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Chapter One

 

Happy Veil Cemetery

 

Zelda fingered her rosary and stared at the hole in the ground. People milled about her, murmuring words of sorrow. Nothing made an impact on her pain. They didn’t know “sorry”; they didn’t know the pain she felt. Why the Jagged Pass Pack alpha bitch, Poppy, felt that Joey had to die was beyond her. Joey didn’t know about the Katnip operation. Poppy claimed she’d wanted to cover their bases. He’d overheard something, or so she’d claimed, to doubt Poppy would be dangerous. Poppy had connections, knew people who could hurt Zelda and her children; she’d already lost one person in this crazy scheme. There would be no more deaths in her family.

Joey hadn’t been an easy man to love, and heaven knew her kids were better off without him. He’d always had to put pressure on them to succeed the way he had, from the ground up, with no help from his family and all on his own. Despite his hurtful words and actions, he’d been a good man underneath all that gruffness. He was a simple man who took things at face value and took people at their word. It was how his father had been. If she’d told him dealing with Poppy was for work, he would’ve believed her. He hadn’t known anything; that’s what she had to keep telling herself.

The other half of the coin was that now she was free to live her life, to stop pinching pennies, to actually go on a vacation out of state, out of the country. The Wickerman Pack would be no more once she left. With Joey gone and her stepping down as alpha bitch, she had no responsibilities anymore. There would be a new pack alpha and he’d want someone younger, someone who didn’t already have children. Poppy couldn’t make them keep her on, not with her pull. Besides that, she didn’t want to be alpha bitch anymore; she hadn’t wanted to be one in the first place. Too many political games and drama, not enough support, not like how it used to be that pack meant family. Not anymore.

Someone laid a hand on her shoulder and gave it a squeeze, drawing her out of her thoughts.

“I’m sorry for your loss, Zelda. Joey was a good husband and a wonderful alpha. He was a great leader. It’s going to be hard to replace him.” Miriam Bolt, pack busybody and social climber, gave Zelda’s shoulder another squeeze, this time one that hurt. A silent message that she was now fresh meat for all the women in the pack who had hated her over the years.

Zelda didn’t wince. She kept her body relaxed and resisted the urge to frown. Miriam didn’t give a damn about her husband’s death or her loss. All she cared about was that her son would be named Joey’s successor. That meant more power, money, and prestige, all the things Miriam coveted.

She nodded. “Thank you, Miriam. Your words are appreciated.”

Zelda shrugged out of Miriam’s hold. “I have to get home now. The kids will need me, and I have to clean up after the police.” It was a lie; the kids had gone directly back to college after the funeral. They hadn’t wanted to interact with the rest of the pack and listen to their ineffectual words of apology.

Miriam’s cold, blue eyes flared with excitement before her face became an emotionless mask. “Oh, of course, the police must be harassing you about all the poisons Joey took. Why he was an oleander eater, one never knows. Silly, really, thinking you can build up a tolerance to something so dangerous.
And such a shame about the account. How could you have known about that? Wives, always the last to know.” She couldn’t hide the small smile on her face. “All right, Zelda, we’ll see you at the women’s gardening meeting, yes?”

I doubt it, she thought, but Zelda smiled anyway. “Of course.” She turned on her heel and headed out of the cemetery. Her stomach cramped, and her face flared with heat. That bitch.
Was she implying that I knew something? Had Miriam heard something from her godson, the cop on the case? Zelda gritted her teeth and slipped her phone from her purse. Poppy had to be told. She hit speed dial and opened the door.

Poppy answered on the first ring. “Zelly, how are you?”

“That bitch Miriam held me back. I think she may know something or her godson, Mark, may have told her something about the case. I don’t know. Look, I need my cut now. I can’t handle the pressure, the questions, and the suspicions. I won’t have the kids dragged through this too. The police won’t go away. They keep coming over asking me questions. Are you sure Kendall won’t talk?” Zelda demanded. Sweat dotted her brow as her heartbeat picked up the pace. The thought of someone saying something was enough to scare her. Her nerves were already raw enough from everything she’d been through. A court trial wouldn’t help. Her daughter, Kassie, had already suggested Zelda seek a therapist.

“Kendall is a good girl, and besides, she’s on a cruise around the Bahamas for the next three months. A lovely birthday trip from yours truly. I can get you your cut. No problem. Are you sure you want out now? The Werewolf Summit is coming up. Lots of new customers.” Polly actually sounded sad that Zelda wouldn’t be there.

