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Chapter One


 


The shitty light show didn’t bother his eyes; he was
otherworldly. The extra effort of the band onstage was lost on both him and and
the other patrons slowly filling in to see the main act. 


He’d been in worse places with even crappier light. Such was
the life of a spy, especially one who could move between worlds like Derrick.
The term spook didn’t just hold true for his human side; it was reinforced
exponentially for him as a shifter.


Tonight he wasn’t here to think of the past. 


Stale cigarette smoke and sweat hung in the air, irritating
Derrick’s puma senses. After thirty minutes, the opening band managed to move
the crowd into some semblance of frenzy, if the tiny mosh pit could be called
that. 


Too bad no one gave a shit about the poorly expressed
political message in the band’s lyrics.


Derrick stood in the back with the bartender, Rob, a
leather-clad human that dwarfed most people. Rob’s auburn curls emphasized the
scariness of his face; black eyes sunk deep into a skull that might have made
Derrick afraid if he were simply human.


Pumas didn’t fear mankind. A two-hundred-pound solid mass of
muscle that could easily leap eighteen feet need not fear anyone, especially
when it could tear out the throat of its victims with ease.


Scanning the crowd, Derrick swirled his drink around and
took a sip. The Manhattan slid down his throat before he set the glass on the
bar and another quickly sailed his way. 


Derrick reached for his wallet while thunderous kick drums,
booming bass guitar, and fast riffs from the band onstage assaulted his ears. 


Rob’s voice didn’t change despite the loudness in the club.
“No charge. You’ll want to sip this one slowly, though, Derrick. In fact, keep
your eyes on the stage.”


Nodding, Derrick turned to face the stage, grateful for his
enhanced hearing. He could actually hear Rob’s words over the riffs played by
the newest band in the death metal scene. 


The band Ark-KaotiK jammed loud and fast onstage, causing a
melee of noise while the crowd erupted into a mosh pit that would have made the
Devil himself proud. For thirty minutes, they cranked out chords, kicked off
melodies, and warmed up.


Derrick sipped his drink and kept an eye on the crowd. Many
of the concertgoers were human, though he noticed a few wolves and bears had
made their way in. As a former spy, he’d learned to watch the crowd for signs
of violence, ignoring most of their behavior as harmless. Metal music listeners
tended to get a little raucous, especially since this was one of the largest
bands making the death metal circuit. 


After a few more minutes of jamming, his target would appear
onstage. 


Ark-KaotiK sported a drummer on a par with the greatest of
technical death metal drummers. Their guitarist played complex riffs and
melodic rhythms like nobody else. Their bass player proved capable of bringing
out a thunderous low end.


Sonja, their legendary lead singer, made them the most
amazing death metal band around.


Stories circulated in the paranormal community about a witch
with the voice of a goddess and the power to influence crowds. At a time in the
country when waves of violent uprisings by angry mobs fed up with class
inequality were becoming the norm, the youth remained neglected. Many of the
displaced youth did what they did best: went to metal shows, got drunk, and
took out their aggression on willing and sometimes unwilling participants.


Supposedly, Sonja could control all of that with her voice.


The tension in the crowd had risen to an all-time high. The
previous band managed to pull out charisma at the last moment and rile up the
crowd, jumbling listener emotions, serving as a reminder to many of the patrons
of class warfare issues and capitalist pig ideas. Combined with alcohol, drug
use, the aforementioned tension levels created a powder keg of violence.
Already, two fights had been broken up between two were-beings. That couldn’t
be allowed to continue. Humans would get hurt, a body count would be
established, and everything that had been done by those in the shifter
community to improve the perception of humans would be torn asunder.


Derrick chose to keep his distance from the crowd. Rob had
asked him to watch the lead singer, tail her, keep her safe. Hanging back gave
him the best vantage point; he could see who came in while he watched the
stage. 


“I really appreciate you coming out to watch her. I’d
apologize about the music but—”


Derrick held a hand up. “It’s no problem. I’m a fan.
Besides, you did me a favor, so thanks.”


Rob arched a brow. “I did?”


“Let’s just leave it at I needed to get out of the house.”
Derrick smiled.


His routine hangout was the cigar club on the other side of
town. Pumas were notorious loners. In his normal crowd, he hung out alone or
included himself in conversation as he saw fit.


Except among his few friends, Derrick affiliated himself as
a diehard metal head. If a show came to his part of town and even one of the
bands was someone he listened to, he showed up. The large crowds allowed him to
get out and mix his aggression with theirs. If he didn’t, he became irritable
and that tended to turn off any women who might otherwise share his bed.


He had no misconceptions about sex. At his age, he could
still have any woman he wanted, but commitment scared him. He shunned the idea
after his last few relationships. Nicole turned out to be psycho. Mahalia
couldn’t deal with him being a shifter. Margaret worried for his safety when he
admitted to being a spy, and she hated the lies he had to tell her. 


Most of them wanted commitment. 


Even though he was out of the spy game, he still had
reservations from his past that kept him from seeking a lifelong partner. 


Except for the dry spell he’d been in, Derrick had a pretty
decent sexual career, but his heart was empty and he desperately craved
companionship.


Tonight, he wanted none of that. Tonight would be for the
music, the drinking, and keeping the peace. And, oh yeah, protecting his
target.


The lights went down.


The band left the stage.


Another drink slid across the bar.


Without looking, Derrick extended his hand and caught the
glass before bringing it to his lips. Cool liquor slid down his throat and sent
tingles racing through him.


Screaming voices erupted from the PA and mixed with loud
thunderclaps followed by rain. A mist appeared from the darkness, illuminated
by purple and blue lights just above the stage. The crowd quieted down just
enough to let the aural buildup occur. Then the rain stopped. 


A thundercloud outside shook the walls of the bar and boomed
against the brick and mortar. A few hushed gasps immerged from random places in
the audience.


The sound of shattering glass pulled Derrick’s attention
center stage. 


On the stage, he noticed what appeared to be glass shards
reassembling themselves.


He scratched his head and did a double take. 


Yup, the glass was indeed reassembling itself into the wine
bottle it had once been.


Then it floated offstage while band members took their
places, instruments in hand.


The small lead singer dispersed the smoke with a wave of her
hand.


At the same time, the lights kicked on, the band started
playing, and the lead singer emitted the most beautiful growls through the mic.


His heart thundered in his chest, blood pooled south.
Derrick did another double take. He couldn’t quite wrap his head around the
now-angry screams coming from the woman onstage. 


She belted, grunted, made the disjointed music make sense.


Metal had a way of being both darkly angry and intensely
beautiful if the singer’s voice and lyrics could captivate the listener. 


Worse yet, she’d captured the attention of his dick. Hands
angrily gripped the microphone. Dark, waist-length hair swirled around and fell
at her sides, blanketing her face; Derrick saw plump lips ripe for kissing. Her
ample chest rose and fell with each breath she took.


She moved with grace. Power spilled off her in time with the
music.


The audience followed her every move. 


The mosh pit opened up; bodies slammed hard into one another.



Then, as if they weren’t a death metal band at all, their
music changed tones, became melodic. Her singing matched the music, and all the
weight of the aggressive pit seemed to lift off the humans and into the air.


The pit slowed down. 


Derrick watched the woman who now sang with an angel’s voice
in absolute amazement.


Slowly, he slid off the barstool and made his way toward
her, only to be stopped by Rob’s hand on his arm.


He looked over his shoulder and almost growled back at Rob. 


The bartender shook his head. “Something’s wrong. She’s
calling to all the shifters to come closer, to let go of their animalistic
violence fetish. You go to her now, she’ll own you. Shake it off.”


Derrick must have looked puzzled because Rob scowled. “I’ll
introduce you after the show. Trust me.”


He shook his head and found Rob staring back at him.
“Thanks.” Derrick took his place back on the stool. He’d wait, but that melodic
voice carrying such pain and sorrow had already woven a spell on him. The glint
in her silver-blue eyes caught his gaze and helped push sensual lust into her
death-laced lyrics.


Something resonated deep in his bones, but he didn’t quite
understand why. Never had he felt a power like hers.


The overwhelming need to wrap his arms around her and hold her
startled him. 


The band went into the second song—a nonstop blast-beat
number with rhythmic guitars that created the perfect scene of darkness and
despair while Sonja continued singing. Sumptuous, clean vocals nearly forced
him off the stool again. 


Rob clapped his hand on Derrick’s shoulder and applied a bit
more pressure. Derrick didn’t look back, but he gripped the bar until his
knuckles ached. 


She sang and took the audience on an auditory journey of a
troubled teen struggling into adulthood who ultimately took his own life. 


As hard as he was, Derrick found himself wanting to comfort
Sonja now. 


Lights flashed in sync with the rapid-fire drum kicks and
created a strobe light effect.


Derrick leaned forward while still holding his drink. Lights
onstage gave Sonja a more dramatic appearance. Corpse paint covered her round
face; eye shadow set her eyes deeper in her skull than they really were;
blood-red hair looked like the darkest tar. A charcoal sweater clung to full
breasts and showed off a flat tummy meant for licking. Black leather hugged
luscious hips. Derrick couldn’t pull his eyes away from her sultry swagger.


A third song morphed into a fourth, and an hour later, the
band retired for the night after playing one encore. Sonja thanked the crowd
and tossed the microphone onto the stage.


Derrick noted the mood in the bar as it slowly emptied out.
People, moods, everything seemed lighter.


The air of danger and despair had fallen prey to sadness,
acceptance, and finally relief. 


His body still thrummed with sexual need. 


Derrick finished another Manhattan and turned to pay the
bartender.


“No need.” Rob shook his head. Auburn curls spilled down the
sides of his face. Black paint around his eyes made them appear to be sunken
deeper into his skull. “Give them a few minutes to clear out and I’ll take you
backstage to meet Sonja. She’s…waiting for you.”


Derrick didn’t understand but nodded anyway. The nervous
underlying tones in Rob’s voice made him wary. He gripped the glass, spun it
around on the bar, and slid it toward Rob.


With typical bartender flair, Rob caught it, tossed the ice,
and set the glass in the dishwasher. 


A bottle of water flew past a patron and ended up in
Derrick’s hand. 


“I am still amazed at your speed.” Rob laughed.


His ears rang but he could still hear Rob with precision.
Derrick popped the top off. “You’ve got speed yourself and you’re not even a
shifter.”


Rob snorted. “I’m something, that’s for sure.”


Derrick laughed. “Indeed.”


He turned back to the empty stage and watched roadies carry
equipment away. His mind wandered back to the singer, how her prowess on stage
controlled the crowd with exactness, getting them to move just as she directed
them. 


Many singers were charismatic, but not like Sonja. 


A few minutes passed and the stage emptied. Rob reached out
and grabbed Derrick’s shoulder. “Come on. You want a proper introduction,
right?”


Derrick nodded. Heavy sexual energy consumed him, making him
fear he’d say the wrong damn thing. He made a mental note to keep his mouth
shut and let Sonja do the talking—if she had the voice for it.


Besides, he wasn’t supposed to let her know he was watching
her. As far as she would know, he was just an old friend of Rob's from school. 


Rob escorted Derrick past the bar and down a long dark
hallway. Fans ran on high and sent an obvious chill through the bartender. The
leather he wore proved no match for the warmth of puma fur. 


“Here’s her room. Remember, she shouldn’t know I hired you
to protect her. Nor does she need to know about the note threatening her life.
The guys typically head into the hidden cellar here for a shower.”


“Right, we’re just old friends from school. Took some of the
same classes and I’m in town visiting.” 


Rob nodded. “Right.” 


Derrick rubbed his chin. “You said something went wrong when
she sang and began pulling shifters toward the stage. What did you mean?”


“You’ll see in a moment.” Rob pushed the door open.


Behind the wooden slab that passed for a door, dimmed lights
illuminated the area. Derrick made out the leather couch and the sounds of
muffled cries. He rushed in and scanned the area.


Senses on high alert, Derrick spotted the tiny woman with
her head buried in her arms on the couch. She curled up in a tight ball against
the corner, sobbing…and clad in only hip-hugging panties and a bra that pushed
luscious curves upward. 


Alabaster skin glistened with sweat against the black
leather couch. Her hair hid her face and muffled her sobs. Derrick sighed but
caught a whiff of something.


Heavy, dark. 


Lonely.


“Sonja?” Rob stepped in and knelt at her side. He reached
out but didn’t quite touch her. “Come here, Derrick. If I’m right…” Rob didn’t
finish his statement.


Derrick stepped inside and scratched his head.


Rob met Derrick’s gaze dead on. “Now, please.”


The urgency in Rob’s voice matched his concerned expression.
Sonja’s sobs continued to tear at his heart. He wanted to know who made her cry
and why. Then he wanted to pummel them. Vengeance filled him instantly.


Rob’s voice floated through the rage and managed to ground
Derrick back to reality. “Calm down, Derrick. It’s not what you think. Take a
deep breath, clear your mind, and touch her. Please.”


Derrick knelt, ran a hand through his hair, and sighed,
letting all the worry slip away from his mind. He found that calm place in the
forest where the puma inside loved running free, and went there. Luscious
smells confronted his sensitive nose. Colors sharpened. Then he returned to
reality. Rob moved beside Sonja. His eyes filled with despair. “Touch her,
please.”


Derrick didn’t miss the pain in Rob’s voice. What is
going on here?


He reached for Sonja, touched a hand along her thigh.
Smooth, soft skin met his. 


Her thigh twitched and she stiffened against his hand.


Derrick started to withdraw but met Rob’s gaze.


“Not yet.”


Derrick nodded. Sexual energy along with something else
crackled between them and sent a shudder through his body.


Sonja must have felt it, too, because she shifted and
straightened. Her eyes widened.


Derrick slid his leather trench coat off and used it to
cover her.


She sniffled and lifted her head to meet his gaze. “Thank
you.”


Intense silver-blue eyes stared back at him with such force
they threatened to knock him back. He struggled to hold his ground, remaining
unsure of whether to remove his hand.


She answered that question by cupping his hand with hers and
offering a weak smile. “You’re tranquil,” she whispered.


Derrick nodded and smiled weakly. “Sometimes. What’s going
on?” 


Sonja shifted again, rolled her head back and forth. She
swept a hand through her red hair and brushed it over her shoulders.
“I’m…empathic, and in this crowd there was so much hatred. It’s overwhelming. I
picked up on it instantly and it inundated me.”


Blinking, Derrick looked at Rob. “It’s like she was thrust
in the middle of the mosh pit before it started?”


Before Rob could answer, Sonja nodded. “You’re a shifter.
Your feelings are heavier than most. Let me just touch you back.” She leaned
forward and the jacket slid down her body, exposing a black bra.


Her hand caressed his cheek, then slid down his neck and
stopped at his heart. She pressed the palm of her hand against him and closed
her eyes.


It hit him then, the pressure of all he kept buried inside.
Swamped with that weight, he staggered forward, reached out for the couch, and
found the warmth of Sonja’s body wrapped around his.


Her sweet voice echoed in his ear. “You’re…missing
something.”


Inside, Derrick’s mind went on high alert. She’d hit a
trigger but his training kept him from showing any emotion other than what he
wanted her to see. 


Rob coughed.


Derrick looked to see Rob standing, Sonja glaring at him.
Her brows furrowed, lips pursed together in a thin line. “Brother, please.”


Derrick stiffened and narrowed his eyes at Rob. “Brother?
You didn’t tell me that, Rob.”


Rob sighed and nodded. “Yes, I did. Night before last.”


Derrick frowned. 


Sonya wrapped her arms around Derrick’s waist and pulled him
into softness that complimented each hard bit of his body. 


He felt right sitting awkwardly in Sonja’s lap, but had to
ask about the tears. He wasn’t a total cad, though his body’s reaction
certainly made itself known. “So the tears were a reaction to the crowd?”


She nodded and spoke in a whisper, “The crowd in this genre
of music is so lonely, so angry, so displaced. Add in a few shifters and it
becomes burdensome when mixed with all the normal pent-up aggression metal
heads carry around. Sadly—or not, some say—I absorb that burden in the music,
with my voice.”


His heart felt heavier.


Her hand pressed harder against his chest.


Derrick felt a weight lift off his shoulders. “It’s not—”


Two slender fingers pressed against his lips. Eyelashes
batted enticingly at him.


Derrick groaned. He wanted to stretch her out on the couch
and spread her legs apart while exploring her with his tongue and lips. Her
scent, sweat mixed with heady heat, wafted past his nose. Yet he couldn’t make
another move.


She was a goddess. His nerves felt unsteady, his body was on
fire.


Sonja adjusted herself on the couch, pressing herself deeper
between his spread thighs.


“I’d hate to be confused for a groupie.” He went for humor,
letting his natural sarcasm come through.


She chuckled. “I haven’t any groupies.”


Derrick arched a brow. He wouldn’t point out the obvious to
her yet, figuring she’d heard it all the time. Instead, he went for subtle.
“You’re a beautiful death metal singer. Surely you have groupies.”


“Nope.” She shook her head and leaned against the couch,
pushing her breasts into his chest. “None. I mean there are boys and girls who
have a silly attraction to me, but it’s not returned.”


“Good to know.” He couldn’t keep the growl from his voice.


“Ahem.” Rob coughed again. “I should leave you two alone.”
He glared hard at Derrick. “Be nice to my sister. She’s rather special, puma.” 


The unmentioned threat hung in the air. Not that it
mattered, Derrick was hired to do a job, not to fraternize with the severely
attractive client. He smiled. “I understand.”


Rob glowered and backed out of the room, shutting the door. 


Sonja slid one leg from beneath her, giving Derrick a view of
very creamy skin and shapely thigh. She tilted her head slightly. “He’s very
protective. I’m sorry.” 


He shrugged again. “I would be, too. You’re an attractive
woman, and I may be a shifter but I’m still a man. I was…”


“Dying to meet me?” Her eyes twinkled with something that
looked like lust.


He shrugged and grinned. “Yeah. Sort of.”


“How do you know my brother?”


“Friends from school.” Derrick leaned back while not
breaking the physical contact.


A brow quirked. “I see. Funny, he never mentioned you.”


“Yeah, we lost touch after graduation. I had a thing
overseas. Real hush-hush.” Half-truth.


Sonja stretched her other leg out from beneath her and
shifted in her seat, giving Derrick a fabulous view of her contours. 


Instantly, he wondered why she was practically nude after
the show. “Are you that hot and sweaty up there on stage?”


She rolled her shoulders and shook out her hands. “A little,
yes. But the problem I have is that not only do I pick up the feelings, they
mold to my clothing. Especially with the previous band pushing a message of
hatred, I picked up a lot of negative rage. When I came back here, I stripped
off the clothes.”


He licked his lips. “So your underwear doesn’t pick things
up? I’m very much enjoying the physical contact.”


She smirked. “All clothing I wear picks up some semblance of
emotion, it’s part of my nature. But I’m not a slut. And that clothing is hot.
I mean, we wear all black.”


He chuckled. “I’d never think that of you. I can only
imagine what it’s like to be in the limelight and need the break. And I’ll
mention again, I’m certainly enjoying the view.”


Sonja flipped her hair off to one side, showing the pale
curve of her neck. “I figured you would. I sort of sought you out.” A light
blush crept up her cheeks. 


“Oh?” He cocked a brow. If she knew his purpose, she hadn’t
let on yet. “Why?”


She leaned forward, giving him an even better view of ample
cleavage. “I don’t know. You felt…safe.” She closed her eyes, puckered her
lips, and made a popping sound before returning her focus on him.


“Honey, I’m anything but.” He let his voice drop, watching
her expression slowly change. 


The deep-blue shade of her eyes intensified, the silver
irises appeared to swirl. Energy poured out from her so fast that it slammed
into Derrick like a freight train.


Memories, screams, visceral images all bombarded him. The
instant message his mind received had only one thing: bleak blackness so heavy,
so dark it made the winter night sky look like the middle of a sunny summer
day. 


He slid off the couch, stumbled back. Hands at his sides, he
tried to brace himself for the next wave but it hit him too fast. Nausea
settled in his stomach and all of those Manhattans he’d drunk earlier
threatened to come up, bringing bile with them. 


The sensation dizzied him, brought him to his knees. 


All the agony he kept buried and all the trepidation the
puma had about killing—even though nature said otherwise—made him howl out. He
opened his eyes and saw the sight of himself being forced to burn a village
because some government jackass was breathing orders to eliminate the warlords
of that village by whatever means necessary down his neck.


That meant force. A lot of force because the villagers had
been trained in guerilla warfare and wouldn’t hesitate to shoot the foreign
shifter menace. 


Derrick had no idea what was waiting for him or his brother
once they arrived.


Max hadn’t slept any more soundly than Derrick since their
return, and Derrick left that mission in the past with all the other ghosts
that haunted him.


Or at least he thought he’d buried the dead. He opened his
mouth to scream but nothing came out. Not even a puma cry.


Just then, soft arms surrounded him and forced him back to
reality. Sonja held him to her, whispering sweet words while the energy pulled
back from him. “I’m sorry. I’m so very sorry. Relax, please. Calm down, babe.
Let me help you.” Her hand caressed the small of his back, ran up his spine.
Fingers crept on his neck, teasing little hairs to attention along with other
things.


He shook with a fear so dark it threatened to pull him over
the edge into a bottomless abyss. Behind tightly closed eyes, he saw his puma
standing at the edge of that cliff, overlooking the canyon while the hordes of
victims he’d mindlessly executed with the click of a button slowly slipped
away. 


Derrick shook his head. 


Sweet sounds of feminine laughter fluttered over his ears
like the day’s fresh breeze.


The puma shook its muzzle, and Derrick saw creamy flesh
eager for tasting.


He lifted his head, met her heated gaze, and pressed his lips
to hers. Unthinking, his mind went on autopilot and led his body into hers. The
energy around them charged with a different heat, one filled with promises of
lust and darker, sensual fun. 


Just the briefest of touches against her lips threatened to
steal his control. Was this her magic or the pure attraction the two obviously
shared?


Hands gripped his shoulders, nails dug into his flesh.


Derrick caught her arms, caressed them. Felt waning strength
in them and vowed to support her if she felt even an ounce of the heat between
them that he did.


Soft, full lips kissed him, parted for his tongue, curled
upward in a smile when he swept his tongue over her bottom lip. Fingers tangled
in his hair, in hers, too, caressing her while he ate at her mouth, then pulled
back, met her fierce stare, saw the power in those eyes.


Knew she’d play with his beast.


The puma in him wagged its tail. 


The second round was all Sonja, all control, all feminine
power. Her arms wrapped around his neck, fingers locked behind his head while
she moved him how she wanted him. Her body pressed into his, making the kiss a
full-on affair, rather than the chaste kiss he’d given her earlier.


Then she pulled back and he swore he heard a growl that
didn’t come from him.


Low, the sound vibrated and made him even more eager to
taste her. But he remembered her earlier, trembling and afraid in the corner of
the couch, curled up in a ball. So he did the sweet thing, shut his libido
down, and took his cue from the rational thinking part of his brain that still
had some blood flow. 


When he kissed her, her perfect mouth kissed back, then
pulled away. She kissed his nose, then moved to kiss his forehead. Desire still
danced in her eyes all while a sweeter side of this woman emerged—something
Derrick had never expected, not after seeing her onstage. 


Then she leaned in again, smiled into the deepening kiss.
Her mouth continued to work with his, while her tongue licked his lower lip. 


Her arousal, along with the taste of fine brandy, filled his
nostrils, surrounded him. Hardened him further. Quickly, he realized if he
didn’t stop this train he’d either have her naked and owe her a new bra and
panty set—not a problem—or just fuck it and shove the damn things aside while
he ravished her.


Slowly the pressure on his mouth eased up. His mouth felt
empty from the loss of contact. 


She moved back and frowned. 


Her expression confused him. “What? Was I too forward? I
thought—”


She rose, shook, and wrapped her arms around her body.
Turning, she headed back to the couch and curled up against the corner. 


Derrick stood and stepped back. He didn’t know what had just
happened, but he needed to get Rob. His client was going to be more difficult
to watch if she couldn’t control her magic.


He never took his eyes off her as he backed into the door
with a thud.


Sonja looked up with tears in her eyes. She sniffled,
brushed strands of deep red hair away from her face, and mouthed, “Please
stay.”


Something heavy coated the air and filled his lungs. The
scent he couldn’t place was wet, humid. Then it became arid before disappearing
completely. Odd, Derrick had never had that experience before. He shrugged,
leaned back against the doorframe. Crossing his arms over his chest, he eyed
her with wariness usually reserved for an opponent. “Are you sure? I can get
Rob.”


“No!” She covered her mouth with her hand. The noise came
out as a growl and made the puma inside Derrick take notice, almost as if it
had found a mate in Sonja.


He didn’t understand her. The weight she carried pressed
down on his shoulders with steadily increasing tension. Derrick had no
intention of letting it best him. “What can I do?”


“Just…” Her voice shook with fear. “Hold me please.”


“Are you sure?” As he took a tentative step toward her, he
prepared himself for another bout of energy to come flailing at him, but after
that first step, none came. Then he took another. His body ached to come to
her, to comfort her even though they’d barely met. Sex consumed his brain,
definitely. His cock hardened painfully. He’d already sampled the sweetness of
her lips, but the way her eyes opened wide with shock and anger, then fear,
bothered him and did little to shut down his libido. 


The puma wanted to claim her. It had been too long since
he’d been with another. The human mind knew better.


Slowly, he stepped toward the couch and knelt before her. He
reached for her, touched her, and felt tranquility wash over him like a warm
blanket on a cool evening.


That was the best way he could describe it. “How did you do
that?”


She lifted her head, spoke low, “I have to readjust to the
larger crowds. It’s becoming tougher to control my emotional outpouring and
what I take in. I told you, you’re calming.” 


He laughed again, then met her stare. Realized she believed
what she said. He sighed. “Fine. I’m calming. But if that’s the case, what’s
going on?” When she didn’t reply, Derrick moved to the couch and wrapped his
arms around her body. Somehow he knew she’d fit perfectly with the way he sat.
“Like this?”


She scooted against him, pressed her perfectly round and
panty-clad backside into his crotch. Her head rested on his shoulder. “Yeah,
just like that.”


He looked up, then back at her. He caressed her hair,
enjoying the feel of silky smooth strands fluttering through his fingers. Puma
senses picked up her scent, lush and of the forest, wet moss and pine. Oak and
earth undertones reminded him of the peace he used to find as a child playing
with his sibling.


She shook against him.


“I’m sorry.” 


“It’s…not your fault.” The faint whisper of her voice indicated
just how strained she’d been. “Okay. Just try to steady your mind. In the
morning I can do it for you, but until then…” Her sentence drifted off. Her
chest rose and fell above his forearms, indicating she’d drifted off to sleep. 


It took a moment, but Derrick cleared his mind of all the
day’s events. In a few breaths, he allowed his focus to center on Sonja’s
steady breathing. He stretched his legs and wrapped himself around the sexy
little death metal singer who took on the weight of the world and made it her
own. Oh, and somehow found a liking by his puma.


Rob would have to explain more to him in the morning. For
now, he wondered where the rest of the band mates were and why no one had
bothered to check on her. 


She was their front man after all. 


Only a day ago, Rob had come to Derrick asking for
protection for his sister. He paid a portion in cash and offered Derrick free
drinks if he’d show up.


“You can’t go to the police with this? They’re better
equipped—”


“No.” Rob cut him off. “They lack experience with this sort
of thing. Plus, you’re not the only one the Anti-Shifter League has a grudge
against. They’re not a fan of witches, and Sonja is one of the strongest out
there. At least that we know of.”


“Her magic can’t keep her safe?”


“No.” Rob had shaken his head. “No one else’s can. She needs
a bodyguard, a protector and champion who will support her.”


“Sounds like you’re trying to set us up.” Derrick crossed
his arms and leaned back in his chair. He’d slid his sunglasses on, started to
stand, but Rob put his hand out, grabbed him.


“She’s so very important. She’s lonely, and anything I do to
bring this to her attention is simply going to make her worry more but be more
reckless with her power. She’s…” His eyes pleaded.


Derrick couldn’t stand it. “The weak and underprivileged.
There are others out there who can deal with terror threats like this. What do
they want?”


“Control of her power. But I know you can keep her safe.”


Again, Derrick sighed. He had no idea how this man could put
that much faith in someone he’d just met. Even as a spy, Derrick knew most
people—most creatures—were liars. Not on purpose usually, but that’s just the
condition of life. 


“Please?” 


How Rob found Derrick puzzled him. There were a few spooks
still doing side jobs in between operations and whatnot, but Derrick was most
certainly on the do-not-touch list. 


He’d never discussed the secret agent stuff with anyone but
Max. Then Rob showed up asking for a favor that sounded like something a former
spy could do. 


Being a spy had privileges, but after a while, it became
difficult to tell who the real enemy was and what he truly fought for.


The second he had the chance to escape that nonsense and
move to California, he took it. 


And he ended up here, on a leather couch holding a beautiful
woman, the lead singer of the most famous death metal band around. 


She wasn’t just a witch, she was an empath, but how far did
her powers extend?


Now that he’d seen her power firsthand, he understood why
people would easily target her and try to use her. If she could knock him down
by just lessening control over her thoughts and the crap she’d taken in, she
could be a violent weapon. She was the one who calmed him down when the night
terrors hit him full force. 


She took those visions away much faster than the drinks and
pills ever could.


Others could use her to do great damage to the world. He had
to prevent that. That’s why Rob hired him. 


He’d detected no threats in the crowd. No rogues, no black
ops teams, no nut jobs nuttier than the usual religious freaks who protested
and promoted a religious agenda safe from supposed persecution and damnation. 


For the time being, she would be safe here. 


 


 
















 


Chapter Two


 


Sonja stirred, sat up, and opened her eyes, letting them
adjust to the lack of any other light source but the window. 


She rubbed her aching head, stretched a leg, and felt
leather caress her thigh. “What happened?” 


“Who—” She picked up the soft leather and memories of a tall
man filled her mind. The image of a puma roaming through the forest, looking,
hunting melted into another image of a man sitting in a lounge cigar in hand
with smoke wafting around him.


Intrigued, Sonja focused harder on the figures, but they
disappeared. 


The mental fog started to clear. She recalled the events
from last night. Derrick had come to meet her, they almost slept together, then
he curled up with her on the couch while she slept. 


Why had they stopped? She blinked, remembered flooding him
with emotional nonsense, the crap she’d picked up from the show. She also saw
what looked like a younger version of him hunting in Africa for some powerful
force. Unidentifiable, but his goal was clear. Make it out alive.


She remembered feeling the terror when some realization hit,
and even more pain when someone close to him almost died.


Luckily, she’d remembered to pull back her own shit just so
she could clear his mind and put him at ease. Unfortunately, the hot sex they
were heading toward ended up not happening because once she used her power to
steady his mind, exhaustion kicked in and the tears started. 


She had needed sleep. The only thing that would heal her
would be a night to pass out and let the dreams take care of all the baggage
she’d acquired while singing. That energy would sort itself out and give voice
to the individuals who put it out while her mind categorized it. Then she could
use magic to heal it, and herself. 


Rob insisted she sleep separate from the band last night,
then he showed up with this stranger he claimed to have met in school years
ago. 


Her brother was up to something, probably hiding something
from her. But what? And why?


Yawning, she stretched her arms above her head, spread them
out at her sides, and closed her eyes. Magic flowed around her, inside her, and
swirled into a ball of blue light. Slowly, the blue faded into healing warmth,
a white light that spread throughout her body, cleansing all the emotional
baggage she had picked up.


The process took slightly less time than normal and left her
feeling rejuvenated. Oddly, it usually left her sleepy.


A rap at the door sounded, alerting her to her brother’s
presence. 


Sonja threw on Derrick’s trench coat without a thought,
lifted her head, and stood. “Come in.”


The door opened with a long, slow creak. 


She slid off the couch, headed to the dresser, and pulled
out fresh clothing. 


Rob pushed through the entrance and quickly looked away.
“Sorry, I thought—”


“No, it’s okay.” She dressed quickly, admiring the softness
of the leather pants hugging her hips. “I’m sorry about last night.” 


“Hey.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it.
I was more afraid for Derrick than I was for what could happen to this bar.”


She remembered the show well. The crowd had been so full of
anger and pain, the previous band had riled them up and stirred the emotional
aspect of humankind in them into such a disturbingly powerful force that it
took all she had to control them and not pass out on stage. “We can’t play with
them again if they’re going to continue behaving this way.”


Rob nodded. “I know. I didn’t find any real talent there,
but they have their audience. It’s just not this one.” He paused, looked at the
door, then back at her. “Your boots are by the door. The rest of the band is
having breakfast and wanted me to tell you that it’s okay for you to come out when
you’re ready.”


She sighed. “I’m so sorry.” The weight in her voice dropped.
“I wish I could be—”


Rob held up a hand. “You know what we are. They do, too. For
ordinary mortals it’s one thing to deal in witchcraft, all they see are the
weak effects of human power. But to those born of the moon or the sun, we must
walk a different path. We have always been more than the parlor tricks and
light magic others thought of the craft.”


“I know.” She sighed again. It wasn’t an accident that she
fell into the role of lead singer for one of the largest local death metal
bands of all time. She unknowingly put herself at the right place at the right
time, and everything went perfect until the night of their first show. 


Around small groups of people, Sonja had no problem
controlling her power and what she picked up or let out. They practiced and
wrote lyrics and music to hit hard and close to home. The crowd erupted into a
mass mosh pit, and once the emotions were released, they hit Sonja dead on like
a typhoon. The first time this happened, she almost fainted onstage.


Raj, their bass player, was closest to her and had to pick
her up off the floor. 


Then he immediately faked an equipment malfunction and
pulled the band offstage. 


When they sat back in the room, tempers ran high but they
weren’t angry. “We want to know if you’re on drugs,” Corey began. “Because if
so, that’s fine, but—”


Raj gestured with a hand. He towered over her by at least a
good six inches. Jet-black hair parted on both sides of his face, piercing gunmetal
gray eyes stared back at her. “Look at her. Does she look like we did when we
were younger?” He took her chin in his hand and lifted her head to his. 


She sniffled.


Then he gasped. “She’s…” He dropped his hand and took a step
back. “Not like us.”


“No.” She sobbed. “I’m not. But I’m harmless. I swear it!”
Tears streaked down her face, smearing the corpse paint.


“Ha!” Jacob, the drummer, leaned back against the leather
couch. Red hair hung in rivulets down his shoulders and made him look even
paler in comparison to Sonja. He stroked his long pointed goatee and narrowed
his bright blue eyes at her. “Ye’re no’ harmless, lass, but ye doona’ mean us
any harm.” 


Sonja remembered his expression. His concern had washed over
her. 


He ran a hand through his hair and looked down at the floor,
then back to her. “We’re in this together, lass. Aye?”


She nodded. “If you’re all good with this. I’m—”


“It doesn’t matter.” Rob held up two fingers. “I think we
had better take the night off and regroup.”


Dez shuddered. He picked up a nearby guitar and started
strumming it. He had to move strands of thick blond hair from his face to see
the chords. When he did, he looked up from his guitar and stared at her.
Kindness emanated from the depths of his deep purple irises. “That’s it then.
We’re just good with this, Sonja. Help us help you.”


They had done that. Sonja remembered being driven home and
deposited into bed. The next morning, Rob found her and sat her down to tell
her the entire story about their past.


She looked at Rob now, saw the love in his eyes, and hoped
she could learn to better control her powers. “There’s so much going on in the
world now, so much pain and misery.”


Rob nodded. “I know, sis. It’s not all your burden to fix,
okay? We’re gifted by the goddess and god to do as our destiny warrants. But
your path is no longer clear.” He closed his eyes, and inhaled and exhaled
slowly. “The puma—”


She arched a brow. “Derrick?”


“Yes.” His lips pursed together in a line. “…has now become
intertwined in your destiny. I fear a bad moon rising soon.”


The burning in her stomach told her he was right. 


She’d felt this way for some time. Groups such as the
Anti-Shifter League wanted to control her in hopes of using her voice to
eradicate the shifter menace. Terrorist groups from the Middle East and the
Eastern Bloc wanted her for their own nefarious agendas. 


She’d have to deal with the curse of being a witch. The fact
that not just humans sought her power made things worse. Shifters could be just
as greedy.


Rob's eyes averted hers. 


“You didn’t meet him in school, did you?”


Rob stiffened visibly.


“I thought not. What’s his game, brother mine?”


Looking away, Rob shoved his hands into his pockets and
paced back and forth. “He’s harmless to us. No, I didn’t meet him in school.” 


She took her brother’s hand and met his gaze. “Which side is
Derrick on?”


He opened his eyes, looking over her and away. “He’s a
regular in here, but his local haunt is on the other side of town. I think you
should go see for yourself.” Rob retrieved a card from his shirt pocket and
handed it to his sister. “He’ll be at this location later in the afternoon. The
band isn’t booked for another show until a few days from now and we can put you
on a plane for that.” 


She took the card and her eyes went wide. “He’s not quite
the typical death metal fan is he?”


Rob gave her a lopsided grin and dropped his hands into his
pockets. “You have no idea, sis.” 


 


* * *


 


Derrick picked up his sunglasses and slid them on. He
reached for the trench coat hanging on the hook only to find it missing.


“Shit.” Sonja’s dressing room. He’d been so mesmerized by
her innocent pout and luscious body curled up against the couch side that he
decided to stretch her out, carefully lay a blanket over her, then leave,
forgetting that his trench coat was draped over the back of the couch. 


An hour later, Derrick sat with a cigar between his fingers,
reclining in a plush leatherback chair while sipping port. Smoke drifted around
his head and the aroma of sweet leather and cocoa filled the air. Paintings of
old Spanish artwork hung on the red brick walls.


Four other puma shifters sat in oversized leather chairs.
Sometimes they provided backup for his jobs, but mostly he bounced ideas off
them. Except Max.


He kept secrets from Max. 


Rocky sat to Derrick’s left. Dressed in a silver suit, his
gray hair matched the tones of his eyes. A huge cigar hung from his lips. He
stared intently at Derrick. Clapping his big hands together, he leaned forward.
“What are we going to do when this enemy strikes?”


Derrick took a puff and exhaled, blowing a thick white cloud
of smoke into the air. “I don’t know. I didn’t sense anything last night.
Nothing came across the radio.” He paused, blinked. “I found her though.”


A gray eyebrow rose. “You did?”


Slowly, he nodded. “Yeah, I met Sonja.”


A sigh came from the puma sitting on Derrick’s right.
Michael, former CIA operative, dressed in a black short-sleeved button-down
shirt and khaki pants. His shoes matched the color of his eyes. With hair
trimmed all around, his dark skin indicated a Latin heritage. “You went into a
brave scene, my friend.”


Michael didn’t care for death metal. “Oh, it’s not that bad.
Someday you’ll realize the similarities between jazz and death metal. She’s a
real beauty.”


“A dangerous one.” Michael’s South American accent came out.
He narrowed his grayish purple eyes and ran a hand through cropped dark hair
that matched the color of his shirt.


Derrick took a sip of port, enjoying the raisin taste that
coated his throat and paired with the cigar. “Yeah. She’s a little unstable
with her power.”


Puffing on his cigar, Rocky slumped into the chair. “That’s
not good. She could do a lot of damage with that voice if our enemies get a
hold of her.” 


“I know. I experienced that power firsthand last night.” He
kept an eye on Max, watching him intently. He wasn’t about to tell any of them
how her voice lured him toward her or that she found him safe. They’d be upset
at the first bit, the latter, they’d laugh about. 


Max shifted comfortably in his chair and took a puff on his
cigar. Dressed in black jeans and boots, he eyed Derrick in a very male,
all-knowing way.


“I didn’t say I fucked her.” Derrick cleared his throat. 


Eyes all around widened.


Erick, the eldest puma shifter, sat across from Derrick.
Long gray hair parted, showing a clear, wrinkled face with a Van Dyke beard. He
narrowed his eyes. “Be careful with this one, but let her into your world.”


Derrick could only nod and take another puff on his cigar.
The statement elicited a curiosity that Derrick couldn’t ignore. Erick had
always been the most prophetic of the elder pumas in the area. Prophetic was
the only way to explain Erick’s manner. Everything about him seemed eerie,
especially the words he spoke. 


“You’ll keep an eye on her then.” Rocky waved a hand to clear
the smoke he’d just blown into the air. One leg crossed over the other,
twitched nervously. “You’ll watch her for us.”


Derrick’s mind raced back to the scenario last night in her
dressing room. Curvy, clad only in underwear, and hair spilling over pale skin.
Yeah, he’d watch that. 


Of course, her crying upset him, too. 


“Derrick.” Michael tapped the ash off his cigar. “Earth to
Derrick.”


Derrick shook his head and stared at Michael. “Yeah, I’m
sorry. I was just distracted.”


An elbow nudged his knee and irritated Derrick. “Got a
secret, eh?” The wry smile Rocky gave him confirmed that, as much as he feared
the witch, his mind had taken up permanent residence in the gutter.


Not that he could blame him, but seeing the real thing, live
and up close, was much better than all the discussion they had here with
speculation and photographs. 


“She’s a very beautiful woman.” Derrick shifted his weight
in the chair so that he sat at an angle while one arm dangled over the edge.
Smoke billowed upward, adding to the rich scents in the room. “A very gorgeous
creature indeed.”


Then he blinked. 


Sonja stood in the doorway wearing a sexy-as-hell grin.
Shoulders back, hands on luscious hips, confidence rolled off her in waves. So
did attitude. “You forgot this.” She ran a finger down the black leather coat
before it fell open to reveal a low-scooped top that pushed her breasts up and
showed plenty of mouthwatering cleavage. 


Hair spilled out behind her and against the black of the
coat. 


Before he even finished looking at her, his mouth went dry.


A low whistle sounded from behind him.


Derrick turned an irritated glare at Michael.


“Ahem.” Her lips curled up in a half smile, pulling his
attention back to her. “I thought about keeping it.” Her sultry voice pulled at
his groin.


Over my dead body. Though to have her wear only it… He
arched a brow. “But you showed up here instead.”


She nodded. “Yeah, my brother said I should check out my
biggest fan in his natural habitat.” 


Derrick took a puff of his cigar and blew the smoke toward the
closed door. Her behavior certainly differed from last night. He nodded, took
another puff, let his eyes roam over her body. Yup, tight leather pants hugged
those beautiful hips. That top needed to be just a tad shorter and he’d get
another glimpse of her flat tummy.


Of course, she wore boots. 


Go figure, right?


He stood, hands itching to let the cigar drop and carry her
off somewhere just so he could undress her and put his hands all over her,
remembering the feel of her soft flesh against his. 


Of course, he’d love to yank those pants down, too, and find
out if she wore the same black bra and panty set, or if she didn’t bother
wearing anything at all.


Everything about her clothes screamed her personality. Even
the blood-red color of her hair falling down her back in ringlets said she
embraced the culture she was part of. 


“So, you two had a moment last night, eh?” Michael failed to
hide the innuendo from his words. 


Derrick glared at him. He took a puff off his cigar, blew a
thick cloud of smoke at Michael, then stared back at Sonja. She brushed her
hair back, exposing the line of her neck and pale flesh. “Excuse my friends. We
don’t usually get a lot of women in the shop and they forget themselves.”


She nodded, shifted her weight from hip to hip, keeping her
gaze locked with his. “I understand. Most of our fans are…well, I wouldn’t
expect to find any of them here.” She waved a hand. 


He snorted. “Yeah, mahogany and money aren’t what usually
sustains the human race’s materialistic side. Not when the fans are…” He
blinked. “Angry.”


Her voice dipped a notch. “I imagine you know about our
fans?”


He set the cigar carefully in the groove of the ashtray
beside him, let the ash fall off with a gentle tap, then brought the cigar back
to his mouth before dragging in a puff and blowing a large cloud of smoke
overhead. “Not yours per se, but I’m very familiar with the scene. I’m as much
a rarity in your world as you are in mine.” He waved his free hand at the empty
seat between Erick and himself. “Have a seat, stay a few?”


Her smile widened slightly. “How do you figure you’re a
rarity?”


He gave her a feral grin that bared the faintest hint of
fang. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Rocky twitch. Good. Fucker
needed to be scared once in a while. 


She leaned back and the leather creaked beneath her. What he
wouldn’t give to be that leather, cupping her perfectly round ass. “Right.
Safest amongst the humans, eh?”


“Indeed. This lounge is one of the more shifter-friendly
places, and a larger part of the crowd is usually shifters, but there are a
number of humans who are regulars.”


She tilted her head slightly, puckered plump, ruby lips
together, and leaned forward. “And even rarer, as I assume your friends here
aren’t into our music.”


