ball and bounce around due to their elastic skin.


    “So let me get this straight. You chose not to use shipboard scanners and instead hunted a potential boinger infestation as wolves?” Captain Trezton stared at them, his expression flat. “Don’t keep me in suspense. Did you find anything?”


    “Negative, captain. Luckily we were wrong.”


    “That’s right, you were wrong.” He continued to glare. “However, the ship interface shows you retrieved a huge amount of dylios.” He frowned as if this made him unhappier, his bushy eyebrows drawing together. “While your boinger-detecting skills are highly defective, the ore find was good work. Get cleaned up, and for groxx sake, get dressed. You’re going to do a complete diagnostic check on the dropship and on the Wolfstar. Any damage and you’ll be the ones logging extra hours to repair. Congratulations.”


    “Thank you, sir,” Cenn said with the appropriate amount of chagrin and meekness, while Redlan boldly put an arm around her and met the captain’s gaze straight on.


    “I have an announcement for the pack, captain.”


    The captain’s mouth twitched with the barest hint of emotion. “I don’t suppose it’s an announcement that you’re headed back to piloting school?”


    “Ah, no, sir.”


    “Very well. Do you want put announce it on the ship-wide comm?”


    “I would appreciate it, sir.”


    The captain gestured to someone off screen, probably Pixa. He turned back to Redlan. “Go ahead.”


    “I claim Cennla Bower as my mate. Let any wolf who disagrees face me with tooth and claw, and I will earn her with blood and battle, the wolf way. I will protect her. I will comfort her. I will love her. She is my mate. Forever.”


    The captain nodded grimly. He looked at Cenn. “What say you, Cennla Bower?”


    “Redlan Acher is my mate. I will fight alongside him. I will fuck him. I will love him. I will run with him. I will keep him honest and together we will make the pack stronger. I claim him as my mate. Forever.”


    The captain raised an eyebrow. “Leave it to you two to come up with your own variations on the mate claim. So be it. Your claims are heard by all of the Wolfstar. Are there any counterclaims?”


    She waited with her heart in her throat. A counterclaim would mean Redlan would have to fight for her—but those were the old wolf laws. Now if a female made her preference known it was exceedingly rare for things to degenerate into violence, although the old ways still held weight on some lycanari colonies.


    “No protests or counterclaims,” the captain said after a glance off-screen. “Life is good. Now get your clothes on and get to work checking for any damage your piss-poor docking attempt caused. Oh, and you two can log some serious flight-sim time, in addition to the repair checks. Now get that ore unloaded before I lose my temper.” The screen went dark.


    They both groaned. They had some hard work ahead of them.


    “The captain really needs to get laid,” Cenn said.


    Redlan’s eyes went wide in surprise and he coughed out a laugh. “Yeah, but who would ever mate with him? I’d follow him into hell and back, but he’s as hard as steel and twice as cold.” He shook his head and grinned at her. “All right, enough putting this off. Let’s get to work—” He claimed her mouth with a kiss that curled her toes. “So we can get back to the things that are really important.”


    She smiled. The extra work didn’t matter. They would be together. She could face any punishment in the universe if she knew he was right there, always by her side.


    “I can’t believe we were caught screwing again.” Her face started to heat now that the shock of being discovered in flagrante had started to fade. Everyone on the ship would be laughing about this for years most likely. “And we almost crashed the ship. Again.”


    He wrapped his arms tight around her. “Crashing into you was the best thing that ever happened to me.”


    She laughed and covered her eyes with one hand. “Sorry, sorry. Not supposed to laugh. You said that and it makes me all warm, but…”


    “But corny.”


    She kissed him. “My kind of corny.” She gave him a wicked grin. “Think we have time and energy for a quickie?”


    “Energy, yeah.” He kissed her to prove it, sliding his hand up her bare, smooth skin. “But time? No way.”


    “Then let’s get into some more trouble,” she said, pulling him to her.


    “Trouble never sounded better,” he said, and kissed her.


    


    END
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    This space pirate isn’t ready to be caught and taught…


    Among space pirates, Rhihann is one of the best, a specialist who infiltrates starships and steals them out from under any captain unlucky enough to be at the helm. This time though, there’s far more on the line when she’s forced to steal a wealthy noble’s ship for a vicious crime lord. The mission should be a cakewalk, except this alien captain isn’t like any other male she’s gone up against. He’s big, he’s smart, he’s dominant, and he’s able to get the drop on her. And once he takes her prisoner, he tolerates exactly zero nonsense. Worst of all, he’s somehow discovered her secret submissive desire to be spanked…


    Arlen is an undercover law-don officer with just one mission—stop the illegal death-cage matches on Havva Station. When Rhihann tries to steal his ship, he’s forced to capture her…but he’s at a loss for what to do with the pretty human who’s so skilled and so dangerous. The passion between them won’t be denied, and Rhihann longs for Arlen’s large, strong hands on her flesh. His low-level psychic powers tell him when she’s lying and when she’s turned on by punishment, but he clearly can’t trust her. Yet he’s forced to do exactly that when he must disguise her as his consort and go undercover, and one wrong move by either of them will mean their deaths. There’s deadly trouble aboard the space station, and the captain and his captive have stumbled right into the middle of it.
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