“No, the kids’ college funds are all paid up, and the mortgage will be paid up after the insurance company cuts the check. Then I can sell the house. I’m not going to stay where I’m not wanted. The pack certainly won’t be sorry to see me leave once Miriam’s son takes over.” She shoved down the bile that rose in her throat. “I didn’t know he had a million-dollar policy, but now that they’ve ruled his death accidental, they are paying me out by Monday. I can go, live in that house in California I’ve always wanted. I can’t do this anymore, not with all the police hovering around.” Zelda had rehearsed this speech many times in the past few days, but she doubted Poppy would let her off so easy. Zelda refused to be pushed around by the police or by Poppy.

“But we do need you,” Poppy whined. “Those cookies of yours are always a big winner, and we can make so much money in Draven’s Crossing.”

Zelda refused to allow Poppy to try to dissuade her with talk of money. She wasn’t greedy. “No. No. No. I can’t, not with Torger and the Council hovering about. Plus, there’s that spook brother of Torger’s. He’s still in town. No. I’m out.”

“Fine.” Ice filled Poppy’s tone. “I’ll have your money ASAP. Bye, honey, and if I haven’t said it, I’ll say it now, I’m so sorry about your loss.” Poppy signed off.

Zelda pulled into her driveway. Sure she is, she thought. Zelda hung up and got out of her car. As soon as she got her money, she was getting the hell out of Dodge. Poppy wasn’t going land her ass in jail. Poppy could find another stooge for her ridiculous plan.

 

* * * *

Nadia took in a deep breath and blew it out. She was going stir crazy. They’d been holding her for at least a week. The longer this went on, the more vivid her nightmares became. She couldn’t stop the memories of her abusive father or the pain and emotional damage he’d inflicted on her mother and sister, as well as on herself. Last night in her dreams, she’d regressed back to her childhood. Emotional scars ripped open at the memory, and now she couldn’t shake the haunting footsteps of her father. He’d put her in a basic room, like the one she was in now. Everywhere she looked, tendrils of fear wrapped around her body. She needed to feel safe again, secure. Nadia kept reminding herself that she was an adult, that she could defend herself, that she’d left home long ago. Her father and his abuse couldn’t touch her now, not ever.

She closed her eyes and reached out with her mind to the last time she’d felt truly in charge of herself. Nadia ordered her mind to go back to a moment when she’d been safe and secure. A new place emerged from the fog of her mind. Pockmarked, pale peach Italian marble blocks rose up around her. Diaphanous white drapes fluttered in the high, rounded archways, and the sound of a fountain trickled somewhere nearby, adding to the stress-free environment. Candlelight flickered around the room, bathing the space in pale golden light. Nadia’s heart rate slowed as the tension ebbed away to nothing. The light perfume of vanilla and cinnamon floated on a soft breeze. Her father was nowhere to be found. This was Sanctuary.

“Take off your clothes,” a rich, deep baritone ordered. Urban.
Her Urban. Arousal spiked in her blood as the pulse of desire started between her legs. Her skin prickled with awareness as her sex flooded with moisture. This memory was from the last time they were in Italy together, months ago. She’d been without him for far too long. Nadia exhaled and relaxed further, sinking into the need he sparked deep in the pit of her stomach. He would keep her safe; he always did. He would also make her forget about her father and her current situation. A shard of yearning sparked in her heart, and a slice of pain filled her chest. Tears formed in her eyes. She shoved it all back and took a breath. Thinking about that small sentiment of wanting to be with him in a relationship wouldn’t do, not now. She had to focus on Urban and the here and now.

She looked toward Urban and felt her ease increase. He stood in a darkened archway, painted in shadows and candlelight. Her gaze ate up his form from his broad shoulders, wide chest, and trim waist to the defined ridges of his abdomen. The skintight, black leather, knee-high boots wrapped around the thick muscles of his thighs. In the dim light, she could see the outline of his thick erection pressing against the front placket of his pants. She swallowed as a yearning to drop to her knees, undo his fly, and take his cock into her mouth hit her square in the gut. She could practically taste and smell the sex, musk, and sweat. A whimper formed in her throat, but she swallowed it away. He hadn’t given her permission for that or ordered her to do it.