“I’ve never taken a poll, but I highly doubt it. Michael
tends to lean more toward jazz, and the rest of these fuckers are old white men
in every aspect.”


Max snorted. 


Derrick shot him a look, then returned his attention to
Sonja. “As much as I like class and sophistication, I do also enjoy getting
down and dirty with my metal brethren.”


“And sisters.” She bared teeth in her grin. 


The way the light hit her eyes really emphasized the glint
in her blue-silver irises. Their oval shape suited her face, he decided. “I’ve
had my share of fun.”


“Just like all the other males.” She rolled her eyes and
took his cigar from him. Bringing it to her lips, she took a puff, blew out a
ring of smoke, and handed it back to him.


He became all too aware of the taste of her once he took
another puff of his cigar. Her flavor melded well with the Nicaraguan
earthiness of the stick. He’d die to have another, more personal taste of her.
“Brazen. Different from last night.” He paused for effect. “I like that.”


“Indeed you do. My onstage persona and who I am offstage are
just different enough that the fans won’t think I’d really eat their heads when
I scream. So…” She shrugged out of his coat and let it fall against the back of
the leather chair. “I assume you want this back.”


Derrick stretched his legs out. His body tightened, muscles
primed with the urge to carry out the very sensual threat the big cat in him
wanted to make: to lick and lap at her folds, kiss and caress her, learn her,
possess her.


His cock strained against his jeans but he forced himself to
think of her as fun, not a permanent thing. Derrick couldn’t do permanent. 


It was usually best for everyone involved. 


Yet a little play couldn’t hurt. He let the tone of his
voice drop just a touch, aiming for subtlety. “I did mean to swing by later and
pick it up. But…I didn’t know if Rob would have had it or if you’d assume it
belonged to some lame groupie.”


She laughed, then cleared her throat. “About my brother…”


“Yes?” He waited, patiently hoping the human would just let
things drop like they did when met with silence. Or keep talking, in which case
he would have to time to come up with something more plausible than, Oh,
hey, we knew each other from school.


Sonja didn’t say another word. 


The silence hung between them. Thankful for his spy
training, Derrick made no move to show interest in the subject or encourage her
to continue.


“You’re not helping his cause.”


Now he laughed. “I’m sure I’m not. What about him?”


“Friend from school, hmm?”


Derrick nodded ever so slightly.


Max snorted.


Derrick shot the Goth wannabe a dirty look.


“Afraid you’re busted, pal. He told me this morning that
you’re one of the regulars in his bar. Seems a little odd.”


“I have to go somewhere after this place closes.”


“Indeed.” The wry smile returned to her lips and she laughed
again. “You’re very amusing.”


Her laughter held a musical quality that seemed to seep into
Derrick’s skin and make him tingly. Energy crackled in the room between them,
the air heated, charged full of powerful lust.


Sensual darkness.


She wanted him. Perfect. 


The other pumas gasped. Even Erick froze before resuming his
relaxed yet stoic position in the chair. 


He leaned forward, pressed a hand to her muscled thigh. He
appreciated her strength but found her femininity even more of a turn on.
“You’re doing it again, dear.”


Rocky stood, made his way toward the door. “She’s a danger.
I told you, I felt it! You all felt it!” His cigar shook in his trembling
hands. “I told you! She—”


“Rocky settle down. And shut the fuck up. You’re paranoid
anyway. The world is out to get you, remember?” Michael’s words made Rocky stop
and blink. 


He calmed down and resumed his position in his chair, though
his eyes darted back and forth between Sonja and Derrick. 


Derrick turned back to face Sonja. “I take it you don’t have
full control over your power yet?”


Sonja shrunk back into the chair. The tilt of her chin and
flutter of her eyelashes gave her a softer, more feminine look that made her
appear smaller. She bit her lip and looked at the ground before speaking. “I’m
still learning.”


Out of the corner of his eye, Derrick watched Max’s
response. The other pumas gave no sign of emotion, but Derrick knew he’d seen
something. Max never missed anything. Still facing Sonja, he gave her thigh a
squeeze. “It’s okay. We’re all a little stronger than humans.”


She lifted her head and stared at him, pursing her lips
together. “So am I.”


He grinned playfully. “I gathered that.”


She seemed less bold, now that he’d discovered her secret.


Derrick leaned in and rubbed her thigh again, keeping
contact with her. “It’s okay. Is there anything we can do to help?”


Her shoulders stiffened. “No. It’s all me. But I feel…”


An idea formed in his mind. Slowly, Derrick relaxed, pouring
sexual tension into her. He figured out quickly last night that if he could
control his emotions then he could help her. No place relaxed him more than his
favorite cigar lounge. He met her gaze with kindness of his own, trying to calm
his mind and the flow of information the body conveyed. 


She blinked slowly, then normally.


Derrick’s smile softened. Energy steadily flowed from him to
her.


Then it rushed through her eyes, a clarity of some sort.
“How did you?”


He held up the cigar. “This is relaxing for me.” He pointed
at the half-full glass of port, still able to smell the raisin notes though her
scent floated closer to him than the port. “I figured out last night, when you
hit me with all the extra baggage from your crowd, I needed to stabilize
myself. It took some thought. Pumas are notorious loners. We get used to being
with our own subconscious messes, so it becomes easier to deal with others when
we can separate the two.”


She caressed his chin.


“But we survive. And…” He let the thought trail off.


She moved in closer, her face now mere inches from him.


Did he lean forward and initiate the kiss?


Or did she?


It didn’t matter. Her lips pressed softly against his,
swiping her tongue across his lower lip and stealing his coherent thoughts.
Derrick smiled into the kiss, glad for another taste of what he considered
perfection. There it was, the sweetness of her lips combined with the heady
scent of her arousal that he was sure his friends could smell. 


If any one of them so much as made a move, he’d tear his
throat out.


She pulled back, her eyes half open, irises dancing with
obvious lust. “We could take this somewhere else. Finish what we started.”


He saw her entire face. The way her hair fell on both sides
emphasized the roundness of her face and the sparkle of her eyes. “I’d love to,
just as soon as I finish my smoke. Tobacco Nazis abound outside this
establishment. And this, while not a rare treat, will help us with
anticipation.”


“So hurry up!” Defiant confidence returned along with her
demanding tone. Yup, her power had been sated with sexual energy and the peace
this place inspired. She was just a regular human now, not charged with extra
baggage. She smelled of the shower; he could pick out her scent even through
the thickness of tobacco smoke. 


Oh, and of course, he’d never mistake the aroma of
unmitigated lust that was just her.


Despite his body’s reaction, Derrick managed a polite smile.
Then, he waved his hand behind him at the large wooden wine storage unit. “I’ll
hurry. Port? Wine? My treat.”


By this time, Rocky had resumed his natural, somewhat
pretentious posture but showed his unease by flipping the top on his torch.
“You sure that’s a good idea, Derrick?”


“Let the girl have wine if she wants.” Erick rolled his eyes
and spoke in a deep, menacing tone. 


She chuckled nervously. “Someone here has faith in me.” Her
eyes darted back to Erick and then to Derrick. 


The cloud of arousal that seemed to flood the room
dissipated. He took her hand in his and felt warmth and strength, yet there
were underlying currents present. Scents he could only smell as a puma lightly
tinged the air. Derrick leaned back in his chair and gave her a gentle squeeze.
“It’ll be fine.”


She started to open her mouth, but her posture stiffened. 


Rocky and Erick remained unmoved.


Then Derrick felt it.


He recognized the scent in the air: an igniter fuse close
by. “We’ve got to get out of here. Now!”


Before she could respond, he yanked her to her feet and
against him. Throwing them against the closest wall, he blanketed her body with
his. 


Then he heard the click.


Rocky and Erick had disappeared.


Max hid behind a chair, clenching his fists. 


The explosion came with a loud crash that blew smoke and
fire through the entrance of the shop, sending glass and tobacco products
everywhere. Wood splintered and flew through the air. The shop owners and other
patrons took cover behind the large cabinet by the wall nearest Derrick. 


Splinters of wood flew into Derrick and cut exposed skin. He
cursed and continued to shelter Sonja from the blast.


Staccato gunshots rang, shattering more glass and causing
panic amongst everyone. A few seconds passed, seeming like an eternity. Derrick
turned toward the smoke-filled entrance. He surveyed the rubble, heard
footsteps. Three men, in heavy boots and army gear, he guessed. Shoving Sonja
behind the chair next to Max, Derrick knelt and blinked.


The other puma nodded.


Sonja looked perplexed and parted her lips to speak.


Power built up around them. Crap. She may have given away
their position. With quick thinking, he caught her hand. “No.” He shook his
head. “Not now. Trust me.” He mouthed the words.


She clenched her teeth and narrowed angry eyes at him, but
seemed to understand because the power pulled back. 


They must be here for her. That’s the only explanation that
this extraction team would use so much force. He nodded once again and looked
over his shoulders for something to distract the hostiles from their breach.
Only one thought came to mind. 


The frightened look on her face let him know that she sensed
what he was about to do. “Don’t kill them,” she whispered.


He shuddered. He had to protect Sonja.


Derrick had no intention of making things worse. 


It took another three seconds for the sound of clips locking
into place to reach his ears. Then the chambers loaded with shells. 


Derrick lunged forward, shifting into a puma in midair. His
large paws clapped against the shoulders of the first intruder. He stood on his
hindquarters and snarled.


Derrick tore the man’s throat out, silencing the
scream-turned-gurgle. In this form, his only thoughts were primal, dangerous.
Protect, eat, fuck, repeat. 


Now someone threatened the puma’s territory. 


Before he could leap away, a bullet pierced his hindquarter.


He yelped and roared. Then a boot kicked him in the ribcage,
sending him flying back against the wall.


His massive strength blunted some of the pain. He rolled to
his side. Quickly, Derrick flipped to his feet and prepared to leap at his
attacker.


A woman screamed.


Derrick froze. Suddenly, the click of a bullet loading into
the chamber of a piece echoed in his head.


Derrick closed his eyes.


Russian voices spoke in hushed whispers. The dampened sounds
of a female crying and struggling against her captors caught his attention.


With the gun pressed to his temple, he didn’t dare move.
Shifters were stronger than humans, yes, but a bullet to the head could stop
just about anyone. Even the puma had enough sense to know the attackers
outmaneuvered him. 


“Very good,” spoke a deep, rich voice filled with a heavy
Russian accent. “You do not move, kitty. Or she dies.”


Derrick’s heart pounded against his chest yet he didn’t so
much as blink. The feel of the barrel against his skull gave him a clue about
what type of weapon it was. The puma wanted to strike out in rage, but enough
of Derrick’s human mind permeated the animalistic haze guiding him.


It was a large enough caliber that it would splatter his
brains all over the shattered humidor if he moved.


Pumas weren’t quick enough at this range. 


He cursed. 


Erick, Rocky, and Max must have been knocked out or
preoccupied because he didn’t smell them here.


The press of the barrel against his forehead eased up. Then
like the wind, the intruders vanished. 


Derrick shifted back into human form, bones broke and
reformed, fur disappeared, and his vocal cords became human again. The wound in
his leg would leave a nasty mark, but shifting managed to shove the bullet out.
Preternatural healing would kick in. 


He had failed to protect his territory. Then he’d failed to
protect Sonja. He clenched his fists, ground his teeth together, and started to
turn around.


A hand caught him on the shoulder.


Derrick spun around quickly, meeting Max’s silver eyes.
“It’s okay. We know who they are.”


“What?” Derrick’s jaw dropped. 


“Yeah.” Max nodded again. “They left this.” He held up a
familiar looking shell casing. “The organization is the group that wants her
and is the only one I’ve seen that uses these outdated rounds.”


Derrick took the round, rolled it between thumb and
forefinger, and picked up the scent of gunpowder. “I thought we took them out
before my last mission.”


Max sighed heavily. “So did I.”


“So how could it be them?”


“I’m sure someone’s paying them a lot of money to kidnap
Sonja. I’d guess they’re funding the re-grouping of the organization in order
to perform whatever fucked-up agenda they had prior to our dismantling back in
’03. But I’m certain this is a shell from one of their guns.”


Derrick nodded. “So we can get Sonja back?”


Rocky emerged from the rubble, dusting himself off. “Has
anyone seen Erick?”


Max shrugged. “No, he disappeared quickly, though I can’t
tell how. He’s always moved too fast for even my eyes to keep up with. What the
fuck was up with that?” Max turned to face Derrick, his eyes expressing
unspoken fears. “I expect one of us will receive a phone call soon telling us
what the ransom is.”


Derrick’s jaw ticked. “You seem to know a lot about
ransoming and this situation.”


He grinned wide and set a hand on Derrick’s shoulder. “I
told you last week, it’s what I do. Besides, we started tracking her a few
months back when the band grew in popularity.”


Derrick sighed. “I have to ask…” He didn’t want to know the
answer, didn’t want any involvement in being a spy anymore. That part of his
life had ended and nearly cost him what humanity he was born with—what little
the shifter arm of the CIA left him with when they trained him. But he had to
know. “Did you orchestrate this meeting with her brother?”


Max shook his head. “Nope. Just dumb luck you’re a regular
in his bar. No surprise the two of you hooked up.”


Derrick snorted. “I’ll ignore that bit. We haven’t hooked up
yet. It’s all been a flirtation, a game designed for a cover ID.”


“Lie to yourself all you want. Bottom line? You’re out, man.
You wanted out, you’re out.” 


Derrick looked hard at Max, narrowing his eyes. “I wish I
could believe that, Max. I really do.”


“Trust me.”


Derrick didn’t like putting his trust in another when it
came to an innocent woman, especially one with Sonja’s abilities. What choice
did he have? He shrugged and faked a smile. “I hope you’re right. So what’s our
move?” 


Max shoved his hands in his pockets. “We wait.”


 


 
















 


Chapter Three


 


Sonya woke, her temples pounding. Somehow, she’d been
greeted with the blunt end of a bat. 


She moved her head carefully. Her temples throbbed so much
that the pain threatened to blind her. Exhaling slowly, Sonja closed her eyes
and envisioned a healing white light. Starting around her head, it seeped into
her skin, warming her as it surrounded the rest of her body and cleared her
thoughts.


Discomfort subsided but there would be a bruise for a few
hours afterwards. Sonja let out a careful sigh then opened her eyes and studied
her surroundings. She noticed the iron manacles clinging to her legs. 


At least her arms were free. 


A fraction of light from the tiny window high up in the wall
showed just how dismal the room truly was with peeling gray paint, a small
wooden table beside an iron cot that held a lamp, a glass of water, and a first
aid kit probably lacking anything remotely usable as a weapon.


She needed to get out of here. Of course she had no idea
where here was. Or who had kidnapped her. 


The last thing she remembered was being shoved against the
puma with silver-tinted eyes and short, black hair. 


Then the emotional wall slammed into her. Anger focused on
one goal, along with mixed feelings of sorrow, had knocked her off balance and
into Max’s arms. She didn’t like that as much as being held by Derrick but it
didn’t really matter now, did it?


Max had whispered something in her ear she couldn’t
remember. 


Overwhelming sensations of focused anger hit her a second
time, pounding into her with the force of a gale. Then something else happened,
probably the bat to the head, and she blanked out. 


Would Derrick come for her? 


Did he know he became a part of her destiny when she first
laid eyes on him? The first time she saw him was at a metal show—one of her
favorite nu-metal bands had come to town—and she spotted him from across the
bar. She sensed something different about him and realized when she got closer
that she smelled earth, raw power, and cats. Feral, primal, and sleek, she
found the puma inside him right away by searching his aura. 


He had worn a black trench coat that night and lingered by
the bar. Hair hung down in curly waves past magnificent shoulders perfect for
gripping. His rugged jaw, cat-like stare, and the hard set of his body
frightened her, but arousal eclipsed the fear. 


Then he knocked back a drink and went head first into the
mosh pit to pick a scrawny kid up off the floor before he got trampled, or
worse.


His actions conveyed who he was: a trustworthy man who
looked out for the weak. 


She hadn’t seen him since then, until her show two nights
ago. She’d accidentally used the power of her voice to call him to her. The
frenzy of how much energy she’d taken from the crowd gave her a rush. Combined
with her unstable nature, that burst of lust-filled energy went out into the
crowd, searching for Derrick. 


Luckily, her brother had stopped him, otherwise she’d have
control over yet another shifter; she certainly did not want that. She’d have
to learn to better control her power, or else she’d end up with a small fan-boy
and -girl army. Sonja didn’t possess the drive for such nonsense. 


She didn’t even know if Derrick had noticed her until she
saw the way he looked at her. For a brief second while onstage, she’d been
distracted enough while making eye contact with him to notice just how she
captivated his attention. 


She yearned to explore the potential between them. 


First, she had to escape. Sonja looked around the room,
listened, waited. 


Footsteps thudded against the wood floor outside the door
and hushed voices spoke. 


She couldn’t make out the words.


Then the footsteps ebbed as quickly as they arrived.


Perhaps her assailants figured they had knocked her out for
longer than they had. Did they know about her witchcraft?


They had to. Anyone who heard about her unique abilities had
an agenda for her. It always came down to this. She’d been kidnapped before,
but she wasn’t about to tell her brother that. 


Nor would her band need to know.


She couldn’t quite erase her band mates’ minds but she could
alter their thoughts slightly. She’d done it after the last time someone
kidnapped her when they were on tour in Norway. A rabid black metal faction
took responsibility for the incident after she lambasted their form of metal. 


People were so stupid. 


Sucking in a breath, Sonja exhaled slowly and relaxed her
shoulders. A slow buildup of power could bend the metal around her ankles and
free her. It’d take a few minutes; she hadn’t learned to be as quick as her
brother yet. But she could free herself and find a way back to civilization.


If she ran into trouble, she could throw a spell at her
assailants and catch them off guard, make them forget what they were doing and
who she was. It’d be temporary, but it would buy her enough time to get away. 


Sonja concentrated. Within seconds, power built around her,
stirring nerves and senses. The air took on a different weight and became
tangible. Pressure changed, reality began to alter. The steady creak of metal
let her know that her power was concentrating on the right spot in the alloy,
the weak point that all metal had.


She began to worry it with magic. In a few seconds, it’d
snap and free her. 


Just…


A…


Little…


More.


The door flung open, shattering her concentration.


Sonja screamed, but a hand quickly covered her mouth. 


“We’ll have none of that,” the tall Russian said in a thick
accent. “You’re special, gifted, and our employer warned us of your vocal
talents, Miss Sonja. So you’ll talk when we tell you to. Otherwise, you’ll say
nothing. Or you’ll die.”


She met his gaze and nodded. Beady eyes narrowed. Thick
eyebrows furrowed together in worry as his lips pursed together in a thin line.


The black shirt clinging to his chest gave away his scrawny
figure, but a quick read of his aura told her he would follow through on any
threats he made.


“Now…” He eased his hold on her. “You’ll only repeat what we
tell you. We’ve decided there is more to this case than just stealing you for
what powers you may possess. There are others who would pay us for you—more
than our current employer—so we have contacted them and left a message.”


Her shoulders slumped. No one needed to rescue her. She
would save herself. Besides, she had to keep this quiet. 


Another man stepped into view, saluting. 


The Russian returned his salute was and handed him a phone.
“Dial this number. Then tell them we have what they want.”


The second soldier nodded and obeyed. Within seconds, he
spoke in a Russian dialect Sonja didn’t recognize. 


She read the soldier’s aura, too—picked up on all the
sadness surrounding his family. She hated that men like him were forced to make
these choices. But they were, and she had to deal with it.


Her captor mouthed something in Russian to the soldier then
turned to her. “We will escort you to a video room where you will give a
statement, proof that you are alive and so far undamaged. If you do not
cooperate, we cannot guarantee your well-being when returned. Nod if you
understand.”


The angry spirit in Sonja wanted badly to rebel, to stand up
and fight, but she had to comply. It was in everyone’s best interest.


Slowly, she nodded. 


“Very good.” He reached into dark green camo pants and
pulled out a key. “We will undo your chains, but hear me now. There are guns
trained on you. You may be as powerful as they say, but not even a so-called
witch could take a direct shot to the head. Do you understand?” 


He didn’t believe her powers, not quite. Interesting. Again,
she nodded. What could she do? He stood before her. She couldn’t heal from a
direct wound to the head. Nothing on this planet held that much power.


“Are you cold?”


She nodded.


He sighed. “Fine. This will warm you, I suppose.” He reached
for Derrick’s coat and helped her into it. 


The man pulled out a piece of cloth and tied it around her
head, blindfolding her. 


When the time was right for her escape, she’d have to guess
her way out and work her magic fast. 


The metal unlocked around her ankles. Slowly, she stretched.
Blood returned to her feet, prickling her skin. With a firm hand, the man
helped her off the bed and held her against him when she swayed.


Another reading of his aura showed something akin to
compassion. 


“You and I are not that different,” he said, putrid breath
blowing against her ear.


“How so?” Her hand went to her mouth when she realized she’d
spoken.


“According to what they say, your voice is how you change
the moods of those who hear you. I do the same thing.”


She frowned. 


“Some of us just use necessary violence as our means of
changing minds.” He shrugged and grabbed her by the arm. Yanking her out of the
room and past the doorway, she bumped into the frame before stumbling out. They
took a left and headed down what seemed like a long hallway.


“You don’t have to do this, you know.”


“I was not kidding about killing you. If you speak without
being spoken to, this gun will go off.”


She wanted to look bored, wanted to show him just what she
thought of his bullshit, but the spiteful Sonja had to take a back seat to the
smarter one that played nice with others until she escaped.


Besides, he may get off the first shot, but she’d still take
them with her. 


Footsteps echoed on the concrete floor, revealing the age
and condition of the structure. Sonja filed this information away for when she
would make her escape.


Another door opened, sending a draft past her. Stale life
and sweat carried on the breeze from the door. Someone shoved her inside.


“Sit.”


Again, she did as she was told despite the anger beginning
to boil in her. 


She had to keep a clear head.


That became more difficult as the threat of violence
intensified around her. 


She reached out and felt for the seat: wooden chair, poorly
constructed, hard bottom. 


The blindfold disappeared and she faced a concrete wall with
a hole in it. 


“There is a camera facing you. In a moment, you will be told
what to say. We will get the highest paying bidder on the line, and perhaps…do
some different business that may see you somewhere else.”


Again, she nodded.


“We have cards for you. I will hand you one. You will read
it and nothing else. And if we detect anything weird…” He paused. “Well, let’s
hope we don’t.”


Sonja swallowed hard. She didn’t want to know who they were
calling. There was no need to involve any large organizations over her
kidnapping. 


Hands gripped her face and forced her to stare forward. A
red light started blinking.


“Now, you will do us the honor of reading the cards.”


A TV screen came to life, and after a moment of static, an
image became visible. 


Please don’t let them turn this into a big deal. She
prayed silently. 


The image cleared.


Her jaw dropped and she gasped.


 


* * *


 


Max flipped open his laptop and answered the incoming call. 


Derrick’s mouth went bone dry with worry and his body grew
tense. Each nerve ending stood primed. His puma rallied behind him with one
goal. Find this woman and mate with her. 


He shifted uneasily in the leather seat in Max’s office. The
cigar he’d lit up earlier had been chewed to hell and was pretty much
un-smokeable. Max offered him another one, but he declined.


Not even the shot of bourbon calmed his nerves. He needed
Sonja back safe. The men who had her were going to use her to start a war and
create bigger problems.


Rob nearly went ape shit when Derrick called him to inform
him of his sister’s kidnapping.


After Derrick calmed Rob down, he gathered what Intel he
could and passed it to Max since he still had high-level government
connections.


Unfortunately, he left Special Ops after his last
assignment. Too much red tape, too many bodies, and too few sleep-filled nights
were not something he wanted to deal with any more. 


Derrick groaned. 


The connection they shared last night and the remaining
spark they’d started to ignite before the extraction team came for her, created
a deep-seated need to protect Sonja. 


A man with dark skin came into view on the screen. His curly
hair was mussed, probably from lack of sleep. His icy stare did nothing to
scare Derrick. This man had something both Derrick and Max wanted, so
negotiations would begin. 


“Hello,” the man said. He crossed his arms over his chest.
The tattered black shirt and camo pants he wore appeared outdated and in need
of a good tailor. “You have something we want to exchange for the life of this
girl.”


Derrick started to speak but Max raised an arm. “We might.
We need proof the girl is alive. We won’t pay for damaged goods.”


“Understood,” responded the man through a thick Russian
accent. The camera panned to Sonja.


Derrick’s heart leapt in his throat. She appeared to be
fine. Ruffled messy hair hung down the sides of her round face. Her eyes held
worry yet remained fierce. She still wore his coat. 


The idea seemed endearing.


“I am fine. They have done nothing to me other than give me
some water—”


“No poisons.” Max interrupted.


Sonja continued. “And a few pieces of bread. I am unharmed.
Give them what they want and I’m free. Please, do as they say.”


Derrick stood with clenched fists and swallowed hard. If he
understood correctly from the little time they’d spent together, her power
might become unstable and something bad could happen resulting in Goddess only
knew what. He tapped Max and mouthed to him. “They can’t make her upset. She
can’t fully control her power.”


Max held up a hand.


Derrick huffed and sat back down. He hated this part. He
wasn’t trained in hostage negotiations. He led ground assault teams into
rescues only after all terms were agreed upon and the plans were set in
motion. Max always handled negotiations.


Tension poured off him in waves. He gripped the chair,
gritted his teeth, and tried to remain quiet. 


Max tapped a few keys on the laptop but continued to talk to
the screen. “Where is the drop point?”


The Russian appeared onscreen again. “We need five million
for her. We will be in touch. Remember, have money ready in twenty-four hours.
Or we start ripping off fingers and limbs. She only needs her voice to be of
use, right?” The screen went blank.


“Dammit!” Derrick stood and pounded the desk. “What are we
going to do?”


“Well.” Max took a deep breath. “We are supposed to come up
with several million dollars for her release. She is the biggest thing in the
music scene and they probably know that.” He inhaled his cigar, blew out a
thick cloud of smoke. 


The puma inside Derrick swished its tail back and forth. “I
have access to funds but it’ll take more than twenty-four hours for me to liquidate
that sort of cash.”


“Relax.” Max held up a hand. He ran his thumb and forefinger
along the body of the cigar. “We’re not going to come up with that much money.
In fact, we’re going to pull the same tactic on them that they did on us.”


Derrick arched his brow. What connections did Max still
have? He never bothered to talk about work. Three-letter organizations rarely
let anyone talk about information they deemed classified, but Derrick knew
Max’s reserves well enough to know things might be handled off the books. Good,
because this needed to be kept quiet. The media didn’t need to know about it.
More public actions would only bring out more obvious threats. 


Max looked collected sitting in his chair. 


“A snatch and grab? Are you fucking mad?”


“No.” Max laughed, stroking his goatee. “I’ve picked up his
location. They’re in an old abandoned neighborhood not far from here. We’re
going to go get your girl. There’s a tracker in your trench coat.”


Dread and relief filled Derrick. “She’s not my girl.”


Max didn’t bother to hide his dopey grin. “Dude, I saw how
you looked at her.”


Derrick grunted. 


“You can’t fool a spy.” He leaned back, set his hands behind
his head, and closed his eyes. 


Derrick wanted to knock the smug look off Max’s face. 


“Look.” Max picked up his cigar from the ashtray. “You’re
familiar with her. You heard how Erick talked about her when you mentioned her.
When Erick speaks—”


“Yeah, I know.” One of the oldest pumas around, Erick just
seemed to know things. It was definitely creepy. He had told Derrick to let the
girl into his world, so for now that’s all he was doing. “So what’s our move?”


“We get a few friends, sneak in under the cover of darkness,
do the ole snatch and grab, and get out unseen.”


Derrick snorted. The animal in him wanted blood and would
get it eventually, at any cost. But he had to be rational; that’s what
separated man from beast. Except with shifters. That war always remained
present, worsening when both man and animal wanted the same thing. In the end,
Derrick realized a plan like this would take time to execute. “You make it
sound so simple.” 


Max nodded, drummed his fingers on the desk, and looked
Derrick dead in the eyes. “That’s because it is.”


 


* * *


 


“You did good. Maybe you won’t have to die after all.” Those
were the last words she heard before she was blindfolded and led back into the
same room as earlier.


Sonja’s heart wanted to break. When the image cleared, she
saw two figures. Max, the puma shifter from earlier, had been sitting in a
chair. Beside him sat Derrick, looking sexy as hell even with the amount of
anger he was probably trying to hide.


Why were they the ones that answered whatever call these
terrorists had put out? What is going on?


At least this time the shackles around her ankles weren’t as
tight. She could work herself free of them instantly and escape. 


During the recording, she lost some control of her power.
Her body shook just as soon as the camera was turned off, and she burst into
tears.


The butt of a gun made her cry even more, but pissed her off
at the same time. She would only need to sing a single note—a scream of pure
agony—to make the men holding her captive envision their worst fears.


Then they’d all commit suicide. 


She’d been afraid to use her voice for that. Death carried a
lot of negative energy, and when people died, they often released all of their
unfiltered foul baggage into the universe. If a death was a suicide or a victim
who died not of their own volition, tormented anger stuck to her.


As time passed, it became harder for her to scrub it off
with magic and even more difficult to release, so she absorbed more and more
negative energy. 


The thought tore at her heart and solidified her vow never
to use her voice for anything but the greater good. 


All that blood couldn’t be washed off the soul. 


But she could try to absolve it through kind acts. When she
performed with Ark-KaotiK, she eased the pain of so many teens and adults with
her soothing voice and death-like screams that it justified the cost.


She’d written lyrics so pain-filled that the goddess herself
would weep if she were to hear them.


Controlling that power took a heavy toll on her body. 


Seeing Derrick last night broke something in her. Not only
had he been a steady source of tranquility when she felt her world spinning out
of control, but he shattered a barrier she’d put up so long ago she couldn’t
remember what caused her to erect it. 


He comforted her even through the wash of his own bullshit.
When she touched him, the connection between them was more than sexual; it ran deeper.
It would have chilled her if it hadn’t heated her soul. The second he realized
the need to pull back and guard his emotions so she could breathe, he endeared
himself to her. 


His strength astounded her. 


The frustrated look on Derrick’s face only backed up her
thoughts. Staring into those fierce eyes let her know he had a haunted past;
she didn’t need magic to see that. It tormented him—whatever it was—and made
him the man he faced in the mirror each day. Once he had a path, a goal, he
took action. Without anything more than the demands given to them by the
terrorists, he had only one goal today. 


It angered her that her fight would become his. 


Reaching behind her to cup her head, she felt sticky blood
in her hair. That fucker with the gun had clocked her a good one, and that
pissed her off even more. 


She shouldn’t be sitting here chained to a bed when she
could free herself and leave!


Her eyes darted around the room, scanning for extra sets of
eyes. 


No cameras. No spaces for hidden guns.


Nothing.


“Shit.” 


She gathered enough energy to heal the wound, then turned
her magic on the weakest piece of the chain. Focusing on the thin point in the
link, she sent energy directly to it, imagining the molecules snapping apart. 


Air settled around her like a heavy cloak. Built-up power
funneled in front of her before she redirected it to the chain’s weakness.


CRACK! Metal split and fell to the sides of her legs. 


She whispered a silent prayer of thanks to the goddess, then
realized that if she left the shackles on, her captors could reattach a
stronger metal to her and restrain her again.


A few seconds later, the metal cracked before it split down
the center and fell apart. 


She pumped her fist and slid off the bed. 


“Now to get out of here.”


A glance out the window told her night had fallen. There was
no moonlight, but Sonja knew the beautiful goddess hung in the sky and provided
light for those who believed in her.


She had to tell Derrick she’d escaped so he wouldn’t come
looking for her. He couldn’t be caught up in this mess. It was her fight, not
his. The saddest part of it all was that this was normal for her. It only
reinforced the idea that she couldn’t have a relationship with him.


Ever. 


She made her way to the door and tried the handle. Locked,
of course.


If she used more energy, it would wear her out, so she opted
to pick the lock. She reached behind her head and found a hairpin.


Sonja knelt before the door, slid the hairpin in, and began
fumbling with the tumblers. After a few seconds, the lock clicked open.


She set a hand on the frame and slowly pulled the wooden
door open. Then she listened. 


No sound.


Dingy yellow lights illuminated cracked paint on the walls
in the hallway. She pulled the door open a little more and waited. Still no
noise. 


She pulled the door open further and stepped into the
hallway. The creaking of hardwood floors ripped through the silence—that noise
would give her away.


Sonja shrugged. Her heart began to thunder against her
ribcage. Another presence in the air caressed her like a soft feather. 


Or fur.


The hair on the back of her neck stood up.


She listened again, waiting for the telltale signs of
whatever approached this house. Her captors were human, but this…


She swallowed hard. Sweat broke on her brow.


Off in the distance, she heard the sound of a puma snarling.



Derrick! It had to be him, and he’d brought others.
Her pulse sped now. She stomped down the hallway toward what might be an exit.
The noise would alert her captors, but she proceeded anyway. She had to get out
fast, then disappear back to her home.


The door opened and a soldier emerged with a rifle pointed
at her. “Don’t move.”


“Fuck that shit.” In a split second, Sonja gathered enough
magic to let out a soothing howl that caused the man to fall forward. He hit
the ground with a loud thud. He wasn’t dead, just knocked out.


Quickly, she picked up his rifle and continued through the
door. 


Another hallway opened into a main room with only a few
pieces of furniture. Curtains were drawn shut over most of the windows. Large white
wooden doors blocked the way to freedom and probably fresh air. 


Sonja spun around, aimed the gun into the hallway she’d just
come from, and then backed into the doors. With her free hand, she twisted the
handle, opened the door, and took off at a run into the night. 


Gunshots filled the air along with the sound of violent
growling. The yell of another shifter nearby directed her away from the others.



Unkempt bushes and hedges provided loose cover. A stone
fountain in the center of the concrete patio with numerous cracks held only
rainwater.


Sonja pushed through the hedges and jumped over the short
wall, crunching leaves when she landed.


Kneeling, she looked around, aimed the gun at the house
through the hedges, and fired off a few shots to draw attention away from her
potential rescuers. 


When sparks flew, she knew she’d hit her target. The spicy
smell of wood burning drifted in the air, wafting up as the wood around
whatever outlet she’d hit caught fire. In a few moments, the house would be
burned to the ground. 


No trace of her having ever been kidnapped, captured, or
held here would remain, thanks to the cleansing power of fire. 


Shots were fired and bullets punctured the wood near her
head, sending splinters and dust everywhere. 


“Shit.” She moved off to one side, brushed back the trench
coat, remembering it wasn’t technically hers.


A small smile turned her lips upward. 


She supposed she could buy Derrick another one.


Crouching low, she looked around, taking care to keep close
to the ground. Ahead of her lay vast land and tall grass. She could follow the
dirt road just within running distance and make her escape, though Goddess only
knew where she was. 


A large explosion shook the ground, sending glass, wood, and
debris flying everywhere.


Sonja dove for the ground and covered her head to avoid harm
from the mess. She landed on the rifle and grunted when the butt of the gun
struck her ribs.


Gripping her side, she looked up to see a part of the house
had exploded. She smelled at least one electrical fire starting in another part
of the dilapidated building. Hopefully, her captors would get out. She grew
sick at the thought that she’d taken lives—she remembered the one guard she’d
knocked out and how his comrades would probably leave him to die. The sound of
voices yelling over the chaos prompted Sonja to get a move on. Gun in hand, she
ran along the fence, keeping close to it to avoid being seen. 


She spotted her captors and stopped. 


Heavy boots crunched gravel and dirt behind her. The click
of a gun sounded loudly.


She spun around to face the tall, nameless Russian. Sorrow
filled his eyes. “We have been outnumbered by our attackers. You must die and
not fall into their hands.”


“No!” Derrick’s voice came from out of nowhere.


In a split second, Sonja’s eyes widened and she saw the
Russian’s finger squeeze the trigger. Her vision narrowed down to the bullet
loading in the chamber and the tiny explosion from the firing pin, forcing the
gun to jump and the man’s muscle memory to kick in and hold the aim steady.


In the back of her mind, an angry puma cried. And the flash
of light that went off disappeared just afterward.


Something knocked her on her ass, forcing the breath out of
her. She shook her head, opened her eyes, and saw Derrick. “Come on, let’s go.”
He offered his hand.


She took his hand and he pulled her to her feet. She
blinked.


Six others had surrounded her, some with blood on their
faces, others with scratches and cuts. Tattered clothing hung from the frail
bodies of her foreign captors. She realized in that split second that she was
right. The one she’d knocked out was probably dead. 


Panic and fear surrounded her, stealing her ability to think
rationally. 


Derrick dropped her hand and held his up in surrender. His
eyes darted from man to man, making direct contact with all six of them. “We
don’t have to do this.” He kept his voice calm. Neutral. That was a good sign.


The auras of the men all said the same thing: terror. 


She picked up Derrick’s aura, too, felt true courage washing
over the trepidation threatening to choke him. Oh, and the very protective
instinct from the puma centered in her mind, easing some of her discomfort and
dread. 


Guns trained on Derrick first. One guy started forward.


Sonja searched his aura, probing deeper now. He was just a
human, as were the rest of them. This wasn’t a fair fight. Derrick could tear
them all to shreds, but he kept his cool. That definitely worked in their
favor.


Derrick’s gaze never left the man coming toward him.


A fist caught Derrick in the gut.


He waited a second, then started to double over. 


Sonja watched as another fist landed in Derrick’s stomach.
Then the man brought his gun up to Derrick’s head.


Another click of the piece sounded.


Derrick looked into the guy’s eyes and smiled.


Whatever he did made the man drop his gun instantly. 


The other men started speaking in Russian, their voices
filled with panic. 


Over his shoulder, Derrick looked at Sonja, giving her a
glimpse of the puma’s angry eyes. 


She swallowed, started to shake. “No, don’t!”


It became even more difficult to breathe. 


Derrick started to change. In slow motion, his facial
features broke down and reconstructed with fur, a shorter jaw, sharper teeth.
His body lengthened as golden fur engulfed it.


If he killed them, he’d have her blood on his hands along
with that of her captors. It wasn’t right! 


Sonja sucked in a breath, forcing herself to react like a
witch in dealing with this. Standing straight, she searched the air for a clean
thread in all the confusion. 


Shifting would heal his wounds and put him on the offensive,
but would that stop them from shooting her?


She wiped sweat from her brow and realized in that instant,
with all the power radiating from Derrick, the men didn’t stand a chance. She
couldn’t stop the puma, either.


“Derrick you can’t do this!” He couldn’t be allowed to kill
them. Not now. Not in front of her. They weren’t at fault. She was. 


“I can’t stop it. It’s too late.” The snarl of his voice
frightened her even more. 


The men surrounding them backed up but kept their guns
trained on Derrick. Each one cocked the hammer of his pistol while staring
incredulously at the sight before them. 


Before she knew it, a puma stood before her. Its eyes glowed
bright green and blue while its tail swished around. It looked at her with an
intense stare before returning its attention to the surrounding men.


Guns sounded as shells loaded into the chambers. 


The overwhelming dread from each of the men slammed into her
with the force of a tsunami. She stumbled back, felt the barrel of another assault
rifle digging into her back.


She spun around with her hands up.


Her vision blurred.


Lives would be lost if she didn’t do something. Her mind
raced, executing all the possible spells she could use to deflect things and
aid the chaos into something better.


She would die if she couldn’t fix this. More innocents would
lose their lives if she couldn’t fix this. Her life would be over, too much
pain and misery would weigh down on her and stop her from performing. Her
life’s work would all be a waste because she couldn’t clean the blood from her
soul.


Or from Derrick’s, if he managed to make it out of this. She
couldn’t stand the thought of Derrick suffering for her. 


She heard a scream but didn’t recognize where it came from.
Power spilled from her and more screams joined the one she heard only seconds
ago.


Blood shot out from the bodies around her. The veil between
reality and insanity started to blur, knocking her off balance.


Absorbing all the excess emotion, all the extra terror,
fear, and anger, Sonja’s power pierced the air, bringing with it a death so
sweet to the now silenced screams. 


Then she fell to her knees on the ground, landing with a
thud against soft fur and hard muscle.


 


 
















 


Chapter Four


 


Derrick woke up in a soft bed. His body ached, his stomach
burned, bruises marked his forehead, and he had a throbbing pain in his back.
He brushed strands of hair from his face and tried not to grunt. Then he saw
the beauty next to him and something tugged at his heart.


Sonja lay beside him still wearing his trench coat, jeans,
and a top that begged for removal because it held back beautiful breasts. 


He licked his lips. Then he smelled the dried blood and
frowned. He looked down at himself and found he’d been bathed. At least mostly.
His fingernails were still dirty. Sore, too. 


Then he stirred. And pain hit him, making him grunt.


Sonja’s eyes shot open and her body jolted. She shook. The
wild look on her face alerted Derrick that something was flashing in her mind.
But what? What nightmares did she run from?


The air smelled of torment, a different scent than fear.
More black, more unsettling, the energy crackled with bright white pepper and
that overwhelming sense of dread he recognized from his own energy when he woke
up to see the faces of those innocents he’d been ordered to kill. Or his
brother laying in a pool of his own blood while paramedics came to remove the
injured and presumed dead. Derrick caught Sonja’s hand and rolled onto his
side, facing her. 


“Shh.” He put his other arm around her, gripping her close
before her shakes stopped. He pressed two fingers against her lips and felt the
searing heat from the faint touch. He pressed a little harder, caressing plump
lips. 


Tears streamed down her face. 


He wanted to kiss them away. 


She opened her mouth and screamed; power flowed out from her
in a torrential force that clued him in to just how terrified the images were
that she saw. 


Then he saw them, the faces of the sad, the lonely, the
angry, those who had taken their lives. He’d seen a very brief glimpse of the
men who captured her, then his head went fuzzy. Quickly stilling his mind, he
leaned over her and did the one thing he could think of to distract her from
whatever horrors raced through her head.


He kissed her, muffling her cries. 


She sobbed but gave herself openly to the kiss. The power
flowing from her lessened, calmness now settled around them. She still shook;
her body convulsed in his arms while she flailed this way and that, turning
from him with such force he had to use his puma strength to overpower her and
force her back to the kiss. 


Somewhere in the haze of their mingling tongues, the air
changed again, this time the scents of terror and agony faded to give way to
something dark, yet sensual. Derrick tasted her, pressing against the sweet
plumpness of her mouth against his. Eyes open, he gave her hand a light
squeeze.


She settled, blinked, and gazed at him through her wild eyes
until her breathing slowed and she returned to the here and now. Sonja shifted
against him. She reached for his face, lithe fingers stroked his chin. 


He hardened instantly at her touch. Careful to steady his
reaction against rising hormones, Derrick moved, feeling the softness of her
breasts beneath his jacket. “You’re still wearing my coat.” He licked her chin,
then bit her neck.


The tears stopped and she sniffled. Sonja laughed and kissed
him back, taking his face in her hands while she slid beneath him. “It fits.
Perfectly in fact. I think I’ll keep it.”


He chuckled, a low sound that widened her eyes. He noted the
change in behavior when he stilled his mind and focused on centering her,
something he’d never really done before. Instantly, she smelled of arousal
rather than the stingy, pungent scent of fear. 


“Definitely.” She nodded. “Definitely going to keep it.”


She stole his concentration by wriggling her soft flesh
against his; he could only process the perfectness of her arousal. He bent
down, nipped her exposed neck, and waited a moment. Her pulse beat steadily.
His puma wanted a taste of the creature beneath it. 


Hands fisted in his hair and dragged his head to hers,
forcing his mouth against hers. She tasted more sweet and savory as the
powerful thrum of lust sent blood pulsing through her. The puma knew it was
time to mate again, and with this woman.


Derrick smelled dark fruit, the scent of her arousal dancing
over his senses. With a thumb and forefinger, he caressed a trail down the line
of her jaw and over her neck until stopping at the top of exposed cleavage.
Then he let his nail lengthen, a sound that made her gasp.


Derrick dragged his nail back up her neck and down it again,
dipping further between her breasts while watching her expression change from
concern to aroused amusement. 


She shuddered, arched her breasts up. 


He nuzzled her, then dipped his head, flicking his tongue
over her salty skin, tasting the spice and dark fruit on his tongue. Then he
slid up her body, dove in for another kiss while his free hand traced circles
on her cheek.


She moaned her approval into the kiss, letting him control things
at first. Then she pulled back, nipped his lower lip, tugged on it.


The puma inside snarled playfully. 


Sonja kissed him again, letting him lead this time.


Derrick took his time studying her mouth with his tongue,
memorizing it. He wanted to let this happen forever, kiss her for eternity. She
tasted so perfect, felt so right snuggled against him. He even closed his eyes,
found the intensity of her scents magnified by the temporary loss of sight. 


Her hand clutched his forearm. 


He brought his hand to hers, interlocked their fingers,
broke from the kiss. Derrick inhaled sharply at the sight before him. Red hair
tangled beneath her, fanned out over her shoulders against the white silk
sheets. A slight red tint colored her face. Lips were primed and plump for more
kissing. And the blue-silver of her eyes sparkled. “Maybe you should wear only
my coat.” 


“Patience, cat. We have some time. Right?” She arched an
eyebrow. 


He didn’t know truthfully. Derrick wasn’t even sure where
they were or how they got here. He knew only that he’d taken out the man who
nearly shot Sonja point blank, then something else happened. That’s when his
memories became a little hazy. 


Derrick tried to think back to what happened earlier,
wondering why Max’s team took so long to flank and nullify their opponents, but
the breathy sigh Sonja gave him brought him back to here and now.


She’d made it out alive. They both had. 


At the thought, the urgency of their sexual encounter reared
its head. 


He’d almost lost her, and that would be bad for so many
reasons. The security of the world could be at stake, but something deeper made
her more important to him. 


The way she kept stroking his shoulders distracted him and
kept stealing his thoughts.


“You’re not in the present, Derrick.” Nails raked along
exposed flesh and goose bumps appeared on his skin.


“Baby, I am now.” Derrick parted her thighs with his leg and
pressed into her heat.


Even through her jeans, she caused sexual agony. 


She hissed, gripped his shoulders tightly, and lifted up to
catch him across the throat with her teeth.


The puma inside growled. Derrick fought the beast’s nature
back down, forcing it to realize this was sexual play, not a play for
dominance. She may deal with shifters, but as far as he knew, her band and
known associates were all human.


She bit his neck again.


Another shiver raced through him, forcing his focus on her
rather than the beast she’d been taunting. She went for his neck again, nipping
him hard enough to send a spike of painful pleasure to his cock. 


He rolled on top of her, supporting his weight by straddling
her and resting on his forearms. “I need—”


She shifted beneath him and cupped him.


His groin hardened further. She just shattered what little
control he had. 


The puma’s tone changed. The beast recognized the core
principle that it and Derrick shared.


They were both male.


“I know how to play dirty.” She laughed breathlessly. “And
I’m not afraid of the big beast, either.”


“You must not be that bright.” He dipped his head down and
flicked his tongue over a breast. He found the hem of her shirt and pulled it
up, only to have it caught by his coat. 


“You’re going to make this difficult, aren’t you?”


A wry smile crossed her lips and she blinked, fluttering her
eyelashes. “You just said I wasn’t that bright. So I think I should.” 


Determined to strip her until all she wore was that playful
grin, he slid away. “Fine. Two can play this game, Sonja.” Then he reached for
her with one hand. 


She started to move. 


Capturing her wrist, he pulled her to him, brought his mouth
down on hers, and wrapped his arms around her curvy frame. He swept his tongue
around the inside of her mouth and she made a soft groan that hardened his cock
even more than he thought humanly possible. She felt so good in his arms, so
soft, supple. 


He slid his hand under her shirt, spread out his fingers,
and felt the sizzle of erotic heat between them. Her flat stomach begged for
love bites. 


They pulled apart and shifted, with her straddling his hips.
The pain he’d bit back could go fuck itself as long as this woman was the one
making him ache. 


Her body rocked against his, reinforcing their fit into each
other.


He thrust his tongue past her lips and into her mouth. She
lifted her hands but he forced them back at her sides. Using the added strength
of the puma, he shoved the coat off her shoulders and down so it bound her
arms. 


Then he pulled back from the kiss and started licking down
her jaw, over her neck until she mewled and balled her hands into frustrated
fists. If he could drive her insane the way she had him, that’d help with
whatever caused the tears earlier, and then they could talk.


That’s the lie his rational mind tried to tell him. His body
had other plans he intended on going with. 


“Perfect sound.” He continued to lick and kiss her neck,
collarbone before nipping the top of a creamy breast. 


Throwing her head back with a shiver, she exposed her neck
to him. She opened her mouth, formed a perfect O with her lips, and let out a
small groan. 


She’d been in his mind. He felt it seconds ago, the little
prying blip that alerted him to someone else rummaging around in his head. Too
bad, she would only see his ravenous desire to fuck her silly. 


He pushed the coat further down her arms, exposing flesh and
ridding her of one more protective layer against his sensual assault. 


When their mouths met again, her tongue slipped past his
lips, stroking and suckling his. 


She slid her arms free of his coat and wrapped them around
his neck, fisting his hair.


With the coat finally pushed off her arms, he could now
reach for the hem of her shirt. He tugged at it and broke from the kiss. “Do
you want this, Sonja? I’ll stop.” He had to choke those words out. “If you
want.”


Glaring, she nipped his bottom lip. “Fuck me, Derrick.”


Even a fool would understand the desperation on her face and
be able to imagine the sultry way she spoke.


Derrick lifted her shirt up and over her head, exposing her
breasts to the air. No bra, and again he shivered with the thought of how
goddamned sexy she was. “You’re so incredibly lovely.”


“Taste me.”


He pushed her back at arm’s length and stared, taking in the
exquisite view of lush breasts with pink nipples that pointed at him, made his
mouth water. 


She let out a heavy sigh. “Are you going to ogle my tits
like one of my fans or are you going to play with me?”


His lips curled up in a wicked smile. He loved her
demanding, breathy voice. Before he could respond, she leaned forward, pinning
him down on the bed. “You’re new to this. You’re wearing too many clothes.” She
trapped his thighs with hers, giving him a squeeze that made his cock pulse. 


She rubbed her crotch over his and heat sent a crackle of
power through the air. 


Derrick rolled her onto her back, enjoying the sight of her
breasts bared for him, her red hair fanning out behind and beneath her. He used
his preternatural speed to shift their positions again so she now sat up. Then
he caught her breasts in his hands and gave them both a gentle squeeze while
eliciting a moan from her. “I am so not new at this. I just like to take
my time appreciating a beautiful creature.”


Impatiently, she began fumbling with his shirt. “You can
take this off.” She tugged at it. “Or I can yank it off and you’ll need a new
shirt.”


Before he could respond, she ripped the shirt off him,
exposing him. 


She let out a low whistle of appreciation. “I guess we’re
even now.”


Derrick cocked his head. “Are you going to stare at me?” He
chuckled. “Or are we going to fuck?”


Her mouth curled up in a smile. She shoved against his
chest, batted her eyelashes, and scooted her ass over his crotch. “We’re going
to fuck. Now.”


Derrick braced himself. 


Sonja slithered down his body, covering his chest with
kisses and bites. He shivered against each one, especially when she took a
nipple in her mouth and sucked.


If she took his cock in her hot little mouth, he’d lose it
instantly. No other woman had this finesse or wickedness in her sex, and
Derrick wanted her to know it. He’d make damn sure she came and came hard. 


She bit down, applying gentle pressure and suckling, just
like he’d do to her. He should have stopped her and tried to figure out what
they were doing in a foreign bed and what their next move would be, but logic
failed him. 


Her power probed his mind again. Ever so slightly, it broke
his concentration just enough to reveal her presence.


“You’re only allowed to use your body to do this, sweet
Jesus!” Her teeth grazed against his now exposed hip.


When did she slide his jeans down?


Her tongue sliding along the cord of muscle stole any
thought from him. She held his erection firmly with one hand while her other
cupped his balls and tugged lightly.


“How did you?”


She arched a brow. “Witch, remember?” She bent forward and
stroked his cock with her tongue while her breasts pressed against his thighs. 


His balls drew up against his body and her fingers continued
rolling them around, tugging the sack. She drew a nail up the ridge of his
balls, making him shudder.


He looked down the length of his body, saw her ass up in the
air while she bit and sucked at flesh, driving the heat level higher between
them. This needs to stop, some part of him thought. They were…


The warmth of her mouth sealed over him. She took most of
his cock in, swirled her tongue around it like a candy cane, before sucking
hard while drawing up the length of his shaft until she popped the head out. 


He hissed through clenched teeth and gripped the bed sheets
tightly. 


Her mouth worked up and down the length of his shaft. Her
tongue snaked around the thick head of his cock, making his breath race. His heart
beat faster and faster in tune with her sucking. “If you don’t stop, I’m going
to come.”


She popped the head of his cock out of her mouth again and
grinned. “That’s the point.”


Not if he could help it. He wanted to be inside her heat
when he had his release, and he wanted her to have hers first, while he still
gripped something resembling sanity. 


The probe in his mind disappeared, leaving behind a
lingering sensation she quickly erased with her wicked tongue. 


She lifted her head and let strands of hair fall on each
side of her face, giving her the look of a witch bent on seduction. “You’re
cute telling me no, babe. But…” She gave him one last lick. “I get off on power
play, too.” She blinked and began crawling up his body. “I am dying for this.
So…” Her breasts pillowed against his chest. Their eyes met, and she stared
back just as fiercely as his beast. “Fuck me, cat.”


He couldn’t ignore the demanding tone in her voice. Yet, it
wasn’t magic, it was simply…her. 


Sultry, sensual, and slightly dominating. 


He caught her jeans, popped the button, and tugged the
zipper down to expose more of her heady, memorable scent, along with smooth,
creamy flesh. Derrick inhaled, drawing that scent into his nose and mind
forever. No relationships, he reminded himself, but he could have the
memories of a happy time for now.


She snickered until he yanked her jeans down.


“These are coming off before I totally lose my grip on
reality.” He needed to find himself lost in her, not in front of her. 


Before she responded, he gave her jeans and panties a hard
yank. Then he spanked her now bare, beautiful ass.


She hissed and bit him again.


“You’re taunting a wild animal.” He growled, rolled them
both over so that he lay on top now. 


Legs trapped by her clothes, she struggled against him, but
the effort remained futile. “You’ve got me. Now what? Make me pay for taunting
the mountain lion?”


The puma inside growled at the defiance of his authority.
Derrick found it exciting, attractive. “Yes, you’ll be punished for challenging
the puma about to ride you. And for stealing his coat.”


Eyes twinkling with mischief, amusement filled her voice.
“It looks better on me.”


He mentally added her playful nature to the list of things
he loved about her, then bit her neck and earned another growl from her. 


She kicked out, squealed, and laughed. Her voice dipped
another notch. “Take me. Make me yours.” She kicked out again, untangling her
legs from the confines of her jeans.


The words caught him by surprise, setting off warning bells
in the back of his mind, but they did nothing to stop the ardent arousal that
controlled him. She had no idea what she’d just asked of him. The binding
between human and puma would ensure he’d be able to track her anywhere in the
world and would make it easier for her to slip into his mind.


Like she needed the help; he’d felt her probe twice already,
and while the sensation would normally annoy him, her doing this comforted him,
heightened their arousal. Almost as if they shared this moment on a much deeper
level. 


Taking himself in hand, Derrick positioned himself just at
the entrance of her heat. He planned to relish slaking his lust for her. Just
the brush of his dick against her slick wetness threatened to consume him. Not
that he cared. Burning up in her was about the best thing he could ever hope
for, considering how beautiful she was and how empty his life had become.


And how she’d seemingly captured a part of him he hadn’t
acknowledged in years. 


“Come on.” She bucked her hips up, pushing him into her.


Derrick couldn’t hold back any longer. With one measured
thrust, he speared her deep, felt the fist of her pussy grip him. “Oh Goddess,
Sonja! Just…fucking Goddess!”


She squeezed him with satiny muscles, clenching him even
tighter. “You just keep that thought in mind.”


Nodding, Derrick drew back, panted to catch his breath. He
met her gaze, saw the raw power in her eyes, the fact that they began rolling
back in her head when he moved.


He braced himself on his arms, wrapped himself around her,
and pumped once.


Twice.


She gasped. 


Then he did it again, picking up a slow, steady rhythm until
she began bucking back, forcing him to match her thrusts or lose the rhythm. 


Her nostrils flared, the musty scent of sex filled the air
along with her earthen femininity. Something about her being a witch, being
close to the moon, only heightened his enjoyment.


Her muscles bunched beneath his when she bucked back. The
sound of sweaty skin slapping against skin echoed loudly in the room while they
moved with decadence. 


Each time he pulled back, her sheath gripped the head of his
cock, making his heart beat double time against his chest. 


Sweat ran down his face, covered her skin in glistening
beauty.


But he could hold back no more.


Lowering his mouth to hers, he kissed her, dragged his mouth
across her sweat-soaked skin, and licked a salty trail down her neck.


Sonja stiffened, gripped him even tighter, and screamed for
him to continue fucking her. 


The ravenous sound of her yelling his name spurred him on,
faster and harder, balls slapping against her ass, while he pumped and filled
her. 


It hit. The first wave caused her body to tighten, shake
beneath him. 


Derrick continued pumping, his hands gripping her ass and
her shoulder, pulling her to him. Hips bucked, tilted, and took him in deeper
while he drove into her and pulled her release from her. He staved off his own
orgasm while she washed his cock with hers.


Nails dug into his flesh, clawed at his back. A hand gripped
his ass while she shook beneath him. “Goddess, Derrick!” Her breath came in
rapid pants while her heart thundered against her chest so loud that Derrick
could hear it.


“Come in me,” she begged.


The alluring, yet haunting sound of her scream tugging at
his inner primal desires forced him over the edge and into the wind, setting
him flying, falling. He kissed her, this time hard enough to bruise her lips
while he was sure other parts of her would have the same love bites in a few
hours. He drove into her in a staccato rhythm that made his gut tighten.


Then she clamped her legs closer, tightening her grip on him
even more, creating delicious friction that stopped while he jerked inside her,
spilling his seed over and over until the convulsions in his cock and body
settled and he caught his breath.


She blinked, moved strands of hair stuck to the skin on his
face to behind his ear, and smiled, that very satisfied smile only a
well-fucked woman could wear before she closed her eyes.


Derrick wrapped his arms around her and rolled them to their
sides. Sonja’s body still enveloped his; her arms clutched his as though he
were her strength. Her eyes closed and eyelashes fluttered against his cheek.


In a few moments, she fell asleep. He didn’t blame her; her
ordeal would exhaust anyone.


The shift in energy had become noticeable, too. Derrick
noted the absence of all things heavy, dark. While not quite airy, the best way
he could describe the magic surrounding them was light. Well, lighter anyway.
He still had his demons and he suspected she did, too. 


Probably the reason for the tears earlier. What had he seen
again? Those weren’t his memories, they were hers. Her magic drove her to
collect all that energy and take it in, but that also meant she took in all the
pain and sorrow of those she healed in the process. She needed a filter; it
seemed sex was a good one. He had to wonder if that worked for others or just
with him. A small smile curled his lips at the thought that only he could
provide solace from her ghosts. It quickly died when he realized it was
unlikely, and he couldn’t fathom why. 


With a free hand, Derrick pulled the sheet over them and
positioned them so they were both comfortable in bed. He fluffed her pillow and
settled in with her clinging to him. 


Her brother had asked him to watch her and protect her, and
he’d done just that. But the threat hadn’t been isolated yet. Those men they
rescued her from were just pawns in a larger game. 


The deep connection they shared happened so quickly he
wondered if her predicament caused it or if his feelings for her were genuine.
He let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. His mind wouldn’t get
the best of him yet. Not until he was away from her, would he give pause to
think about everything that happened so fast. 


They’d have to talk. No doubt about it. Especially after
he’d come inside her and forgotten about the words his father spoke to him.


“You’ll get her knocked up the first time, son. Don’t you
worry. We’ll have more pumas in the area.”


Derrick groaned. He didn’t know how a human could have a
child with a shifter. He hadn’t gotten close enough to anyone to ever find out
because he’d always used protection.


“Shit.” He sighed and tried to relax his body. Sonja would
need him to be calm and tranquil by the time she woke up.


And for no reason he could explain other than it was the
right thing to do, he’d be calm and tranquil. 


The bond had been established.


 


* * *


 


“Wake up, love birds.”


A low voice alerted Sonja, and her eyes opened. She lay with
her body plastered to Derrick’s and with him still inside her. And still so
very aroused. Glancing over his shoulder, she saw Max standing before them,
dressed in black jeans, thigh-high Goth-style boots, and a black long-sleeved
shirt. The thin goatee on his chin was properly trimmed. Green eyes narrowed. 


A sigh followed. “I knew you two were going to end up this
way, but goddammit…” 


Derrick stirred. Realization that they weren’t alone must
have hit because he pulled the covers over himself and Sonja’s chest before
pulling out of her and turning to face Max. “Where are we?”


“We’re in Miami.” Max smirked. 


“What the fuck are we doing in Miami?” Sonja stirred and
looked around for her jeans. On the floor, along with her panties, shirt, and
her new trench coat. “Great.” She muttered the last part beneath her breath.


“I know it’s not optimal, but the thing is, you two made a
big mistake. You…” Max pointed a lit cigar at Sonja. “Just had to kill off
Russian Spetznaz operatives working for a bigger paying client, thus
eliminating our only leads. He was paying them to kidnap you and start a war with
America over the shifter thing.” Max pointed his cigar at Derrick.


Like this was news before. Same shit, different toilet. “So?
What does this have to do with me?”


“Because…” Max took a puff off his cigar and blew a thick
cloud of white smoke into the air. “They were hoping to enlist your services to
conquer their enemies, i.e. the humans. If they couldn’t have you, they’d kill
you and then start slaughtering humans. Also, I have the dossier on your latest
job, Derrick.”


He stiffened. “Fuck.” Derrick sat up and looked at Sonja,
then at Max. “So what do we do?”


Sonja moved and clutched the sheet tighter to her chest.
“Wait, what latest job?”


Derrick averted his gaze from hers just long enough to clue
her in.


She blinked. “Wait a moment. Miami, you guys on the other
end of the negotiations. My brother…” She didn’t bother hiding the ire in her
voice. “What are you guys?”


“I’m sort of like the CIA for shifters. Derrick can tell you
his deal later. But your brother was doing what he thought was necessary to handle
things and keep you safe based on this.” Max pulled out a sheet of paper from
the folder beside him and handed it to Sonja.


She quickly scanned the pages, photocopies of all the
threats she’d received, plus two new ones she’d never seen before. “What the
fuck? This isn’t new.”


“But the most recent ones are. Intel is giving me a hard
time since I’m working with a civilian on this, but we have reason to believe—”


“You’re speculating?”


Derrick set a hand on her shoulder and she quickly shrugged
it off. He ignored her response, trying to be understanding of her feelings
since this looked like a betrayal. He hadn’t exactly been honest with her up
front, a mistake he wouldn’t make again. Max’s involvement concerned him, but
he’d place his trust in the other puma. “Sonja, Max is very good at his job.”


She glared daggers at him, then looked down at the paper.
“Two new threats. Only…” Closer examination said the targets were going to be
humans and children if she didn’t cooperate. “Fuck.”


“Exactly.” Max took a puff of his cigar and blew a thick
cloud of smoke overhead. “We don’t usually deal with the singular terrorist,
they’re too small to do any real damage; the regular police can handle those
affairs. And the shifters working with the CIA usually aren’t involved either.
But this one threatened to reach a global scale if you were in fact captured
and auctioned off.”


Her heart sank to the pit of her stomach. She shook her
head, looking at the paper though she had no focus anymore. 


Not until Derrick’s hand on her shoulder realigned her
energy and balanced her. “Fuck.”


“So my brother hired you both to protect me?”


“No, he hired Derrick. I’m the big guns in case shit
happens.”


Her eyes widened. “Let me guess.” Sonja groaned. “Shit
happened with my kidnapping.”


Max nodded.


She took a final look at the paper, then dropped it. This
couldn’t be anyone else’s fight. Innocents would get hurt because of what she
was—who she was. She couldn’t bare dealing with that knowledge. Instead, she
started to shake, clutched her shoulders tightly, and rocked back and forth.
The images of those men she’d killed earlier—all that blood spilling from
whatever wounds they had—truly disturbed her now. In her mind’s eye, she saw
each horrified face, every wide eye, and the explosion of flesh all around
before the bodies dropped and she blacked out. Shit. She’d almost killed
Derrick and Max, and whoever else might have been in the area near her. Her
unstable power was becoming a liability before she’d even realized it. 


Derrick’s warmth enveloped her and, for a moment, she felt
that balance restored. This time she didn’t fight it. How in the clarity of her
fogged brain was he able to do that for her?


She didn’t want his comfort after he’d lied to her. “Go
away.” She tried to shove him but he wouldn’t budge.


Derrick shook his head. “Your brother hired me to protect
you. I failed.”


“And we recovered you.” Max interjected.


She glared at Max. “Don’t help him. He’s already in enough
trouble. Where’s my brother? I need to call Rob and—”


“No.” Max shook his head. “This is now an official op. And
Derrick and I are both involved.”


Derrick looked at Max.


Max offered a stiff smile. “It wasn’t my call. I would have
left you out if I had the power, and you know it.”


Derrick glared harder; annoyance poured off him in steady
waves that somehow Sonja managed to neutralize before she even realized it. 


“At any rate, you’re involved, Derrick. Just like the good
ole days.”


Preposterous. “What if I don’t want or need your help?”


Max crossed his arms over his chest, shifted his weight, and
looked down at the floor before meeting her gaze. “Too bad, Sonja. You’re in
over your head and this is now an official op with my people.”


She finally forced herself to break free of Derrick’s
protective grasp. She felt a sense of dread from the lack of touch, but she had
to force herself to stand her ground. “You lied to me, Derrick.” She threw her
hands up in frustration. “This is bullshit!”


“Not entirely. Just a few details.”


“Major details! Why didn’t Rob tell me? Why didn’t you?”


“In my former line of work, the less you knew the better. I
was just doing what was asked. I didn’t expect—”


He stopped short.


“Yeah, me either. Right.” She had called him from the stage
last time they performed, she was the one that had picked him out of the
audience a few times and had a feeling about him, but she had hoped it was just
hormones. 


“You liked it.” Derrick grinned. “Besides, I—”


“Derrick’s not the one who lied to you.” Max cut him off.
“He seriously thought this would be a routine guard duty detail, and at the
beginning he’d have been right. But back at the cigar club in California—”


“Wait. You were discussing me there?”


Derrick remained silent.


“Erick had concerns for the shifters…with your power and
your past. And your power has shown itself to be unstable, and that’s a
dangerous thing regardless of who is pulling the strings.”


She turned to face Derrick, then averted her gaze to focus
on Max’s hardened expression. “But he…” Shit. Max didn’t know how much sex had
changed things. Dammit! That meant her brother had been keeping things from
her. The issue of sex even seemed to encompass the anger she felt about Max
calling her unstable, not that it was a lie. She hadn’t used her power in full
force nor had she spent enough time training to understand it better. The band
and music came first, the fans were her world, and not because they bought
records. “How long have I been receiving threats my brother didn’t tell me
about?”


“Long enough that he asked a retired spy, who happened to be
a regular in his bar, to step in and watch over you.”


That meant these two new threats happened over some period
of time. She sighed loudly, slumped against the pillows. “This isn’t the first
time.”


“Exactly. It’s not the last either. Not if you plan to
continue making music.”


“No one…” She glared at Derrick, then made sure Max saw the
fierceness of her stare, too. He didn’t flinch. “Will take away my joy or
purpose.” Power leaked into the air until she felt Derrick’s hand on her thigh.
It settled her nerves, but stirred other things.


His startled expression conveyed an instant understanding.
“Rob said you’d act like this. He gave me all the background information, as
long as we’re confessing.”


“Smart move.” She smirked. 


“Last week. And everything else has been honest. I do love
your band’s music.”


“I can attest to that. Guy’s a regular death metal fan.” Max
took a puff on his cigar and let the smoke leave his mouth very slowly. “This
wasn’t any one person’s doing. There have been factions my people have been
dealing with for the last few years; all of them were trying to hone in on you.
It’s just lucky your brother found Derrick rather than one of us having to
track you down and convince you with some wild story. Just remember, we’re all
a cog in some big plan.” Max puffed on his cigar again, filling the air with
the rich sweetness of maduro leaf and coffee. 


She huffed. Derrick’s musk and the heady scent of their
lovemaking—sex reared its head. The feel of his arms around her gave her
stability, steadying her worrisome mind. Exhaling, she turned around to face
Derrick. She couldn’t hide the irritation that became her expression, so she
didn’t try. “What now?”


“Well, we could use Sonja here to lead them out into the
open. My sources tell me it’s not a large organization. Yet.” He punctuated the
air with his cigar.


Derrick gritted his teeth. “Max!”


She shifted behind him and slithered a leg along his. Deeper
contact against him distracted her.


Derrick stiffened. “We have to have other options. Since
when have you been one to send untrained—”


Fuck that shit. No one was going to control her fate but
her. She huffed louder, crossed her arms, and cut him off. “I’ll do it.”


Derrick stared at her with a hidden knowledge she suspected
had more to do with the puma inside, rather than his human feelings, and she
swallowed hard. The puma had found a mate, it thought.


“What?”


“Look…” She sighed. “I’ve been a pawn my whole life. I know
what to do and how to handle myself. If they want me, guess I’ll have to show
them who has the bigger balls.”


Derrick opened his mouth to speak but stopped. A cloud of
smoke hovered above his head. 


“Look, you two talk it over. I have your clothes on my
floor, her underwear…” He turned toward Sonja. “Very cute by the way.” He took
another puff on the cigar. “And dead Spetznaz soldiers to clean up. One of whom
happened to be a big player in black market weapons. His goal was a standard
play. Arm the soldiers, send in the troops, and when they’ve made inroads, send
in the heavy hitter…” He nodded at Sonja. “…to clean up and finish things off.”


Her stomach lurched at the thought of being used as a
destructive tool when all she’d ever done was use her voice to help others.
“Fuck.”


Max’s eyes went wide. “We don’t have much of a choice.”


Still stiff against her, looking irresistible, Derrick sat
up. “You’re serious, Max?”


Max nodded. 


Derrick fell back against the pillows. 


“That sums it up, doesn’t it, man?” Max turned, set his
cigar in an empty tray. “This is our only play.”


Derrick sighed and shifted his weight against Sonja. “I
don’t like it.”


Regardless of whatever was happening between the two of
them, he needed to know that she wouldn’t back down from a threat. Nor would
she run from a fight, even if the odds weren’t in her favor. She’d made a life
of being her own woman and no one would take that from her. “I know.” Sonja
brushed back sun-kissed strands of red hair. “But I’m familiar with this
situation. I can handle it, Derrick.”


She noted how Derrick avoided meeting her direct gaze, then
remembered she was naked beneath the sheets. His erection, while not visible to
Max, pressed against a thigh. 


Derrick’s voice held an unspoken threat. “Can you keep her
safe?”


Max slid his hands in his pockets. “I can do the best I can.
That’s all anyone can ask for. While her magic may be uncontrollable, we’re
puma shifters. You haven’t forgotten any of your old training, I trust.” He
made it a statement. 


Sonja noted the pain in Derrick’s expression at the mention
of his training. She’d have to ask, if and when it mattered. Later. Not now. 


“I haven’t. But like last time, what if something goes
wrong? They seemed to know to expect us, and where to find us.”


Sonja shifted beneath him, twining a leg around his. An arm
wrapped around his waist and held him. She gave him a light squeeze with her
thighs. “We don’t have to use surprise. They’re going to expect something like
this, right? If they’re smart enough to know how to play the political field,
then they’ll be prepared for any assault you bring in.”


Max nodded. 


Derrick glared at her, irritation plastered all over his
handsome face. 


An eyebrow rose. “What?”


“Your voice has that magical lilt to it again, sweetheart.
It’s…distracting.”


“Get a room, you two. A different one. Not mine. Or at least
wait ’til I’m out of the fucking building.” He looked away and forced a thick
cloud of smoke into the air. 


The grin that slid over Derrick’s face enticed her. “He’s
right. We should boot his old ass out.”


Max turned around and glared at the two of them.
“Seriously.” He muttered something beneath his breath. “I know we’ve seen
things, man, but dammit.” 


Derrick pulled the covers over Sonja and slid an arm around
her waist. 


She reluctantly went to him, thankful for the release of
chaotic energy swirling around her head. She remembered briefly the moment
she’d killed those men, heard the screams, and almost fell into the abyss of
darkness until Derrick pulled her back from the precipice. 


His every movement had been a comforting factor, made her
wonder about their actual relationship when this was all over. Could they deal
with one? Would he remain on pins and needles when she was on tour?


She shut the train of thought down. No way was she
relationship material. 


“Look, I have some contacts that would pay to see me go
under. I can play decoy and use Sonja to lure them out into the open. I have a
few scores that need settling anyway. You two talk it over and get back to me.
Out of my bed.” Max turned and headed toward the door. “I’ll be back in an hour
with something for breakfast, provided my stomach can function.” 


He opened the door, frowned at them, and walked through it,
slamming it behind him.


 


 
















 


Chapter Five 


 


Derrick grinned and looked back at Sonja, making sure to
project only the arousal he had for the woman sitting before him with her mouth
parted and that sweet, pink tongue darting over her lower lip. Her eyes held
strong determination to make this right at whatever cost. He could respect
that. What bothered him was that he had no idea what he’d do if this went bad
and she ended up dead. In such a short time span, they’d grown close, closer
than most couples, thanks in part to her being able to see in his head and not
run.


Of course, he’d shielded her from the really painful
memories.


He didn’t know if they could fit together in life or how
it’d work if they tried.


“You’re thinking.” The sheet fell slightly, exposing pale
flesh and the tender tops of her ample breasts. 


He licked his lips and his body hardened again at the sight
of her. Despite her distracting look, he wasn’t going to lie to her. Whatever
their relationship was, honesty demanded he be straight with her. Except for
when it came to his background as a former spy. “Yeah, I am.”


“What about?”


He studied her face. She didn’t want to do this now, did
she? The intense gaze in her eyes appeared to teeter between lust and
curiosity.


“Come on. Tell me.”


He tilted his head to the side and studied her. Her hair had
fallen over one side of her face, adding to her already sultry look. Pressing
her naked warm skin against his body made him even more voracious.


The air around him smelled like her, sweet and spicy,
reminding him of oriental tobaccos with their rich spiciness and smell of
opium-den sex. 


Her arousal rolled over him. 


“Talk to me.” She rolled her body against his, pillowing her
full breasts into his chest. 


He wanted to take them in his mouth, suckle them to lovely
points, and then fill her again. Her body tempted him. But the magic she used
prodded against the walls of his mind. It felt like someone pounded loudly at
the door he’d set up to keep others out. 


“You’re using magic. You should know better than to think I
need convincing to sleep with you again.” He slid out of her a moment ago. His
erection pressed against her soft thighs. 


“Oh.” She trailed a fingernail along his bare chest.
“Sometimes it can’t be helped. It isn’t intentional.”


Excitement thrummed through his body and blood rushed
straight to his cock, not like it didn’t already ache from being near her in
the first place.


“It’s not?”


“No. I can’t always control it. With you, it’s more stable
and all I think of are two things.”


He reached for her, set a hand on her now bare hip. “Yes?”


She blinked. Her voice dropped several notches and came out
as a raspy sound. “Death and fucking you.”


Derrick shuddered. Fingertips gripped her skin. Her voice
didn’t hold any inflection of magic, just pure lust. “Death, I’d prefer to
avoid. But you fucking me, I’d love that.”


She didn’t respond verbally. Instead, she rolled herself
onto him and pressed her chest against his. “Should we move to another bed or
space?”


An eyebrow arched. “Fuck that. Max owes me. He can burn
these sheets if we don’t first.” His grin widened.


Sonja’s pink tongue darted over her bottom lip. Her eyes
widened, her body pressed closer to his. 


His cock nudged the wet warmth between her closed legs. 


Her mouth fell on his, her fingernails dug and scratched
him, piercing the skin. 


Derrick growled into the kiss, wrapped his arms around her,
and slid his hands over her ass. A hand came down against her soft curve.


She yelped and bit his lower lip. “No spanking your queen.”


He chuckled. “My queen, eh?”


“For the time, yes.” Sonja bit his neck.


He arched against her in response. The puma inside him
swished its tail back and forth in anticipation. In his mind, he heard the
feral cry that suggested mating.


Sonja shifted against him and centered on his cock. “In me.”


Derrick drove himself without thought into her. Like a fist,
she gripped him, stroked him with each thrust, and coaxed him on with rapacious
moans. 


She rode him, scraping pointed nipples against his chest.
Her hair spilled down her back.


Derrick tangled his fingers through her silken curls and
tugged her head to expose the curve of her neck.


He lifted himself up, stopped mid thrust, and bit her
collarbone.


She cried and flung herself back against him, joining them
so closely that one couldn’t tell where she started and he ended.


Derrick continued pumping into her, enjoying the feel of her
sweat-soaked skin against his. His pulse sped; his orgasm drew near. 


He wouldn’t climax without giving her one, so he slowed his
pace.


He arched his hips, rolling into her, and was rewarded with
her purring. With a free hand, Derrick gripped her ass and gave it a good, hard
squeeze before dragging fingers over her hips and pressing against her clit
with his thumb.


She bucked against him.


Derrick sat up and took a luscious breast in his mouth.
Sucking hard, he arced into her, felt the sparks between them.


Her first orgasm rolled through her body hard enough to
shake him. Moaning louder with each thrust against him, her muscles squeezed
every inch of his length. “Come for me, Sonja.” Derrick wrapped his arms around
her waist and tried to roll his hips against her.


Her mouth sealed around his, she inhaled. No doubt, she picked
up the scent of cigars, of his lust and heady sex. 


If he wanted to, he could overpower her, roll her on her
back, and make her submissive, just what the puma wanted. But he wouldn’t.
Stubborn, it’d only piss her off. There was no need to force her submission
when she distracted him beyond delight by merely holding his shaft tightly. 


She squeezed him and slammed down on him. With a free arm,
she pushed against him and had him on his back. 


The puma growled in annoyance.


Derrick could give a shit. Creamy heat enveloped his shaft
and drew him closer to his own release with each pump. Each breath, every moan,
brought them closer together.


It took only a few more thrusts to drive him crazy. His
heart slammed in his chest, his mouth fell on her neck, and he closed his eyes.
Warning bells went off in his mind as his release drew nearer. 


And his emotions began to spiral out of control. 


Sonja gasped and froze. 


Derrick opened his eyes, saw the panic on her face, and
became faintly aware of her stillness. “What, baby?”


His stiffness and the serious expression on his face showed
he sensed the problem before she spoke. 


“You…” She pointed at him. “My orgasm was so close. And—”


“Next orgasm.” 


She frowned yet it did nothing to erase the panic-stricken
look from her face. “I can read your emotions loud and clear. Why…”


Derrick realized his mistake and tried to rein in his
emotions. “I’m sorry. I…”


“You’re in love with me.”


The fact that his eyes only closed partially and a loopy
smile formed on his face that he quickly tried to hide confirmed her thoughts.
She probed his mind, hard. He was uncertain if it was love tried and true, but
it felt like it. He’d never really known and she picked up the loneliness he
carried and let it swirl around her before she shut down the mental link. 


“I can’t ever lie to you, can I?”


 


* * *


 


Damn her luck! She had to find the one puma that rocked her
world with intense sex, who didn’t make her feel creeped out because of her
witchcraft or her career. He had to be the one who steadied her emotionally
when it came to her power. 


And he lay beneath her, filling her cream-soaked pussy.


She ran a hand through her hair and looked down at his
chest. Naked, it gave her a glimpse of a washboard stomach and pectorals that
rippled with each graceful movement he made. Broad shoulders tapered down to a
trim waist. 


It didn’t hurt that he behaved like a gentleman. 


Except that he broadcasted his emotions all over the place
just after she’d agreed to play guinea pig and lure out the bad guys who
kidnapped her last night.


“This is just a fling because of the danger we’re in.” She
lied to herself.


Derrick coughed. He arched his hips into her, driving
himself deeper into her. “I don’t think so.”


The movement sent a pleasurable tremor through her.


She bent forward and set her hands flat against his
well-muscled chest. “No.” Her voice shook with apprehension. She wanted to
finish herself, and get him off, too. He deserved that much. For the love of
the goddess, he’d come to rescue her last night.


“It’s more than that. Or…” He turned away. “It can be.”


The sweetness in his voice hit her hard. She felt the
squeeze of joy around her heart and wanted to cry. She couldn’t have a
boyfriend, lover, or partner. Not with her life in constant danger. And to have
it be a possessive puma? No way!


Derrick turned his head, dark curls spilling down his
forehead. “This can be more. But right now…” He arced into her again, filling
her and sending more tremors through her. “It’s about sex.”


She had felt the buildup of his emotions earlier. When he
pressed them down again, she noticed. His ability to control his responses made
her grateful since any overwhelming feelings tended to knock her off balance.


She had weakened her shields deliberately. It helped her
serve her greater destiny in life. To help humanity, she had to keep her guard
lowered, thus allowing a better flow of power from her to the recipients.


Her status as a singer and piece of eye candy allowed the
men in the crowds to trust her more based on primal hormones. 


They shared a destiny now. “How can I keep you safe?”


Derrick sat up, still buried inside of her. “You don’t have
to. You only have to enjoy for now. He leaned in close, nuzzled her mouth with
his.


Sonja sucked in a breath, taking in the scent of raw man,
puma, and sex. Hints of tobacco hung in the air, too, but her lungs filled with
the masculine power of Derrick. 


That first night, she’d been so vulnerable. She had to strip
off most of her clothes to rid herself of the excess baggage she took from the
crowd. Derrick hadn’t been lewd, he’d been comforting. 


Right now, his fingers were walking a delicate, arousing
line up her spine. Goose bumps prickled her flesh. Her libido kicked into high
gear. Her mind fought her heart.


Thankfully, Derrick’s mouth took that thought from her when
he suckled her nipples.


Goddess, the tingles racing up her spine made her writhe
against him. She wrapped her hands around his head, ran her fingers through the
thick softness of jet-black, almost waist-length hair. 


He continued suckling.


Her hips resumed a pace of their own, rolling, bucking
against him. Taking him in and out of her, she felt the swell of his cock
inside as another orgasm built and tightness centered around her stomach.
Warmth spread like wildfire throughout her body when she impaled herself on his
steel cock.


Derrick’s relentless sucking didn’t stop. He pulled off one
breast with a pop and claimed the other, grazing the nipple with his teeth
before pulling it deep into his mouth. He laved the fullness of her breast with
his tongue. A free hand massaged the other breast delicately, but with enough
pressure to send ripples of pleasure through her.


Emotionally, he’d stopped broadcasting anything other than
sex. Pure, unadulterated lust so hot and deep it would burn miles away.


It all centered on her. 


Orgasm forced her focus back to the wonderful things he did
to her.


White-hot flames licked at her flesh, the heat of passion
consumed her, making it impossible to hold back screams of pleasure.


Derrick bit her neck, scraped his teeth down her breast
while hips pumped harder into her. 


She met every thrust with one of her own.


Her grip on his shoulders tightened, nails dug into taut
muscles.


She shuddered.


A hand spanked her ass.


The pain spiking through her added to her elation. 


Seconds later, Derrick’s cock jerked inside her, his climax
filling her deep within. Her name spilled off his tongue with abandon. 


She screamed, louder and louder, her voice filled with
violent sultriness similar to when she sang. Magic spilled out from her and
surrounded them.


The air grew heady and filled with sex, power. Lust.


And his emotional leakage of romance singed the other raw
feelings.


She clung tightly to him. Tears streamed down her cheeks and
her head felt light.


Derrick’s strong arms cuddled her; large hands stroked her
back, shoulders. He ran a hand through her hair, whispered in her ear. “We’ll
deal with the emotional thing later. I promise. Right now, focus. Calm down.”


She hiccupped, tried to stop herself from crying. The
outpouring of emotions eased as he continued to hold her.


Despite his lack of energy, he remained rock hard, amazing
her. Having a powerful sex drive for a human, she’d found no normal man able to
keep up with her needs.


“You’re bleeding emotionally, it’s okay. I can’t guarantee I
can stop it, but I can slow it and dull the pain if you’ll let me.” His voice
cut through the fog of depression in her mind. 


No one could help her. Humans didn’t understand the power
she wielded; shifters only wanted it for themselves. Her career wouldn’t let
her remain anonymous nor would it allow her time to recharge as often as she
truly needed. 


She’d been on the road for so long. Her band mates asked if
she needed a break after the last tour. 


She’d declined. 


“Let’s go into the studio,” she told them. “I have some
ideas.”


They had agreed and hit the road six months later after a
grueling recording session. Her body lacked energy, her soul torn apart and
rebuilt during the songwriting process. 


And now, Derrick offered her solace. She looked into his
eyes. “How?”


Derrick brushed his lips briefly over hers, not quite
kissing her, but close enough to stir her senses again. “I don’t know yet. But
we sort of have more pressing matters to tend to.”


The threat on her life had reared its head and broke the
comfort Derrick offered. “Yeah.”


“When Max returns…” Derrick ran a hand through her hair,
carefully pushing it aside to expose her face. “We’ll have to come up with a
plan. Hopefully, he’ll bring a lot of food. I’m starved.”


Her stomach rumbled. She hadn’t thought of food in a few
days, which probably drained her abilities. “I could eat.”


“And we should probably shower, too. And get dressed.” He
frowned. 


She hated seeing him frown, but they needed food. Max would
be back shortly and they should be dressed and ready with some sort of plan to
lure out her enemies. Determined to keep this nonsense from Derrick and anyone
else she could protect, Sonja would do whatever it took. It was her
life, her mistakes, her life path.


The potential for war between humans and shifters existed,
and those who would try to chain Sonja would definitely use her talents against
the other party. Not all humans were aware of the existence of shifters, and
hiding became a necessary burden for many in the community. The half-human,
half-animal crowd wore that weight with mixed emotions. Some were proud of
their heritage but smart enough to keep quiet, while others couldn’t contain
themselves. 


She’d seen it at the concerts, the few shifters who came to
her shows to let off steam. She’d pulled the most angst and sorrow from them.


Derrick hadn’t given her angst. Not that she hadn’t tried to
pull that from him. She did that by rote, oftentimes unaware because the
consequences seemed nonexistent. Only others in the world weighed heavily on
her. In fact, the only thing she picked up from him had been the intensity of
love neither of them seemed able to explain. Even when she knocked around in
his mind, the walls that remained shut didn’t hint at anything dangerous. 


She sighed and dislodged herself from him slowly. Regretting
the separation immediately bothered her. She wanted to remain in bed with him. 


Yet they had work to do.


An hour later, Sonja sat with Max in front of her and
Derrick to her side, dressed as handsomely as ever in black. She wore his
trench coat, jeans, and her top from earlier. Max looked deadly, too, but his
expression and persona differed from Derrick’s. Something remained in the back
of both men’s heads but neither would let her in. 


The overwhelming scent of aggression, dark and lightning hot
filled her nostrils and came presumably from both pumas. As part of their
burden of power, they would stay in touch with their feral side. She felt
somewhat comforted by the fact that they were in public and the pumas couldn’t
argue too heavily over her chosen fate. Derrick’s life remained entwined with
hers. For now. 


As the cards unfolded before her, she had no desire to put
an innocent bystander such as Derrick in danger. 


Her loved ones always ended up being hurt. They’d been used
as bait, toys to get her to come forward and do what her kidnappers wanted.
Mostly it involved petty things. When it started, the kidnappers usually
convinced a local religious group to tolerate the shifters. Then things morphed
into harder events like muggings and having her blank the victim’s minds. 


She fought an attacker once but he threatened her brother. 


Sonja complied and tried harder to make herself less
accessible while still doing what she considered necessary in the world.


Rob never heard about the threat.


Sonja couldn’t bear the thought of someone else—someone she
barely knew—getting involved on her behalf. Frustrated, she slammed a hand down
on the table.


Both pumas looked at her, then resumed their conversation as
though she didn’t exist. 


“Dude.” Max took another puff of his cigar and blew a thick
cloud of smoke into the air. “I have to burn those sheets. I can’t get the
smell of you two out of them. How could you do this to me?”


“Quit your whining, Max. It’s not like you never did that
shit to me. Besides, can you blame me?” Derrick ashed his cigar in the tray
beside them and took a swig of his beer. He turned to face Sonja.


Of course, she had to remember their heightened puma senses.
Even after the long shower, she still carried residual puma scent. Max picked
up on that. Their eyes met and for a second, she stared into the depths of his
purple eyes. He kept his emotions hidden from her. 


“Hey, you two. It’s not like I’m not right here.” She leaned
forward and stared angrily at Max. “Now, what are we going to do about this
problem?”


Max and Derrick both cleared their throats. “Right. Well, I
was talking to a buddy of mine on the police force who has some connections
with the higher ups in the FBI. They’ve been trailing the guys who want you for
months and have been waiting to pounce on them. But every time they make a
move, it goes down like the earlier op.”