Nadia refocused her attention on herself and looked down at her clothing. Gone was the eight-year-old body, so weak and puny, unable to protect her mother or sister. Now she was an adult with full breasts, curves, and a trim body that had been honed to fight, to kill, but also to accept the pleasure that Urban would dole out to her. Her cocoa skin was covered by a loose-fitting dress and golden strappy sandals that tied up to her knees with slim ties. The only jewelry she wore was the pair of chandelier earrings he’d given her after their Paris encounter.

Urban strode into the room. “Didn’t hear me? I said take off your clothes. Now.” Urban moved with predatorial grace. Her breath caught in her throat as she watched him glide forward, smooth and liquid. The soft light of the space illuminated his form until she could see him properly. He wore a black-and-white, checked carnival mask rimmed in gold. His torso was bare, but scars turned his rich golden skin into slices and swathes and a patchwork of healed and not so healed areas. She could see some bruises around his ribs and on his stomach. If he ached, it didn’t show. She didn’t ask him what happened. Nadia never asked. It was their rule. Even if she wanted to know, yearned to ask, had the questions on the tip of her tongue, the words never found their way out. If she allowed her curiosity free rein, that could open a door into her own past, and she didn’t want to go there and taint their relationship. He stopped moving and stood out of reach, a few feet away. Her heart flipped in her chest, and anticipation wove around her veins.

“Do I need to say it again?” He crossed his arms over his chest, showing off the sleeping wolf under a full moon tattoo that decorated his upper arm.

No more stalling, she told herself. Rather than reply verbally, she answered him with actions and stripped off the loose-fitting, Grecian-style chiton she’d appeared in. Only her shoes and the chandelier earrings remained. Through the eyeholes, she could see his green eyes blaze with passion. For a moment she hated the mask that caressed his face and hid his reactions from her. She wanted to trace the contours of his cheekbones, coated in a layer of golden stubble, see his sensuous lips that she’d kissed and nibbled at and yearned to feel in her loneliest hours. Another whimper formed in her throat. A question formed on her tongue, but again she let it fade away. Instead she focused on her body’s reactions to being so close to him once again. Her skin heated, and prickles of fire danced on her arms and legs. Arousal swirled in the pit of her stomach as her pussy throbbed with need. Her clit pulsed with anticipation. She fisted her hands to keep from touching herself. Urban hadn’t given her permission yet. Nadia wished he would order her to do something, anything. She needed this release, if for only a moment.

Urban reached down and undid his fly, much to her annoyance. She’d wanted the honor. Maybe she should give him a little taste of her impatience with a few brushes and accidental presses to his groin. The thick, ruddy crown of his shaft peeked out from between the V that formed at the front of his pants. This time, the whimper she’d been holding back slipped out. She wanted to tease that cockhead, swirl her tongue over the wide cap, and take him into her mouth. Instead, she clenched her fists and dug her nails into her palms. Sparks of pain rushed up her arms and added to the yearning that swirled around her body. Her skin felt too tight as her labia and the skin on her inner thighs tingled with anticipation and arousal. Urban tested her control further by pulling the panels of his pants apart a little more so she could see the start of his thick cock that disappeared into the ink-black leather.

Another sound slipped past her lips, unintelligible to her ears as he hooked his thumbs into his waistband and pushed them down until his cock was halfway out. He slipped a hand into the front opening of his pants. She watched the hidden show of him stroking his cock from base to tip and back down again, hiding the full display from her view.

“Want this? Need to taste me as much as I want to eat you out?” He pushed more of his pants down until only his balls were stuck.

She let out an anguished cry and started to move forward, only to stop herself.

Urban tsked at her and shook his head. “Did I say you could move?” Behind the mask, she could see his green eyes darken and harden.

Nadia bowed her head. “No, Sir.”

“Stand up and look at me.” His tone brokered no retort or smartass remark.

She did as she was told. Nadia hungrily watched as he continued to stroke his cock. A single clear tear wept from the slit at the top. With each downward action of his hand, she felt the shadow of his touch against her sex and deep inside. She could feel the ghost of calloused fingers and palms against her sides, her breasts, her back, her ass, her legs, all over until she stood before him, shaking with desire.

“Look at you, so beautiful, every inch of you perfection. I can’t get enough of you.” He moved forward, his cock bobbed with each step. Urban stopped an inch or so away from her. His body heat beat against her skin, adding to her own need. “Kneel and taste what you do to me.”