“Someone took the fall.” Derrick leaned in.


“Or died mysteriously.” Max continued.


Sonja didn’t miss the feeling behind his gaze. He bled off
cautious distrust. Straight distrust held a heavier weight in one’s aura than
cautious distrust. He was a spy; she had to remember that.


It didn’t stop fear from going through her.


“We have to set you up in a protected place where the two of
us, and possibly a third, can keep an eye on you, get the FBI out, and surround
them.”


“Do we know who is after her?” Derrick took another pull off
his beer and brought his cigar to his lips. 


“The Anti-Shifter League has had it in for me since they found
out what I could do. We’ve had a few of them show up and hand out fliers
peaceably.” 


Derrick chuckled. “Yeah, with your crowd and someone
threatening the hottest lead singer in death metal, I’m sure the Anti-Shifter
League had the brains to maintain peaceful protest status.”


“It wasn’t them, but I’m guessing they have ties to whoever
this smaller organization is that actually put the hit out on you. I will have
a buddy of mine do some fact checking later, but for now, our best bet is to
put you two together in a club where you’re seen as high rollers. You know how
word gets around underground—”


She held up a hand, cutting Max off. “Wait a moment. I never
agreed that he’d come with me.” She jerked a thumb at Derrick and tried to
sound as defensive as possible. She wouldn’t risk his life for hers.


“Yeah, I never agreed to let her go alone, either.” Derrick
turned his hot-blooded gaze on her.


An intense wave of concern washed over her. Even through the
salt-water-and-brine-laced breeze, she could smell the jungle on him. Not the
hot and muggy swamp, but the jungle, which she’d always found sexy. Dirty. 


Metal.


She had to stifle a chuckle before turning back to Max.
“Why?”


“Because you cannot be trusted to keep your power in check,
and homeboy here seems to do a damn good job of keeping things under control.”


She scoffed. 


Max pointed his cigar at her. “You need to think rationally
about this, Sonja. And trust me. I can read your face, sweetheart, and you’re
not in a position to negotiate if you want to keep this all under wraps.”


She scoffed harder. The nerve of this man. But he did have a
point. The world didn’t need to know that she’d been threatened or that there
had been another attempt on her life. It’d cause a raucous she’d rather avoid.
“Look, we have to do this another way. If Derrick gets hurt—”


Derrick pressed two fingers against her mouth. “Just hear
him out.”


She bit back a curse and inhaled the scent of dirty fur,
earthen cigar, and tobacco. The urge to lick his scent off his fingers reared
its head but she held it back. This wasn’t the place to posture or jump
Derrick’s bones. She rolled her shoulders, straightened, and huffed. “Fine. But
how is this supposed to help?”


“Simple.” Max waved a hand at the waitress and ordered
another round before turning back to Sonja. “If we have Derrick with you, he’ll
stabilize your power so you don’t have a moment where you read everyone else’s
crap and overload.”


She couldn’t deny that had happened. “He was with me before
you picked us up. How can you guarantee that we won’t have a repeat incident?”


“You have a point.” Max blew a huge cloud of smoke overhead.
“But I think that has more to do with the overwhelming situation and the fact
that we showed up slightly later than we wanted to. Oh, and you were running, not
waiting to be rescued, which we didn’t foresee.”


Sonja snorted. “If I waited for rescues, I’d have been dead
a long time ago.”


“Fair enough.” Max leaned back against the chair and set his
hand down near the ashtray. “But this is our best way in.”


She frowned. “Why do we need to go this route?”


Derrick reached over and gently grabbed her hand. Unable to
hide the dominance from his voice, he spoke softly. “You volunteered for one.
And you killed our last resource when you screamed at the Spetznaz men.”


She winced from the sting of his words. “It wasn’t my
fault!”


His words reminded her of yet another failure, pissing her
off. “I didn’t do it on purpose!”


“Shh.” Derrick raised his hands defensively. “No one said
you did. You aren’t a weak woman.”


She straightened. He had some nerve. “What’s that supposed
to mean?”


Derrick took a sip of his beer and blew out a cloud of
smoke. “I’m saying you…” He blinked. “Have a history of this sort of thing
happening and we’d like to keep the casualties to a minimum. My being there
with you will help.”


She rolled her eyes. It wasn’t like he was wrong, but it
still pissed her off. “If you can keep your own emotions in check, then yes.”
She took a long pull off her beer and let the liquid burn down her throat. She
needed to wrap her mind around the nonsense Max spouted. He was right; Derrick
neutralized her power with his presence. 


Derrick’s face twisted, then his lips pursed together in a
thin line. He blinked, then gave her hand a squeeze. “You’re right.” He turned
to Max. “So, how do we do this and when?”


She arched a brow. “You’re in just like that?”


“Yeah.” He nodded. “I will just have to keep my emotions in
check.” He glared at Sonja. “So I can balance your reaction.”


“Good. Then it’s settled. We’ll have to get Sonja some clothes,
but I’m sure we can find something. I have a friend with some options for you.”


Sonja snorted. “What I’ve got on is fine.”


“What you’ve got on won’t get you past the door guard at the
club. Derrick has clothes; we tend to run in the same circles. But you look
metal, even now. Black jeans and the shirt you stole from my closet won’t
really get you into Miami’s hottest clubs. We’ll have to do a makeover.”


She was so not a girlie girl. Those women tended to get
themselves killed or worse. She sighed and let out a long groan. “Why?”


“Because those with money aren’t typically found in the
metal and Goth clubs. They’re found in the hottest, trendiest spots in town.
You can’t drink beer here either. Champagne.”


Again she snorted. “I’m a drinker. I can do with whatever
has alcohol in it.”


“You can’t get trashed here either. We’ll need you to do
eloquent, not elusive and moody.”


Her jaw dropped. Before she could respond, Derrick’s grip on
her hand tightened. She felt the annoyance from him in a steady, low stream
rather than a torrential downpour. “Fine.” She sighed. “I can do eloquence.”


Derrick snickered. 


She glared at him. “What?”


“Nothing. Nothing at all. But I have wondered what the most
powerful female in metal would look like in a revealing dress. Guess we should
go shopping.”


She sighed and put a hand to her forehead. She hated having
to do this, but necessity called for desperate measures to lead the bad guys
out into the open. She had to get them off her back and keep Derrick’s presence
and involvement minimized. 


She could do that. And with him near, she could effectively
use the magic of her voice to persuade the bad guys to come out into the open.
Then she could do some interrogating of her own.


Derrick gave her hand another squeeze. “Let’s go. We have
work to do if we’re going to do this tonight.”


Max got the check and the three of them left.


 


* * *


 


She hated shopping, but having access to Derrick during the
day made it a little more bearable. He’d been mostly his usual self, sensually
taunting her when she slid into the dressing room, making sure to help her get
in and out of the dresses she’d tried on, all while his hands roamed over her
body.


Just to make sure everything fit the way it was supposed to.


Right.


She wasn’t a fool, nor was she dumb enough to push his
advances away though she knew she should. It would be imperative once things
were done here and the last thing she wanted was to break his heart.


Or have hers broken.


He made the day light, despite what they were doing. She
hated the bullshit club scene with a passion and made sure to remind him.


He pointed out quickly that this was not his idea and they
were only staying around long enough to make a show, then they were leaving.


Newlyweds, a perfect cover for them, Max assured her.


She had no idea how to be in love. What she felt for Derrick
was…


What was it?


Aside from a certain protectiveness over him, she wasn’t
sure. He’d confessed his love for her earlier, though he hadn’t said the words
so much as answered her question.


What to do about that?


She hadn’t the slightest clue how she felt about him, but
the day was much more palpable while they shopped. He bought her a light snack
and they had a decent dinner. 


“You’ll need your strength for tonight.” He winked.


She ran a hand down his shoulder, trailing her fingers over
his bare forearms and feeling the definite spark when they touched.


Was that love?


She swallowed hard.


“What? You seem nervous.”


“I’ve never really been on the offensive before. Usually I
react, this sort of thing goes away when I either give in for minor crap, or I
put my foot down and threaten to kill them there.”


A brow shot up. “I can’t see you carrying out such a
threat.”


She leaned in. “Me either. But once a threat sees me doing
scary things with just my voice, they tend to turn tail and run.”


“I wish this group would.”


“Me, too.” She nodded. “How do you deal with it?”


“That’d be a question to ask Max. He’s the current spook,
not me.”


She nodded again, enjoying the feel of his hand in hers,
fingers interlocked. “But you left.”


“That’s right.” Derrick looked from left to right, his other
arm carrying a dress they’d picked out. This was a black number designed to
show off her luscious curves and match her hair, which would sadly be put up in
a bun tonight. 


She noticed he didn’t elaborate, but her natural curiosity
and need for information required her to push the issue. “What—” She caught the
look in his eyes.


“Something went wrong. You’re going to find out what
eventually, but right now I can’t talk about it. Our parents died, which was
part of the reason Max and I joined the group he works for. Traveling around
the world and having to focus on a mission made it easier to forget the life we
could have had, had our parents not been involved in politics.”


“What did they do?”


“Mom was advocating for shifter rights. Dad was a
congressman. Both were in the wrong place at the wrong time.” Derrick’s energy
hummed sadness around her. 


She snuggled closer while they walked. 


“Spending time only on the mission as a focus kept Max and
me out of trouble.”


“I see.” She didn’t. Not really. He hadn’t given her any
inroads into his past or mental history, and every time she knocked at his
mind, the doors seemed to shut tighter. What made him afraid at night? “Do you
fear anything?”


“Just the screams that haunt me.” 


“Yet you love death metal.”


“Odd ball, aren’t I?”


She laughed, feeling the energy coming from him lighten a
tad. “Screwy, aint you?”


“Something like that. The rhythm and heaviness of the music
lets me know I’m not alone in my agony and that while in certain instances it
seemingly goes on for a long time, it ends. The screaming stops. Sometimes,
it’s melodic. When the harmonies kick in, I’m happy, especially during a very
powerful bridge or chorus.”


“Like when the lyrics have meaning.”


“Exactly.”


Something dawned on her. If they were going out, what was it
he saw when they first met? She’d quickly shielded herself and put her mind in
check before rushing to his aid, but that nightmare in his head, had it been his
or one of hers projected? She knew the sex they’d shared upon waking at
Max’s loft had been his answer to still her nerves when she woke and saw the
faces of those men she’d killed. Had he seen them, too? 


“Listen, I need to know how bad the ghosts haunt you.”


Derrick stopped, met her gaze, and his eyes narrowed. Then
they widened, his lips formed a tight line. The air crackled around them with
the feel of something heavy, then it went away as though it never existed.
“They won’t be a problem.”


Weakly, she nodded. His quiet manner about his former life
would have put her off normally, but she knew when to let sleeping dogs lie.
He’d tell her soon enough if it became relevant. 


She’d had bodyguards before and they all maintained the same
stoic, expressionless faces Derrick wore when he needed to have information
filtered to her, but his eyes betrayed him.


Well, the sparkle in them, the magic of his beast, rather,
betrayed him. 


The puma was lonely.


It wasn’t hard to imagine why he’d fallen in love, just hard
to understand why it’d be with her.


Still, she was the one who sought him out, not the other way
around. It just so happened to work out this way.


Why?


“We should get going back to Max’s loft. It’ll take time to
get you dressed and I can’t watch that.” He gave her a wry smile.


She found herself laughing. “You’re bad.”


“I try.”


Yawning, she found it funny how careless she felt around him
right now. Maybe her mind was telling her something in all of this. Maybe while
she gave him a moment’s peace, she could steal one for herself, too, before
they had to split.


 


 
















 


Chapter Six


 


Derrick wasn’t blind. Her entire manner around him looked
much less tense, and he even found her yawn sexy. Maybe it was time for a
little more relaxing before the big event tonight. Perhaps she could ease the
growing ache around his cock.


Watching her try on dresses had to be one of the most erotic
times he’d ever had while shopping. He enjoyed the simple pleasures in life,
hence his passion for cigars and fine alcohol, or listening to music regardless
of genre. But shopping normally drove him mad. Except when he got a wild hair
and slipped into the dressing room with her after she’d picked out a second
number and tried it on.


He had to give his opinion, naturally fueled by the sight of
her semi-naked. He had to remind himself every time she grimaced that this was
for her safety. He’d been asked to protect her, then the mission became a
bigger deal. And that wasn’t the half of it; they still hadn’t settled the
whole in-love issue yet. Her choice of dress indicated she was a far more
complex woman than she ever let on, and he really dug that. Every aspect of her
personality, right down to her stubborn streak seemed to gel with him. 


He pushed the door open to Max’s loft, set the bags down
beside the door, and looked around, scenting the air for intruders.


Nothing.


Good sign. 


“We could eat again if you’re hungry. Or just lay down for a
nap. All that shopping wore me out.”


She yawned again, rolling her head back, giving him a view
of the line of her neck. “I could use a nap.


“Or there are other ideas.”


“Later, big boy.” She patted his chest and sauntered past
him, heading for Max’s bed. Her hips swayed with promise of more later if
things went okay.


If not, well he didn’t plan to think that way. Only once had
he mistrusted his judgment—the one time that counted.


She’d asked earlier about his past and why he was no longer
a spy.


How do you tell the woman you’re protecting that you failed?
Sure, he’d said it when things went awry at the cigar lounge. But that wasn’t
really something he could predict. He’d only been given the two threats that
came a few days apart, threats even Max’s pals hadn’t seen. Warnings for her to
stop playing or face consequences. 


He took those seriously but figured the threat was like most
things. Minor. Truly threatening people, shifter or otherwise didn’t spend a
lot of time playing games with warning notes that left no fingerprints. The
ones he’d dealt with hit hard and fast. 


But to tell her his real failure? Scarier than when he’d
admitted to telling her his feelings for her.


Even Max knew he didn’t like to talk about it.


So he shrugged it off and left it alone, preferring to join
her on the bed.


She’d made herself comfortable, stretching out long legs
while resting her hands over her stomach. 


Derrick slid beside her, rolled onto his side. “Hey.” He
looked at her.


“Hey.” She rolled her head to face him.


Trepidation poured off her in waves. Derrick stilled his
mind, pushed back all his fears from that earlier mistake, and calmed himself down.
Then he leaned over her, cupped her chin, and ran his thumb over her lips. 


Sonja smiled and he took that as a positive sign. He pressed
his mouth to hers and tasted her, slowly savoring every bit of contact between
them. The sweetness from the Latin food earlier mingled with her natural spicy
aromas and lust. He inhaled her scent, flicked his tongue over her lips, and
nibbled.


She kissed him right back with as much of a slow burn as he
gave her, stoking the fire between them until both were panting.


He withdrew reluctantly and set a hand in hers. “It’s okay.
I’ll keep you safe. I promise.”


She didn’t seem to know what to say or do, so she shook her
head.


“You can’t shake off the fear, but I can fuck it out of
you.”


She laughed, slapped his hand. “Is that all you ever think
about?” She rolled her eyes. “Oh wait, you’re male. Of course.”


“Ever seen a cat in heat?”


She smirked, the curve of her mouth hardening him instantly.
“Yeah, I usually want to throw things at them.”


“You’re relaxed.”


Her eyes widened.


“Gotcha.” He poked her thigh. 


Finally, she smiled, and it lifted his whole mood. She
clutched his hand tighter. “You do center me.”


He eased back and sighed. “I wondered about that. It’s no
coincidence when we touch, is it?”


“I don’t really know. Max makes me nervous, the others I’ve
met, friends of yours? I didn’t get a steady read on any of them, but with you
I at least feel as safe as I can be given the circumstances.”


“Erick is the truly powerful one. He’s been known to do
things…” Derrick closed his eyes, searching for the right words, then opened
them. “…beyond what we’re known to be capable of. But he’s a friend. Max makes
a lot of people nervous. He’s got his own ghosts to deal with, ones I feel bad
about.” His voice dropped and he closed his eyes, his shoulders tensing
visibly. 


“Baby?”


“Hmm?”


“If you let me, I can help.”


He was supposed to be protecting her, not the other way
around. But what could it hurt to break the movie image she may have had of the
world of espionage? “Being a spy isn’t the wonderful thing people think it is.
Yes, it’s a lot of cool high tech gadgets and guns, but the problem is, there
are others with that same sort of technology and the same caliber of high
powered rifles trying to kill you for political gain. Even being a shifter
doesn’t help. Sure I can heal faster than you, but a bullet to the head is
death regardless of your make and model.”


“I’d never belittle that job.” By now she’d begun stroking
his thigh. He wasn’t blind to the calming energy coursing through him now,
coming in gentle waves. “Go on, please.” Her voice dropped again, almost to
bedroom-seduction level.


“Any of the demons Max acquired after I left…I should have
been there to protect him.”


“You can’t be everywhere at once.” Her voice took on a
lilting quality that made him look at her twice. 


“Sonja, what are you—”


Her eyes widened, irises centered on his. “It’s my gift,
please. Let me?”


The rational part of his mind struggled with the ghost
attacking it right now. Max was the older brother, his life was just that. But
once Derrick left the game, he’d deserted everyone from the old life until
recently. Just then, did he feel almost normal? 


There had been no debriefing, no gentle return to civilian
life. He simply turned in his resignation papers and walked out of the office. 


No one stopped him. Of course, relations with the shifter
part of that agency were tense and still in development. As of now, they still
were. Distrustful humans. 


“Protocol dictated that they arrest me, but apparently the
look on my face said otherwise.”


She arched an eyebrow.


“I half-shifted and walked out on the job. The last
mission…” No, he couldn’t go there.


Those gentle waves lapped at the gates surrounding his past.
Why he’d left, what happened, how many died that shouldn’t have, and who got
rich off the mission despite all the reasons for not going into that country.


Derrick closed his eyes. This woman was trying to help him.
Couldn’t the rational part of his mind see that? What then if he became free of
the nightmares that taunted him? Or emancipated from his personal hell?


“Why did you leave, baby?”


Her words wrapped themselves around his mind, blanketing the
mental wall he’d put up. They caressed his heart, stroking it like the softest
of silks, and still, Derrick couldn’t let go. Too much adrenaline pumped
through him, fear based on what would happen once he started talking.


“These ghosts are better left to rest.”


“Then let me put them to bed, Derrick. Please.”


He shook his head, struggled against the magic surrounding
him, and found his resolve weakening. He’d been trained to withstand a lot of
torture and pain in order to not sell out his country, his cause, his people,
but nothing had ever hit him like this.


Nothing ever made him face the true demon holding him back.


Inside, the puma paced anxiously back and forth across the
black plane harboring it. It struggled to roar but found itself voiceless. 


“You’re not responsible for Max, baby. He’s a grown man.”


“But I didn’t stay to protect him.”


“You don’t have to. He’s very capable of protecting himself.
I promise.”


“How do you…” Fingers stroking his thigh brought him out of
the mental fog. Then he saw Sonja, watched her lean into him. She pressed her
mouth to his, kissed him once, twice, smiled into the third. And when they parted,
he felt something in his heart. 


She eased back onto her side. “You’re fighting me too hard.”


“Even a witch—as lovely as you are—does not have infinite
power.”


“True. But we all must give in at some point.”


He nodded. What had she placed in him? He felt different,
like the weight lifted from his shoulders for just a moment. 


The feeling didn’t seem to go away. He smiled. “I don’t know
what to say.”


She blinked. “This is what I do. I ease others with my
power.”


He remembered the last time she’d drawn a huge amount of
energy and how she reacted. Glad to meet him, yes. But the effects of all that
anger from the crowd, all that frustration had to wear her down. He took her
hand in his. “Won’t that affect you?” 


Sonja shook her head and pursed her lips together. “It’s not
usually immediate. It should be, but I’m not picking up the normal amount of
trashed energy. I…it’s odd.”


She did this every night and people unknowingly paid for it.
They thought they were buying tickets to a show, and they were getting a show
all right. The power she wielded nightly must drain her. “You’ll never quit
performing, will you?”


She rolled onto her side and met his stare. “Maybe when I’m
dead. Otherwise, any man in my life, if there ever comes a point when I can
settle down, had better understand music is my passion. I can’t thrive without
it. Plus, what good is my power if I can’t use it to help the world ease its
suffering?”


His heart sank. He’d never ask her to quit performing, her
band was good and she was outstanding. Plus, the secret of her success had a
lot to do with her power helping others. But she’d just admitted to not being
ready for a relationship. Why that hurt him was beyond him, but he still felt a
blow to his chest. “You make a good point. You have a good heart, Sonja.” 


“Thank you.” Again, she gave his hand a gentle squeeze. 


Before she picked up his disappointment, Derrick shut the
door on that thought, looked at the clock, then back at the ceiling. Max would
probably be home soon and they had at least an hour and a half, might as well
relax. “Rest, babe. It’s going to be an interesting night.”


She rolled onto her other side and settled in against his
body. 


He wrapped an arm around her and promised silently that no
matter what, he’d keep her safe. Then he heard the gentle sounds of her deep
breathing as she fell asleep.


Good. He wondered if it had been the first time in a while
that she fell quickly into a slumber. 


It didn’t matter. Only protecting her right now did. If
there was time later, he’d ask those questions. If she was going to pick up the
crap he carried, she’d need to rest, because what she tried to pull from him
should cause quite a problem. Again, he pondered the possibility of being a
filter for her, how the centering helped when they touched. At least that was
immediate. But for now, she needed to rest in probably the safest place in the
country. He’d lay with the woman who found a way into his heart, despite the
reality of them not being able to be together. 


 


* * *


 


Sonja stepped through the doors into the club with Derrick
on her arm. All black suited him. The fedora pulled down low over his head hid
deep purple eyes. He’d shaved and the look emphasized his masculine jawline.
The suit fit him perfectly. Heels clicked along a marble floor.


Bodies swayed to the thunderously annoying beat of techno.
Sonja thought she’d retch, but Derrick kept his arm around her as he guided her
through the club. The monumental amount of humans and shifters that came to
these annoying clubs surprised her. Fake music; crappy, repetitive lyrics; and
the shallow crowd made her squirm.


Derrick’s hand pressed at the small of her back, heat ran
through her. She turned and met his gaze. “The dress looks beautiful on you.”


She scoffed. The dress made her feel more exposed. “I hate
it.”


“'At least it’s black.” He offered a smile that held more
than kindness. 


After shopping all day, she’d been forced to settle on
something black, sleek, revealing, and sexy. She had no problem showing off
ample cleavage, but she didn’t like the feeling of openness that the material
gave her. 


Jeans and leather made her feel more protected, and they
provided more cover against people’s emotions. With Derrick here, she felt
somewhat safer despite her reservations over clothing choice. She kept waiting
for the blast of his mental issues from the stunt she’d pulled earlier to hit
her with full force, but it hadn’t so far. Their relationship was growing odd;
that was for sure. At least the protective spell she placed around his heart
would let her keep tabs on him once this was all over and they went their
separate directions. 


But still, the openness made her think of how vulnerable she
was. 


Especially with Derrick running his fingers along her naked
skin. The move sent shivers up her spine. 


With red locks pulled back and piled atop her head, loose
curls fell around her face, framing it. Dark purple lipstick contrasted against
her pale skin and the eyeliner she wore gave her an exotic look. Long eyelashes
fluttered when she blinked. 


Derrick licked his lips at the sight. “You do look
ravishing.”


Music continued to pound loudly. Funny, for a death metal
singer, the base and drumbeats in this club irritated her. She sighed. “What
are we supposed to do here? I don’t dance. Not like this, anyway.”


“Blend in.” He bent down low, ran his tongue along her jaw.
A shudder raced through her. 


She smelled the feral scent of Derrick’s beast hovering
near, stalking the club scene. Good thing she wasn’t the only one who hated
being here. 


Derrick didn’t look out of place, but he’d never be found
here either.


The tempo of the music switched up and thumping bass grooves
kicked in. Lyrics that made no sense assaulted Sonja’s ears.


A waiter came by with two glasses of champagne.


She snagged one.


The waiter looked a little nonplussed until she grinned at
him with that I’ll-kill-you look. 


He scurried back to the bar.


She took a sip of the cool champagne. Exquisite, honey-like
flavors bubbled over her tongue.


Then a hand captured hers.


She looked over the rim of the glass to see Derrick’s wicked
grin. “Come on, let’s go find a table and order a bottle or two of this stuff.”


She nodded and downed the glass. Even with her inability to
get a complete grasp of her power, she still could handle quite a bit of
alcohol. It was a blessing some nights.


Derrick led her to a table and they took a seat. Strobe
lights flashed, a disco ball spun and reflected glittery images from the lights
shining around it. Low-level halogen lights lined the walls of the club while
red tablecloths tastefully draped over tables too small for elbowroom or even a
few drinks.


Another waiter walked by. Derrick raised his arm to snag the
man dressed in black. “Bottle of champagne. We’ll take the finest.”


He nodded and headed toward the bar. 


Derrick looked back at Sonja and his scalding gaze returned
and started to burn into her skin. She couldn’t forget their earlier sessions,
both of them were wonderful, fulfilling. But he wore his heart on his sleeve
and it disoriented her.


Not because he’d thrown his love out for her, but because
someone honestly gave a shit about her. That scared her the most. Her life had
been built around magic and contained a great deal of death. She chose her
career because it allowed her to stay in the realm of death and make an impact.


But if she had a partner, what then?


She shuddered to think of the threats on his life.


Powerful, Derrick’s puma had resolve. There weren’t that
many pumas in Northern California. And she’d be surprised to find any here in
Miami. 


She scanned the room, looking for other shifters. Several
hovered over a table in the far corner of the club. They had what looked like a
great view of the place. 


Beady eyes, shifty auras, and suits customized to hide
handguns. Great.


Derrick took her hand and stroked her palm with his thumb.
The man in the corner looked familiar. 


Sparks ignited between him and Sonja, distracting her. 


“You smell anything unusual?”


He leaned into her, took a whiff, and shrugged. “Nothing but
your arousal.”


She smirked. “Seriously?”


He shook his head. “There’s too much perfume in the air.” 


She motioned with her eyes toward the shifters. “What about
them?”


Derrick’s gaze trailed down the line of her body. Heat
flooded her cheeks and moisture pooled between her thighs. She hated wearing
the thin thong to cover her as it served once again to remind her of her
vulnerability. The thin fabric became soaked pretty quickly.


Derrick moved into her while keeping an eye on the shifters
she’d pointed out. “I smell gunpowder. If I had to guess, they’re packing, but
that’s typical around here.”


“Yeah.” She snorted. “Everyone in Miami is either a
gangbanger or from a drug cartel, right?”


He shrugged. “I don’t know. First time here. I say we make
some friends.”


The bottle of champagne arrived then, as did two glasses, both
full. “On the house.” The waiter bowed and left the bottle on ice. 


“That seems odd.” Derrick raised his glass, smelled it.


Just as Sonja brought the glass to her lips, Derrick shook
his head no. “Don’t.”


He grabbed her arm and slammed the glass to the table.


It shattered. 


She scowled and glared at him. “What the fuck, man?”


He eyed the bastard in the corner, then met Sonja’s angry
glare. “It’s been drugged.”


Her eyes widened. His monotone voice would have made anyone
else afraid. She on the other hand, took shit from other males and gave it
right back in spades. “The entire bottle?”


He picked it up and took a sniff. “Nope. It seems clean.” He
took a sip directly from the bottle.


And she didn’t think he could be crude. At least someone
around here had some spirit. She gazed around at the others and noticed even
more fakeness: auras filled with suspicion, lies, deceit, slovenly lust, and
worse. 


Derrick coughed “It’s clean. But…” He set the bottle down.
“I think we should make some new friends.”


“You mean the other shifters at that table?”


He nodded. “Yeah. You ready?”


The expression on his face showed concern. Sonja was glad
for it, she didn’t like being here, but this was apparently a necessity. She
took the bottle from him and stood. “Let’s go.” 


Leading the way to the other shifters, she walked in her
heels with the confidence of a woman who knew what she wanted. Derrick’s gaze
never left the swish of her ass except when it traveled up the line of her back
and burned heat into exposed flesh.


She didn’t mind being ogled by him. In fact, with him so
close, it helped her keep her head on straight while the crowd’s emotions
swarmed around her.


Derrick kept his hand on the rise of her ass, spreading his
fingers apart possessively.


She had trouble keeping her mind focused when he was close
and it had nothing to do with what he projected. 


When they got within ten feet, two armed goons stood and
blocked their path. “Excuse me, but we’re not a party table.”


Derrick tensed behind her. She swore she heard his fangs
lengthen. “Too bad we didn’t request your care for our private audience.” She
let out a little of her magic and it floated in her voice. 


The eyes of both goons glazed over. 


“Move.” She spoke the one word in a low growl. 


Just like that, the two men moved and gave her a view of the
three men and one woman sitting at the table. “We brought drinks. Do we get to
sit now?”


The man in the center had a square face with cropped gray
hair. Steel-blue eyes narrowed. He pressed thick fingers together and squared his
shoulders. “And who are you that you can invade private space?”


“Just some friends, that’s all.” She pulled out a chair and
flipped it around with one hand. Slamming the champagne bottle against the
table loud enough for the sound to ricochet off the other shifter’s ears, she
glared back at the old man in front of her.


Hostility poured off him in waves.


Derrick’s hand on her shoulder helped calm her against the
steady flow of hatred coming her way. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything
about our drinks being drugged, would you?”


His lip twitched.


Derrick bent low. “If you do, I suggest you talk. If not, it
could get ugly. I may feel the need to expose you here.”


The Russian held up his hands. “I’m a bit confused. I don’t
know what you’re talking about. I am simple businessman.” He spoke with a curt
tone and heavy Russian accent. 


“Dirty bear.” Derrick’s arm flew past Sonja so fast she
almost missed it. “I’m not amused. I happen to know exactly how much your
pathetic little empire is worth. And if you’d like me to start telling everyone
here who you are so they can take aim at you…” He let the words trail off. 


From the corner of her eye, Sonja saw the angry scowl
Derrick wore. Emotionally, he’d managed to keep himself in check though she
picked up strong protectiveness, rather than abject hatred. 


Derrick yanked the man over the table. His eyes widened and
fear poured off him in waves. His lips trembled. “You.” 


The two men by his side reached into their jackets. 


“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” Sonja let more magic,
with the strong urge for compliance, slip into the air. 


The two relaxed their hands and sat back down. “How?” The
man on her right with jet-black hair and a tiny ponytail had Latin features. He
seemed stunned while his partner definitely looked confused. He kept glancing
in different directions; searching for the reason that he put his gun down.


Sonja made sure to keep that same flow of power in her
voice. She reached down into her well, imagined it bottomless, and continued
pulling in a steady stream. To guard against the bear shifter’s shock, she put
up magical defenses around Derrick and her, though most likely he wouldn’t need
them. The aura of vitriolic hatred coming from the bear would wreak havoc with
her later. For now, she would deal. “Let’s just say I have a gift for
persuasion. Now answer my friend here.”


“You don’t know who you’re messing with.”


“Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a goddamn. I understand
you’re the reason I nearly died. I don’t like nearly dying. I don’t like the
idea of death at all but I’m willing to execute it if it’ll get me my desired
goals. So, start talking to my friend.” She balled her fists, punched the man
in the gut. 


Derrick squeezed his neck just a little harder. 


The old man in front of her started choking. 


Derrick let him go. “I am much faster than all three of you.
Remember that.”


“You’re…” The old man coughed. “I thought you were dead.”


Derrick only nodded. He took a seat beside Sonja and put his
hand on her thigh beneath the table. “Retired.” Derrick glared. “Now talk.”


The old man held a hand up for the two flanking him to
remain seated. He straightened his dark blue suit coat and rolled his
shoulders. “I have a lot of connections around here. I heard there’s a big
bounty on your head…and his. Someone slipped me a tip, told me what to do, and
gave me a little pass when inspectors seized a shipment of ours. That is all I
will say here.”


 


* * *


 


Derrick pulled a card from his pocket and tossed it across
the table. “Call me when you can tell me more. We’ll be in touch. Mark my
words, I will find you and prove what the rumors say about me.” He stood,
sliding his hand up Sonja’s thigh, belly, and over a shoulder. “Let’s go,
honey.”


Sonja grabbed the bottle, took a swig from it, and stood
beside Derrick. She eyed him carefully. 


He kept his guard up, but made sure to let only the safe
emotions through, the protectiveness, the concern for her well-being, and just
enough danger to let the others know he meant business. So far, she hadn’t
reacted to any of his mess, not now or earlier. Good.


Lowering his hand to the small of her back, he rested his
thumb and index finger across the top of her round ass. A finger trailed
lightly over the thin material covering her ass while pressing into her crack.


She faked a giggle and glared at him. Then she took another
swig from the champagne bottle.


He sighed and led them away, well aware that she needed to
walk in front of him so she could keep the angry emotions off her.


They found another empty table in the back of the club. 


The music had switched beats again. Derrick watched her jaw
tick, saw her nervously hold the bottle of champagne. She brought it to her
mouth, took another huge swig, and set it on the table.


A moment passed and she reached for the bottle again. 


“No.” He stopped her. His hand covered hers, dwarfing her. 


She looked into his eyes and it all became clear. This
wasn’t another death threat, someone put out a mob hit on her. Not like she was
new to these things, but the seriousness of it was beginning to finally sink
in. “We’ve gotta get out of here.”


She nodded. “Yeah. I need to get clean.”


He hardened at the prospect of helping her rid her body of
toxicity even as his mind knew she really needed to be held. 


“Come on. Let’s go back to Max’s. He bought me a burner and
that’s the number on the card. I’m sure within six hours we’ll get a phone
call.”


She nodded and they made their way out of the club.


 


 
















 


Chapter Seven


 


The second they made it through the doors of Max’s large
loft, Sonja slipped out of the dress and headed toward the shower. 


She left the heels, dress, and panties in a pile on the
floor in such a hurry that Derrick wondered how much she had taken in from the
crowd. Of course, it could have been the fear of being poisoned. She said she
was used to this but he had to wonder just how used to threats on one’s life a
person got. 


He knew. There were spooks that still haunted his dreams
even after he’d reassured himself that they’d been eliminated. Just because
shifters were stronger in many arenas than humans didn’t make them immune to
mental anguish. 


Of course, that incident in another land—the one where he
almost got Max killed while slaughtering numerous innocents at the behest of
his leaders— still made him shriek at night sometimes, too. He had to keep
those memories from Sonja if he was to protect her. He couldn’t be a good guard
if he got emotionally involved, but that point had passed already. Spies were
trained to be detached, but Derrick was never cut out for espionage. He went in
after their parents died for distraction and to follow in Max’s footsteps. 


He slowed himself down, took several deep breaths, and
undressed before following her into the bathroom. As soon as he hit the
doorway, he felt the sizzle of power like an electric spark between them. It
felt black and wrong. 


The crowd had grown after they entered the club, and by the
time they got to the bear shifter and his entourage, he guessed she had been
feeling pretty off kilter. Sonja’s shields were weak. He didn’t know that until
now, but he suspected it had something to do with her ability to draw in the
energy of the audience and scrub it clean. 


Damn woman was infuriating. He got it, he understood. She
healed; he hunted.


Right now, he’d use the one thing guaranteed to distract
her, cleanse her. 


He stepped through the threshold and saw blackness sparking
before his eyes. The sight before him, Sonja in the shower, water running while
hands scrubbed her body, drew his attention back to the raging erection between
his thighs. 


He took a few deep breaths and padded past the sink into the
large glass stall. His mouth went dry at the sight of her figure through the
steam.


And her sobs were audible. 


He opened the door to find her naked, dripping, those
blood-red curls clinging to her luscious body. Without thought, he stepped
through the entrance and into the hot spray of water to envelop her in his
arms.


She didn’t resist. Sonja practically molded herself to him,
crying harder, sobbing into his chest. “I can’t do this!” She sniffled. “I fucking
can’t do this! It was too much! All those fake people with their bullshit, and
then that bear threatening me on someone else’s behalf. It’s just…”


He pressed his fingers against her lips and met her gaze.
Staring into her blue eyes, he noted for the first time how they changed and
became silver tinted. “So beautiful,” he whispered against her head while
cradling her. “You did it though. You’re a survivor. You’re strong, Sonja. Look
at me.” He pushed her against the wall, tilted her chin upward so she met his
eyes again. Tears washed down her cheeks and made his heart ache but he wasn’t
about to let her see that. Not when she needed him to be her rock. “You’re a
fighter. You’re fierce. Beat this, baby. Understand?”


Again, that seemingly insurmountable power filled the
bathroom nearly choking the life out of him. Derrick had to steady himself
against the wall and find that tranquil center in his mind before she forced
him to pass out. 


She nodded, sobbed again, and hugged him. Soft breasts
crushed against his chest and added to the building fire in his loins, but her
warm tears stung him. He ran his hands over her ass, up her back, smoothing her
hair and moving it out of the way.


She twitched, knees trembling. The energy remained heavy
around them, but at least he could breathe now. 


He held her close and inhaled her scent through the bleak
energy clinging to her. She possessed more strength than she gave herself
credit for, and that only added to his respect for her. Calming his mind, he
whispered into her ear, “You knew this would happen, didn’t you?”


She shook her head against his chest, murmured, “Yes.”


Amazed at her prowess, he could only reflect on what he
would have done in the same situation. He didn’t know if he could handle her
world. For fuck’s sake, other men and beasts had surely done worse than he had.
He’d seen the military dossiers on his enemies; they stuck around to finish the
job when he bolted. 


Still, his heart surged with pride at her ability to move
forward despite the odds. “You still went with it?”


She pressed her hands against his chest and stepped back. “I
had no choice. These guys aren’t going to stop until I either do what they want
or I’m dead. And I can’t let that happen.”


He pulled her back into the folds of his body, damned if he’d
let someone ever harm her or those she cared about. “Neither can I.” 


She gasped, then murmured her thanks into his skin, the
vibrations sending chills up his spine despite the heat of the shower beating
down on them both. With a shaking hand, she brushed strands of his dark hair
back from his face. 


Her touch hardened him and made his nerves very aware of the
swell of her ass and luscious curve of her breasts. He bent down and kissed
her. Their lips met. The taste of champagne along with the soft, wet feel of
her skin against the head of his cock excited him further.


Sonja stepped closer now and the head of his cock bumped her
mound. Shorter than him by a good foot, her feisty attitude more than made up
for her lack of height. Awareness of his passion for her made her scent change
again and the bathroom filled with the scent of steamy feminine arousal. 


Her soaked red hair looked even darker in the fluorescent
light of Max’s bathroom and contrasted against her pale skin. Plump lips
brushed lightly over his, her pink tongue darted out over his bottom lip.


He smelled her, the freshness, rain, and power. A wave of
magic brushed over his skin and raised hairs on his inner puma’s fur. 


Hungrily, she kissed him, nipped his bottom lip, and trailed
her tongue down his neck. 


He shuddered against her, balls and cock straining in agony.
He wanted inside her. He needed her heat. 


Yet she needed from him first and that mattered more.


If he didn’t give, she’d run the risk of being off balance.
So Derrick pulled his mouth from hers and scraped his teeth against her neck. 


She moaned against him, pressing her body to his.


His hands circled her hips; fingertips massaged the crest of
her ass. Then he pulled her cheeks apart and continued kneading her soft flesh.
“You’re so perfectly curved,” he murmured against her. 


Her mouth found his nipple, took it between her lips.


Derrick stiffened, sucking in a breath and gripping her
round ass tighter.


She groaned. The smell of her drifted toward his nose along
with the steam-filled perfume of woman’s shampoo, the underlying scent of
sweat, and her musky sex. He could inhale her fragrance for days and still it
wouldn’t be enough.


Heart pumping faster against his chest, he pulled her lips
from his nipple.


She relented, though she suckled and scraped her teeth over
the now-hard nub. “I have teeth too, puma.” Her breath slowed, her voice dipped
and became husky.


“I know.” He lifted her up with both hands and braced her
against the wall. She wrapped her legs around him and trapped him at the head
of her heat. “I’d like very much…” Her eyes still drooped in sadness and a
swell of emotions swirling around. “…to fuck you now.”


The twinkle in her gaze and her approving nod gave him all
the reassurance he needed. He couldn’t pull power from her but he could give
her release. Through sexual stimulation, she could get lost in herself.


That was the idea, anyway.


Sonja squirmed against him, rubbing her lower half against
his, tempting him, taunting him. 


He had to make her wait; the release would be so much
sweeter if he did.


Derrick lowered his head to her mouth, took in her tongue,
and sucked it, stroked it with his, then explored her mouth, slanting his lips
slightly for a different fit. 


She tasted sweet, salty, and female. Even her magic had an
underlying aroma, though the other things attached to her dulled it. 


Derrick pulled back from the kiss, held her beneath her ass,
and impaled her.


She groaned as water splashed on his chest, streamed down
her body.


With one hand on her ass and her back against the wall, he
thrust upwards, feeling the instantly tight-fisted heat that gripped him and
made him howl in response.


She smiled against his skin and nipped him again.


Derrick began thrusting into her, slowly at first. Her legs
tightened around him, driving him deeper.


He brought his mouth to her collarbone, sucked. Bit down
into her flesh. With a free hand, he spread her ass, ran a finger along her
crack, and pushed past her slickness.


She cried out, then clamped down harder on his cock.


Derrick drew back and thrust into her again, the delicious
friction spurring him closer to release. 


She tightened her arm around his neck, brushed wet hair from
his face, and met his gaze. 


He stared into her ocean-blue eyes, saw the silver sparkle,
and watched with interest as the emotional baggage faded from her. 


“Good, you’re almost smiling.” He barely managed to get the
words out before she squeezed him again. 


Her fingers tangled in his wet hair and pulled his head
back.


She bit into his neck. “I can be like the puma, too.” She
nipped again playfully.


Goddamn but the cat in him wanted to claim its mate. It knew
from no other how she belonged to him when Derrick the human only found himself
in this moment. While he rebalanced her, she pulled him from the wreckage of his
past. Her movements hardened him further, made his pulse race. Hell, the rhythm
of his thrusting had picked up. 


He couldn’t find a way to slow down. He needed to, but she
kept rubbing her body against his. Her breasts, pillowed against his chest,
rubbed against him, driving him insane.


Spinning away from the wall, Derrick held Sonja and let the
spray hit his back. He kept himself inside her and fought the urge to bring her
to the floor and take her that way.


She wouldn’t get the savageness angle now, though the puma
in him demanded he mount her and bring her to submission.


Sonja would never be a submissive woman; the cat would have
to deal. He would grow used to it eventually, but her strength, her commitment,
and that damned feisty spirit he’d quickly grown to love would continue to buck
him.


Yet it didn’t mean he couldn’t try, couldn’t dominate her
here and now, just to reassure himself that he could satisfy every need of his
while giving her everything she would ever want. 


It amazed him that he could still think clearly about her
needs, despite his wants.


Her legs squeezed his waist even harder now. Sonja’s fingers
locked behind his head. “What are you doing?”


He sealed his mouth over hers again in a kiss that seared
him when she responded. “Taking you out of here so I can have you beneath me.”


 


She didn’t want to leave him, didn’t want to be without him
inside her yet. “No,” she begged, her voice raspy with need. “In here. Please.”



He arched an eyebrow. His cock swelled inside her making her
feel so full and complete. She couldn’t fathom separation from him. Not when
she clung tightly to him and held on for dear life to the feelings that settled
around her. Things that comforted her, protected her, they came from Derrick. 


As soon as they’d arrived back at Max’s, she needed to rid
herself of the disturbances in the club, all those dirty people, all the flack
following her around. She strolled over to the bear with Derrick behind her
because the poison attempt finally pushed her over the edge. She had to thank
the gods he wasn’t an overly dominating SOB.


She expected to shower alone, cry, and clear her mind. But
Derrick strode into the bathroom and stood before her, magnificently nude and
aroused. 


Only they didn’t get to have sex that night. Damn shame, but
the crowd pulsed with all that negative shit and when she took it into her
being and cleansed it, she realized she’d absorbed too much for even the one
thing she planned on having happen since she spotted Derrick. 


His pumping into her brought her back to reality, made
things work for her. Knots in her magic, her body, loosened with each stroke,
each thrust driving out the crap she’d picked up earlier. 


His hips pressed him against her clit, driving tension
tighter in her belly. 


Pressure spiraled in her lower abdomen. Every nerve in her
burned with animalistic need only Derrick could sate. Her skin tingled with
delicious anticipation and her mind raced at the sensations rocking her entire
being, swirling at the attentiveness of Derrick’s lovemaking.


His mouth caressed her shoulder, neck; lips caught her flesh
and suckled.


He thrust again, filling her and caressing her clit with the
gentle rocking of his hips.