She sank to the floor and waited for him to bring his cock closer to her lips. Her heart pounded against her ribcage as the heavy throb of need in her womb reminded her that she still needed him inside of her. Urban sifted his fingers through her hair, brushing it away from her shoulders. He brushed the tresses back into a ponytail and gripped her hair, pulling back her head before he pushed his hips forward. His cock brushed against her lips. Her tongue darted out for a taste before she swirled it around the thick crest and then took it into her mouth. With a moan she teased the slit, lapping up more of his precum before taking him further inside of her. The heat and width of his cock burned her lips and stretched them to the limit.

He groaned and flexed his hips, pushing more of his shaft into her mouth. She traced the veins that her tongue could reach and teased the sensitive flesh. Her arousal built up with each thrust as her vaginal walls clenched and flexed and fluttered in time with each push. With a grunt, he pulled away from her. “No more; on the chaise, spread your legs.” His voice sounded harsh and torn, frayed around the edges.

Urban produced a condom packet from the pocket of his pants, tore it, and rolled it onto his flushed cock. His chest, shoulders, face, and ears were all red; sweat beaded on his brow and formed a fine sheen over his skin. He tugged off his boots and pants and strode toward her.

Nadia laid back on the lounge and watched his actions with amusement and impatience. “Please.” She dug her nails into her thighs to keep from working her clit and alleviating some of the need that had built to the point of discomfort. She needed release, now, to be ridden hard and fast; there was nothing tender about this encounter. Later, they could take it slow.

He didn’t answer. He climbed onto the chaise, wrapped her legs around his waist, and positioned himself at her dripping entrance. “Hold on, honey; this isn’t going to be sweet, not in the least.”

She thrust her chest out. “Don’t care, fuck me!” Her body was already at the edge without him touching her properly. Her nipples ached, and her skin felt too hot and tight. Every nerve ending was alive and burning with desire.

He didn’t punish her for that outburst. Urban thrust into her in one move. She was already so slick, there wasn’t any resistance. Nadia squeezed her inner muscles around his thick shaft.

“Touch yourself, honey,” he ordered. He paused to grip her hip and dangle her upward while balancing on one hand on the edge of the couch.

Nadia ran her hands over his chest, raking her nails over his bright red skin. He let out a deep growl, pulled out of her, and slammed into her. With each thrust, he rocked her body and pushed her further over the edge until she was clawing at her self-control to keep from coming without him. “Urban.” She moaned and rocked against him as she touched a finger to her oversensitive clit. Shards of fire burst in her gut, inflaming her body until she felt she would drown in fire. He fucked her hard, his cockhead rubbing against her G-spot with each thrust, setting off more sexual sparks.

Urban bent his head and took her mouth in a demanding, possessive, biting kiss. Their tongues dueled as she tightened her legs around his waist. She dug them into his ass. She worked her clit faster and faster until she couldn’t hold back her orgasm. The pressure increased until it burst and overwhelmed her. She stiffened as her nerve endings fired and her muscles shook. Urban continued to thrust into her, drawing more orgasms out of her until she couldn’t move or think. Nadia became nothing but sensation and pleasure mingled with pain. Urban let out a howl as he came, pumping his hips until he softened inside of her. His breath fanned her face as he gazed down at her, pupils blown wide.

“My, Nadia,” he murmured.

“Urban—”

A loud clink echoed around her safe place. Reality crashed into her safe zone, and her dream world began to crack and fade around them. Damn it. We’ll meet later, Urban, she whispered in her mind. She forced away the wrappings of arousal and tried to squash any remaining desire. Nadia shoved away thoughts of Urban and cleared away the vestiges of her dream. She remained relaxed and at ease, but her body was primed to be ready to attack should the need come. The thick metal door creaked open, and footsteps clicked on the cement floor. Showtime. They’d kept her in this barren cell with only a chair, sink, toilet, and three gray walls, plus a thick metal door to stare at. Not even a calendar or a clock to keep track of time. The goons who had picked her up from her hotel in Paris hadn’t told her what they wanted. They worked for the Feline Quorum, the patches on their cuffs said so, but other than that, they hadn’t given her much to go on. At least they’d fed her simple chicken noodle soup and water with a bit of French bread. That was it. As much as she didn’t want to be, she was grateful that they were feeding her.

“Dolph, Maxim, I told you to make our guest comfortable, not hold her prisoner. Why didn’t you put her in the hotel?” Zerik
Rezminsky demanded. “K>BQ=>:, I’m so sorry. These lunkheads misunderstood me. I couldn’t get to you soon enough. My stepdaughter is getting married, and my ex-wife is demanding more alimony even though she’s getting remarried. And let us not discuss all the Quorum nonsense I had to deal with. Bah. Come, come, k>tQ=>:. Let us talk.” He stepped back and gestured for her to leave her cell.