She groaned against him, shuddered, and tightened her grip
on his frame. The emotional baggage slid off her body along with the slickness
of sweat. 


“Fuck me, Derrick!” She begged, aware that she sounded less
like her death metal diva self and more like the husky siren that was so
not her. She didn’t care. Derrick embraced all of her.


He’d seen her cry and he came to comfort her. He saw her
naked and came to slake the lust from both of them while helping her deal with
the raw emotions coursing through her.


She looked through the steamy haze and saw passion pouring
from Derrick’s purple eyes, the way his mouth opened until he latched on her
and sent her flesh trembling with his skilled tongue. Suddenly, she felt her
ass against the soft rug. Automatically, she spread her legs for Derrick.


He loomed over her, larger than life; she saw the puma-like
features in Derrick’s face. His eyes narrowed, glowed a bright purple. His lips
curled upwards, teeth bared.


In the back of her mind, she knew she should be scared.
Instead, she soared, the hormonal rage rushing through her only adding to the
intensity of things. The beast in Derrick clearly wanted a mistress and she
could do that for the time being. 


His grip on her ass tightened. Derrick’s pace increased. His
breath came in rapid pants.


Each time he slammed into her, her pulse sped and breath
came out harshly. Her heart raced. She smelled the wilderness in him, felt the
ferocity of his emotions all over her like a second skin. It’d be perfect if
she could allow herself to be loved. It’d be soothing if she could allow
herself the comfort. Luckily, his body distracted her from the thought. Orgasm
hovered near. She clenched her muscles around Derrick’s cock. 


He bent down to kiss her, capturing her lips with hunger,
taking her, claiming her.


Hands dug into her hips, spread her cheeks for more depth.


She felt all of him inside her, reveled in the sensation of
her body opening up to the warmth of ecstasy spreading throughout her limbs.
The slow buildup became a tumultuous downpour as Derrick’s mouth rained down
kisses on her neck, her chin. His lips suckled pointed nipples, soothing the
ache of her flesh.


Power spilled around her and suddenly she saw the puma in
Derrick fucking her. Claws sunk into her flesh, drawing blood that ran down her
thighs. 


She’d heal, not that it mattered.


Part of her wanted this. She needed to burn the excess off,
make herself an empty vessel again. Her body bucked against Derrick’s in
response. The sound of skin slapping against skin echoed throughout the
bathroom. Sweat covered her body, as did the heat from Derrick. 


She had to be hallucinating. He couldn’t fuck her like this;
that was…


It didn’t matter. Her body’s reaction to him driving into
her pulled need from her like tape off an open wound. She screamed his name,
clutched at the strong arms holding her in place, and felt the tidal wave of
pleasure spill through her. 


Grunts became growls. Her unwavering need became a call to
Derrick through her own vocal groans while power flowed between them. She
clenched around him, wrapped her arms around his muscular back as he drove
himself into her with what appeared to be much thicker powerful muscles.


“Spill into me,” she called out. “Please,” her voice heavy
with urgency. 


Strong fingers shifted, a hand caught her breast, a tongue
flicked over her sensitive nipple, pulling another orgasm from her.


She screamed, creamed over his cock, and fought to retain
consciousness against the wash of contentment that filled the space between
silence and chaos.


Then he stiffened, and the image above her returned to the
familiar Derrick, his silky wet hair spilling down both sides of his face. The
intensity in his eyes diminished only slightly as he came.


He growled her name and pistoned into her until he climaxed.



Then he remained quiet above her, the strain on his arms an
intense one, obvious from the bulging muscles in his biceps and forearms.


Energy flowed from her to him and back to her in a steady
stream that made her feel rejuvenated. All the negativity had left, been
cleansed or forced out. 


She closed her eyes, unable to hold back a smile. 


 


* * *


 


Fingers stroked her hair while an arm held her around her
waist. She’d slept peacefully—that much she remembered. Sonja opened her eyes
to see Max sitting at the table, cigar in hand, a cup of what was probably
Cuban coffee, and several papers spread out before him. 


“We’ve got to make a move tonight if we’re going to lure
them out and push them back.” He took a puff off the smoke, filling the air
with the delicate scent of earth, cocoa, and sweetness. Max wore the same black
pants and suit coat he met her in last night, along with black shoes that held
an impeccable polish. 


Speaking of Derrick…


Fingers continued to stroke strands of her hair. She liked
the touch, wanted to revel in it. 


“Yeah, we do. But…” He yawned behind her, blowing hot air
against her cool skin. “Have we heard from Big Mo yet?”


Sonja glanced down, realizing that she and Derrick were
still naked and in Max’s bed. “Guys,” she spoke weakly.


Max turned toward her. “Yes. We know. Well…” He sighed. “I
know. You two get a room. After this is all over. And, fucking Derrick, you owe
me a new bed. Bathroom rug and fuck all, get me a new shower…it smells of you
two in there.”


Derrick chuckled. “Hey, consider it payback.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Max looked away
scornfully. 


Sonja looked past Max, saw the setting sun in the windows.
Then something dawned on her. “Wait. What about my band’s performance? We’re
supposed to play in—”


Fingers pressed against her lips that made her want him
again instantly. She hated how she reacted, but her body didn’t seem to care. 


“We’ve taken care of that. Your band mates are safe in
hiding and the shows have been rescheduled. The fans will be okay.” Derrick’s
gentle voice held all the warmth and consideration she’d look for in her
brother, only it lacked the coldness of a tour manager with the desire for more
money. 


She could only shake her head.


“How did you set that up? What about the other shows on the
tour? We’re booked back-to-back for several gigs with only a day in between
to—” 


Derrick’s fingers pressed into her mouth again, but this
time she drew them in and sucked, earning a groan of satisfaction from him and
a look of disdain from Max. 


Finally, Derrick pulled his fingers out of her mouth and
returned his hand to her side. “Let’s just leave it at we have ways and means
of accomplishing things. Besides, this will add a little bit of mystery to your
performances and make the fans even more excited to see you.”


Dammit, but he had a good idea. She wasn’t about to ask
further questions, the details wouldn’t be relevant anyway. Besides, if she
went out now, her entire band and possibly members of the audience might be in
danger because of the threats on her life. Who knew what level her assailant
would stoop to. 


Derrick held her closer to him so she could feel his
arousal. 


Hard as a rock, like always. She rubbed her ass against his
erection and vowed to pay him back for the inconvenience he caused her with
this abduction. “So,” she huffed. “What’s our next move?”


Derrick rubbed her belly, instilling ease with his actions.
“You and I are to follow Max. We’ll set up shop with a sniper to back us up
while I act as emissary for your interests. We’ll negotiate terms that state
you’ll be brought out. At this point, Max will have a trained gun on the kingpin’s
head so that once they lead you away, he can take a clear shot, topple the
leader. And in the meantime, the cops will be on their way to take down these
ruffians.”


“Dude.” Max took another puff off his cigar. “No one says
ruffians.”


Derrick scowled. “Bite me.” 


Unable to resist, Sonja crooked her neck and bit Derrick’s
jaw. 


He growled, a happy sound.


Max grunted. “I think after this is over, I’ll move.”


Derrick rolled his shoulders. “Oh come on, it’s not that
bad. She’s—”


Max tossed him a cigar. 


Derrick slid out of bed and padded naked to the chair beside
the table, grabbed his pants, and pulled them on while the cigar hung from his
mouth. 


Max waved a hand dismissively. “…to blame also, I know. You
two are inseparable.”


That got her ire up. “I have not been the one responsible
for this entire mess. You two came after me, remember that.” 


“Yeah, and if we hadn’t come after you, what else would have
gone on, aside from the massacre?” Max pointed the cigar at her to punctuate
his point.


She started to respond but instead looked away. She wanted
to run from that memory. “It was an accident,” she barely said in a soft
whisper.


Fingers tugged gently at the knot forming at the base of her
neck, irritating her. The man was always trying, always prodding her toward
balance. Why couldn’t she be angry? She glared at Derrick. 


He only shrugged, his expression remaining unchanged. “It
doesn’t matter what happened, only that we prevented something worse from
potentially happening.”


She wanted to feel that fury but couldn’t find an impetus.
They had protected her—which by the way Derrick’s emotions rubbed her, she knew
he would do again in a heartbeat and without question. 


Why? Who would willingly drag himself into a fight that
didn’t involve him?


She shifted to face him, unconcerned with the fact that the
sheet fell and exposed her. She scanned the room for her clothes. She saw only
the pile of clothes from last night. Sheesh, one would think being a witch, she
could conjure up clothes. She had no problem removing them earlier. 


She sighed. “You don’t need to protect me, Derrick. I’m not
a child.”


“I know.” He slid a shirt over his head and retrieved the
cutter from the table. Clipping the end of his cigar, he discarded the cap and
strode, lighter and cigar in hand, across the distance to stand before her. “I
don’t need to protect you. You’re more than capable of doing that on your own.”


“That’s right.” She placed her hands on her hips. 


Derrick blocked Max’s view. “And I don’t need to play
bodyguard because you’ve dealt with this before.”


“That’s also right.” She nodded. Then she realized he was
prodding her again, looking for a reaction. She wouldn’t give him the
satisfaction. 


“And I don’t need to be there if you should get in over your
head. You’re a powerful witch, not a shifter.” 


She started to agree, but stopped short. Her mouth did link
to a rational, thinking brain. “No.” She balled her fists together. “I am not a
shifter.” He was leading her. And dammit, he was right. But she couldn’t let
him get involved on her behalf. “You can’t. I…”


She couldn’t think of a reason with him standing so close
that she smelled the wilderness on him, even over the cigar he just lit. When
did he do that?


She had to be losing her mind. Letting Derrick get further
involved would only put him in harm’s way. The only power he possessed belonged
to the beast inside him, not anything more than that. No moon controlled his
magic. But…


Now he towered over her and bent forward to meet her gaze.
“And I’m not going to let you sacrifice yourself. You’re too important to your
family.”


She read the expression in his face, the way his eyes begged
her to consider the fact that she’d become family to him. Bah. She had no
family to speak of. Well, aside from Rob, but he only understood most of what
she went through up until she hit a certain age.Then she went off and found
music.


He’d remained at home after their parents died. He’d raised
the funds through hard work to get her singing gigs and ultimately own his own
bar. 


She understood hard work and knew he had a firm grasp of the
concept. “You don’t have to. I can go back to Rob. My brother will—”


“Doesn’t even know where you are. We kept that information
from him so we would have bargaining power. If our enemies knew where he was,
they’d use him to get to you if he knew anything. Trust me on this one; you
don’t want to tell him.” Max’s voice boomed in the space between thought and
speech.


Her mouth hung open. 


Max lifted a hand defensively. “We were in contact while you
were out last night. He knows you’re safe.”


She lifted her head and looked defiantly at Max. The
blackness in his eyes didn’t give away any emotion; neither did his aura. It
unnerved her. She could still take a defensive position. “My brother isn’t the
trusting one. Like me, he’s pretty powerful.” She left out the bit about his
control; they didn’t need to know he was much stronger and that his magic
differed. Or how his control had been slipping over the years. 


Derrick set the cigar down in the ashtray beside him and
took both her hands in his. His gentle tone emphasized the tranquility in his
energy. “I know. That’s why I talked to him. Why do you think he led me in to
meet you a few nights ago?”


Had he read her mind and figured out her lust for Derrick
earlier? She didn’t know, didn’t need to ask. “I don’t know. You’ve both told
me because he was hiding new threats from me.”


“That, too. But Rob knew what I used to do before I retired.
If we go in together, then we can get you out together. Trust me?” An eyebrow
rose and he cocked his head.


Of course, he let the words hang between them on purpose.
Sonja watched his eyes move from side to side, the wheels in his mind spinning
fast. How could anyone not know what he was going to say next? He broadcasted
without talking about his feelings for her and their nonexistent relationship. 


“We can’t have a relationship outside of sex, Derrick.”


He stiffened, his grip on her hands loosened. “I wasn’t
going to suggest that.”


She smirked. “I saw it on your face.”


“Look.” Max coughed. “You two can figure that out after we
get a handle on who exactly is trying to kidnap you and what they’re attempting
to gain, preferably away from me where I don’t have to deal with the obvious
aftermath.”


Sonja scoffed. She ran a hand through her hair and started
to face Max but Derrick’s large body blocked him from view. She didn’t want to
deal with any of this now. Not two overbearing children, not puma aggression.
None of it.


“I’m going into the bathroom. I need to get dressed and get
away from the male dominance bullshit here. I don’t tolerate it with my band
and I won’t take it from either of you.” She pointed a finger at Max. She
shoved her way past Derrick, aware that his heated gaze remained glued to her.
She couldn’t help the swish of her hair over the top of her hips as she walked,
either. “Dammit.”


She reached the bathroom and slammed the door. She’d sort
out her feelings and this situation better while alone. Then she’d make a
decision.


Sonja set her hands on the counter and looked down into the
black sink. She lifted her head to the mirror, saw her image, and huffed. What
was she supposed to do with two alpha male pumas giving her shit and trying to
run her life for her?


It didn’t matter that Max was Intel, or a spy. Or whatever
he was. He wasn’t a witch. He didn’t know the dangers she faced in using her
power nor the responsibilities that came with it. For that matter, neither did
Derrick. Neither of them could understand, not truly.


And she didn’t even know the whole story about Derrick, so
why should he help her?


Oh right, the poor boy wore his heart on his sleeve.


Her head fell down, hair over her face in one long wet
blanket. It hadn’t dried yet from the shower she’d taken earlier. Well, shower
was a funny word since Derrick’s meddling interrupted her earlier.


Sadly, she couldn’t stop him from doing so. After her last
mistake with magic and her voice, she needed that balance he provided. Granted,
she’d only killed no more than maybe six men, but it didn’t matter. She had
more blood on her hands.


Sonja looked at her hands, knew they were clean, pale like
the rest of her skin. 


Figures, even the imagery of blood-soaked digits, wouldn’t
appear in her head. That had to be Derrick’s doing. He’d cleansed her too well.
Dammit. 


She sighed and stared at herself again. In her late
twenties, she stood around five foot four but still felt tall. Well, until she
met Derrick anyway. He had a way of making her feel girly. 


But the look on his face when he hovered above her and
drilled himself into her, the puma. Had she imagined it? The shape of his eyes
changed, becoming more catlike. But he didn’t actually change above her. 


Did it mean anything? Did it matter? 


She couldn’t have a mate. Not if she couldn’t get her shit
together and protect him from her. And what about her responsibilities to her
band? Would Derrick understand those? How would the band react to him being a
part of her life? He said he’d never take her from her music but the way he and
Max were trying to run her life earlier made her think otherwise. Men like him
had a bad habit of saying one thing while doing another, and the controlling
nature of shifters was something she could certainly do without. 


Her band’s reaction to him would matter. That was the family
she worked with and played with, the family she could count on. They already
had enough weird shit to deal with considering how they opened shows with glass
breaking, then repairing itself. The trick she started as part of their opening
did a few things, mainly it pulled the audience’s attention to one central
focal point and made them easier to control. Her band grew accustomed to the
trick but she still felt their trepidation whenever she used light magic to
make the bottle repair itself. 


Then there were the tabloids. She hadn’t even considered
that before now. Of course, she usually ignored those rags, they always printed
exaggerations and outrageous lies anyway. 


As for her audience? Sometimes she had to do the things to
them that she did. They were dangerous otherwise. The human mind was a
conundrum that modern medicine attempted to fix with drugs. Mostly, the kids
coming to her shows needed an emotional outlet, not drugs.


The shifters that attended felt the same way, only with more
amplified feelings. So it drained her more to deal with them, but it didn’t
matter. She did right in this world.


Except she hadn’t felt drained in dealing with Derrick,
other than that one time.


Why? 


She needed to talk to Rob. He might know what to do at this
point. No one had come after him so far.


Sonja clenched her fists and wanted to scream at the mirror.
It’d do no good and Derrick would probably come rushing in anyway.


In the few days she’d been around him, she felt a strange
feeling. In the darkness of her soul, she enjoyed the tranquility he inspired.
It kept her stable and made her wonder if she could believe in miracles and
hope. 


She sighed again. 


Rob had said fate would put them together. Had he actually
known about her desire to be with Derrick, at least sexually? Or was she simply
overreacting due to all the stress?


She had no idea. Dread settled in the pit of her stomach
when she thought back about her brother’s mysterious behavior. He never brought
groupies or fan boys back to her when she played at his bar. He’d given her
private quarters and because of her status and his paranoia, her dressing space
had been even more remote than the rest of the band’s. She sighed, hating how
segregated she felt sometimes from the special treatment, but her band claimed
to understand. She hoped so. 


Rob couldn’t read minds. It just wasn’t possible. But then,
staring into the mirror and realizing that she felt emotions and could do what
she could do, she knew the truth about her brother. His power may be slipping,
but that didn’t mean he still wasn’t a force in his own right. 


When she saw Derrick after the show, it only confirmed what
she knew.


They were going to be mated.


She stared hard into the mirror. “Fuck!”


 


 
















 


Chapter Eight


 


“Goddammit, man!” Derrick paced back and forth along the
concrete floor. The woman he believed his heart wanted had just stormed off
into the bathroom in a typical female gesture. And because of his and Max’s
behavior, she had every right.


“You’re not going to order her back, are you?” Max crossed
one leg over the other. He resigned to the makeshift living room area against
one wall where a soft brown leather recliner sat. 


“No, she has a right. We’re running her life. I never signed
up for that.”


“No.” Max leaned forward. “You didn’t. Control was a strong
suit of yours but never one you wanted was it?”


Derrick stiffened but said nothing. How could Max even ask
that?


“That’s why you left. They wanted to make you alpha and—”


Derrick glared at the other puma. He clenched his teeth and
went into the kitchen. “Shut up, Max.”


“You could have been good for our pack and for the
organization.”


Max’s monotonous voice irritated Derrick further. He ignored
it and searched for an old-fashioned glass. Finding one, he picked up the
bottle of whiskey and poured himself a drink. 


“Face it. Not only do you want her, but you want to alienate
the rest of your family.”


“Fuck off, Max.” Derrick took a sip of whiskey, letting the
caramel and oak burn his throat. Then he took another. The booze would loosen
up his nerves just a touch and give him a little distance. Max didn’t need to
bother with Derrick’s demons, they were his to deal with on his own time. He
couldn’t put that weight on Max, not the regret, the sorrow, the desire to beg
forgiveness from any of the survivors or the relatives of those he’d been
ordered to mow down and eliminate. He couldn’t face them.


Didn’t want Max to deal with it, either. 


If he had to guess, Sonja probably picked up all of the shit
he felt now. Confusion at his and her behavior mounted with the fact that Max
wasn’t letting go of the family issue.


“We would have helped you.”


“Goddammit, Max.” Derrick slammed the glass down against the
counter. “Pumas are lone creatures by nature. We don’t help others, we don’t
even bother with other species except to hunt, fuck, and kill. That’s all we
do.”


“But we don’t have to resign ourselves to our animal nature.
We’re above that. Don’t you get it? Even in your behavior, you’ve mimicked
humans. Just like I have.” He waved his cigar around for emphasis. “We’re not
solitary in this world. There are too many people, too many things, man. We
have no choice but to get along with them. Yes, we can blend in and hide. That
only gets us so far until someone figures out what we are, then they hunt or
kill us out of fear. We’re still required to play our part in all of this and
that means accepting life as ours.”


Max should talk. He ran from the one woman in his life that
could stand up to him and be his equal in every aspect, even though she was a
mere human. He started to respond, but stopped himself. Instead, he looked at
Max, saw the dead set expression on his face. 


“We have choices we can make, Derrick. We always have. I
chose to let go of the shit you’re holding on to from our last op together.
People died, it was our fault.”


“No! You just told me we had choices and we could have
chosen to walk away—”


“And what, let the dictator abuse those people more? Let her
use the children for the slave trade? Do you really feel good about that? Would
you have felt good knowing drugs were smuggled into this country in the stiffs
of the bodies sent back since that warlord had at least the appearance of
decency?” He pointed at Derrick. “Would you have relished that, instead of the
decision we made?”


“There had to be another fucking way.”


Max shook his head, took a puff off the nub-sized cigar in
his fingers, and set it in the ashtray beside him. He rested one elbow in his
other hand and pinned Derrick with his stare. “Man, even your lover is no god.”


“She’s not my lover,” he grumbled, but knew the words were a
lie. Of course, they were lovers—just the fucked-up kind.


“You sure about that? Because Sonja’s in my bathroom.” He
shoved his thumb into Derrick’s chest for emphasis. “Choosing a life the same
way you and I have.” He got up and cleared the distance. “Are you going to let
her exclude you?”


“I can’t stop her! It’s her life.”


Max’s voice remained neutral. “No, not entirely. Don’t you
remember what Erick said earlier?”


Derrick inhaled sharply. The enigmatic elder puma in their
local area had a lot of pull when it came to making things happen. No one
really knew how old Erick was, but markings on his face and fur hinted at an
age much older than he should be. “How could I forget? That guy has always been
creepy and elusive.”


Max nodded. “But he’s never led us astray. So you must be
cautious and let her into your world.”


“Easier said than done if you keep making choices for us.”


“Look man, if you don’t choose first, then they’ll choose
for her. And I already see the look on your face. You’re smitten with this one.
I’m at least just doing my job.”


Derrick took another sip of his whiskey and chose not to
respond. If he did, he’d confirm what Max had stated. Or he’d punch him. Max
wasn’t just doing his job; he had his own agenda with the agency and the
shifters running ops, and he planned to push it at every chance. 


His body posture probably spoke for him anyway. The other
puma had spent a great deal of time acquiring knowledge on the human psyche.
Pumas weren’t that different. 


Derrick was no submissive, but he didn’t want leadership
either. He was content with faking a solitary human existence.


Except that the mere mention of Sonja made his heart race
and he didn’t know why, other than perhaps the fact that she’d spent so much
time in close quarters with him over the last few days.


That had to be it.


Then he realized that Sonja had already pinned him for
pining after her the first time they slept together. “Fuck.”


“Fuck indeed. How does the inner beast feel about her?
You’re both equally enthralled.”


“Can’t it just be her voice and magic?”


“You mean calling to you like she is using power on you?
Hardly. I’ve seen enough of her performances online to know she’s not that
type. If you paid more attention to your natural instincts, you’d realize that
the puma inside you is probably drawn to her.”


Derrick spoke dryly. “I haven’t been laid in a long time.” 


“That doesn’t matter. You’ve always been picky. But Erick
said this one is special and you really need to heed that, brother.”


Derrick stiffened at that title. He hadn’t been a brother to
anyone in years. Not since he left the pride after the death of their parents. 


By chance, he’d run into Max, his older brother, while
visiting his favorite cigar lounge in California. The two had picked up
conversation as though there had never been that ten years of separation.


There had never been animosity. Only sadness from all the
shit Derrick couldn’t handle properly at the age when he left home. Derrick
grew tired of having to be the one to do everything. Responsibility had been
thrown on his shoulders, and sadly, none of it could be helped because at the
time of their parents’ deaths, Max had been in the hospital for an injury he’d
acquired during some black ops mission.


The bathroom door opened and in the doorway stood Sonja,
unashamedly topless. The towel that hung off her luscious hips drew Derrick’s
eyes there first, until they traveled up to her face. She pinned Derrick’s gaze
with one of her own, an angry scowl across her face. “Come get me?”


Derrick started for her, unable to think rationally with her
standing hips tilted slightly to one side, arms raised on the doorframe. Her
hair hung down in long streams of red, covering her breasts and emphasizing her
pale skin. Plump lips formed a straight, angry line.


He reached her, settled his hands on her hips, and his body
hardened instantly.


She tilted her head, still scowling at him. 


Derrick glared over his shoulder at Max. “He didn’t mean it
like that. I’d never—”


She held up a hand. “Stuff it, cat. I know you’d never do
that. It’s all over your aura, along with your obvious lust.” 


“You do inspire that.” He nudged her hips with his.


She sighed and slanted her head in the other direction. “But
we have other business to tend to. Does your brother have any ideas
about how we’re going to accomplish our goal?”


“As long as we’re on the same side.” Derrick wanted to cover
her with the rest of the towel and keep her naked body from Max’s view, but it
wasn’t like pumas didn’t walk around naked on a regular basis. Many were more
comfortable with being closer to the true nature of their species.


Living among humans had flawed his mind slightly.


Not like he hadn’t allowed it.


“Yes.” She sighed, and the scowl from her face disappeared.
She frowned now. “We’re on the same side.”


Derrick cupped her chin and lifted her eyes. The depth of
her emotions swam in the pools of her blue-silver irises. “You act as though
it’s a bad thing.” She stiffened beneath his touch.


“No, it’s not that.” She looked away. “It’s all the damage
and death I cause. The fact is that in my voice, with the power I hold, I can
convince the crowd to do what I want. But I suffer in the end for it,
regardless of the outcome.”


“You can control that. I can…” He took her hand and
flattened it against his chest. “…help you.”


Her eyes widened. “No!”


Behind them, Max coughed. “Yes, actually. I’m afraid that
for us to go forward, we’ll need you to cooperate with each other. Derrick will
lead.”


Derrick shuddered and his jaw ticked. He’d do this against
his will for Sonja because protecting her was the right thing to do. Because in
the end, his brother—hypocritical with his own love life as he was—had a valid
point. Derrick’s heart had become involved, which for a spy, even an ex, was
dangerous. 


An eyebrow lifted. Sonja’s expression softened. “Puma?”


The way she said that one word spoke directly to the beast
seeking control and leadership, not the man avoiding what he didn’t want.
“Yeah, fine.” 


“I’ll remember that trigger,” she mouthed and her lips
curled up in a grin.


Damned if she didn’t look sexy standing before him with that
cocky grin on her face. Derrick gritted his teeth and let out a hiss. 


Max continued. “You’ll set it up. We should be receiving a
call sometime soon from our new friend on the phone I picked up for Derrick.
He’ll give us the location and details. Until then, you both wait and rest.”


Derrick turned and stared at Max. “Where are you going?”


Max stroked the dark hair of his goatee and smiled. “I have
some errands to run.” He winked and set his cigar on the ashtray. “You two have
access to cash, use Derrick’s new credit card. And your new ID, Derrick, if you
need to go out. Otherwise, I have food, tobacco, and alcohol here. Call me as
soon as you hear from your unnamed contact.”


Before Derrick could reply, Max grabbed his keys and cell,
and slipped them into his pocket. “Keep a close eye on each other.”


Behind him, Sonja made an unladylike noise. 


The large door opened and Max left, slamming it shut. It
echoed with seeming finality.


“I should get dressed.” 


Sonja’s voice cut through the silence left after the door
shut. Derrick turned around to face her full on. “I’d rather you didn’t.”


“I know.” She lowered her hands to her sides, gripping the
towel. “But we can’t have sex until this stupid asshole bear calls, supposing
he will call.”


“First off…” Derrick gave her a wicked grin. “Why not? And
second, he’ll call.”


Another brow arched up. “How do you know?”


That bear, Slovich, was notorious for revenge. He hated
being bossed around or threatened. And considering he thought Derrick, aka
Tommy Derringer, was dead, had supposedly seen the death with his own eyes,
he’d call. “I know his type. They’re always afraid, always watching their
backs. What we did, what you instigated—”


She punched a finger into his chest. “What you
instigated.”


He held up a hand. “What you would have done had I not
intervened…” He paused. She said nothing but frowned harder at him. “…was get
information from him. He’s going to want to know who we are, how we found out
that things went down as they did, who set him up. He looked like he had money
and he was pretty pissed that we interrupted their little party.”


She nodded. “That he did. I bet you upset the little tramp
standing off in the wings, too.”


“Oh you noticed her, too, hmm?” Derrick crossed his arms
over his chest.


Sonja licked her lips. “If I were more inclined and less
annoyed by their choice of clubs, I might have made a pass at her. And taken
her from the bear.”


Derrick chuckled. “You have spunk.”


“I have to. In my business, I don’t have a choice. If I act
too dead and Gothy, the kids think I’m fucking emo. If I act too serious, the
message gets lost. So balance is the key, and in that balance is my ability to
punch things up with my personality.”


“No one would ever say you were boring.”


“I didn’t hear you complaining.” She offered a wry grin that
had his heart beating a little faster and his cock hardening. 


Derrick stepped closer, took her hands in his. “Why can’t we
make love again?”


Nonchalantly, she shrugged. “When did we make love the first
time?”


“Ouch.” He winced for show. “You’ve got a sharp tongue,
too.”


“I know. It’s—”


“A self-defense mechanism. I know.”


“Humans use them to hide mistakes. What do shifters use them
for?”


Flinching, Derrick shook his head. He needed to keep this
light if he was planning on slaking their mutual lust for the sake of having
sex, rather than the urgency of healing her. “I don’t know what you’re talking
about.”


Her eyes twinkled very much like they did when she commanded
the stage. Derrick braced himself for something, unaware of what would come his
way.


She took a step forward. “Is that why you hesitated when you
told me about your relationship with Max? Because of some self-defense
mechanism? Did you feel the need to atone for something by your behavior?”


Derrick straightened to his full height and blinked. His
body responded to her touch, but the shot she took at him hit him in the gut
with the force of a large fist. He didn’t want to answer her question. 


Therefore, he didn’t. He could take up a leadership position
if he wanted to. He could lead himself into…oh, who was he kidding. Derrick
strode back into the kitchen and poured another whiskey. He took a swig, let
the caramel and vanilla notes coat his palate. Then he turned back to face her.



She made herself hard to ignore, especially when she used
sex, not magic, to persuade him to open his mouth. The very feminine way she
walked screamed woman more loudly than he’d seen since he’d met her. Certainly
not the same type of girlish movements the lead singer of a death metal band
would use, but then again, he wasn’t a typical puma. 


He did his best to keep his pulse even and his mind clear of
nonsense. Drawing in a deep breath, he held it, let it out, then repeated the
motion a second and third time. “There is and has always been a shifter war.”
His mouth went dry as she took another step forward, the towel parting just
enough to show the pale flesh of her thigh. His eyes remained fixed on the way
she walked. “A very bad shifter has it in for humans, just as the Anti-Shifter
League has it in for us.” 


People died when Derrick controlled more than just his
actions. His brother ended up missing, only to turn up in a hospital in some
Middle Eastern country where they had to send in a bomber to get him out. Other
shifters died. And Derrick blamed himself. But he couldn’t share that with
Sonja. She already had enough darkness in her life. 


She continued walking toward him, now with her hands on her
hips.


What was she doing?


“Tell me more.” Power tinged with sanguine sweetness flowed
from her voice. It coated Derrick like a warm blanket or the cool side of a
pillow at night. 


He looked askance at her. The wave of power increased,
forcing him to fight for control over his focus and his words. “What are you
doing to me, Sonja?”


“Helping you,” she mouthed. “Continue.”


Her eyes changed color, softened, and that intense silver of
her irises almost glowed. 


Her hands now covered his. 


He didn’t want help. As a puma, a shifter, he could handle
his own life. Derrick set the drink down on the marble countertop. “What are
you doing?” His body shook and he fought the urge to spill his secrets to her.


“You’re going to have to learn,” she whispered, “that this
has to be done a certain way. We’re…” Her voice dropped lower. “Mated.”


Eyes widened, he gasped. “Mated.” He said the one word as
though it held all the power in the world and all those who heard it understood
its meaning. It bound them together indefinitely as soul mates. What one felt,
the other would, too. What went on between them, only they could share, but
others could use the knowledge against one or the other. 


He had no idea how it worked with humans. “How do you know?”


She touched her forehead with the tip of her finger.
“Remember, I’m a witch.”


“That doesn’t mean anything. I’m a puma. I shift into a carnivorous
beast at will. I don’t have precognitive powers.”


Her lip twitched.


He found the gesture sexy despite the look on her face.


“Are you rejecting me?”


“Never.” He stepped into her. Wrapping his arms around her
was dangerous, but he did just say something stupid. Witch or not, she still
possessed feelings that mattered to him. Her emotions had always been easy to
read.


Awareness of her distraction techniques reeled in his mind.
She wanted to run off and play hero, keeping him and Max out of real danger. He
didn’t need to be precognitive to know that, her gestures, her words said it
all. 


He couldn’t fathom the thought that what she considered
dangerous might be a walk in the park for a former spy and CIA operative.
Perhaps… “So what does this mean?”


Her arms slid around his neck and pulled his mouth to hers.
“It means…” She ran her tongue over his lower lip. “That we’re bound together
for life.”


Bound? The words his father said echoed in his head, but he
thought knocked up at the time meant he’d get some woman pregnant. Was Sonja?
He shook the thought from his head. They’d had unprotected sex a few times now
and they couldn’t trade sexual diseases but she could still end up giving him a
hybrid baby. The thought made him shudder until her hands roamed up and down
his shoulders as she leaned in for another kiss. 


He pulled back, flicked his tongue out to taste her. “But
you don’t want this.”


Her eyes went wide. “How can you?”


He smirked. How could he not want her? In the end, the thing
that mattered most was protecting Sonja and keeping her safe. The emotions may
be new but the desire wasn’t hard to fathom, it felt familiar. Jealousy over
another man touching her like this reared its head and pissed off his beast.
Derrick shook off the feeling. “I don’t know entirely. I just know that I feel
it strongly.” His voice held notes of emotion and he had to wonder for a moment
whether he had let go too fast for her.


Her fingers tightened in his hair. “You’d just accept it
then?”


He flattened his lips together in a thin line. He wasn’t
sure he could, not with his past, not with the dangers facing him. Sure, he was
on the do-not-touch list but that didn’t always matter. Sonja hesitated in
asking the question and he couldn’t afford that, not with his emotions running
so high now. “I hear the doubt in your voice. You’re the one not accepting of
what could be truth.”


She cocked her head, obviously thinking for a moment about
her response. The flow of power slowed. “Yet you use those word choices.”


He pressed his lips into hers, shutting her up. 


Her body tensed against his, breasts pressed into his chest.
The power began spilling into him at an accelerated rate, adding to his heated
arousal. 


He ran a hand along the small of her back until he cupped
her ass and gave her a squeeze. 


She murmured sweet nothings beneath the kiss.


He slanted his mouth over hers for better access and then
thrust his tongue between her plump lips. If she wasn’t going to play fair,
then neither was he.


The other hand circled around her bicep, effectively pinning
her to him. 


He hardened beneath her, smelled her scent, and it drove him
wild with desire.


Still the calmness in him kept lust at bay long enough for
him to focus on his goal of distracting her from whatever she was doing. 


The towel slid from her hip to the floor and exposed more
skin. 


So much for distracting. Derrick grabbed a handful of her
bare ass. He deepened the kiss, biting her mouth, sucking on her lower lip.


She rocked against him gently, threw one leg around his
waist, and pulled herself into him.


Her heat rubbed against his jean-clad thigh, stealing his
concentration completely. Derrick didn’t want to do it this way, he wanted
unbridled passion, not forced mating because somehow they both bore a mark.
Derrick wanted…he blinked, broke the kiss, and ran a hand through the flow of
her hair, all while finding himself slowly getting lost in her now silver-blue
eyes. 


She clutched at his dark hair, trying for control of the
kiss. 


Power swirled around them.


Neither could get the upper hand magically. 


Derrick had superior physical strength over her.


The softness she wielded over him felt more like…great
concern. 


He could understand that, but why? Was it the bond?


Did it matter? With her feminine heat pressing against his
crotch, he quickly forgot to care about the why of any mating.


“I need inside you.” He groaned.


She growled deeply.


The puma in Derrick responded, swishing its tail back and
forth. 


Derrick moved her around, pinning her against the counter
with his body.


“I like how this could end up.” She bit down on his lower
lip. “But haven’t we dirtied enough of Max’s furniture?” She panted, the rise
and fall of her chest an erotic sight for Derrick that hardened his cock
further. 


He wanted her breasts in his mouth, needed to suckle them to
hard peaks and hear her screaming beneath him. Hell, he wouldn’t care if she
rode him, as long as he could remain inside her. 


Derrick pulled back. He shook his head, almost as though he
were shaking off her magic and bringing himself out of the trancelike state
she’d been trying to put him into. He couldn't allow her to to get the full
details of the event. Witch or not, she was still a civilian, and most humans
didn’t have the stomach to understand just what it meant to attack a village
with flamethrowers and use claws and teeth to clean up the mess. “You’re
right.” He cleared his throat. “Now how about you tell me…” He stepped back
from her, the fog in his mind lifting enough to give him clarity over what just
happened. “What were you thinking, trying to manipulate me?”


 


* * *


 


She had to catch her breath. She relished being around
Derrick, surrounded by his intensity, because he didn’t overwhelm her. His
sense of being, his aura, didn’t crowd hers and threaten to knock her out. Only
the racing of her heart did that, just when she was near him.


During the several hours she’d been away from him, she
worried about him despite only having just met him. The first night he’d been
so gentle with her, he’d been the hero who came to her rescue.


Sad that he couldn’t continue doing that.


She needed the balance in his calmness; she realized that.


She made the decision to accept their mating if she could
push him back and keep him safe from harm. She had to do that since his life
would always be in danger from kidnappers. The dangers also included whatever
crap was rolling around in his mind. Sometimes those fears, those memories,
while clouded, were better addressed by putting them out in reality and voicing
them. Then accepting them. Basic therapy, not witchcraft. 


Some people made her sick, their lust for power, greed, or
derelict minds too much for her to deal with. It had been going on for the last
several years since she’d come out publicly as the lead singer of Ark-KaotiK. 


True, she didn’t possess his speed or strength, but he
killed out of instinct. Protect, fuck, mate, feed, repeat. She had a choice as
a human.


“You’re thinking. Not good.” His arms settled around her
shoulders. “Talk and be quick before I fuck you here and now.”


She shuddered, the depth of commitment in that threat
sending waves of desire through her and dampening her thights just a little
more. She pulled air into her lungs, inhaling Derrick’s scent and the
underlying cigar aroma. The wilderness, the scent of tangy jungle and lush lands
accosted her and her nostrils flared. 


He stepped closer, pressing his erection into her belly.


Nipples hardened and wetness coated her thighs. She couldn’t
think with him standing so near.


“You’re going to answer me, Sonja. You said we’re mated.
Fine. Believe me, I’m more okay with this than you might think.” He narrowed
his eyes. “But you tried something on me. It wouldn’t work. Why?”


No, it wouldn’t. She couldn’t pull the wool over his eyes,
not fully anyway. Magic could do tremendous things, but with her mate, it would
only go so far if used for manipulation. The target had to be willing. Derrick
fought tooth and nail to defend his mind and it made her wonder what else he
harbored that he no longer needed. She had to realize if she cared enough to
prod repeatedly, and yes, even to trick him, then they had a destiny together. 


At her concerts, crowds gave way to her manipulation with
ease because people always looked for excuses to bleed. She dealt easily with
the mental chemistry required to change physical bloodletting into emotional
bleeding. Well, that and the fact that they were often inebriated which lowered
inhibitions. 


Her mate would know her thoughts. 


“You’re not going to answer me?”


She stared at the broad expanse of his chest. She wanted to
speak, to do something, to say something. Anger poured off him but not in
waves. More like in a slow stream, the energy flowed from him, and it made
sense now.


If they were mated, he would balance her. And Max was right.


Dammit.


She wanted to seethe, but it’d do no good. Besides, up until
she’d had phenomenal sex with Derrick, she only had her music to take her
aggression. 


She understood clinging to her emotions. Anger, violence,
vitriol. Those feelings she dealt with in her music. Death metal was never
tender though it held a dark resplendence. Derrick, however angry he seemed,
wasn’t giving her a rough time.


He simply wanted an answer to a question.


She stuttered. “I can’t. I wanted to help you, goddammit. I
can’t tell you why it didn’t take this time.” Tears stung the backs of her
eyes. 


His expression, energy, all softened and his lips parted.
She watched the slow movements of his tongue sliding out, licking his lip and
imagining it on her lips. She had no idea what to say next but her pussy
clenched in response to his simple movement, bringing her back to the reality
that they were going to have sex again.


He seemed to loom over her now. He dwarfed her in height,
made her feel small and girly. She hadn’t felt that way in a long while. Even
when they fucked, she’d felt like she’d been well fucked, not made love to.


One question she had to ponder: did she truly pay attention
to Derrick, or was she just using him as an outlet for her magic because her
life had been disrupted? 


His hands gripped her shoulders. He bent down and looked her
in the eyes. Annoyance rolled off him. Nothing she couldn’t manage.


The corners of his mouth curled upward in a smile. “I love
that you alone make me hard. And that you can pull tension from me. Feel it
roll off my body in gentle waves.”


She started to lean into him but he held her fast. Then she
knew she wasn’t using him. She’d never admit it—not her style—but she at least
had love for him. 


The emotions swarming off him slowed to a dull roar that
only she could hear, only she could feel. They concentrated, centered over her
heart, and wrapped around it like a soft blanket. 


Her breath caught in her throat. 


“I don’t know what you’ve done to me, but I know we’re
bound,” he whispered, his voice so low another human would have strained to
hear it.


Her eyes widened, she nearly choked on a breath. Her chest
tightened with need, with fear. “How? How do you know I did it?”


His nostrils flared. He shook his head, blinked, and brought
his mouth dangerously close to hers. “I don’t know. I just feel it.” He took
her hand in his, held it to his chest.


His heart beat a steady rhythm beneath her hand, pulsing
with life. Pounding with desire cloaked by the annoyance of her earlier
actions, it still beat a steady chorus to her own. 


“Why don’t you…” Her mouth felt dry. Her body ached, muscles
clenched between her thighs. Breasts felt heavy until Derrick cupped them both.



He leaned forward again, took her mouth slowly. 


She let his tongue roam over the contours of her lips before
feeling it slide down her collarbone, neck, and over the tops of her breasts. 


Heat seared her flesh, cream wet her slickness. 


“I want you, my mate.” The depths of his emotions were
buried in the deep growl of his voice. 


She knew exactly how his heart yearned for her even if he
feared this relationship. 


It scared him. Good. It scared her, too.


“Come with me, my pretty witch.”


“Make me come,” she begged, aware of the breathlessness in
her voice. She didn’t care. Flames of lust singed her, controlled her body
now—not her mind, not logic. Every nerve burned and needed sating by
fulfillment, and the only fulfillment that existed for her was Derrick.


He undid the snap on his jeans, tore them down his hips with
one hand, and held his cock against her belly. “Beg me.”


The air rushed out of her lungs at his incredulous demand.
She stared at him, mouth hanging open, before she finally said the one thing.
“Now?” Her voice had grown raspy.


“Yes.” 


Derrick wanted the mating game. She’d let the secret out and
he was going to take it full on, dominance and all. 


Could she beg?


“I’m burning for you, baby. I need inside of you. Beg me.”
He growled, a low sound that rumbled through her chest, exciting her further.


She wanted, needed. “Where?”


He narrowed his eyes, the puma’s glow becoming dangerously
visible to her now. “Inside you, now. I want inside you.”


“Yes.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him
to her. “But where? We’ve already soiled—”


His mouth claimed hers possessively. His tongue thrust past
her lips in a forceful move that demonstrated his claim on her.


Her body responded by tensing.


Derrick’s fingers massaged her ass, roamed up her hips, and
reached her breasts. One hand pulled her to him.


She felt the swollen flesh of his cock and her body ached
for it. She wanted him—needed him. She pulled back, savored the taste of his
mouth and masculinity. Before she knew it, his hands were on her hips, turning
her around. 


“I need you badly,” he mouthed against her back. 


A shiver of delight ran straight up her spine and shot cream
to her pussy. Her thighs slicked even more, spread apart when he thrust a knee
between them and kicked her stance open.


Again, his fingers dug into her hips and pulled her back
from the counter. One arm bent her forward, the other tugged lightly on her
hair. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured against her ear. “So very beautiful.” 


She felt the head of his cock press into her opening, and
before she could react, he impaled her. Sonja gasped, arched her back, and
thrust against him.


He filled her to the hilt. 


His fingers dug into her flesh, the palm of one hand roamed
up her flat stomach and cupped a breast. Fingers pinched her nipple into an
even tighter peak, pulling a scream from her.


She wanted this, needed the connection with him if they were
to be bound and mated. She’d think about the consequences later, but for now,
she needed him to satisfy her.


The aching bud between her legs swelled.


Slowly, Derrick pulled out of her. His hands shook against
her.


Slickness coated his dick inside her and made it slightly
easier for her to take his length and girth, but when he thrust in deep and
hard, harder than before, it tore a scream from her.


Derrick stoked the fire inside her, slowly though, taking
time to truly show his appreciation. 


His mouth lowered against her neck, lips caressed her skin. 


She turned to look at him, intense lust burning in half open
eyes, her hands gripping the marble countertop so hard her knuckles turned
white. 


Derrick slammed into her again, her muscles responding to
him by clenching him tighter than he ever thought possible. He growled his low
sounds of pleasure into her ear. “Goddamn, you’re so tight. If we’re mates…” He
let the words trail off as he pulled back and thrust inside her again.


“If the sex is at least worth it…” She tried to get the full
sentence out, but he moved and growled again. 


He withdrew and plunged in rapidly and began a rhythm of
thrusting, pausing, slapping her ass with one hand, and fondling her breast in
the palm of the other. 


The sensations produced from everything pulled the knot in
her belly even tighter until it was too much. Her eyes slammed shut, her
breathing became ragged while her muscles clenched around Derrick’s cock. 


“You’re so tight, baby, so damn tight. A man could get lost
in you forever.”


She barely heard the words but understood them very well.
Each thrust reassured her that her body and heart enslaved her. She’d had a few
one-night stands and some of her fans had been good, great even. But none were
magnificent. Not like Derrick. None could be counted on to come after her or
risk their lives for her. For seemingly no reason.


Before she could finish another thought, Derrick’s hand
caught her ass cheek, sending a stinging throughout her that pushed her over
the chasm.


He kept pumping, pushing. His teeth caught flesh and his
tongue danced over her skin.


She arched against him, into him, letting the force of her
orgasm explode through her entire being.


Out it burst, while he continued thrusting inside her.


“Spill inside me, puma!”


He picked up the slight hint of magic that could have pulled
his orgasm. Derrick thrust faster, harder, but stopped slapping her ass.
Instead, he gripped her tightly, drove himself into her, and bit down on her
shoulder possessively. 


In seconds, he filled her cream-soaked pussy with cum,
shooting deep inside her several times before he stopped. His body shook around
hers, adding to the tremors that whipped through her.


Sweat-covered and cum-filled, Sonja felt a pair of strong
arms wrap around her and hold her against the strong body behind her. With him
still inside her, his mouth fell on her, tasting, licking.


She could barely turn her head to meet his kisses. Reaching
up was a chore, but she managed to capture him and thread her fingers through
the dark strands of hair. Derrick’s scent smelled of her, sex, and man. 


She couldn’t ignore the fact that his eyes had changed shape
again, resembling the primal puma now, not the man who could shift.


She should be afraid.


But surrounded by Derrick’s arms, the dread she should feel
didn’t seem so bad. In fact, his strong arms reassured her, put her at ease
with the world. 


This she liked. Very much so.


“I’ll be the therapist now.” He interrupted the silence with
a nuzzle to her cheek.


She cocked a brow. “Hmm?”


“It’s going to cost you.” He wriggled his hips against her,
stirring her passion again, despite how tired she’d suddenly grown. 


“What keeps such a pretty witch up at night? Talk to me,
lover. Basic therapy, not witchcraft, like you said earlier, right?”


Should she? The shit weighing down her head was no different
than what Derrick carried, what she’d taken from him, but she didn’t want to
add to his burden. He’d had enough, and with the little gift she’d placed in
his heart, he’d be able to mitigate that somewhat and she could help him once
things ended between them, even from across the globe. She yawned and tried to
cover her mouth, but he took her hand and placed a chaste kiss on her palm,
sealed her fingers around it, and held it to his heart. “Later, baby?”


“I’ll hold you to that promise.”


She nodded and settled against him. Perhaps there could be
peace with Derrick. They could deal with the worlds they lived in, though she
had to admit that all she knew about him came directly from his actions.
Steadfast, he’d come through every time she needed someone. He stroked her bare
thighs and held her against him, as though he could protect her.


In that moment, she believed it. It didn’t matter that in a
few days this would all be over, she had right now. And right now, she swallowed
the lump in her throat and realized that Derrick had left a permanent mark on
her heart. 


 


 
















 


Chapter Nine


 


Showered again, this time both of them dressed with the
intent to act after getting the last bit of information needed from the bear.
Max was awaiting their call.


She wore black jeans and a low-cut top that showed off the
lower half of her forearms. Her blood-red mane hung around her face,
emphasizing round eyes and plump lips. 


With her perfect hips swaying, Derrick had trouble keeping
his eyes off her ass. 


She also wore his trench coat and he decided he liked how it
looked on her, giving her the impression of creeping death that would intensify
when she wore corpse paint. 


Even though Max shared a file of her earlier, Derrick knew
more than that file could ever contain. Her body rocked, responded to his. Her
courageous attitude wouldn’t let her show fear even though he smelled it on
her. Humans couldn’t hide scent, and when she tried, he found it cute. Even
told her once. But her nervous laughter confirmed his thoughts and only made
him hold her closer. He would never accuse her of being weak or lesser. 


Derrick smiled at her, blew a puff of smoke over her head,
and held her hand in his. 


He’d dressed ready to kill. Steel-toed boots, long-sleeved dress
shirt, and lightweight black pants hugged his form. He kept his hair down,
too—at Sonja’s request. 


The puma almost reared its head at being told what to do,
reminding him of his animalistic nature. That scared him just a little. She had
proclaimed they were mates. He hadn’t bothered to really question it, but it
was easier to go with how he felt, even though it terrified him. Allowing harm
to come to her made him even more determined to hold onto her.


It made sense that he felt overly protective over her. Even
now she fought against herself—he read the expression on her face. What horrid
nightmares kept her awake at night? She’d said the energy she picked up was
negative; maybe he could filter that for her, too. In the same sense, he could
hold off or filter the day-to-day stuff after her shows if they were to make a
go of things. Maybe they would balance each other out. He noted his nightmares
seemed not to exist these days. 


He leaned back against the leather recliner facing the door;
a gun lay at his side, loaded and cocked in case someone other than Max came
through it. Bars covered the windows, though it was ridiculous to think someone
would try to scale the building just to come in through the windows. The walls
of the former storage space were metal, slick, and kept fairly clean, with just
enough dirt and wear and tear to keep out the average intruder. 


Sonja interrupted their comfortable silence. “Max lives here
permanently, huh?”


Derrick nodded. 


“Interesting.” She blinked. 


She closed her eyes and pursed her lips together. Steeping
her fingers, she looked lost in thought. Again. “What’s on your mind?”


She met his gaze directly. The low light reflected off her
bluish eyes, accentuating the silver. Her eyelashes fluttered, detracting from
the deadly look she tried to pull off.


“I’m not sure.” She sighed. 


The sound floated over his extra-sensitive ears, carrying
with it emotions so heavy that they made him reach for her.


Their palms met and a single spark ignited between them.


He smiled.


She started to frown but her lips curved upward instead.


“You like that comfort, don’t you?”


Slowly, Sonja looked away. Hesitation to answer had a scent,
too—not necessarily the best one, but Derrick could only describe it as how the
color brown would taste if it were a food. 


“Talk to me. If we’re mated, fine. I told you already, I
accept that. But you’re trying to control a situation best left to
professionals.”


“Best left to professionals?” She quirked a brow.


He nodded. “They don’t teach us how to be in love or have a
relationship outside of the con jobs required of spies.”


She laughed. “You can’t really go to school for it either, I
suppose.”


“No.” He continued stroking her palm with his fingers,
letting his newfound emotions cycle through him so he could process them. Name
them. And unlike the shit he forced himself to swallow for his country and
cause, he actually began to find comfort in them. Especially the one that
warmed his heart.


Her eyes narrowed, lips pursed together in a thin line he
wanted to nibble. “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into.”


He arched a brow. “Does it really matter?” 


“Yes!” Her grip on his hand tightened. 


His voice remained neutral. “Why?”


“Because this is my life.” Her voice rose in pitch and magic
began to pour off her in slow, lazy waves. She spread an arm out and waved
around her. “This is what it’ll always be like. We’ve done shows on the road
and the musician life is hard already. Don’t pumas need steady homes? I can’t
provide you with that. I can’t provide you with safety, either, Derrick.”


He shrugged. “I’ve never been an average man or puma. My
home is where I need it to be. California suits me just fine for now, but it’s
just a residence. It’s not truly a home. And on the note of your life, it’s not
like I’m opposed to death metal or even you having groupies.”


She snorted. “Is that jealousy I detected in your voice?”


He smirked. “I’d be lying if I told you I wasn’t jealous,
but it’s not like I have anything to base distrust on. We barely know each
other.”


“Which is why having a relationship like this would be
wrong.”


Derrick started to speak, but shut his mouth instead. She
had a point, but he couldn’t find himself caring. She would make any place he
lived a home. 


Her voice dropped, full of sadness. “Even you know it’s
wrong.”


“What’s wrong about it? Tell me, Sonja, what are you really
hiding from?”


The expression on her face changed so quickly that only
Derrick’s puma senses could detect the brief second of agitation before her
eyes narrowed and focused on him. “What are you hiding from, Derrick?
Why did you quit being a spy?” 


Those memories were hard to drudge up, but if she wanted to
play dirty, Derrick had to decide whether he would play ball with her or not. 


By now the only way he’d been able to keep her going on this
path was to be honest with her. But his ghosts haunted him. He inhaled, exhaled
slowly. Shoulders relaxed. The emotional trauma poured off him with ease; he
figured it had something to do with her touch. That bothered him slightly, more
like a blow to his male pride. 


Derrick led a solitary life and felt fine in the shadows.
That meant darkness and loneliness were his only friends. Except that Max told
him earlier that he was neither a man nor an animal. And life left him with
choices. 


So far he’d rolled with the punches, let the choices come
naturally as he made decisions with one goal in mind: peaceful serenity. 


But he’d floundered on all of that by surrounding himself
with material comforts and only an occasional fling that did little to warm his
heart, let alone his cock. 


All along, he’d chosen to be a spectator in life, reacting
to the events that occurred around him, except when a mission went awry and he
let the others in his camp die without being able to protect them. 


Derrick leaned into Sonja, let himself feel the pull of her
magic as it tried to take off the weight he’d carried for so long. He sighed
again, looked into pain-filled yet loving eyes, and realized that he could have
this moment with his mate. He could make this choice. “For the same reason you
chose to confide in me on the first night we met, I will answer you.” 


Derrick picked up the torch, relit the end of his cigar, and
took a few puffs on it. The relaxation this cigar provided him added to the
depth of comfort from Sonja’s touch. “My brother and I were working together.
We’d been off radar for some time. There were people starting wars for profit
in parts of the world so ugly, you wouldn’t believe they existed if I told you.
The long story short is that we were ambushed, a mission gone awry. Things got
heavy; the enemy started in on us and our information proved false. We had been
betrayed, and because I didn’t trust my gut, I left things to chance. That
chance landed my brother in the hospital, near death. And there were deaths of
others during the ambush. I got out with a just few scrapes and some bruises.”


“And mental scarring.”


He snorted derisively. “Yeah.” Derrick tried to loosen his
grip on her hand but she wouldn’t let him go. 


“Keep talking.”


“That’s it. I can’t.” To do so would put her emotional state
of mind in more jeopardy. She absorbed the burden but he had to be careful
about how much he gave her. He couldn’t tell her about the pillaging soldiers
who had betrayed their organization. Or the fact that many of them had
infiltrated his employers and were members of the Anti-Shifter League. And that
they had done horrible things to captured shifters in retaliation for them
merely surviving.


Her eyes widened, began to glow. 


Derrick froze. All the pain inside him swelled around,
causing tension in his neck and shoulders. Even the puma inside him shifted
back and forth, swishing its tail from side to side nervously. 


“Close your eyes,” her voice whispered softly across his
ears.


Derrick couldn’t help but comply.


The gentle touch of her fingers against his skin sent a
shiver through him. Warmth chased out the cold memories while replacing them
with nothingness. 


He couldn’t bear it.


“There’s…nothing there, Sonja. Nothing.” His voice trembled
with each word he spoke. Stiff training should have provided him the ability to
deal with any sort of torture, but the sound of her voice carried with it
power, pulling his thoughts from the locked gate of his mind to the forefront
where he’d yet again be forced to face them.


He tried to open his eyes but couldn’t, not with her
compulsion flowing into him like a strong river that swept away all the debris
that was blocking his heart. 


“You’re addicted to the pain, Derrick. It’s no longer got a
hold on you.” She started to sing lyrics; the words embraced him as though they
were physical, wrapping around his heart. In his mind he saw the puma, felt its
heart beat rapidly. Knew how lonely it was. The burden it carried weighed a
motherfucking ton. 


“Talk to me, baby.” 


He shook his head and tried to fight the compulsion to keep
talking. It failed. His voice sounded scratchy. “I can’t give this to you. It’s
not…”


“If we’re mated then you must release this. Give it to me,
Derrick.”


Dirty pool again. In his head, the puma continued to pace.
Dark clouds covered the sky, blackening it and preventing an ounce of sunlight
from penetrating them. With the earth shadowed now, the puma grew agitated and
roared angrily. 


The jungle beckoned him.


Derrick saw it as plain as day through his puma’s eyes. In
gray scale, Derrick saw the leaves and lush forest, smelled rain on the
forefront. A torrential downpour lay just on the horizon, bringing destruction,
lightning, and loud thunder along with it.


The puma didn’t run from the thunder but didn’t like it
either.


Odd that the human influence in the puma liked death metal. 


The puma struggled to move but the unseen weight it carried
bore down on Derrick, making him move slowly. Impossible to shake off, it
seemed to strengthen him.


She’d hit the right sentence. Pain was the whole of his
existence.


Yet the puma moved, took a tentative step forward, and felt
the burden shift. Derrick scrambled to steady the weight but it threatened to
crush him. 


“You can’t carry this alone forever.” A soft female voice
cut through the downpour that had started. 


“You’re going to have to help me and be by my side if you
want this to work.”


“You aren’t responsible.” Her voice filled with another
heavy emotion.


I think I love you, but you don’t understand. The
puma communicated the thought on a mental path. Then it ran into the jungle,
only to find that it had no shelter from the rain. Water fell through the
leaves, past the branches, soaking the puma’s fur. 


It shook off the water and continued moving forward. 


“Talk, baby. Why did you leave the spy game? Who are you
protecting?”


“Max,” he blurted the word out unintentionally. “I was
protecting Max. I let him down during that op, trusted some information rather
than my gut, and managed to kill a lot of people who didn’t deserve to die.”
Something stung his face, warm and wet. 


That sweet feminine voice cut through the weather and
wrapped around the heart of the beast. “You’re not to blame. You couldn’t know.
Trust me. I understand.”


“How?” Derrick couldn’t understand, could the puma?


It didn’t act like it. Searching, sniffing through the
jungle, it picked up scents easily identifiable as various flora and fauna of
the land in which it came from.


Then it came upon a pride of pumas in a clearing. They were
talking, murmuring as cats did.


Upon spotting it, they turned and began to pace
protectively. Stalking it with intent to kill, the malice slipped around the
puma but couldn’t quite make it feel the fear it should have.


Something held that fear at bay.


Was it Sonja? Had she accepted the mating?


The puma looked around but saw only glowing yellow eyes that
burned with intense hatred.


“You let us die.” The cry from one puma wailed. 


“You killed us.” Another spat words out in a growl.


The voices echoed loudly.


“No.” That female voice growled, this time with energy that
pushed the encroaching attackers back several feet. “You are innocent; they are
the ones that got what they deserved.”


That wasn’t quite right either.


But Derrick had no idea where the extra voice came from.


Rain poured down harder, the wind tore through the jungle,
and all at once, the pumas facing him lunged into the air, teeth and claws
bared. 


“No.” The scream came from a source the puma couldn’t
identify, but it startled Derrick.


Then he spotted a larger cat in the distance. Black eyes
that held knowledge and power narrowed. 


Derrick didn’t know the identity of the cat but recognized a
familiarity to the feline that almost comforted the fear rising in his throat.


Then another fog closed in on the larger cat and Derrick saw
only blinking bright-yellow eyes. When had the cat’s eyes changed colors? 


“We set fire to that village in order to smoke out the drug
leaders but they weren’t there. Only innocents were there. And an army had us
blocked in our retreat. When we tried to extricate ourselves, Max and I both
got hurt very badly. He spent a long time in the hospital once help arrived,
and I…” He heard a strangled sound, only to realize it came from him. 


Her power flowed from her to him and the cat, then back
again. “I couldn’t help him. I’d grown too weak from blood loss to help my
brother.” Another sniffle. 


He suddenly found himself with his arms at his sides while
soft hands caressed him, ran up and down the length of his back, and even
plucked the cigar from his hand to set it in the ashtray beside them.


Soft breath blew against his neck, whispering tranquility
into his ear. His body hardened. “Shh, baby, it’s okay.”


Derrick opened his eyes and found Sonja staring at him, her
lips pressing against his forehead while her hands continued stroking him. 


Something wet dripped into his mouth and he realized he’d
been shedding tears.


“How about that, my baby? How do you feel?” The harshness
disappeared, taking with it the screams of agony he heard only seconds ago. 


Derrick heard the name she’d called him. Her baby. Should he
press the issue…or ignore the possessiveness in her voice? He took another deep
breath. Tears flowed steadily down his cheeks but he didn’t move to wipe them
away. 


Soft fingers pressed against his cheek, brushing strands of
hair from view so that he could see Sonja, now sitting on his lap. Her arm slid
around his waist. holding him as though he were salvation.


Her warm palm rested against his cheek. Derrick
straightened, blinked, and realized part of the pain he’d held onto was gone. 


Derrick felt like he could breathe for the first time since
the op failed. He looked over her shoulder out the window, saw the sun set.
Another day had passed and they’d been together. Even had a fight. 


He snickered. To feel this good reminded him of a time he
thought he’d forgotten about. One where he and Max were children playing and
the world made sense. 


Sonja looked up. “What?”


He wrapped his arms around her, loving the feel of her soft
curves against his hard body. “Nothing, sweetheart. I’m just…” Even the tone of
his voice had softened somewhat. 


She cocked her head to the side. “Better?”


“Yeah.” He nodded and nuzzled her. “Did you see the image?”


“The puma inside you? Yes. Beautiful tanned fur covered it
and its expression showed intense pride.”


“But the rain—”


“The rain always does that. It’s an emotional element, the
part of this world that washes out our sorrows, takes away our distress,
destroys and sweeps away that which we no longer need. Just as the heat helps
to rebuild through a process, so does the water act as an element, a powerful
force that issues change. You need a change. You can’t hold onto that shit
forever. It will age you and stifle all growth. And I’m not about to let you
hold onto it when I can do something about it.”


“Are those effects permanent?”


She shook her head. “I don’t really know, honestly. I’m not
making you forget, I’m not blocking your memories, I’m guiding you to fix
yourself. It’s what I do for my fans.”


His respect for her grew one more leap. Derrick tilted her
chin up, pressed his mouth to hers. “You’re pretty wise for your age.”


“And you’re pretty hot for a beast.”


He chuckled. “I’m the only beast you need concern yourself
with.”


The smirk on her face looked pretty sexy, he decided.
“Indeed.”


He snickered again. Then Derrick glanced at the wall clock.
They had to wait and that pissed him off. Nothing about this was going to be
easy, was it? “No ring yet from that damn bear?”


“No.” She shook her head and sighed. “We haven’t heard from
Max yet either.”


“That could be a good sign. We should go nap.” He spoke the
words with more confidence. Urgency required them to be at their best, prepared
for anything at any time. He needed to protect her and she had to get back in
touch with her normal life. Derrick swore to keep things like this away from
her so she wouldn’t have to remain on constant guard. Having witnessed
first-hand what she could do to someone, he could never give her up now. He
stroked her hair, letting the silken strands fall between his fingers. Derrick
didn’t know if the mating between them forced a faster emotional bond or if
natural feelings were being developed; only time would really tell. Certainly,
love played a hand. 


“Perhaps a nap wouldn’t do us any harm. How do you feel?”


“Lighter. Better.” In truth, he felt just as he said. His
shoulders relaxed, tension just seemed to have floated away. He moved
gracefully, lifting her with him, only for her to giggle lightly in his ear.
“You’re not going to disappear or do anything stupid on me, are you?”


She chuckled, fell back where he dumped her on the couch,
and reached for him. 


Loving the obviously satisfied smile she wore, Derrick fell
into her embrace. “How do you feel?”


“No. I don’t have the energy to move after all the
extracurricular activities and taking that weight from you.”


He thought of that instantly. When he carried her, he stood
straighter, felt taller. That depression and anger had been holding him down
and clouding his mind. But every time Sonja took from him, she had trouble with
it. He pressed two fingers to her lips. “That won’t cause a problem for you? I
mean do we need to release that energy in you somehow?”


She shifted one leg over the other, licking her lips. “I'm
fine.”


Shifting his weight to settle in against her better, Derrick
blanketed her body with his, felt instant warmth between her thighs, and wished
he knew how much time remained before Max showed up or they got the call.


Rest would help clear the mind. But it couldn’t be all about
Derrick’s needs. “Are you sure you’re okay? Do we need to even you out?”


Sonja lifted her head to meet his mouth with hers and
pressed her lips against him.


He briefly savored the exotic taste of her lips. Then he
moved back from her.


She offered a soft smile. “You let me worry about it, okay?”


The puma seemed content. It suited Derrick perfectly despite
not knowing the mechanics of their relationship. He could only nod. Then his
phone rang. 


Startled, he picked it up, let out a sharp breath, and
relaxed his voice. It rang again, and as though he’d lost all patience, he
spoke. “Yeah. This better be a bear who has answers.”


“I do,” the muffled voice continued. “But this line is not
safe. Meet me.”


“I cannot meet you. That’s like walking into a trap. Unless
you can guarantee a public place and no hired guns. You and me. Mano y mano.
Comprende?”


The bear grunted.


“I’m losing you.” Derrick’s voice held a sort of singsong
quality that indicated his patience with the bear shifter had worn thin.


The bear’s half-hearted snort betrayed his derisiveness. “It
cannot work like that. I am not to be left alone or—”


Growing truly impatient, Derrick played his big card here.
“Or I find you and we kill you. Let me remind you, all of the rumors are true.”


Sonja’s eyes widened and she stifled a gasp. 


Silence.


Then a sigh echoed across the line. “Fine. I will call you
tomorrow with the location.” The line went dead.


Derrick shut the flip phone and slid it back into his
pocket. He moved away from Sonja, though his contact against her outstretched
arm lingered more than normal. 


“What was that?”


Derrick let out a long sigh. He hated having to rehash any
of his past with Sonja, but she was his mate and she’d accepted him. An
unwritten code bound him to share with her. “That was me playing spy again.” He
turned and let the ease back into his voice. “I know things about that bear. I
don’t know his name, not his legal one anyway. But he’s a major player here in
the drug and arms dealing scene. He knows who I am.” 


“So you’re once again putting yourself in danger for me?” A
wry grin crossed her lips that turned slowly into a frown.


“Yeah.” He sighed heavily. He would do that, too. Pumas
mated for life, and while he had his fond memories of other lovers, none of
them compared to her, the exhilarating feel of being enveloped in her velvet
sheath, or how she made him feel. Now that he had let go of past mistakes, new
energy filled him and it would definitely come in handy when protecting her. “I
won’t hesitate to protect who I love.”


She gasped. Standing, she rose and strode across the room to
meet him.


Derrick followed her and grabbed her by the shoulders.


The stern look on her face did not register as he thought
about his next words. “Look…” He paused. “I know what you’re thinking. I
promise.”


“Do tell.” She crossed her arms over ample breasts; the
gesture looked incredibly sexy, even though he towered over her by a good foot.
Her hair hung down her back and the slant of her eyes, angry as they looked,
still showed hints of the confusion running through her mind. 


“I know exactly what you’re thinking.”


Her mouth opened to speak but no words came out.


“I don’t need you to be in love with me, Sonja. I do need to
protect you.”


 


The fool! How could he possibly understand what she thought?
And how could he possibly love her? The whole audacity of this situation made
no sense. Yes, she had a soft spot in her heart for him, he’d wrapped himself
around her pretty tightly. But was that love?


Probably. Were they in love?


Hell, she threw her hands up in frustration. She didn’t
know. She’d never had a long term commitment, wasn’t any good at being with
people outside the stage and music world, and had only maintained one steady
relationship in her life.


With her brother. 


Her fans loved her. Well, they adored her. Many lusted after
her and were open about it on the message boards. But thankfully, none took any
action other than harmless flirtation. 


The question in her mind was irrelevant considering she’d
just helped Derrick let go of a good amount of guilt over his own past
mistakes. And the best part about it all was that it slid off his skin like oil
over water. He didn’t fight her, which she’d anticipated considering his strong
personality. 


He’d said that he refused to lead anymore, but he did just
that with her. Unafraid, he took control of a situation he had no business
being involved in save for the fact that she’d allowed him to come to her that
first night. Of course, her lust for him hadn’t helped either. 


Then he’d left his jacket, which meant she had to return it
to him. 


Right, keep telling yourself that.


His grip on her shoulders felt possessive, which she liked,
despite her unfamiliarity with a man who truly captivated her. Ever since he’d
crossed her path in life she’d studied Derrick the man. She’d only spotted
glimpses of the puma inside him before she met him up close and got even closer
to him.


But she couldn’t admit how she felt. So many things
complicated her feelings and she felt like too much of a letdown to a man who
was used to getting his way. How could he love her? No magic had been cast on
him. True love occurred naturally over the progression of weeks, months, and
even years in some cases! 


Her heart allowed him in. He’d proven his worth, his
trustfulness, and his passion. Yeah, there had been a certain amount of meddling
by the fates, but she could have chosen to avoid him, reject him. 


Couldn’t she?


The determined look and set of his jaw didn’t surprise her,
but it did show his emotions clearly. She smiled, grateful for the lack of
energy that normally spilled from him when his emotions ran high.


He’d steadied and increased his control. Good.


Then he pulled her into his arms. She crashed against his
chest hard, her breasts pressing into the firmness of him. And it felt safe.
Comforting.


He tilted her chin up. 


She met his gaze, stared into the purple swirls of his eyes,
saw the intense desire along with the emotional value he placed in her hands.
She swallowed. Her lips went dry.


“You don’t—”


“You keep telling me I don’t get it, Sonja.” His voice
softened. “But did you ever stop to think that you’re the one hiding from
things? Or that, hey, remember? I used to be a spy.”


Her eyebrows arched and lips curled up in disgust. Again,
she started to speak but he pressed his mouth to hers and all thought became
lost in the sensation of him surrounding her.


She struggled to hold the thought as he kissed her, his
tongue probing past her lips. His hips rocked against hers and she felt her
legs quickly melting.


The taste of him, masculine, clean with a hint of earthen
undertones, captured her awareness along with the sensual movements of his
hands along her back. He enveloped her in a full body kiss.


Then he pulled back. 


She blinked at him. “You’re crazy.”


Derrick’s mouth curled into a lazy smile. 


She’d have sworn he was an addiction, a painful one at that
since her lips were more than likely going to be swollen in a moment. Who cared
though? Oh, and let’s not forget how wet he made her with those molten kisses. 


“So.” He cleared his throat and slid his hands down her
arms. “We’re going to bed. Max can couch surf again when he gets back unless
we’re gone.”


She swallowed the lump in her throat. “You’re just going to
tell me you love me and not require my submission?”


He tilted his head. “You have us confused with the wolf
shifters, dear. Pumas are very territorial and my scent is all over you. Anyone
with any sense of smell can see you’re mine. Even if we separate, you’re still
marked. But we’ve been drawn together and that’s reality. I do love you, Sonja.
I don’t know why yet, or entirely how, but in my world, I don’t question my
emotions.”


She sighed. Such a romantic thought, but could she allow
herself the freedom to dream like a normal human? She couldn’t exactly give up
being a witch. “I don’t know how to…”


Derrick led her back across the floor into the bedroom area.
“I don’t know how to proceed either. But do you love me?”


How could he ask that question? “Yes!” 


How could she answer so quickly? 


Fate is a funny thing, sis. Sometimes it throws you a
curveball and you have to run with it. Her brother’s words echoed in her
head and reminded her that this had been playing out exactly as he predicted.
Life had thrown her a curveball in the form of Derrick. He’d been eye candy in
a crowd of many when she first spotted him. Then she saw him in other places
and couldn’t pull away from him. They’d even locked gazes once. Her brother had
seen it in her by the way she talked about the stranger she had eyes for.


Odd that he’d come to her show one night. 


“You’re thinking again.”


She nodded. “It’s just all so a fast. My world doesn’t work
like that.”


“What do you mean? You’re a musician.”


She blinked. “Yes, but that’s routine. It’s work. I’m
passionate about it so it doesn’t feel like a job, and even with the constant
touring, it’s still fun. Rob is my only family so I’m not worried about missing
out on downtime. But emotionally…” She looked away. “I’ve never really had to
deal with anything like this.”


He offered her a kind smile. “Perhaps there’s the lesson.”


She looked at him, saw the richness of his purple eyes, and
understood that in that moment, he may be right. “Perhaps.” 


Derrick nodded. “Now come on. I’m sure when Max gets back
he’ll have plenty to tell us. And a plan.”


“You don’t have a plan?”


“I do. It’s called get some sleep, dear. I’m here. They
can’t take you from me again.”


She snorted. “They did before.”


Derrick stopped abruptly. 


Her hand went to her mouth as soon as the words left. 


Slowly, he turned to face her. “I was too far away, we were
ambushed. And I was weighed down. Now I have something even stronger to work
with inside.”


She understood that. Human beings clung to emotions, dead
weight often held them down and that’s when she stepped in when she could. At
her concerts, she could even use a little magic to push something less violent
into her audience.


With Derrick, she’d done nothing of the sort. The vision
she’d experienced threw her for a loop, draining her energy supply. It was a
wonder she wasn’t already asleep, but there was something about him that
continued to give her more than just hope. Derrick gave her confidence and
stability.


“Come on. Let’s go to bed.”


Even in his aggressive tone, she could hear the
undercurrents of sexual innuendo. It would be fun to act on those, but a yawn
slipped past her lips and she covered her mouth with her free hand. “We’ll
sleep clothed.”


He faced her. “Indeed.”


Derrick pulled back the covers, kicked off his shoes, and
sat down. He patted a space beside him. “Come here, Sonja.”


She decided it wouldn’t hurt her to kick off her boots, too.
She usually slept naked, and she guessed Derrick did, too. Shifters were
usually comfortable in their natural habitat. “You’re not going to eat me in my
sleep, are you?”


He offered her a wry grin. “The only eating that’ll go on
will be when I dine next between your lovely thighs.” He cleared his throat
again. “Now, let’s go to bed before I ravish you.”


She liked that he lusted after her so much. It made her feel
feminine and different from how her fans viewed her. 


A moment later, Sonja found herself snuggled against
Derrick, her bottom neatly pressed against his hardened crotch. She rather
liked it like that, but another yawn reminded her just how much energy she took
from Derrick in dispelling the nonsense he’d carried. 


Guilt. It caused so many physical ailments. Normal humans
and even the shifter community didn’t understand that emotions were either
poisonous or healthy depending on what they were or how they were dealt with.
All the years Derrick let guilt eat at him for his faults inevitably would cause
him problems. Rest would help. 


Most of her audience shared the same condition. The puma she
saw clearly had been repressed but the vision didn’t work to reveal past
mistakes, only current emotions. She didn’t have enough skill to enter his
dreams but would if she could help heal him. Some day she would be that
powerful, but right now wasn’t that time. 


Derrick snuggled tighter against her, wrapping his arm
around her waist. “Goodnight, lover.”


She settled in beside him and enjoyed the feel of his fingers
running gently through her hair. The light touches comforted her and helped to
reassure her, to ground her to him and a reality where she could reach for
hope. And maybe grasp it.


She loved that about this man. 


She had to do something to protect him, even if it only gave
him a slight advantage over their adversary. Her list of enemies wasn’t long,
but that meant whoever had ordered the hit on her earlier was someone she’d
probably met before. 


If she thought about it, she could rule out those who tried to
have her murdered. She just needed to sleep on it. 


Exhaustion gripped her, her mind drained, but at least
Derrick warmed her heart. For once in her life, she truly felt safe. 


Sonja closed her eyes and let the even sound of Derrick’s
breathing sooth her to sleep.


 


 
















 


Chapter Ten


 


Something jerked Sonja from her sleep. Her eyes flew open,
and she sat up, breathing hard. It took a few seconds to register in her mind
that she was with Derrick and they were in Max’s house. What was going on?


The image of a darker, larger cat pacing back and forth had
imprinted itself in her mind. His piercing black eyes stared at her. He
growled. 


He wasn’t frightening but his ominous power gave her the
chills. 


It definitely wasn’t Derrick’s puma. 


The fog cleared from her mind and took the image of the
dark-furred cat with it. 


“Fuck.”


She looked beside her. The heavy weight of Derrick’s arm
around her hip reminded her of just how secure she was. That mysterious puma
could touch her but wouldn’t take her, nor would it harm her, not without
incurring Derrick’s wrath. From the moment she realized they shared a bond, she
understood that he would give up his life to protect her. That thought scared
her because it meant she had grown vulnerable. 


In her world, that was actually a great thing since she
needed the emotions to write song lyrics. Death metal wasn’t about the
happiness that she felt a bit of now, but about worry, the human condition.
Yes, they did the occasional song about cannibalism and stereotypical worship
of satanic figures, they were in an industry where that was a common thing. 


But her band’s music had been about healing through giving
the fans a voice, someone else understood their pain and knew how badly they
wanted to take the easy way off this planet.


But that’s when the lyrics stopped and the magic kicked in
for her fans. She used her voice to seductively sway them, pull from them all
that self-hatred and destructive behavior while channeling the aggression in
the pit. 


Sonja looked toward the window. The moon still hung bright
in the sky and shone down through them, casting a blue haze across parts of the
concrete floor. 


Sonja would get an extra energy boost from the moon. She
always did, since nocturnal powers formed the basis of her magic. The sun’s
energy fed her brother and used to make her feel bad until she learned to
appreciate the different level of sensuality in affairs of the night. 


She glanced around and spotted the flashing blue light of
Derrick’s phone. Carefully, she slid out of bed so as not to disturb him.


Not that it mattered anyway; he would sleep for the next
several hours. She neglected to mention that the release of emotional energy
would tire him out and force him to sleep for a solid eight hours. Since the
day had been slow and emotional, she figured he could afford the release. 


Sonja padded across the room and picked up the phone. She
flipped it open and saw a missed call just after three a.m. from a blocked
number.


The voicemail indicator kept flashing, almost taunting her
to listen. She’d only missed the call by a few moments. How had she not heard
the phone ring? 


Damn Derrick for being so comforting that she actually
slept. It’d been some time since that happened. She became a night owl
partially to refuel her magic but also because sleep escaped her more often
than not. All that energy she’d taken from her audience had to go somewhere. 


She walked out to the balcony, slid the door closed behind
her, and listened. The humidity in the air quickly made her clothes stick to
her skin. Her hair stuck to her face, strewn about loosely. She ran a hand
through her mane, held the phone to her ear, and hit the voicemail button with
her thumb. She listened to the regular greeting, knots forming in her stomach. 


Then the first message began to play and the voice of the
annoyed bear spoke.


“This message is for Derrick. I believe I have something of
value to him if he is to bring us the witch. We can perhaps set up a trade. To
show good faith, here’s our gift.” The line went silent for a moment. Then
heavy breathing interrupted the silence and her stomach sank even further when
she heard a familiar voice. 


“I’m fine. But they have Rob, too. He’s here. So far we’re
alive. Just…”


Then his voice cut off and the bear’s returned. “You see now
I think we have something to discuss. Call me. You have my number, puma.”


The line went dead. 


Shit!


Sonja’s brother had been kidnapped. And they had Max. She
stopped herself from panicking or rushing to Derrick to wake him and ask for
help. She’d caught herself in worse positions before and could deal with this.
Her brother, Rob, was powerful, but what if he was caught off guard? And why
was he with Max?


Nothing made sense. She needed to get answers from Derrick
about this fucking Russian shifter. 


She shut the phone and paced back and forth on the patio.
She stopped and grabbed the railing, glanced at Derrick as he slept, then
looked at the phone. She tried hard to swallow the lump in her throat. 


If she called the bear back, she’d end up being told where
to meet him and then show up and be captured. She could deal with that. Fucking
routine for her. 


After talking to Derrick, she decided this needed to be the
last time incidents like this occurred. He’d proclaimed love for her after she
told him they were mated.


He had to be crazy.


But she stood on the balcony with the phone in one hand and
her other over her heart. Looking through the window at him made her shiver, he
was that sexy. 


She hadn’t taken time to truly analyze her feelings for
Derrick. Being mated meant a lot more to supernatural beings than it did the
average human. Hell, marriage no longer held sanctity—the rising number of
divorces showed that. 


But the number of matings that happened rose once shifters
were declared citizens with rights the same as any human. New cultural norms
were still being established, but in Sonja’s experiences, the shifter and human
couples that did get together were often happier, and had tighter bonds and
more compassion.


Not like the Anti-Shifter League. They were unable to understand
why unions of any nature were allowed outside of the human realm. They were
homophobic, racist, and very overly religious, often using privilege to their
advantage to step on those who they couldn’t understand. 


“God made man above animal,” they claimed. “Mating with
these so-called beasts is a sin.” Their leader, a woman named Carmela was a
vicious and vile being. They picketed Ark-KaotiK’s shows but the fans and
police kept things semi-reasonable. 


All that hatred from Carmela wore on Sonja, too, but she
screamed it out onstage. That was a plus.


Having known Derrick’s past as a spy from the beginning
would have been nice but he came clean with her. There had to be a certain
amount of confidentiality involved in his former line of work, but he had been
retired for how long? 


She stepped back inside, still unsure of what to do. She
could go after her brother and his, but then he’d chase after her.


Derrick stirred.


She froze.


His arm searched the bed.


His awareness hit her and panic set in. Then she felt
stillness in him as he stalked toward her.


The look on his face showed his displeasure. “Hold the phone
up.”


She bit her bottom lip and did as he asked. 


Gruffness in his voice made him sound more sexy than angry.
“Did you call the bear back?”


“Not yet.”


Derrick converged on her in a microsecond, his strong arms
wrapped securely around her, his mouth on hers in a smoldering kiss that stole
her breath and made her heart race.


His hips pressed into hers, a gesture that sent her juices
flowing. 


The phone fell from her hand as she sought to hold him.
Fingers tangled in her hair tilted her head back and exposed her neck before
teeth scraped against her skin, setting her nerves on fire, hotter than she
could imagine. 


He nipped her jaw line.


She moaned into him, smelling the forest and earthen scent
of the puma below his skin. An image in her mind flashed of the puma stalking
its prey. It was all lean and sensual, just like Derrick when he wrapped
himself around her protectively, even in bed. 


The possessive way he nipped at her neck and lower lip told
her how he would awake if they lived together.


He pulled back from the kiss and stared into her eyes. “I
worry.”


His nostrils flared. With her clothes slightly out of place,
the crotch of her jeans damp, and her hair mussed, she could only focus on her
increasing need for him.


He stopped panting.


Her breathing slowed and she started crying, unable to stop
burning tears from sliding down her cheek.


Derrick pulled her closer. “Talk to me, baby.”


His voice soothed her, wrapping around her like a fluffy
blanket during a storm. Her breath hitched and the tears came harder. 


“They have Max and Rob.”


If she weren’t standing so close to Derrick, she wouldn’t
have heard him swear. 


His embrace tightened. “That was Max’s plan? I suppose he
wants us to call him and set up a meeting.”


She sniffled and pulled back. “I don’t understand.”


“Max and I used to use the
get-captured-and-learn-all-you-can-about-your-enemies plan a lot. Hated it, but
it got us closer. Just essentially walking up to your enemy and asking to join
them and learn about their organization.”


“Sounds stupid.”


“Max is good at what he does, but I’d never say he was less
than a little crazy.”


“You ever do anything like that?”


“Few times. Impulsive is not my nature as much as it is his.
I assume that fuck wants a deal?” 


“Yeah.” One of Derrick’s fingers brushed tears from her
eyes. “They want a trade.”


“You for my brother and yours.” 


She nodded. 


Derrick closed his eyes, pursed his lips together in a thin
line. “We’ll call them back and set it up. I won’t let you down, Sonja.”


Confidence flowed off him in full force and reassured her,
but she still had her reservations. If Derrick spoke the truth about the drug
lord, then this wasn’t going to be a cakewalk.


 


* * *


 


An hour later, they were on the road headed toward the
location the bear shifter gave them. The directions were clear. Come alone
before sunrise, just the two of them. Or Max and Rob would die.


She wore his jacket; it’d protect her body from a lot of
physical stuff if things got rough. It didn’t hurt that it looked damn sexy on
her. 


He’d have to take her one of these days while she just wore
his leather jacket. Then her scent would be ingrained in the leather along with
his puma’s. That made him and the puma inside happy. 


Derrick worked out a very simple plan with Sonja. She’d come
in behind him, gun hidden, and distract the bear shifter with her charms and
voice. 


Knowing what he did about Slovich’s usual practices, the
bear shifter would have armed guards with him. Max would probably be a little
beat up, as would Rob, but both of them were big enough to withstand a little
pain. Knowing Max’s plan didn’t make things easier, he still hated how his
brother operated impulsively but at least he got the job done. 


Still, he didn’t like the odds. The sun had almost set,
providing them with the cover of darkness. Even though Derrick’s enhanced
vision gave him an added advantage over Sonja, it only put him on even keel
with the bear shifter.


He’d told Sonja that Slovich was a former gunrunner for
several organizations before the Spetznaz recruited him. When he retired, he
used his connections to make a comfortable lifestyle here in Miami for himself,
and it was then that the two met.


There had been no bad blood.


Other than the fact that, at one time, Slovich’s operatives
tried to take Derrick down and he ended up ripping out their throats and
sending pictures to Slovich. Oh, and then he’d made sure to go after known
associates and send a message to Slovich: crazy Soviets not welcome. Derrick
tried to recall whether he’d used old world suitcases to send the bodies back,
or if he’d had the courtesy to actually just send a note with the funeral
details. 


The news of Derrick’s retirement traveled fast through the
espionage world and would have made a lot of criminals feel at ease, but
Derrick’s brother, Max, had just as much experience in dealing with trouble.
And he was just as ruthless. 


Derrick kept Sonja’s hand in his, feeling tension pour off
her. He absorbed it, let it fuel his protective desires for her. 


When they arrived at the large, empty parking lot, Derrick
scouted the area, saw no opportunities for snipers to attack.


Except for the large, white, abandoned structure dead ahead.


“Be prepared for anything. Slovich doesn’t play fair.”
Derrick’s thumb massaged the palm of Sonja’s hand. 


She glanced at him and offered a weak smile. “This is going
to be hell, isn’t it?”


Derrick sighed. “I’d say yes. They’ll have us in the
building, with no way out. I don’t suppose your voice can shatter concrete and
steel?”


She shook her head. “I’ve never tried.”


“Given the nature of Slovich’s dealings, I’d say it’s
probably better if you don’t. Just follow my lead like we talked about and this
should all be over soon.”


She swallowed hard enough for him to hear her. “I hope so.”


“Trust me. I won’t let them have you. And I won’t let your
brother or mine come to harm.”


The look on her face said it all. She trusted him. His
sincerity reinforced her feelings about his plan. He’d only given Sonja certain
details. After her behavior during her previous kidnapping, Derrick was
determined to make sure that Sonja could live her life on her terms without the
fear of being kidnapped and used against her will. 


But her fighting nature wouldn’t let him go this alone. The
necessity of the stunt she pulled earlier hit home when he realized how useless
he’d be if he held on to the excess baggage. 


In truth, he’d been upset about it, but once they started
talking and the realization hit him that she’d done him a favor, he couldn’t
imagine remaining angry with her.


He concerned himself with protecting her and making sure
they had a balanced relationship. If they survived this ordeal, how would their
relationship continue? He’d have to get her through this situation first. 


Derrick loved her with every fiber in his body. Despite the
mating, which only bound them together on a metaphysical level, he felt sure
their hearts were intertwined. She hadn’t said much since they talked about it
either, but it didn’t matter.


Derrick refused to let her down the way he had his brother
in the past. And with the magic she’d used to pull his dead weight, as she’d
called it, he felt a renewed sense of purpose, of being. That was due in part
to the magic, yes, but the reality of things left him with the truth. 


Nothing else rivaled his emotions for her. Not even saving
her brother and his, though the importance of that act weighed on him. If he
failed…


They pulled into an empty spot several yards away from the
entrance. Sonja’s grip on his hand tightened. “You’re sure I can do this?”


He turned to her, pulled off his seatbelt, and reached for
her, catching her head in his hand. 


She stiffened beneath his touch.