Ah, so it was Zerik. She hadn’t been sure about which member wanted to see her, or rather, imprison her. Nadia drew in a deep breath through her nose and blew it out of her mouth before she opened her eyes, rose, and grabbed her jacket off the chair. She said nothing as Zerik led her into his private luxurious office space. They’d put a bag over her head, but she’d suspected that she’d been taken to this place by the smell of amber and spices that had wafted through the air. Even so, she hadn’t been sure someone wasn’t using Zerik’s offices in Paris for something. With the Quorum, you never knew.

As usual, Nadia ignored the rare art and breakables that were scattered around the space. It wouldn’t do to show interest, and if she needed to defend herself at any time, she was screwed. Not the plush Oriental carpet or the Stradivarius violin under glass fazed her. She wanted to get out of there and head to Draven’s
Crossing to make up the time she missed with her best friend Isy, plus there was her condo. It hadn’t seen a vacuum or duster in months. For now she focused on the task at hand, which was walking out of the room and getting out of the country alive. Zerik may not have wanted her dead, but that didn’t mean his enemies weren’t waiting for their chance. At least she was safe, for now.

Zerik sat down in the plush, padded guest chair and gestured for her to take the seat opposite him.

She didn’t hesitate to sit on the cushy chair. She’d missed padding while being imprisoned.

He steepled his fingers and looked at her. “Now, Nadia, again, I’m so sorry about the incarceration.” He placed his hands on the armrests. His body language was relaxed: shoulders down, settled into the backrest of the chair, legs crossed at the ankle, knees splayed apart. He was in control and knew it; Zerik didn’t fear her if he had been the one to train her.

“No need for apology, Zerik. I want to know why I was escorted from the hotel like a criminal.” There, she’d at least seem angry, even if she wasn’t. Zerik would expect a response from her, even if she didn’t feel it.

Zerik sighed and shook his head. He threw a glare to the goons who stood near the double doors. “I told them to ask you to come with them, not take you, but that is beside the point. I’ll deposit the usual amount and another million into your account for your trouble. I do have a job for you.”

Nadia didn’t say anything, but her senses came alive with suspicion. She didn’t ask him why he was paying her for nothing. He wouldn’t tell her anyway, so she remained silent. She knew she could learn more by listening than by talking. And getting paid to listen was a perk. Besides, it meant that a vacation at Banyan Tree Seychelles in a presidential villa she’d been eyeing was closer than she’d thought. Spa services, here I come.
If only I could bring Urban. As soon as the thought crossed her mind, she pushed it away.

“You are going to Draven’s Crossing. I need your services to find out about a possible Katnip ring coming to town. We have reports that several feline-shifter families are having difficulties with their children and this new drug.” Zerik’s obsidian eyes flashed with a hint of anger before becoming tranquil once again. “Draven doesn’t understand how bad this could be for him. The Council takes away funding for places that could become hubs for drugs within the paranormal world. I don’t understand it, but it happens. Something to do with their antidrug policy. Personally, I think it’s because they’re not getting a cut. But that’s neither here nor there. These are our people, Nadia, my people. I am the head of the Feline Quorum, and I will not have my people subjected to a drug that could and has killed them.” Zerik’s acidic tone could have burned her if she wasn’t already so pissed off as it was.

Her little sister had almost died from a bad batch of Katnip only a year ago.

“Who do I report it to once I find out who’s distributing it, and how do you want me to handle it?” She was proud of herself; she’d managed to keep her tone light. Emotions swirled in her chest, but she managed to not give in to the scream of anger that clawed up her throat.

Zerik may have had his fingers in a lot of illegal pies as far as the authorities went, but he was adamant on doing things the legal way if they could. She prayed he’d tell her he would be taking care of things and sending a Fixer rather than have her take someone out for him. That could get messy, and she doubted he’d want to pay triple her usual rate. Plus, there was the chance of ending up in jail for beating someone to death. Zerik wouldn’t pull strings to get her out.

“You report it to Torger, the chief of police, and if he or Draven can’t do anything, the Council certainly shouldn’t be told. Then you call me, and I will send Misha.” He paused to let the words sink in. “I’ll send you your usual rate, plus extra.” He reached into his silk jacket, extracted an envelope, and handed it to her. “Here is your first-class ticket straight to Draven’s Crossing. Do you need a hotel?”

Relief swept through her. Misha would make it clean, and she wouldn’t get arrested. Also, Misha would probably torture whoever was involved for information, and he took requests. Dark and delicious satisfaction rolled over her. Rather than focus on all the things she could ask of Misha, she turned her attention back to Zerik. As nice as it would be to stay at a high-end hotel on Zerik’s dime, she had to decline, and besides, she didn’t want to tell him she had a home in Draven’s
Crossing already. That information he didn’t need to know.

Nadia accepted the package. “No need, I’ll take care of it. Thanks, and no problem, Zerik, none. Don’t lose those guys.” She looked toward his bodyguards. They shifted under her gaze but remained emotionless. “They’re good. I’ll be in touch.”

She rose. The bulkier of the two goons handed her her suitcase on the way out. Nadia hoped she could carry out Zerik’s mission for him without getting arrested. Goddess knew that whenever she entered Draven’s Crossing, trouble followed and Murphy’s Law stalked her.

 

* * * *

Urban shifted in the guest chair he’d been given. Nothing he did made him comfortable, not putting his weight on his left side or his right, trying to sit on the edge or leaning back, nothing. It didn’t help that he was hungry and horny. Damn Torger for calling him before he’d managed to grab some breakfast or do a quick jerk-off. He’d been into DCPD to visit his brother or to check in with friends, but he’d never had to be ordered into the office. Torger had demanded his appearance at the DCPD in an official capacity, but now things were uncomfortable with Draven hovering in the background like a pale-skinned, dark-haired wraith ready to devour him. His dark eyes held a hungry fire that seemed to indicate a thirst for blood, or maybe he was angry. Urban wasn’t sure and didn’t want to find out. Instead, he resisted the urge to watch the clock and focus all of his being on what they wanted of him. Both men continued to look at him without saying a word.

Unlike in his day job, he felt queasy. Getting a mission, sending him off to parts unknown, was far more relaxing than having his brother stare at him like he was a perp. Draven was eyeing him either with doubt or like dinner; which, he wasn’t sure. Urban wanted it all to stop and to get to the point. Was this about the investigation into Jagger’s part in the death of Representative Evanson? He’d already volunteered for that, though he knew his position would be a farce. No one wanted that case to be stretched out too long since the Council was breathing down their necks and threatening to bring in someone “more competent,” as they put it. Everyone knew it was code for Council lapdog. There was also the Council seat race with two candidates: one a Councilphile who loved and agreed with all things Council, and the other a reformer who wanted to change Draven’s Crossing’s relationship with the Council to make the town more independent. The race was heating up, or rather, getting nasty.

Urban wasn’t interested in diving into Draven’s city politics. Unless there was something he should be intrigued with, which he doubted, he’d stay out of things. He had a gut reaction that this meeting had to do with the Werewolf Summit that was about to go into full swing once all the alphas arrived. But with all the questions being thrown at Draven about Jagger’s involvement in Evanson’s death, the details of the Summit were being buried.

Draven had been fielding questions on exactly what Jagger’s position in his administration was, who he was backing to take Representative Evanson’s place, and Torger was trying not to rip the press’s throats out. His girlfriend, the dragon-shifter and reporter Isadora Jones, had been behaving, only asking questions that were prevalent to the investigation rather than going on offshoots of rumor like the rest of the press. Urban knew the truth, that
Jagger hadn’t killed anyone, but you’d think he was enemy number one by the way the press was acting. It was like they’d never covered a political murder before and were looking for any way to scandalize it. The situation was tiring for everyone all around; he could see the bags under Torger’s eyes and hear the heavy tread of his brother’s footfalls when he got home. Urban shifted in his seat again, hoping they wouldn’t really drag him into that mess.

He prayed that they hadn’t gotten desperate and would ask him to do something like following around Detective de la Rosa, who was in charge in the Jagger investigation, to make sure she didn’t interfere with Jagger’s attempt to clear his name.

“Look guys, can you tell me why I’m here? You’re starting to unnerve me.” Urban decided to get the ball rolling and ask them outright.

Torger took a sip of coffee before he responded, “The Werewolf Summit is happening this week. It’s already started, in fact, but not everyone is here. I can’t focus on anything but the Jagger investigation. Or be seen to have my attention divided by the Summit, Jagger, and the Council’s demands. I need you to act as my autre
loup alpha and handle things for me, keep an eye on the other alphas and make sure everyone is towing the line.”