He smiled, leaned forward, and pressed his mouth to hers.
Their tongues mingled for a moment, making him hard instantly. The smell of
her, perfect, feminine, and afraid triggered a response from his animal.


After a moment of tasting her, teasing her mouth with his,
he pulled back and stared at her now-swollen lips. “I’m counting on you, my
love.” The softness in his voice hung between them.


Her eyes opened wide and for a moment, she looked overly
innocent and scared.


Then the look faded into the strong personality she played
while onstage. “I can do this.”


He loved the steady look of determination on her face. He’d
never ask her to do this but they needed a card and she could be trusted to
play a basic game. Hell, she’d already put herself out there before as a decoy
and this was where it led them. Too bad Slovich had no idea that Max was
calling the shots. Yet Derrick looked Sonja in the eyes and set a hand on her
shoulder. “Of course you can.”


She nodded.


“Let’s go.” Derrick handed her the 9mm Uzi and a clip. “You
know the concept behind a gun?”


“Yeah…” She nodded again. “Point and squeeze, next thing you
have bodies dropping around you. If we were a different death metal band this
would make a cool song.”


Derrick chuckled. “Indeed it would. Bodies everywhere. Maybe
you should write that song. 


She snorted. “I said if we were that type of death
metal band.”


“Right. Now let’s go.” He opened the door and every sense
went on alert. The normal ear would hear nothing but silence and the stillness
of nature in the earlier hours of the morning, but the puma in him heard
different sounds. 


Things were more intense. The slight creak of the door
before them would have had humans flinching, but Derrick remained still with
Sonja now at his back. The click of the clip sliding into place reassured him,
though the two of them against whatever Slovich had planned for an exchange
made him nervous.


The humid breeze brought the smell of gunpowder and blood
with it, carrying it past Derrick’s sensitive nose. He waited a beat, closed
his eyes, and focused.


His training kicked in and his senses went on automatic
alert. Based on previous ops against teams, going in through the front door
usually held the worst consequences since there would be plenty of guards
there.


Going in the back way would potentially expose them to the
same threat and Slovich had enough of a team to cover both entrances.


But they didn’t have time to see about going through an
alternative route. Slovich gave them the standard boring
be-here-at-this-time-or-they-die routine. With all the blood on his hands from
the past, Derrick didn’t feel like testing the waters or Slovich’s patience.


“I promise a nice, intimate setting,” he had said in his
heavy Russian accent.


With Sonja behind him and her hand in his, Derrick led them
to the door. Rather than push it open gently, he kicked it and knocked it off
the hinges.


It hit the concrete with a loud crash that sent dust and
cracked paint everywhere.


“Slovich!” Derrick clutched the gun at his side. “Come out.
We’re here as promised.”


Lights flickered on and illuminated the empty warehouse.


In the center of the space, two figures sat slumped over
tied to wooden chairs. 


Max and Rob.


Sonja started for them but Derrick yanked her back. “We’ve
got a meeting, Slovich. Show yourself.”


Slow clapping sounded to Derrick’s right before
well-polished heels clicked against the floor. “Bravo.” Slovich walked slowly
toward them. A white pinstriped suit and black heels brought out his more
obvious features better than the lighting in the club two days ago. Dark
circles framed his eyes and made him look even older than Derrick knew him to
be. The cut on his lip from where Derrick grazed him in their last fight had
scarred over horribly. Without the hat he normally wore, Derrick saw
salt-and-pepper hair pulled back into a tiny ponytail. 


His hands were empty. Of course he didn’t need a weapon any
more than Derrick did, standing almost seven feet tall in his natural form.
“You brought her. And I trust you two are alone. Now…” He snapped his fingers.
“We trade.”


Something was wrong. Slovich usually had men with him. He
would never put himself in danger. 


Derrick looked back at Sonja, saw the steady resolve on her
face. Gun tucked in behind her, she showed both hands empty and started toward
Slovich.


Slovich reached for her, grabbed her by the upper arm, and
yanked her toward him. “Now…” He looked down at Sonja. “There are your
brothers. I should have killed Max; the pest has caused me nothing but trouble
since he moved back to Florida.”


Derrick snickered. He continued listening to his senses,
waiting for the moment when Sonja would strike. “Yeah, well there must be a
heart somewhere in that communist mess of a body.”


Slovich’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t make me regret my decision,
cat. I don’t have time for it.”


Derrick waited another beat, saw that the two hostages were
semi-conscious and that a single leap from where he stood to them would free
them. Slovich would end up with a bullet in his chest, and they could run like
hell out of there.


Except alarm bells rang out loudly in Derrick’s head.
“Sonja, it’s a trap!”


“No shit.” She whirled around and pulled the gun from behind
her, aimed it at Slovich. 


His eyes went wide before the shot went off.


Blood splattered from his head as his body dropped to the
ground.


She spun around, pointing her gun in the direction the shot
came from. 


Derrick let loose the magic of his shifter and became a
puma. Bones lengthened, reformed, broke, muscles rearranged and fur covered his
body. He leapt into the air and landed near Sonja.


She spotted him, ran with him at her side to her brother and
his. 


Derrick clawed through the ropes while Sonja jarred Rob and
Max to wake them up.


Max woke first, shaking his head. His eyes looked dizzy, and
for a moment when he blinked, he looked out of it. Then he shook it off and
consciousness, cognizance returned. 


Rob’s eyes opened. His head lifted, he looked around, just
as dazed as Max appeared seconds ago. “Whe—”


The sound of a shell loading into the chamber before the
firing pin triggered the explosion launching the bullet into the air alerted
Derrick.


He sprang out of the way and the bullet nicked the chair.


Max stood, grabbed Rob, and motioned with a free hand. “Come
on. This isn’t what we thought it was. Let’s get the fuck out!” 


“What do you mean?” Derrick sniffed the air, smelled the
spicy gunpowder lead, and made his way toward the exit where he spotted a few
goons standing, holding heavy firepower. 


“I mean this was a bigger set up than we thought. Our intel
was wrong and there’s a mole in my organization.”


“Fuck.” Derrick and Max made their way with Sonja on
Derrick’s arm and Max straining to help Rob move on his own. 


“Exactly.” Max nodded, looking at both of the idiots with
guns. 


Derrick and Max flanked Sonja and her brother. 


“What the hell is this? You bitch.” Sonja pointed between
the guards. 


Derrick swallowed hard. She knew something. 


“Stay where you are, you filthy creatures. You are coming
with us to bring the downfall of shifters everywhere.” The female voice grated
on Derrick’s nerves.


Derrick returned to human form and stood in front of Sonja.
The woman pointing a very large gun at them wasn’t very tall, maybe five foot
three. Beady hazel eyes narrowed while thin lips pursed in a straight line. The
wrinkles in her face showed when she stepped into the light, and it looked like
in her earlier days, she probably had a pretty face. But bitterness and the
intense hatred Derrick smelled more than likely ruined her, aged her. Strands
of graying hair hung down one side of her face, the rest pulled back, revealing
a slender neckline that only added to the hollow look in her eyes. 


The blue top she wore hugged small breasts, a thin waist.
Jeans tucked into boots gave her a sense of commanding, even for her height. 


“Who the fuck are you?”


Sonja pushed past Derrick. “You’re the whore who tried to
block our shows. Carmela Janice, head of the Anti-Shifter League.”


She waved her gun back and forth casually then pointed it at
Sonja. “Yeah. Thanks to my excellent political connections I was able to rally
a lot of support against you and your kind.” She sneered at Sonja. “Your furry
friends here did me a favor. All I needed to do was bribe that filthy fucking
cossack with a deal that would enlarge his territory and control over Florida.
Because of my political connections, he bought it.” She threw her head back in
laughter before turning her sights on Max. “Your boy here led me right to
Slovich, and even though I despise dealing with shifters—the way you all smell
and exist—I saw an opportunity to finally capture you. Now…” She waved a free
hand at Sonja. “Come here or my men make nice with their trigger fingers and
put holes in you all.”


“We have a right to exist among the humans,” Max retorted.
“People like you lack courage and integrity. You give humans a bad name.”


“Fuck you.” Carmela snarled. “You assholes are an
abomination. God created man and woman. The rest of creation is below us
rational-thinking creatures.”


“If you are so rational, how come you’re a nut job?” Max
snorted.


Derrick clenched his fists. What the fuck was his brother
doing, taunting the gun-weilding woman when the four of them together were
without weapons? Even if they shifted and attacked, Sonja wasn’t ready for a
fight and Rob was still out of it. If Sonja did pull her piece, how fast was
she? Could she change the trajectory of their opponents’ bullets with her voice
in time? 


Max didn’t normally go off half-cocked, so Derrick suspected
a stalling tactic.


Sonja appeared to contemplate her next move. Derrick
swallowed the huge lump in his throat. His eyes darted back and forth between
the two goons blocking their entrance. 


Carmela aimed her weapon at Sonja. “Don’t even think about
it. Drop the gun.”


Sonja twitched. 


Carmela smiled, revealing stained teeth. “Or your brother
the unnatural witch dies first.”


Sonja clenched her teeth and released the gun. It hit the
ground with a clang.


Carmela continued. “Now kick it away.”


Reluctantly, Sonja did as ordered and the gun went flying
several feet from the group. 


Derrick held his breath, glanced at Max. The other puma had
something. Derrick had to remain patient, let his brother control this one.
Calculated and smart, Max had gotten them this far in this mess.


He’d gone out of his way to help a family member he hadn’t
seen in a few years. This would be just like old times. 


If they survived.


“Come here, witch.” Carmela’s scathing tone escalated. The
gun in her hand wavered unsteadily as if she were having a seizure. Yet she
continued to keep her fingers on the trigger, aiming the weapon at Sonja’s
heart. 


Sonja took one step, then another toward Carmela. Her
expression changed from afraid to angry. “You’ll never get what you want from
me.”


Carmela coughed, spat out something nasty, and glared. She
leered, her eyes distorting the light’s reflection in them. “And you think so
why? I’m the one holding the gun.”


Sonja opened her mouth.


Derrick felt the wave of magic building around her. He
swallowed hard. She wouldn’t. Not when they didn’t know how steady she was when
emotions ran high and the stakes even higher. He glared at her, hoping she knew
what she was doing. The magic around them swirled into something Max felt, and
when Derrick saw his older brother frown, he knew Sonja would back down. She’d
have to. Fighting this close would endanger them all. Not to mention the
consequences she’d encounter. 


“Use your voice on me and I’ll pull the trigger and drop all
of you worthless wretches.” Carmela spat out the last word.


The magic around Sonja dissipated. She sighed and let her
shoulders slump.


Derrick needed to get close to her, touch her. She was going
to have another breakdown. He sensed, rather than felt the energy coming from
her. The air crackling around him alerted him to her mood and state of mind. 


Carmela’s emotional state bordered on psychotic; that much
he garnered from body language. But what was wrong with her that caused her to
shake? 


He stepped toward Carmela with both hands up to show they
were empty. With the gun still tucked in the waistband of his jeans, he kept
walking very slowly. “If you don’t calm down, something very bad is going to
happen.”


Carmela continued to shake worse as she thrust the gun
upwards. “She better not lose it. Or not only will you three die, but her band
mates will also be killed.”


Sonja’s eyes widened. “What?” Her jaw dropped. 


Derrick felt the punch in his gut from Carmela’s words.
Sonja’s energy rose and poured over Derrick hard enough to knock him down. But
he steadied himself and managed to reach for her, trying to still his mind even
though the crazy bitch lady had a gun on them, two goons behind them were armed
with higher caliber firepower, and it appeared that crazy bitch lady had
captured the rest of Ark-KaotiK. 


“She gets over here now.” Carmela narrowed dark-green eyes.


Derrick held his position, seeing the flames of cold hatred
in Carmela’s sunken eyes. He kept a lock on Max from the corner of his eye. 


Max the human did nothing. But Derrick saw the vision of
Max’s puma in his mind, formulating a plan to hunt, poised to strike once the
situation presented itself. Shifters usually used methods irrational to humans
to attack, but to animals, those methods made perfect sense. The only clue
Derrick had about the wheels spinning in Max’s mind was his brother’s deep,
even breathing. 


The puma inside Derrick wanted to attack, end the torment,
and kill Carmela. It wanted blood.


The way Carmela’s hand shook around the gun made him
nervous. Sonja stood too close; a fatal wound would kill her. Derrick or Max
could take the hit, it’d slow them down, but he wasn’t sure either of them
could move fast enough to get Sonja out of harm’s way before the two idiots
holding semi-automatics opened fire. 


“So what will you do, witch?”


“You only want me.” Sonja’s breathing slowed. She blinked,
stepped closer, hands up in a defensive position. One foot carefully in front
of the other, her gaze locked on Carmela’s. 


“I only want you. Your brother is of no concern to me. You
only have to do one thing.”


Derrick clenched his fists, digging his nails into his
palms. 


Sonja’s jaw ticked and an eyebrow rose. “How do I know
you’ll let my friends go if I surrender?”


“You don’t. You simply have to trust me. It’s easy to trust
those you hate. Hell, even I could do it, though it was halfhearted with the
bastard bear over there. Now, come here and give me the one thing I want. Your
friends die now or they live to fight another day if you surrender.”


Again, against Derrick’s wishes, Sonja took another step and
he swore he felt himself losing her. 


“What is the one thing you want?”


Carmela twitched, more from a physical ailment than out of
annoyance if Derrick had to guess. She smelled off, her scent tainted. “Very
simple. You’ll play a show at our request at a place we choose.”


“We don’t do private audiences or requests. That’s what—”


“It’s not a private audience. It’ll be a large gathering of
shifters who all like the noise you play.” Again Carmela spat the last few
words out, indicating her immense disdain for death metal.”


Sonja’s shoulders tensed visibly. “Why?”


“You’re entertaining the idea, Sonja?” Derrick couldn’t hold
the frustration from his voice but he kept his energy in check. Sonja could
have that nervous breakdown and it’d only cause the deaths of another six
people here and now, himself included. 


He’d seen into her soul earlier. When she came into his head
to pull out the dead weight and emotional baggage, she left a piece of herself
there as part of the new bond between them. What terrified her was the
screaming of those who died accidentally at her hands. Since she couldn’t be
held accountable, every time she murdered someone in a situation like this
where local authorities couldn’t get involved, she felt guilty. 


It also proved her love, even if she wouldn’t say it out
loud just yet. She’d have to trust him.


“Yeah. What choice do I have? My band is at risk here and…”
She let the unspoken words hang between them.


Her sacrifice required Derrick to trust her. He didn’t like
that option but saw no other way. Max’s actions mirrored his own. “Fuck.” He
gritted his teeth together. Blood had begun to trickle down his hands and drip
onto the ground from the cuts his nails made into his flesh.


Sonja looked back over her shoulder, worry etched into lines
of her beautifully stressed face. “You need to get that looked at. Besides,
I’ll be fine.” She looked back at Carmela. The weapon had lowered slightly but
still pointed at a vital point on Sonja’s body.


Too high risk, it prevented Derrick from making a move. 


And the drugs still affected Rob. Derrick smelled the scents
around him; whatever they’d used to knock Rob out was strong enough to do some
serious damage to Max, but shifter blood worked faster than human blood; their
cells replicated at forty-eight times the rate of humans. So Max could purge
the poison out quickly, but Rob…Rob wouldn’t need an antidote, but he’d need a
long nap. Hospital care would probably be a good idea, just in case. 


“Fine.” Sonja interrupted the silence with her one word of
acquiescence. 


“You’ll play where we tell you. We’ll provide the road crew.
Just you and the band to set up. You can do this, I assume?” Carmela’s legs
remained shoulder width apart and the gun in her hand shook slightly less when
she held it with her other hand.


“That makes no sense. We simply play a show to a large group
of shifters and—” Carmela’s plan dawned on her. Sonja glared. “This isn’t
right.”


Carmela put a hand to her ear. “It’s like my give-a-fuck is
broke.” She shot Sonja a dirty look. “Oh wait, it is. You’re going to do this
or you’re all going to die and I’ll find another fucking way.” 


“What purpose does our playing serve? You hate us.”


Carmela nodded. “Let’s say I have some people who want to
see what hypocrites the shifters are when they start watching your band murder
them.”


“You’re starting a war among the humans and shifters, aren’t
you?”


Clapping her hands, Carmela stepped back, a satisfied smile
on her wretched face. “Bravo. Give the ex-spy a fucking cookie. Damn right we
are. And since humans far outnumber the shifters, this will be a blood bath,
yes, but one that’s righteous and will deliver us from the evils of your kind.”


Angry now, Derrick shook a fist. “You’re responsible for the
deaths of those Spetznaz, aren’t you? How do you like having blood on your
hands?”


She threw her head back in laughter. “I am indeed
responsible, you pathetic fool. They were shifters just like you, had as much
bullshit pride as you do. And after I sent them to kidnap your little
girlfriend here…” She waved the gun at Sonja. “I sent them in to guard the safe
house. Unfortunately a nosey spy…” She shot daggers at Max. “…found us and
brought some friends. So I pulled the plug on my end.”


“And let them all die while you robbed them. How nice.” As
Max spoke, the drowsiness in his voice was evident.


“Fuck you. They were worthless, just as your entire species
is. They’ve contaminated the human gene pool and created a bastardized version
of what should walk this earth. This land belongs to those who can take and
lead, not those who seek a false sense of safety with animals. And you’re
nothing but animals, all of you. I smell him on you.” She narrowed her eyes on
Sonja. “I can’t believe you’d sell out humanity to be with a filthy animal.
Have you no pride?”


Sonja didn’t reply. 


“Answer me!” Carmela raised the gun at Sonja’s head.


Derrick swallowed the bile rising in his throat and felt the
lead weight in his gut sink. Those men were not shifters. They were regular
humans. If they’d been animal in any way, shape, or form, Derrick would have
smelled it. Something was definitely wrong with Carmela. 


“It was never about pride. We’re not a band that preaches
subjugation of anyone for any reason. I’m not a witch who serves evil. I
believe in the beauty of all things.”


Carmela rolled her eyes. “Dirty, wasted speech. But pretty.
Now come on.” She waved a hand toward Sonja. “And if they try to follow,
they’ll be spitting lead if they wake up.”


Derrick swore softly. “Fuck.”


Sonja turned to face him as she backed up slowly toward
Carmela. “Don’t worry,” she mouthed. “I’ll be fine. And I love you.” The last
part she whispered just loud enough for his sensitive hearing to pick up.


The puma inside raged violently with the desire to kill
Carmela but the human knew better. “Dammit!”


Then he watched Carmela swing the butt of the gun against
Sonja’s head, knocking her out.


She fell into Carmela’s arms and was dragged out of the
warehouse, leaving Derrick, Max, and Rob behind with two armed guards. 


 


 
















 


Chapter Eleven


 


“Wake up, bitch.”


Sonja groaned and touched her head. She rubbed the sore
spot, opened her eyes, and found her vision still slightly blurred. Gray stone
walls formed the prison room that held in the dank, cool air. 


Behind Sonja, light streamed in through a tiny barred
window. Where was she?


“Wake up, you fucking whore,” the feminine voice shouted and
kicked Sonja.


The boot to her ribs hurt and probably cracked a few of them,
knocking the air from Sonja’s lungs. Thank Goddess she had Derrick’s leather
jacket to blunt some of the pain, but damn did that hurt. “Fuck you,” she spat.



Her eyes opened fully and she saw Carmela standing above
her. If she were quick, she could take her down and run.


Dressed in blue jeans that hid nothing and a form-fitting
top that revealed plenty of unappealing cleavage, Carmela stood with her hands
on her hips. Her hair was pulled back into a tight braid that emphasized the
hatred in her eyes. The faint smell of bitterness tickled Sonja’s nose
unpleasantly. Perhaps the magic signal Carmela projected; one of hatred,
betrayal, and jealousy. A gun rested in a strap on her hip. 


Sonja picked up the fiery scent of gunpowder. 


Carmela’s beady eyes widened. “You’re brave now. But if you
want to live, you’ll do as you’re told. And that includes joining your band
mates in the cell next to you.”


Sonja’s nerves shot to high alert. Every violent emotion
reared its head and threatened to overwhelm her. Sadness at her defeat sent
bile to her throat and the pit of her stomach. Hopelessness weighed heavily on
her shoulders and forced her to send energy through her body to remove the
excess pressure.


Yet her power built and the bars began to shake.


Carmela’s eyes narrowed and she frowned. “Remember the deal.
Magic when I say, otherwise you all die. Connected to the ventilation in the
cell containing your friends, is a tank full of poison. If you make one false
move, it gets released into the air and they’ll die within minutes. Then I’ll
have to find another way to eliminate the majority of the shifters in this area
and start my war. And that, bitch, would seriously piss me off and I’d have to
let Bruno have his way with you.” She motioned behind her with her head to a tall
giant of a man who looked like he didn’t hold much in the way of intelligence.
Close -cut hair gripped his square-shaped skull. Beady black eyes narrowed as
thin lips curved upwards in a sneer. He dressed in a white wife-beater with
blue jeans tucked into scuffed and well-worn boots. He towered a good foot over
Carmela. 


“I’d like that.” The tone of his deep voice gave off clues
to his lack of intelligence.


Sonja tried to rein in her magic. It took a moment of deep
breathing and focus but she managed to clear out the air and let some state of
calmness settle over her. “Great, he’s big, dumb, and has a dick. Fine.”


Carmela leered. “I’m going to open this door and you’re
going to come with me. Can you sing?”


Sonja nodded. “But if you keep hitting me and knocking me
out then, no, I cannot.”


“Too bad.” The bars slid open. “Come. You’ll have a day to
heal while we promote the greatest show your stupid band has ever played.
You’ll literally be able to bathe in the blood of every shifter in the audience
if you so choose. And why not? You do play a horrid style of music.” Carmela’s
eyes slanted as she spat the last words out. 


Sonja scowled, pulled the trench coat around her, and strode
forward, keeping an eye on Bruno. Up close, he looked even less intelligent. “You
were in football in high school, weren’t you?”


He grunted. “Middle school. I never got to high school. Now
move.” He shoved his hand on the center of her back, giving her quite a push
down the poorly lit hallway.


She stumbled forward and resisted the urge to retaliate with
a ball of fire to his face. Or even a fist. 


Her band mates would die if she used magic now. 


Hell, Carmela might be well connected enough to have had
others outside find Derrick and Rob. Sonja had to wonder though, how had they
fared? It pained her to think they were dead, and she let out a gasp at the
thought. 


No, they couldn’t be. Her heart ached for Derrick, more out
of longing than despair at his life being over. 


Shit. She’d really become a liability. 


But the bond would make it easier for him to sense her. She
neglected to tell him that part. If she did die, he’d know it regardless of
where in the world he was.


That thought made her heart ache. He’d been good to her in
the few days they’d known each other.


The bond served a purpose. Her brother warned her earlier,
but what had she done? She got herself involved, because ultimately she was
selfish. She’d found the one person who balanced her, kept her even, and washed
the magical despair away. There, she admitted it. Sonja wanted something in
this world to call her own and she’d managed to find it, only it made her an
even bigger liability by the nature of her existence as a witch. 


She had heard Erick’s words of caution and acceptance. That
guy definitely possessed something more than just a puma. He had intrigued her
enough to listen to what he had to say to Derrick before she was brought into
Derrick’s private territory.


Then he said nothing further. Yet he’d made himself known to
her last night; she was certain it was his beast looking in on them. Why?


A hand gripped her elbow and forced her to turn to her left.
She saw a heavy metal door, heard the clank of the lock, and watched it open.


Her stomach sank when she saw her other band mates in the
small space. 


Dez, Corey, Raj, and Jacob sat spaced apart on two small
mats on the floor. “Hi.” Corey waved. 


She offered a faint grin before that large brute’s hand
shoved against her back again and jolted her forward.


“See you in a day.” Carmela cackled and slammed the door
shut. 


She stared at all of them, read their expressions. No one
appeared hostile toward her but she still felt responsible. “Guys, I’m sorry. I
think once we’re out of here we need to really talk about finding you a new
lead singer—”


“Ugh, no. I won’t be havin’ it and neither will they.” Jacob
straightened his shoulders and turned those pale blue eyes on her. “We’ll git
outta here and we won’t be breakin’ up because some nasty whackos out there
think they can manipulate us or you.”


Swallowing the lump in her throat, she met each one of their
gazes. “Do you all feel this way?”


Corey stood and started toward her. Slightly taller than
Sonja, with broader shoulders and a barrel chest, he set a hand on her
shoulder. “You’re family. We know. We understand what’s at stake. And what
they’ve asked us to do. It’s not right. But…”


She started to speak.


He held up a hand. “But we’ve studied magic. I think it’s
time we tell her.” He looked over his shoulder at Raj and Dez. Neither of them
said a word, but their silent agreement hung heavy in the air. “We all have our
specialties. None of us possesss the same type of power you have; we’re human.
Not like you and Rob. But the reason this band works, the reason you’re not so
tired is because we do all we can to support you through healing chants
beforehand.”


Her eyes widened in amazement. “When I’m alone before show
time?”


He nodded. “Yeah. After the first incident, we realized
something deeper had gone on. Rob explained the basics of your power to us and
told us how to help you through use of focused chants. He told us that the
reaffirmations of power from us would strengthen your clarity. Granted, our
efforts don’t work as well since none of us are your mate. But…” He sighed.
“It’s all we can do. And we’re not backing down. You’re family.”


She wanted to cry. For the first time in her life, she
didn’t feel one hundred percent alone. Being Derrick’s mate gave her hope and a
future she could believe in. Her band backed that up with their confession. She
never noticed the impact of their power; combating jittery nerves before show
time took all her focus. It made sense though, the reason she’d been less than
a wreck many a time after a show when she should have been wasted. 


Raj and Dez stood, both towering in front of the one tiny
window that remained only inches from their heads. 


Corey’s arms circled around her. He nuzzled her cheek with
his, then backed off and released her. “How are we going to get around playing
without killing anyone? Is it possible for you to target an attack on the bitch
that’s forcing us to do this? Maybe gather the energy and send it her way?”


“I don’t know. I’ve been with…” Should she tell them? They’d
just called her family so, yeah. “Derrick has been helping keep my power in
check.” She shook her head. “I’ve never tried to focus a large amount of energy
on something so small. Will we even know if she’s in the building with us?”


“This could make for an interesting DVD.” Corey coughed. 


She punched his shoulder. “No.”


“It would be brutal.” Jacob snickered. “But staging
theatrics is much more entertaining than the real thing. What would happen if
you did try to target all their anger on Carmela?”


Sonja paced to one of the gray walls, set a palm flat
against it, and sighed. “I don’t know. I imagine the results would be disastrous.
We’re talking about taking the angry feelings from a rambunctious audience of
maybe a few thousand and shoving all that into one person. I’m not sure it’s
our best bet.” 


“Aye.” Jacob nodded. “You canna shove an ocean inna
thimble.”


She sighed. “How long have you been here?”


“About two days. Just before that, we were sitting in a
private area of a bar. They ambushed us with men. Russian men, from the sound
of things.” Corey kicked the stone wall. 


She swore. Those men captured her then went after her band.
And Max and Derrick had only known about her. Her ire rose. “They’re all dead.”


There was a collective gasp.


“Yeah.” She clenched her fists and let out a long, slow
breath. “Carmela hates all the shifters of this world. She used and abused ex-Spetznaz
operatives to conduct the bulk of this operation and kidnap me…us now.”
She lifted her head back, ran her hands through her hair, and turned on one
heel to face her band mates. “This mess with my life has already led to at
least thirty deaths.” 


Raj lifted his head and opened his eyes. He inhaled slowly,
let out an even slower breath. “This has caused more than that. There has been
a large cat in my dreams, stalking, praying. Is this your puma?”


She stiffened, uncertain of Derrick’s true abilities. She’d
seen into his head and found him to be resourceful, strong, resistant to a lot
of the crap in the world, but all she’d seen of his power came out in strength
and heart, not magic. “I don’t think Derrick can interfere with the dreams of
others.”


Raj closed his eyes. 


Torn between frowning and smiling, Sonja touched the cold
wall beside her and felt a chill. She hoped that imagining warmth would calm
her nerves. 


It didn’t. The fact that she might be responsible for so
much blood disturbed any peace she might have felt. 


She turned toward Raj.


Raj settled against the wall. He breathed in a steady
rhythm, indicating he’d gone into a trance.


She wished she could do that now. Emotions ran high, despite
everyone saying they were okay with however things played out. Fear still
singed the edge of anything else they felt.


She couldn’t alleviate their pain or fear either. To do so
would contaminate her, and without Derrick’s help, she couldn’t cleanse herself
without spending a day or two alone. The band always played shows with a day of
rest planned between them to avoid overloading Sonja’s ability to function. 


But now, she had nothing. The results of the concert would
be disastrous. She’d start singing once they played. She’d probably be forced
to play an abbreviated show which meant the half-hour warm up the band used to
still the crowd and create single focus would be out.


Jacob huffed, clapped his hands on his thighs, and let out a
long slow breath. “What will they call the show?”


She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’d rather not think about the
fact that they’re also bringing in television crews and broadcasting the show
live.”


“Under normal circumstances our lawyers would handle this
and we’d end up with TV rights but this has none of that. What’s the reason for
this shit?” Corey blinked.


“Carmela’s hoping to start a war between the humans and
shifters, not only eliminating the audience that attends our show, but seeing
as there are already so few shifters in the world, she figures it’ll be a good
cleansing.”


“Fuck.” The band collectively gasped, Raj even broke from
his trance.


“That about says it all.” Sonja looked around the room, saw
the sad expressions on the others faces. She really didn’t want to do this.
Bile rose in her throat, her stomach buzzed with millions of insects, not
butterflies. “How can I do this?”


Jacob shuddered. “Can we create the illusion of death?”


She shook her head. “I’ve never tried. I’m not confident
that I could skillfully pull off that high level of magic just yet.”


“Just what’s the most powerful thing you’ve done?” She
didn’t miss the bitterness in Corey’s tone.


Jacob held a hand up. “Hold up lass, donna have to answer
that.” 


She glared at Corey. “No, he’s right. I need to face facts.
We need to face facts. Everything I’ve done with magic has been for the greater
good, except incidents which I’ve…ended lives. I freak, I get caught up in
thought and stuck in patterns of fear. Then, boom!” She clapped her hands
together for emphasis. “Next thing I know I’m being woken up in a hospital and the
threat has been killed. I’m not proud.” She spat the words out, glared daggers
at Corey. “But people have died at my hand because I couldn’t control my
emotional reactions to all the threats on my life.”


He backed up, held his hands in surrender. “I’m sorry. I
didn’t know.”


Again, she sighed. “It’s okay. I’m still so very new at all
this power. For the shows, it took some training but mostly because magic and
music blend so well together, and the experience created by you guys amplifies
my voice and magic for the listener. I don’t use magic for everyday bullshit
like dressing or moving objects.” She remembered not being able to conjure
clothes while in bed with Derrick. “I just don’t do that. As far as I know, my
magic captures and breaks things apart.”


“I never thought about that.” Corey scratched his head, slid
his hands in his pockets, and slumped back against the wall. “Without knowing
what sort of security they’ll have, we can’t turn the crowd against them.”


“No.” she blinked. “When we came to trade my brother for me,
she had security in place, behind them, another contingent plan. If I don’t do
this…” Worry filled her voice. “We could still all die. She told me this
chamber was filled with poison. So if I try anything, it will immediately fill
the air with toxin. Even if we manage to get through that steel door or knock
out the window with my voice, we’ll be dead in five minutes. And knowing her
reputation, I don’t think she’s bluffing.”


“Shit.” Jacob knocked his head against the wall. 


Sonja slid onto the floor. “Yeah. This sacrifice will
probably not only be a media nightmare, but a personal hell for all of us.”


Dez stretched out, set a hand on her thigh. Wild energy
swirled around him, but he touched her gently. “We do what we have to.
Something may still work in our favor.”


Corey cleared his throat and dropped to a sitting position.
“So, how do we do this?”


Her shoulders sank and she slumped against the wall. She
wanted to believe Dez, believe in hope and light, but right now things looked
grim. “I have no idea.”


An hour passed before anyone said anything or even looked up
from the ground. Raj and Dez were silent but Sonja heard their chants to the
goddesses that watched over them.


She swore she heard Corey doing the same thing even though
he didn’t entirely hold the beliefs Dez and Raj did toward the goddess.


Sonja swallowed the lump in her throat. She needed to pray
to her deities, but that currently offered no miracles or immediate action. She
hadn’t truly atoned for killing innocent victims in self-defense. She’d never
taken the time. 


She had enough blood on her hands already. The fact that
someone else wanted her drenched in the blood of shifters made the weight in
her throat sink to her stomach like lead. 


If they created a ruckus now, the guards would investigate.
Carmela’s guards might not be playing with a full deck but the facts were thus:
they had guns and bullets. Even if they managed to overpower them and rush out,
then what? If the poison didn’t knock them out, they’d be on the run and her
life would cease to be her own. 


Who was she kidding? She’d already given up that choice by
jumping headfirst into a lifestyle that was her dream.


When she and Rob were younger, their mother used to sing
sweet songs to them at bedtime and the soft sound of her voice soothed the
craziness in Sonja’s head. After their mother passed away, Rob explained where
the chaos had come from.


She was a witch, born of the moon goddess and her consort. 


Rob had told her that story, making her power sound
beautiful, yet terrifyingly precious. She’d been of no use to anyone until she
started singing and listening to metal. 


Then she picked up the gig with Ark-KaotiK and her career
was born. 


Her personal life ceased to be hers the moment someone
figured out that she controlled the crowd. She hated how feminine and weak she
felt now. She couldn’t scream out her anger at the world and make the walls
come down. 


Not without the poison in the chamber getting to her and the
band first. 


Only a faint hint of light poked through the window above.
Gray clouds moved quickly overhead, blanketing the sky.


Sonja gritted her teeth. This had to stop. She needed to
find a way to channel the pent-up aggression into something constructive while
finding a way to save the shifters who would inevitably riot against each other
once the deaths started occurring. Of course, the band would have to ditch the
stage and split quickly, but without knowing anything about the venue, Sonja
feared they’d all be trampled, clawed, and bitten to death, torn apart like
food once the few shifters marched on the place. 


Corey raised his head, blinked, and set his hand on Sonja’s
shoulder. “Did she say what songs we had to play…specifically?”


“No.” Sonja shook her head. “She didn’t.”


“Then what if we play a modified set list.”


“Well, we’ll have to.” Jacob tapped the ground. “They’re
making us play without our stage crew or sound check.”


Sonja nodded. “Indeed. Thing is…” She ran a hand through her
hair, instantly missing the way Derrick did the same thing for her. “It’s the
combined flow of music and vocals that really put the crowd under my spell.
Without the trancelike aura of your guitars, I’ll have to try harder to force a
shift in mindset from rough and rowdy to something less than destructive. It’ll
be tough.”


“What if we turn up the guitars an’ slow down the songs?”


Sonja rubbed her forearms. “Make them more like doom metal?
That could help if we play our longer slower songs. But when’s the last time we
did a lengthy set like that?”


The band looked at each other, then back at her. “It’s been
awhile.”


“Hell, we don’t even know where the fuck we’re playing so
ambiance isn’t something we can count on creating without difficulty.” 


“Yeah, but how fast is she expecting results? I mean, even
you can’t just send a kill signal from your voice. Can you?” Corey tilted his
head slightly.


She looked at each of them, met their gazes with a hard
stare. “Yes, I can.”


A collective gasp filled the silence. Sonja continued. “But
she’s trying to pin this entire event on us. My power isn’t commonly known.”
She peered at the window, silently praying for a solution. 


Jacob grinned. “Aye. And I smell puma on ya. No doubt the
bitch outside these doors had a field day with that one.”


Sonja frowned. She was clinging to Derrick’s feline scent
now, using it as a means of comfort, letting it distract her from the pain in
the back of her head. “Indeed. She asked how I could betray my kind.”


“Tis’ not a betrayal if it’s love.”


It was that obvious, hmm? She met Jacob’s eyes, saw the
truth in them. “You all know?”


Jacob smiled. “Aye. We’re good, long as he makes you happy.”



She took Jacob’s hand and smiled softly. Even in the face of
death and doom, her band managed to comfort her, giving her a modicum of peace
before all the crap hit the fan. She’d cherish that for as long as she lived,
provided they made it out of this mess without a high death toll. “True. But
still, what the hell are we going to do?”


“I don’t know, lass. We know this isn’t the first time this
has happened to you, but if we’re lucky it’ll be the last.”


She gasped. “You know about the kidnappings?”


Jacob nodded. “Aye. It’s not hard to wonder where some of
the song ideas come from when you been playin’ music as long as we have. And
you’re not a party girl, so the hangovers wouldn’t apply either. Your brother
approached us and told us things like this may happen.”


“Damn him.” She narrowed her eyes. “We get out of this shit,
I’m going to kick his ass.”


Jacob held up a hand. “Now don’t be too harsh on the lad.
He’s trying to let you have a life without being overbearing, no matter how
much he may fail at it. I’d do the same for my little sister.”


She sighed. He had a point, but still. It was her business
to deal with, not her brother’s. “Still.” 


“I’m hoping we can rely on your puma.”


She did, too. So help her goddess, she didn’t want to play
wait-and-be-rescued, that never worked in her favor. But Derrick gave her hope
for a future. Derrick would come through for her. It burned her that she had to
rely on someone else but he was her balance and her mate.


In the short period of time they’d known each other, he’d
wormed his way into her heart.


And in him she’d have to put her faith.


 


* * *


 


Derrick, Max, and Rob looked at the three heavily armed
guards that remained just after Carmela dragged Sonja out. Derrick’s blood
boiled. 


His skin twitched. The puma wanted violence, could feel the
menace in the air, while waiting for the perfect moment to strike. Max’s puma
and Derrick’s beast often worked in tandem when they were both in the spook game
but Derrick had to wonder if things had changed since he’d left. 


Guess he’d have to rely on Max’s cues to figure this one
out. 


No doubt about it, violence would ensue. But he had to keep
a cool head. The drugs were still affecting Max. Rob’s humanity made these
drugs, meant for shifters, even more dangerous to him. Granted, Rob possessed
similar powers to Sonja, but Derrick had no clue if those powers helped with
physical ailments and toxins.


Guns lifted, trained on Max and Derrick’s chest. “You two
are the most dangerous, boss lady said. So you go first.”


Derrick lifted his head. “Sure. But one last request?”


The guard on the left, dressed in camouflage from head to
toe except for his mask with slits for his eyes, grunted. 


Three large barrels stared back at them. 


Rob swallowed hard enough to be heard. 


“What?” 


Derrick looked at Max, hoping he picked up on his queue to
play the familiar game they’d used in the past to distract guards when close
combat wasn’t the best option. 


Max nodded. Signal received. 


“I’d like to offer my brother a stick of gum.”


The gun pointed on Derrick lowered slightly. “Gum?”


“Yes, chewing gum. Nothing special. See?” He reached into
his jeans pocket, slowly pulled out a pack of gum, and held it up for the
gunman and his cronies to see.


“Fine. Lame as it is. You’ll all be dead in a moment.” Camo
asshole grunted again. 


“Max.” Derrick pulled a strip from the pack and held it out
for him. “Gum?”


“Yeah, sure.” His eyes remained neutral.


Both men stepped away from Rob, moving closer to the armed
guards. “Would you care for a piece?” Derrick waved the gum in front of the
guard’s nose. 


“No.” He brought his gun back up toward Derrick’s head.
“Make with the chewing and let’s get on with this already. I’m getting
nervous.”


“No need for nerves.” Max took the gum, unwrapped it, and
put the piece in his mouth. He began chewing. Loudly.


Derrick took another step closer to the guard in the center.
“Max, I think we should shake hands one last time. Brother to brother.”


Max smiled. “You’re right. It’s been fun, brother.”


The guards looked at Max and Derrick with obvious curiosity.



From the corner of Derrick’s eye, Rob watched with the
oddest expression on his face. 


Derrick grabbed Max’s hand, shook it firmly. Then with puma
speed, he jerked his brother to his chest and pushed him back into the guard in
the center.


The two flanking him stumbled back, temporarily losing
control of their guns while they regained footing. They both took aim. 


“Patty cake.” Derrick clapped one hand to Max’s then swung
hard. His fist connected to the faceplate, cracking the protective gear and
splintering glass. Bone might have crunched, too.


The guard yelled and dropped to his knees.


On second thought, bone definitely crunched. Derrick put
enough power behind that punch to make sure of it. No one abused him, his
family, or his lover. 


Max did the same thing to his opponent, leaving only one
guard standing.


Before he could get his finger on the trigger, Derrick leapt
into the air and changed forms, becoming the puma as he landed on the man’s
chest, knocking him down.


The gun slid out of reach. Max darted over, picked it up,
and aimed the weapon at the guard’s head.


Derrick snarled. He bared fangs. This was what the beast
wanted. He needed to see the fear in the man’s eyes, loving every bit of it.
Reveling in it. You took what’s mine. 


The man’s eyes widened, jaw opened, and he started to shake.
“No man, not….what the fuck? No!” 


Juices dripped from the puma’s jaw. It set a heavy paw on
the chest of its former captor and watched panic spread across the man’s face. 


“I’d tell my furry brother here real quick where they took
his girlfriend, or not only will you get your throat ripped out, but I won’t
shoot you.”


Tears streamed down the man’s face. He shook beneath the
puma but could barely move with the weight of the giant cat atop his chest. 


“I don’t know man, I don’t know! We were hired and not told
anything! I swear it!”


“Move, Derrick.”


The puma lifted its head but kept predatory eyes fixed on
the former guard. 


“He’s useless. If we kill him, we’ll be no better than those
who would oppose us. You know my rule.”


Yeah, Derrick knew his brother’s rule about not killing when
unnecessary, but fuck, the beast could care less. Derrick took one swipe across
the man’s throat and dug into flesh. 


The man screamed.


Derrick walked off the man’s chest and turned away only to
hear the loud crack of gun against skull. 


He shifted back into human form and cracked his knuckles. 


Max unloaded the chamber of the weapon and slung it over his
shoulder. “Thank God your girlfriend is wearing your trench coat.”


Derrick lifted an eyebrow. 


“Remember, I bugged that coat.”


“Good. Let’s get Rob out of here and to some place safe
before we find his sister. And my lover.”


By now, Rob could stand by himself, but he moved with slow
confusion. The drugs had taken a toll on him, definitely. 


Derrick held Rob up. He patted the man’s back to comfort him
but he could smell the rancid chemicals racing through his system. “They
drugged you pretty badly, didn’t they?”


“They…thought…thought I was one of you.”


“Fuck. Max, listen. Take him to the hospital. I know what
they gave him. He needs emergency care now. Something’s wrong with Carmela.
Those Spetznaz were not shifters, were they?”


“No man. Pure humans. I’ve never encountered this woman, but
something was definitely wrong in the brain department. Did you see the way she
shook?”


“Like she was losing control of her nerves?”


Max nodded. “Yeah. What’s her game?” 


“No idea. Take Rob in.” 


“I’ll meet you back at your place in an hour and we can
pinpoint that signal. I have some business to tend to.”


“Right.” Max slung one of the rifles over his shoulder,
picked up a clip that fell by the other two guards, and gave them both one last
kick in the ribs for good measure.


 


* * *


 


An hour later both Max and Derrick had made it back to the
loft. 


Derrick paced back and forth while he glanced out the
window. The moon hung just above the horizon while the first rays of daylight
began to break through the sky. 


Max stood over his bench, screwdriver in hand, tinkering
with a cell phone. “They got Rob in right away and administered antidote. He
should be fine in a day or two. I left him with someone I trust. He should be
safe.”


“Shayla?”


Max didn’t answer. 


Point for him. Shayla was good people, even if she
occasionally played for the wrong side; her heart had always been in the right
place. Now if she and Max could ever figure out how to find that balance and
happiness…he dropped the thought. It took him how long to realize his fate had
been with a woman he couldn’t ever imagine loving? Instead, he simply nodded.
“Good. Now, where is Sonja?”


Max didn’t miss a beat, nor did he look up from his cell
phone. “Impatient to ruin my bed, are we, and make sure the pregnancy sticks?”


Derrick held back a snarl as surprise grappled him. “What?”


“Tell me you didn’t already know.”


Derrick cocked a brow. “Sonja’s pregnant?”


“With your child, man. Good job.” Max didn’t look entirely
unhappy about this news but Derrick couldn’t read his brother’s expression as
shocked as he was. “Probably happened the first time, honestly. Dad told us.”


Nodding, Derrick closed his eyes and let out a heavy sigh.
“She’s pregnant.”


“With your child.”


“You just said that.”


“I know. It bears repeating because this is a game changer.”