“We need good publicity, and you’re the only person we can trust to make sure that everything goes smoothly. And everything must go smoothly, understand?” Draven asked. Leaning closer, that fire in his eyes seemed to turn every part but the pupil a reddish orange color.

Urban swallowed. This was something he hadn’t expected. He rubbed the back of his neck. He thought it would be about the Summit, but to be asked to take Torger’s place? To take on that responsibility…. “Are you sure that—” Urban didn’t suffer fools gladly, and some werewolf alphas were the biggest fools around.

“Yes. Everyone here is busy. Everyone.
There’s no werewolf left to handle the alphas that aren’t doing security or handling the hunt for Jagger. There are also some werewolves who are on assignments that I can’t afford to pull from one case to this. The alphas refused to deal with a feline-shifter. You’re it. You in?”
Torger gave him a hard look, and Urban shifted in his seat once again as his discomfort grew.

He couldn’t let down his brother, nor could he say no. There was no one else to take up the mantel, and besides that, he didn’t want anyone to presume that they could take Torger’s place. That could lead to a challenge, and Torger could end up in jail. Besides, if he screwed up, Torger would kick him out of the house and force him to stay in a hotel.

“Okay, what harm could a bunch of alphas do?” As soon as the words left his mouth, he felt sick. He’d been to werewolf summits that ended in blood and lost limbs. “I mean, I’ll keep an eye on things. Promise.” He wasn’t exactly sure how he’d keep his word, but he’d damn well try to make sure everyone behaved. Not unless tranqing everyone would be authorized or legal. Maybe he could get Torger to sign off on that.

Torger gave him a nod. “Good. And no, I won’t allow or authorize you to tranq anyone.” The ghost of a smile appeared on Torger’s lips, and that set Urban at ease.

Once dismissed, he headed to the Tranquil Acres Camping Area, where the werewolves were staying for the Summit. Maybe he could get a handle on the situation. So far only the older pack leaders, well over fifty, had arrived. Their hobby seemed to be talking about the good old days and hitting on the younger unmated female werewolves who wandered by. Nothing to worry about here. Well, unless one of the women killed them, which would be doing everyone a favor, he thought and headed back into town. This should be a piece of cake. If only I had Nadia here. Things look like they’ll get boring. He turned into the Blob’s Burgers parking lot for some lunch. The name sounded disgusting, but they made the best BLTs in town, and the owner of the fast-food place loved classic horror movies, thus the name. He thought of the last time he’d seen Nadia, his feline-shifter lover. They didn’t have a relationship per se. It was mostly sex, with only a few personal details exchanged between them. The last encounter had been in Italy a few months prior and sexually satisfying, as usual, but had lacked anything truly fulfilling for him.

Over the last few weeks he’d found himself wanting more of a connection to his mysterious Nadia. He’d tried to e-mail her to set up another date with her, went as far as to call the number she’d given him. No dice on either. Texts went unanswered. He wondered if he was being played but shoved that out of his mind. He didn’t know much about her. She refused to answer questions unless she wanted to and kept her replies terse.

Nadia refused to allow him to breach any subjects that weren’t neutral. Talking about his family life hadn’t prompted her to share where she grew up or if she had any siblings. When he suggested dinner, she’d brushed him off. As much as he hadn’t wanted to admit it, it had hurt his feelings, that maybe she didn’t want to be seen in public with him. Acting out their mutual love of BDSM scenes and role playing had brought them together, but Urban knew that this lack of a connection could tear them apart. He’d been meaning to have a conversation about how he felt with her but had always chickened out once he saw what she was wearing, or rather what she lacked in clothing.

Wall after wall after wall frustrated him. How could he break through to a woman who refused to give him less than an inch? He’d started several e-mails but had trashed them all because he couldn’t put into words what he felt for her. It felt deeper than love or mating. How to express something like that? She was a part of him. And he didn’t know how to tell her. Nor did he know how to track her down to explain his growing emotions.

Without saying anything, she understood what he needed. If only he could do the same for her. Sexually she could express herself, but anything else was under lockdown. He had considered talking to Torger about her; in fact, that was one of the reasons that had brought him to town other than a forced vacation. Now that Torger had Isy, his dragon mate and reporter for the local news, and was busy dealing with the investigation of Representative Evanson’s death, he had no time for his brother. It didn’t hurt Urban’s feelings, but it did ramp up his frustrations. He was stuck in town with no one to talk to and no one to hang out with. There was Isy, who was friends with Nadia, that much he knew, but he wanted Nadia to tell him everything. Urban didn’t want to risk pushing Nadia away if she hadn’t told Isy about him. Besides that, Isy wouldn’t be able to keep her mouth shut to Torger or to him and would ask a million questions that he didn’t have answers for.