Max had a point. But fuck, now? How would Sonja react? She
had trouble at first with the bond; this would ruin her career wouldn’t it?
What about her life? Derrick sensed she’d try to run once this was all over but
he wouldn’t let her. He planned to convince her to stay with him, try a
relationship, even though neither of them had any real-world experience outside
of casual flings. But they could try. They could make it work if they both were
patient.


He’d have to convince her he was good for her. Easy.


But a baby?


How could he have missed that?


Derrick ran his hands down his face, looked up, then back at
Max with renewed determination. “This changes nothing right now. I want her
safe because…” He had to admit to Max what Max already knew. “I love her. Do
you know what they’re going to do to her?”


Max nodded, flicked the lighter in his hand open and closed,
then slid it back in his pocket. “Yeah, I heard. Ark-KaotiK will be playing and
all of us will be eliminated. The thing I want to know is how are they
generating buzz in such a short time?”


“I’m curious to know that, too. But if we can stop the
show…” He closed his eyes in thought. “No, that wouldn’t work.”


“No.” Max interrupted the silence. “We can’t stop the show.
The Anti-Shifter League has money and power along with a healthy dose of
influence. If they’re promoting this show, there has to be a political reason
for it along with the obvious destruction.”


“You must have missed the whole shifter-human war bit
Carmela ran her mouth about.”


“I did, man. I was coming in and out of a drugged trance
thanks to her little bitch help.”


Derrick rubbed his eyes and looked at his brother. Max’s
hair stood on end from the shower, looking slightly funny, but somehow the look
still fit him. He wore black around him like a cloak, as though night wasn’t
dark enough for him.


It made Derrick realize he had more in common with Max than
he’d ever thought. 


Max lifted his head and set the screwdriver down. “You’re
going after your mate with me. We’ll find her because she’s wearing your trench
coat. There’s a transmitter in the collar of the coat. Let’s hope she still has
it on. Using this cell phone, I can pinpoint her location. We can figure out a
plan on the way in.”


“You’re always one to rush in and play hero.”


“Hey, it’s your girlfriend. And I want you two out of here.”


“Thanks, brother.” Derrick frowned and leaned against the
kitchen counter he’d fucked Sonja on earlier. 


Max grinned and puffed on a cigar. “It’s nothing personal. I
just have a life, too.”


Derrick snorted. Things must be getting interesting with
Shayla. He glanced sideways at his brother, saw his unreadable expression, and
decided not to press the issue. There’d be time for that later, if they made it
out alive. “So be it.” He looked out the window. “You know Carmela’s a shifter,
too, right?”


Max looked up from the cell phone. “Yeah.” He set the
screwdriver down, searched the workspace for something, then picked up a file
and tossed it to Derrick. “Here.”


Derrick grabbed the manila folder and began thumbing through
it.


“She hides her identity well. A medical condition once
thought to be cured by shifter blood. But in the end, it just made her worse
and drove her slowly insane. She’s also a known epileptic, prone to fits,
though usually medication handles those pretty well.”


“I see that. I’m guessing she’s off her meds.” Derrick
leafed through papers, articles with headlines about the atrocities the
Anti-Shifter League supposedly prevented, led by Carmela. But what stuck out
for him was her medical file. Outlining her neurological damage and the attempt
at containing and healing it by introducing the shifter gene into her body, the
record showed progress, then regression. “She has some sort of palsy that fucks
not just with her muscle coordination but her mind. It's a mutated version of
the disease that's come into existence because of the shifter community.”
Derrick looked at Max, watched him tinker with the cell phone and screwdriver
again. 


“Yeah.” Max flipped the cell phone shut. 


“That explains the hate mongering bullshit but… still leaves
us hanging.”


Silence filled the space until Max came around and stood
before Derrick. “You do intend to tell her you’ll never leave her, right?”


Derrick stiffened. “What are you talking about? It’s not
entirely my call. Once she realizes she’s pregnant, this is going to cause a
whole fuck load of mess, not to mention the shit storm the media will create
once they find out…if she decides to keep the baby.”


“Dude, you two have spent a lot of time together. Trust me,
the reality of that on your heart must be in your mind. I get it. But…” Max let
out a long breath, his shoulder and chest heaving. “She’s carrying your child.
I don’t think she’s the kind of woman who would up and abandon that
responsibility.”


“I could—”


“No. You both could. Just trust me.”


“Yeah.” Derrick shrugged. “She knows. We’re bound.”


Max dropped his cigar and his eyes widened. “Dude, what?”


“You couldn’t tell?” Derrick blinked. “I thought you’d be
the obvious one to point it out.”


“No, man.” Max picked up his cigar, dusted off the ash, and
flicked his torch open. The click echoed in the space between the silences. “I
smelled the pregnancy, that’s much easier to detect. I had no idea, but then
again I’ve been drugged up for the last several hours. And avoiding this place
for even longer.”


“She’s the one that told me. I…she brought me into a trance
with her voice and let me run through the jungle as a puma. It was…” Derrick
blinked again, then closed his eyes and focused on the stillness in his mind.
“Amazing.”


He opened his eyes to see a cloud of smoke rising from his
brother’s cigar. “Yeah, I can imagine. It’s been said that the binding of two
mates is incredible, but according to legend you should be going insane from
lack of contact.”


“I know.” Derrick rubbed his forehead. “I know. I don’t know
why I’m not feeling any of the effects of the bond.”


“That is odd. Also, this is really the first time it’s been
mentioned. Even Erick didn’t say anything when Sonja came into the shop a few
days ago.”


Derrick nodded again. “Yeah. How weird.” He retrieved a
cigar from Max’s humidor, cut the tip, and used Max’s torch to light the foot.
It took a few seconds, but finally the smell of sweet earth and cocoa filled
the room, and then whispered across his palate. He ran a free hand through his
lengthy mane. A realization hit him. “If they’re going to play a show then
they’re going to want to get the word out to all the shifters.”


“Locating them is the obviously easy part. We could probably
sneak in through the back and have you planted in the audience, since that’s
really more your scene than it is mine and you blend in better than I ever
could.” Max snorted. 


“Oh, come on, what’s not to like about head-banging chicks
who like to fuck and get a little rowdy?” Derrick rolled his eyes. 


“Look at me. I fit in with the Goth crowd but I’m not as
dark and brooding as you guys.” Max chuckled. “Besides, you need to get as
close to Sonja as possible.”


“No, you’re angry like us. What if they have guns trained on
the band?”


“I thought of that. We need to make it look as though
working for us is not as bad as what will happen if they continue to work for
Carmela.”


“So we’ll do a basic infiltration and corner her second in
command.”


Max blinked and punctured the air with his cigar for emphasis.
“Exactly. I’ve got a team ready. I’ll call Honey Badger One and get him to put
things together tonight.”


Honey Badger, what a funny thing. Derrick hadn’t thought of
Roman in months but apparently he’d still been working covert ops with Max.
Good for them both. The loner had a reputation even darker than his alter-ego
was rumored to be, according to Slovich. “We should probably hit the bars now
and find out where the show is. I’m betting it’ll be an underground type thing.
Since her goal is to wipe out as many lives as possible, it’ll probably be a
guarded secret. What’s the best place here to find that crowd?”


Max closed his eyes and crossed his arms. “I’m not really
sure. I don’t go out much outside of the local bar scene with a few friends who
work with me on occasion. I’ll have to make some phone calls.” He opened his
eyes and took a draw off his cigar.


Thick smoke blew past Derrick’s sensitive nose and added to
the already humid air. Florida and California were almost opposites in weather.
Well, beautiful scenery and hot girls abounded in both states, but he’d found
his mate so the skin held no real appeal to him. “Guess it’s time for bed then
after we finish up here.”


Max nodded. “Time is on our side.”


“If we’re lucky.” Derrick could only hope they had time. It
would probably take half a day to canvass the bars in downtown Miami, and maybe
spread out. Though he had to wonder if Carmela had made this a public thing on
TV since she’d mentioned televising the show. If that was true, why wasn’t the
news covering it?


The late night news probably wouldn’t waste time on a death
metal band, but surely daytime TV would broadcast it.


He’d be a father soon. Possibly. He didn’t know what the
birth rate was for half-human, half-shifter babies and how many actually
survived. He’d never bothered to ask, figuring he’d never have kids because he
wasn’t the committed type.


At least not when he was a spy. Now that he was…otherwise
employed, what next?


And again, what of Sonja’s feelings? How will she deal with
this? How could he even tell her when she was who knows where? Was she okay?


Worry niggled his stomach while he flipped through channels
on the TV, finding nothing and feeling frustrated. Of course, it was still
early. They’d returned around three a.m., showered, lit up cigars, poured
drinks, and talked. But now, they needed rest. Daylight had barely broken and
the sun’s first rays peeked over the ocean in the distance. 


 


* * *


 


Several hours later, the two spread out, canvassing local
biker bars and known shifter haunts for news on the underground metal show that
posters were promoting as the end of all metal shows. Dread worried Derrick but
still, he and Max had dressed appropriately for the show. The location bordered
the eastern coast near the Jacksonville area, making it a lengthy drive. 


Derrick had begun to crave Sonja’s touch more. It made him
twitchy; even a few scotches couldn’t calm him down.


Max drove. Fast.


In his restored Mustang, he sped down the highway and both
men had weapons a plenty. The play was simple: infiltrate, remove the head of
the viper, and do it all under the cover of loud music while the crowd
suspected nothing. 


Relying on the puma’s aggression helped center Derrick’s
nerves. He’d started to lose his human rationale because his mate and their
child were in danger. Still surprised at the prospect of being a father, he let
his mind drift. What kind of world would their child be born into? And what if
Sonja kept the baby and left him?


No. He had to think positively here. This wasn’t a dangerous
op with a third world dictator trying to buy nukes and use them against his
enemies, this was a simple thing.


The plan Max had come up with relied on simplicity. A rival
gang in the Jacksonville area owed him a favor from a different operation. He’d
shared the details with Derrick and basically set things up so that if
Carmela’s plan came to fruition, she’d die along with her growing army of
shifter haters, including the guards and politicians who supported her. 


Driving down the highway in silence gave Derrick time to
think and let the events of the past few days sink fully into his head.


Yeah, he’d just met her. He loved her. 


He didn’t use women. He’d had a few affairs and knew his way
around a woman’s body but Sonja captured his full attention. He didn’t joke
when he said she didn’t have to be in love with him but now he knew better.
Derrick yearned for her love. 


First things first: get her out and the band safe; then
deal with the relationship, bonding, and pregnancy.


Max pulled into a clearing behind the warehouse where fans
eagerly awaited the band. When they got out of the car, the smell of so many
shifters clouded the air along with alcohol and other undesirable toxins.


Derrick loaded an ammo clip into the chamber of his .45,
then slid two more clips in his pocket. “There must be a few thousand here.”


Max looked around. “Yeah. I’m going backstage, see what’s
going on.” He snapped his Bluetooth into place. “Talk to me through the ear
pieces like we used to do. Keep me abreast of everything while I make my way
into position.”


“Right. Then I’m going for their leader. It won’t take more
than a little creative negotiation, right?”


Max nodded. “Do what you’re good at, brother.”


Derrick set his earpiece in place and checked the safety on
his gun. “I will. Be careful.”


Fifteen minutes later the band’s sound check grew louder but
didn’t drown out the various conversations going on amongst the rowdy and
fairly angry crowd outside. 


Derrick snaked his way through the crowd, snuck in through a
bathroom window, scraping his neck on the way, but couldn’t be bothered to stop
and look at the wound. It’d heal quickly anyway with his shifting abilities.
Thanks to the overwhelming smell of booze, pot, and sweat, his scent would be
masked, making him harder to detect by any of Carmela’s security. 


With his gun at his side, he made sure to keep loose, relax
his body, and move with the angry crowd while not alerting them to the fact
that he was packing heat. Derrick spotted an opening toward the stage, hoped to
move through it. He waited, listened, and let the sound of the instruments
guide him. 


Sadly, he picked up nothing but sound check. The band would
be warming up and dealing with the nonsense of working with Carmela’s crew—who
probably had experience—but Derrick realized what it took to put on a show: a
tight family that knew the ins and outs of each instrument and what each
performer preferred. Only one question lingered in his mind. 


How was Sonja doing? 


 


 


 
















 


Chapter Twelve


 


She swallowed her nervousness. Something didn’t feel right,
not just with this gig but with her body. Aggression filled the air,
surrounding everyone in a huge cloud that made Sonja antsy. Corey and Jacob had
set up and were ready to go but had stalled long enough to keep the trained
guards off their ass.


“Look, Carmela wants the show to start now.” One of the
gruff men shoved a gun barrel into Dez’s back.


When Dez stood to his full height and stared back at him,
the guard backed off. “You can do this how you want or we can do this how we
were told, which is the right way. You make the call, and when your boss comes
to kick your ass and shoot me, I guarantee she’ll shoot you first.”


The guard nodded and scurried off.


Dez sighed. “If I could have killed him, I would have.”


“Brutally.” Jacob rubbed his chin. 


Sonja straightened her posture. “I don’t think my voice is
up to this, guys. I have no idea how…” Her voice trailed off. Something
familiar filled her nostrils, the scent of blood she instantly recognized.
“Shit.”


“He’s here.” Raj spoke the only words he’d said in two
hours.


Before the show, all of them slept as best they could, but
the kinks in Sonja’s neck were getting to her. The dreams she’d had were filled
with wild pumas that all faded away until only one remained. 


Derrick. He’d come to seduce her and carry her away to a
place where they could be free of this nonsense and she could still play with
her band.


But those weren’t the thoughts that kept her awake.


The tension in her body buzzed with a newfound eroticism
that made her pussy ache and nipples throb. 


And she had been in a cell with her band mates and could do
nothing about it. Dammit all!


But one thing remained certain. She and Derrick shared an
unbreakable bond. She accepted that. She had no choice. He’d been good to her,
supportive and even pushy when she needed him to be. 


After he stirred up her hormones in the dream, he left. 


Then the big cat returned. It merely stood before her with
glowing green-and-yellow eyes as though it guarded something.


Derrick sat just beyond reach.


She had to have him.


Had to protect him.


Then she awoke screaming only to have Dez and Raj calm her
down with chants.


Then they’d been dragged to Jacksonville, where one of the
larger metal scenes was. Since so many shifters lived in this part of the
state, it made sense. Her ability to go through with ending five thousand lives
hit her in the pit of her stomach with a nauseating sensation, knocking her off
balance.


She swallowed hard. “Fuck. If he’s here, he’ll die, too.”
She wanted to sob.


“Trust in the puma. He’s here for a reason. Now, the guards
are getting impatient.” Dez jerked a thumb to the side door where two men with
large guns stood. 


“Fuck.” She motioned to the guards. “Kill the lights on the
stage. We’ll be out in two minutes.”


Corey and Jacob left. Raj followed, leaving Dez and Sonja.
Dez pinned her with a knowing glance. “Do this just like we talked about. Slow,
melodic. Give them time to feel the songs; hopefully, you’ll be able to build
up enough momentum while the puma does his thing.”


Derrick’s presence offered her a little comfort. Where was
he? She gritted her teeth in frustration. Her voice would harm him if he showed
up.


Shit. She’d kill her lover, too. “How can you be so
sure it’s Derrick? And how can you be certain that I won’t kill him either?”
Her rational mind knew he was here, yet she prayed he’d stay away because of
the ensuing bloodbath. 


“Because I saw the large cat in my dream and he spoke to me.
I didn’t understand it, but I heard the words. Signs of faith are all we can
have as humans, witches or not.” For the first time, he smiled.


Her heart warmed slightly at his gesture. “Okay.” She
nodded. “Let’s go.”


Dez motioned with one hand and headed out of the small room.
He took his guitar from the guard and pushed past him, shoving the guard in the
chest hard enough to knock him down. The guard started after him, reaching for
something in his pocket, but once Dez turned around, the guard stopped and
dropped his baton. 


The man stumbled into the doorframe but did nothing else. He
couldn’t. Smart men didn’t fuck with Dez.


Sonja closed her eyes, wished for a different way out of
this. How could she lead the crowd into a darker place than many of them
already were in? Death metal music partially belonged to the hopeless, the
downtrodden, and the underprivileged. At least that’s how she felt about their
music. It could give light in the darkness. That hope just came in the sweet
salvation of death, a final rest from torment and suffering of the soul.


She swallowed the lump in her throat, picked up the trench
coat, and slid it over her shoulders. It dragged the ground slightly with each
step she took, but her mate’s coat gave her courage. 


She wanted to sob at her admission of love for him.


She couldn’t get her mind off the fact that if Derrick was
here, he’d die and she’d be responsible. 


Goddammit.


The guards pointed to the stage. “You’re on. I wouldn’t want
to be a shifter right now.” The asshole laughed.


She glared at him and ran a hand through her raven-dark
hair. “I will include you, too, in the massacre.”


He sneered at her. “Get on stage, bitch.”


She balled her hands into fists and held back a retort.
Stalking toward the stage, she let her anger at the guard fuel her efforts to
find a way to thwart Carmela. 


She joined Dez, Corey, Jacob, and Raj onstage and sighed.
Low lighting didn’t prevent Sonja from seeing thousands of eyes staring back at
the stage, at her. Waiting, dying down, wanting to do something with the
frenzied energy stored inside them, they grew irritated at the slowness of things.
If they could understand the perilous situation they were all in, they’d
sympathize. When was the last time they were told they would die?


The opening chords strummed, sending eerie tones into the
open air.


The crowd started to cheer.


Sonja let the music start to take hold of her as Raj and
Corey created an aura of despair with their instruments.


Then Jacob’s drums kicked in.


The heaviness of her action settled around her. Through use
of her magic, she saw blackness surrounding each person in the audience.


Sounds kicked in heavier, louder, harder, the brutality of
the music mixing with the beauty of rhythm added from slowing down the normally
fast tune. 


The blackness around each person grew. They were waiting for
something to direct, to dissipate, to remove their emotional energy.


Sonja had to make this easy for them. She had to get lost in
the music and figure this out at the same time. She let her head drop, hair
falling to the sides of her face to block out everything except what lay before
her. She scanned the audience, searching for Derrick so she could send him some
sign to leave her to her fate, but she couldn’t find him. Even their bond
couldn’t help her right now, not with all the extra energy moving about the
air. It’d be like finding a needle in a haystack. 


The very large audience before her cheered and pumped their
fists, shouting the band’s name. 


Then she swore she saw an image of a puma above the thick
blackness. 


She blinked. “What the hell?”


She reached for the mic. She could scream the intro lyrics,
breaking up the anger so she could reform it. 


Her mouth opened.


The crowd hung on pins and needles, waiting for her to start
singing one of their favorite songs.


Jacob picked up the pace with the kick drums, working the
blast beats slowly.


Dez and Raj couldn’t play at the speed required, producing
an awkward dissonance.


She couldn’t look back yet, she had to have faith that
they’d fall in sync.


Jacob couldn’t keep pace without faltering.


Corey stood beside her and mouthed. “Fuck it, play the song
normally.”


She sighed. That would mean a very harsh jolt to the energy
forming in the crowd. So be it.


“Go for it.” Her shoulders slumped. She inhaled a deep
breath, closed her eyes, leaned forward, and thrashed her head in tune with
quickening blast beats. Then she screamed, lost in the lyrics she’d written
about an insane clown who kills those wishing for death only to realize the
clown had killed himself several times over.


 


The crowd closed in around Derrick, forcing him back to the
entrance by the mock security Carmela must have hired. They were shifters, too,
goddammit. Did that bitch stop at nothing to prove a point?


He finally managed to make his way to the side of the large
crowd, fending off the occasional drunk human. He spotted Sonja from the back
of the warehouse. 


Her beauty stalled even the most hardened fan. They were
playing the songs slower that he remembered them, but something sounded off.


Then the timing picked up. Surrounded by a ton of bodies,
Derrick made his way closer to the front of the stage where he could help
direct Sonja’s attention and focus. She couldn’t spot him, probably couldn’t
feel him with all the extra bodies in the room. An explanation of just how
strong the bond was would have been helpful but there’d been no time to
research it, not with her life and the lives of everyone around him in
jeopardy. 


Max had signaled a success after removing the threat to the
band by eliminating the guards. Honey Badger One had been very persuasive. Now
Derrick just had to warn her not to go through with Carmela’s plan.


Except that once she screamed into the microphone, the crowd
erupted into a large circle pit and bodies slammed into him, jostling him
around. He kept a hand on his gun, made sure to flip the safety on while moving
through the crowd. 


Thunderous bass notes blasted the air along with the double
bass drum and frantic guitar work. 


Fists bumped into chests, shoulders into heads, and a few
knees landed against Derrick’s back. His shifter abilities weren’t helping him
here, not when other shifters surrounded him.


Derrick struggled to get his footing; random hands helped
him regain his balance. He looked back to find a few smiling faces, wild hair
thrashing and a thumbs up. He returned the gesture and continued pushing
through the sea of bodies bouncing around, moving in time with the music. 


“Fuck!” The crowd shifted tempo around him, creating a wall
of solid bodies that made it nearly impossible for him to get through.


If someone discovered the gun at his back, he’d be in trouble.


If that thing went off, a riot would ensue. 


Knocked around by a bear shifter and his cub, Derrick landed
against the rowdy crowd and bounced back up.


The one good thing about Ark-KaotiK’s fans was that they
were an overly friendly bunch, if one could use that term to describe the
frenzy of a mosh pit.


Derrick brushed sweat and hair out of his face and moved
forward with force. He spotted Sonja. She remained a mere hundred feet from
him. 


She screamed louder, rattling off lyrics at machinegun pace
in true beast style. If he had just come to enjoy the show, he’d be proud of
her purely musical abilities. 


He had to wonder for a brief second if their child would
inherit Sonja’s powers. 


Derrick glanced up while making his way forward through the
crowd. Energy crackled above them. Only Derrick seemed to notice. “Son of a
bitch, what is she doing?”


He had to have faith in her, had to trust his mate to do the
right thing. But she didn’t know they were no longer in danger! Derrick made
one last push through the pit only to stumble into a wall of black bear
shifters who didn’t move. They weren’t stage crew either. They were merely the
ones at shows who weren’t to be fucked with. Must have been hired help from
Max’s end. Good to have them here. But not so good if she gave the command to
die.


The music slowed.


The pit behind him dissipated.


He saw his chance! Derrick moved around the bears through
the crowd of people, careful to keep a hold of his gun.


He broke through the second mosh pit closest to the stage
thanks to a change in speed of their songs. Not being as familiar with this
band as he should, he hoped he’d have enough time to somehow signal Sonja. 


If he could get up on stage, that’d distract her long enough
to make her stop singing, right? Getting through security would be a bitch, now
that he saw the real event staff replaced by Carmela’s people. 


Screams from Sonja continued to guide him, blocking out the
noisome shouts of concertgoers. Derrick shoved his way past a smaller group
huddled together. When he emerged from the crowd, he stood now off to the side.



So far so good. Sonja pranced on stage, standing to his
right, drawing the crowd to her presence with impressive charisma. Goddess, she
worked the stage beautifully. She was meant for it, definitely. 


It made him sad that he was the one taking it from her with
their child. “Fuck.” He shook his head. “One thing at a time. Save the lives of
these people and ease her into a normal show. Then spring the news on her.”
Right. Order.


He’d have to navigate the throng of bodies once again to get
to her. He touched the Bluetooth device in his ear. “Max, replacing security?”


“Copy that. Bringing in legit sources now. Do your thing and
get her off stage. We’ll only have a moment’s time between switching out
Carmela’s security with ours, and if you rush the stage, I imagine it won’t be
pretty.”


“No shit.” Derrick looked around; saw a few new faces far
off. Guys in yellow security-staff shirts were armed for situations like this.
“Do they know the score?”


“Only what they need to know. Now get up there!”


The click of a gun and shell loading into place above the
crowd startled him. Slowly, Derrick backed up. 


Into the barrel of the gun.


“Nice try, filth. But I am going to win this round.”


Slowly, Derrick let out a breath. Carmela! “Bitch. I
should tear your throat out now.”


“You should. Then the crowd will see it and blood lust will
go through along with the message we’re sending to national TV that you animals
are nothing more than second class citizens.”


TV crew? Fucking shit! “You’re bluffing.”


“Am I? Turn around. I told you I was going to broadcast this
hate-filled act and start a war.” Her voice was filled with smug satisfaction. 


Slowly, Derrick turned, keeping the gun he had behind his
back.


Hopefully, she didn’t notice.


“Oh, you could try to shoot me. Even the gunshots here will
be heard. And televised. Look.”


Carmela wore black from head to toe and tied her gray-blonde
hair back tightly behind her head. Sunken eyes looked even more hollow along
with wrinkles and her mouth turned in a frown. The top she wore didn’t quite
fit her; in fact, it hung loosely off her flesh. Her eyes rose and her jaw
twitched. Again, she shuddered, but narrowed angry eyes at him. The hand she
held her gun in shook. In fact, if he didn’t know better, he’d swear her motor
skills had worsened overnight. 


Behind her, the crowd erupted once again into a frenzy
shoving, punching, thrashing to the speed and fury of Ark-KaotiK. Sonja’s head
whipped her hair up and down like mad. Her lithe body had so much power onstage
that it didn’t matter if she were simply a human, she could easily control the
audience. 


And she wore his coat.


In the back, a film crew kept cameras trained on the band.
Hopefully, Max picked up through Derrick’s earpiece. 


“Copy that. One film crew eradicated.”


Derrick didn’t let relief show on his face. Instead, he
turned his attention to Carmela. “You’ve been a thorn in my side and the
world’s ever since you started hating us. Why do you not embrace who you are?”


The surprise registered in her widening eyes. “How did you
know?”


“I’ve always known. It’s been the talk of the town in most
of the cigar shops I’ve been in. And some of the bars where only shifters are
allowed to hang out. We all wondered why you turned your back on us. You had
numerous communities eradicated. You used Nazi tactics to remove those who
would support you; you bullied and destroyed families. You betrayed us.” He
stepped closer to her and grabbed the gun, then yanked it out of her hands.


Her eyes widened further, her mouth opened. “How could you?”


“How could you?” He pointed the gun at her, glared angrily.
“You’re the one calling us all pathetic even though you’re one of us. You’ve
got so much blood on your hands.”


The music behind him hit a crescendo. The energy above the
crowd grew stronger, angrier. Darker. The clouds above were now so black that
they would eat up the light and all the good that came with it. 


Lights flashed in time with the kick drum and snare, guitars
screamed. Sweat filled his nostrils, a putrid, angry scent. 


His mood shifted. No longer concerned with justice,
vengeance consumed his thoughts. Dammit! 


The trigger taunted him. He could squeeze it and blow her
head off completely. He’d have one more body on his hands but this would be a
just kill, wouldn’t it? She certainly didn’t hold any remorse for the bodies
she’d dropped in her day. Not when those bodies would have willingly helped her
cope with whatever was eating at her physical health. 


The fury of her actions weighed on him.


Sonja couldn’t deal with his guilt if he purposely killed
Carmela.


But she deserved to die.


With the gun barrel pointed straight at her head, he could
easily destroy the hate monger before him. He knew from his espionage days that
cutting off the head of an organization effectively cut off the group’s power
and drive, at least momentarily. That is, until someone else started an
offshoot. 


“You should die.” He started, stepped closer, and shoved the
barrel against her temple.


Her eyes widened but she didn’t show any fear. “Go ahead,
pull the trigger. If I can’t eradicate your filth, I’ll choose to die and live
in Heaven where God creates nothing but perfection.”


The overwhelming urge to shove the gun in her mouth and pull
the trigger sat on his shoulders like a lead weight. He’d do it any other day,
but not with Sonja’s presence so close, so wrapped around his soul and heart
that doing the wrong thing here, even for the right reason, would not ease
anything for him.


Then the screaming onstage stopped. The band had quit
playing momentarily to change instruments. 


Derrick glanced above Carmela’s head and saw the angry swarm
of clouds, energy the others couldn’t see. It mounted higher and higher,
growing thick, dark. Blacker than black. This must be the buildup he’d heard
about. When he watched Sonja’s first show a few days back he hadn’t seen this.
The ominous black cloud took up more area as it grew.


It distracted him just enough for Carmela to land a punch in
his chest.


He stumbled back a step but held onto the gun. Then he
reached for her and conked her across the head with the butt of the pistol. 


She went limp, falling into his arms instantly. He shoved
the gun back into hiding, dragged her from the crowd, mouthing something about
how much she partied. Then Max spoke in his earpiece. “You got this?”


One problem solved. One more to go. “She’s down, Max.”


“Roger that. Getting her to police medics.” Max’s voice came
across loud and clear. “The TV crew has been unplugged.”


“Thank Goddess for small miracles. I nearly killed her.”


“You still might. Your witch is onstage again and has the
mic in her hands.”


“Listen up!” Sonja strutted across the stage as though she
owned it. Her power and beauty were unmatched in Derrick’s eyes along with her
grace in commanding an audience.


She really could lead the entire crowd to their deaths as if
they were nothing more than lemmings.


“We’re going to do something different here. We normally
play straight through our own shit but this is a special gig. So we’re going
back to our roots!”


The crowd’s cheers went wild. “Slayer!”


“Fuck yeah!” She swung an arm back and pointed at Jacob. 


Instantly, he kicked on the double-bass drums and started
banging away.


The rest of the band joined him and an old Slayer classic
came to life through her rapid-fire vocals. 


The crowd began moshing again while the circle pit resumed
the swarm of chaos.


Overhead, the black cloud swirled around faster, crackling
when sparks shot out. Why couldn’t anyone see it?


“Shit.” It registered in Derrick’s mind what she planned.
“She still doesn’t know, Max!”


“She didn’t see any of this?”


“We’re pumas who live in the shadows, we do our jobs without
being seen, Max.”


“Yup. So, fuck.”


That about summed it up, didn’t it? Derrick looked around,
watched the crowd swirl and swarm, bodies surfed and swayed. Fists flew, energy
continued to feed upwards from the angry crowd. Panic started to set in and
bile rose in his throat. “No man. She loses herself when she’s onstage. That’s
part of the beauty of music. But without focus on anything but death. And
Slayer had that market cornered. She’s going to use that energy!”


Max shouted. “Get to the stage! Pull her away from that mic!
Kiss her if you have to!”


Kissing her would distract her. He’d do it any time, any
place. That is, if he could make it to the stage before things went south of
heaven. 


He sucked in a deep breath, centered himself emotionally,
and put up shields that would better block all the negative crap from the
crowd.


Pushing his way through the first few rows of bodies didn’t
prove to be too difficult, but bodies bouncing off each other in the throng of
the pit, humans and shifters slamming into each other. Well-muscled shirtless
guys with egos that seemed too big stomped around, waving hands and challenging
others to step in the pit with them. 


Derrick would be in trouble if he didn’t get around them.


He cut between two kids in their late teens. Someone grabbed
his shoulder and yanked him back. “Shit!” 


Derrick spun on them and had a hand to their throat.


Their eyes went wide; mouths opened, both muttered an
apology.


Sonja’s screams brought him back to his senses. Derrick
peered up, saw the cloud grow darker in color, as if absolute darkness wasn’t
dark enough. Energy continued to crackle overhead, increasing with the tempo of
the song and the crowd’s movement.


Derrick shoved the offender back, offered a wry grin, and
maneuvered his way through the crowd.


Hair flew in all directions, spinning, thrashing while fists
and elbows bumped into him and pushed him around.


Gritting his teeth, Derrick held his own and managed to keep
his hair from getting caught in some dumb moron’s hands. 


He kept a steady focus on Sonja, watching her thrash her
blood-red hair as she screamed satanic lyrics written by Slayer’s bass player
into the microphone. She ushered the crowd into a furious frenzy.


The sight of her looking through her hair up over the crowd
caught his attention.


Her jaw dropped and she almost faltered on the lyric. She
saw the cloud. “Dammit!”


Time was running out. Derrick continued pushing through the
crowd. He screamed at Sonja but she couldn’t hear him.


The band slowed down, the guitarist to Derrick’s left held a
note.


Sonja ran a hand through her hair and started singing again,
the lyrics mesmerizing anyone who ever thought about killing someone and
becoming addicted to the bloodlust. 


The crowd chanted along, fists raised and pumping. Bodies
slammed furiously into one another while the mosh pit erupted. 


Then the band kicked in behind Sonja.


“Shit.” Derrick was completely boned. This wasn’t what he’d
hoped for. At least a media mess would be avoided once the carnage had been
cleaned up and Ark-KaotiK could be held blameless for the deaths, they weren’t
playing their own material. Right. That didn’t happen, the band was always held
responsible. 


He realized he had no idea how she was going to manipulate a
crowd that size to commit mass suicide. 


Then it dawned on him. The lyrics, she’d send a final push
of magic into the lyrics written by the band known for themes of murder and
suicide along with typical anti-religious themes, and the crowd would explode
into a bloodbath of epic proportions. “Max, we’ve got a problem.”


Static came back on the ear mic. 


“Fuck, fuck fuck!”


His lover, the woman who bound herself to him, was going to
cause mass suicide and he couldn’t stop her.


Not unless he got to that stage in time.


In the stillness of his mind, he saw a thick fog and an
answer. The big cat’s eyes glowed brightly, and while they looked menacing,
hope seemed less out of reach.


Derrick had one chance. One shot. He only needed to get
within fifteen feet of the stage. 


 


She belted out lyrics about the loss of innocence with her
eyes closed. The power had built so badly around the crowd that it’d take just
one thought to send them all to their deaths. Using hearts and the ability to
stop the flow of blood would kill everyone instantly. 


It’d be painful but Carmela would have her fucking massacre.


She put extra emphasis on the last words in each line, using
the power of language and spell craft to weave meaning into the electrically
charged current flowing from her to the black cloud.


Sickness in her stomach settled into full-blown panic as she
neared the last few lines of the chorus. She sank to her knees and continued to
sing, hoping there would be a way out at the last minute. She prayed to
numerous gods in her head, even the moon and sun that watched over her power
and Rob’s, with the hope that in the end, something would happen to stop this
massacre she had no desire to be a part of.


Maybe the crowd wouldn’t notice her purposely botching the
lyrics to sway their thoughts.


She swooned back and forth while that blackness came to her,
surrounded her, gripped her with fear, and made the rush of a kill seem
logical.


The song tempo sped.


The drums raced, Corey’s right hand beat double time on the
high hat while his left pounded the snare drum at half the speed.


Dez and Raj played faster and faster.


Sonja couldn’t see past the thick cloud before her. Hair had
fallen in her face, stuck to her skin from all the sweat. She continued to sing
while praying her voice would go out.


Then it hit her, she could burn out her vocal chords on the
last line, send everyone to their deaths and then…


Never sing again.


Hell, she couldn’t, not if she killed her mate.


Tears dripped down her cheeks as she forced herself to stand
and continue the words of one of the most psychotic songs about addiction to
murder. 


That is, until her eyes misled her. She blinked through the
tears, moved strands of hair from her face, and held the mic to her lips. 


She blinked and blinked again. Even startled, she hadn’t
stopped singing. 


The large puma had leapt from the shoulders of someone in
the crowd and landed onstage before her. It stood, looming large and predatory,
then paced back and forth across the stage. 


For a second, she felt the fear she should naturally have
when a large creature like that stood before her, then she looked past the
beast at the crowd. 


The crowd continued to sing and mosh while some held out
camera phones and snapped, clicked, and recorded the event.


The calmness Derrick always instilled in her returned,
settling around her like a warm blanket and a cup of hot cocoa.


Her puma, her mate, had come to save her.


It’s over.


Sonja understood and wiped tears from her eyes. She looked
over her shoulders and let the band play while the crowd continued to sing.


The song ended several seconds later with Dez holding the
high note reserved for Sonja’s final scream.


Derrick pawed the stage and darted off through the band and
out of sight.


Relief filled her heart and washed through her, cleansing
the blood that had started to build on her hands. Tranquility settled in her
mind and raced through her, calming the sickness in her stomach. 


She paused, looked back at the band, saw understanding and
relief pass over them. She ran her hands over her head and pulled sweaty
strands of dark hair back from her face. “That was fun, eh?”


The crowd cheered again. 


Sonja stood taller, pranced back and forth, and looked at
her band. “We’re going to do some old shit as a closeout.”


More cheers rang out.


If she did this right, she could dissipate that black cloud
and reuse the magic. 


The band played harder, faster, and then slowed things down
for Sonja to pick up her pace on the magic front. It took a lot longer but she
pulled back the malicious energy she’d stirred up earlier, taking it into her
person so she could wash it, cleanse it, send it back out into the audience and
give them what she knew to be of use. 


The crowd responded in kind.


From the corner of her eye, she saw that the guards had been
replaced by real security. Must have been Derrick’s doing.


She sang on, pulling more despair and doubt from the crowd
while absorbing it into herself along with the guilt of what she’d almost been
forced to do.


She hated to be in this position but society needed her for
more than just her music. Derrick would have to accept that. She had a feeling
he’d be okay with it all, as long as they could be together and attempt some
sort of relationship, though she had no idea how it’d work. She’d just have to
have faith in him—in them. 


She loved the stage, the shows, the crowds, and especially
the rush of energy that came from them once she emptied all their doubt and
left them with instinct and self-trust.


An hour later, the band finally walked offstage.


All but Sonja. She crawled off in a dramatic movement fit
for a death metal band. As she neared the edge of the stage, she saw a pair of
boots and smelled the forest, light hints of cigar, and cat. The lights went off;
the crowd disappeared with much less weight on their shoulders, ready for the
next big show. 


She smelled it heavily. Jungle cat.


Derrick. 


Her puma. 


She stood. 


“It’s time to go back home,” he whispered and kissed her
mouth, nipping at her lower lip before claiming all of her. 


She threw her arms around him and murmured into the kiss.
“Yes. Back home.” The emotional damage could cling a little longer, he’d filter
it out. She’d let him take it, make it clean through their love. 


She had to show Derrick her gratitude and that it came from
her heart.


Sonja broke from the kiss, felt exhaustion settle in around
her shoulders like a heavy brick. She swayed.


He held her steadily in his arms against his massive chest,
and she’d never been as grateful for someone to be in her life as she was now. 


His erection pressed against her. 


Sweat-soaked and tired, she grew damp between her thighs.


“Goddess, I love you, Sonja. I was so worried.”


“Me, too. I love you, Derrick.” She managed to get the words
out before swaying in his arms. Dizziness set in and the world became
blackness.


 


* * *


 


Back in her bed, Derrick lay beside her and stroked her
hair.


She held a single, pleasant memory when they returned to
California. He’d stripped her, bathed her gently, and took all the pain and
negative energy from her.


She still didn’t have her wits about her until today. “How
long have I been out?”


“A week.”


She sighed. “It was pretty brutal.”


“I can imagine. I kept thinking…” He ran fingers down her
bare arms and over her ribcage. “I had no idea how to stop you or get word to
you that we’d captured Carmela.”


She snuggled closer. “You and Max did it.”


“I had no choice. I was going after my mate to prevent her
from further suffering. And to protect our baby.”


She gasped. “Our—” Recognition dawned on her. She put a hand
to her stomach, sensing rather than feeling the puma’s knowing gaze. “I’m
pregnant.”


He nodded, worry clearly etched in his eyes. “Max scented it
first, said I was too distracted and too close to you to notice until he made
it a point to mention it.”


“I see.” She closed her eyes, letting the idea of motherhood
settle around her for a moment. How would she deal with it? How would it affect
her band? They’d surely want to support her after everything they’d been
through together. “What about the threats on my life?”


“I’ll mitigate that. And when I need help, Max will step in.
We’ve decided to…move on together.”


“Meaning?” She cocked a brow. 


“Meaning if he’s going to be an uncle, he’s going to have a
more prominent role in my life and the baby’s, provided you want to keep it…and
me.”


She could do this. She could tell him what she needed, how
she needed it, and how she worried. She took a deep breath. She had to tell
him. “I need the stage.”


“This is your life.” He met her gaze. “I won’t interfere. I
just want to be a part of it.”


“You’ll be on the road a lot.”


“It’s up to you.” He looked away, then back at her. “About
the baby. I never thought—”


“Hush.” She pushed two fingers against his lips. “I want to
try, Derrick. I want to…” She closed her eyes, searching for the right words.
The lyricist in her was usually good at this sort of thing. The problem was,
this wasn’t about death and suicide or dark feelings. This truly concerned the
living side of life, things she’d never sung or written about. “I want this. I
want it all. If you’ll come with me.”


“Of course I’ll come with you. And you’ll be in my bed.” A
wicked grin crossed his lips. 


“Our bed.” She reached for him, ran a hand through
his hair, and pulled him down for a kiss. His lips moved to cover hers,
slanting slightly while a hand caressed her belly. He tasted sweet, slightly of
tobacco and mint. 


She pulled back. “Tea?”


“Yeah. It’s still early. I drove Max back to the airport
this morning and came home to be with you.”


An eyebrow rose. “How’d you know I’d be safe?”


“I had help.”


She tilted her head slightly. “No name?”


“The large cat in your dreams? It’s Erick. He’s been taking
an interest in the lives of those of us who have been in the shadows for too
long. Said it was imperative we know we’re not alone.”


“I wondered about that. He’s apparently making himself well
known among my band.”


“Yeah. He said he’d do that, more or less to check on things
and make sure the world works the way it is supposed to.”


“How can he do that?”


“Best not to ask.” Derrick shifted his weight beside her.
He’d stretched out alongside her, covering her body with just enough weight, as
though she were delicate. She’d started to get annoyed, but then she remembered
the news he’d given her. Their life now involved a baby. “Will Erick be
involved more in our life?”


“I don’t know. No one knows much about him other than the
basics. He’s quite prophetic, and while no one understands him, he is an
interesting force.”


“Yes.” she nodded. “I wager that he is. The power in my
dreams was frightening.”


“That’s Erick’s way. He’s…a mystery.” Derrick chuckled.


“Will he help Max?”


Derrick shook his head. “Therein lies the question, doesn’t
it? Max is comfortable in the shadows, content there almost. His life has always
been somewhat of a mystery since we both joined the spook brigade, but now that
he’s had interesting developments, who knows.”


She reveled in his touch, felt for his aura. Her probe
slammed into a brick wall. “What’s this?”


“I learned to shield when it’s appropriate.”


She glared. He couldn’t shut her out, not when he’d just
confessed his love for her. And the fact that she carried his child. “Derrick,
you’ll let me in?”


He smiled softly, reassurance twinkling in his purple eyes.
“After you’ve rested some. Trust me. Have faith, okay?”


Her frown softened. 


He bent down to kiss her.


She tasted his tongue, that familiar pleading sensation he
brought with his mouth that always stirred her insides and made her wet. 


A hand covered her breast. “Not yet. Soon, I promise. You
need rest. And we have to think about the baby. I know nothing of raising a
child; let alone how to have sex with a pregnant woman.”


She frowned hard.


“My mate shouldn’t frown. It’s not fitting for someone so
beautiful.” 


She growled at his playful laughter, then settled back into
the comfort of his arms. 


A few minutes of silence passed and Derrick’s hand in hers
continued to calm her. She shifted, noticed his nudity. Her lips went dry.
Handsome didn’t begin to describe him. He had a few more scars than the last
time she’d seen him naked, but the mental damage she’d sensed in him was gone,
or at least blocked from her until she healed some. He’d taken precautions,
too, the tea on his breath would calm her down, provided he let her have a cup.


She was going to go insane over being pregnant. So much she
could do, so much she’d have to deal with. The record label would have to put
the next album on hold. The tabloids would go raucous with the news that this
century’s hottest death metal band was having a baby.


A thought occurred to her. “Derrick, are we getting
married?”


He shifted again. “The question is, when, baby. Not are we.
And… when would you like?”


She closed her eyes to think. She’d never imagined having a
wedding before but it would be fitting if they had it late in the year. “The
dead of winter?”


“Dead of winter it is.” His smile managed to make her feel
even more energetic. She tried to move, her body ached, and she groaned. 


“Careful.” He adjusted the covers over her. “You were out
for a long while. We made sure, bringing in a doctor Max’s, uh…” He blinked.
“…lady friend uses, to check on you. Make sure everything is fine. In about
eight and a half months, we’ll know what we’ve welcomed into this world and how
beautiful he or she will be.”


She stroked his shoulder, brushing strands of hair from his
face so she could see his eyes better. “You’re going to be a father.”


He nodded, smiling wider. Reaching for her, he pulled her to
his side, clinging to her as though his life depended on it. “And a husband to
an awesome wife.”


She snuggled closer, inhaling his powerfully masculine scent
and that of the puma, reveling in how her life had changed for the better in
the last few weeks. “You’re my beautiful mate,” she whispered.


“And you are, too, my love, my mate.”
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