As he sat in the car, he could feel himself slipping into a slump. Thinking of Nadia brought on a need to be near her. Now he could feel the pressure of arousal filling his stomach. Hunger faded away in the face of his desire to smell her spicy scent and feel her silken skin against his as he thrust into her. Urban groaned and forced his desires down. Not here, and not now. He wasn’t going to go home and rub one out when he knew that, not that that would satisfy him. God, he missed his Nadia. He didn’t know what she did for a living. And he refused to use the resources at his disposal to check her out. Urban reached into his phone and turned it on. Nadia’s photo flickered to life. Her mysterious dark brown eyes gazed at him narrowed in annoyance. She hadn’t wanted her picture taken, but he’d snapped it anyway.

Nadia had tried to get him to delete it but hadn’t put up too much of a fight. In retaliation she’d taken his photo, and he’d let her. That small gesture hadn’t given him hope that she wanted a memento, something to remember him by. Maybe she wanted something more but was too shy to say so, which he doubted. He sighed; that made no sense. His stomach growled; hunger pushed at his emotional blockage and reminded him of lunch and that he was sitting in his car like an idiot. He got out of his car and headed into the restaurant. He decided to once again e-mail her and ask her if she would be willing to meet him before he left Draven’s
Crossing. His vacation would be up by the time the Werewolf Summit was over. Then it was back to the grind of spook work. He couldn’t focus on her now; he had to watch the Summit and report back to Torger, and that was that. Easy as pie. He entered the restaurant and grabbed a table. The waiter came up to him, and he placed his order. Urban shoved his emotional toil down deep and drew down his mask of normalcy.

He didn’t want to admit it, but as much as he loved staying with his brother, he hated that he didn’t have his own space and bed. There were other drawbacks as well; he couldn’t use Torger’s kitchen with his brother growling at him to put things back the way he’d found them. Both of them could eat their weight and then some in food, and he cringed to think about the food bills that they were both racking up. He also felt the grind of fast food taking its toll on his body. He moved slower and felt more tired than usual. His mind was sluggish, and he was drinking far too much coffee and beer for his liking.

“Great, now I’m going to move here,” he mumbled.

Urban liked Draven’s Crossing, but he wasn’t sure that he wanted to make it his home base when he had a place in Virginia. Two homes would be too much, and he couldn’t afford it on his salary. Not unless he quit and went into the private sector, and he didn’t want to do that yet. He wanted to make it to retirement age. Fuck, I’m truly fucked. His mind wandered. He was avoiding the real issue: making sure the werewolves behaved themselves toward Nadia. It wasn’t too hard so long as insults weren’t traded and the women were on their best behavior, especially with all the young available unmated male werewolves about. Hormones. Not to mention his own frustration. Urban ran a hand over his face. Yup, I’m fucked.

 

 






  








Chapter Two

 

Several tiring hours later, Nadia arrived in Draven’s Crossing worn out and ready to hit the hay. She headed straight for her condo to take a shower and wash the grime of travel off her weary body, put on her PJs, and crawl into her queen-sized Sleep Number bed. A night of deep sleep would do wonders. With her guard down and her body bone weary, she wanted nothing more than to crawl into Urban’s arms and fall asleep feeling safe and wanted. She couldn’t do that, especially when she didn’t know where he was. Nor did she want to depend on him for that sensation of security. It unnerved her that thoughts like that kept popping up with more frequency over the past few weeks. Yet she couldn’t stop those notions if she tried. No matter how hard she pushed them away, they kept coming back. Rather than fight it, she accepted it, but didn’t act on the urge to call, e-mail, or text him. Have to focus, she ordered herself as she checked the windows on the first floor.

She made her way through the loft area as she went over the facts that Zerik had given her. It wasn’t much to go on, but she’d worked on less. Someone had been coming into Draven’s Crossing on the weekends, selling Katnip. Victims ended up in the hospital on Monday morning in batches of two or three at the max. The DCPD had been notified, but so far they hadn’t acted or investigated as far as Zerik knew; just one more reason to send someone to take care of it in-house rather than distract Torger with a nonpolitical problem or emergency. Besides, the DCPD could control how to handle the perps, whoever they were. Zerik suspected there were at least two people involved in the operation. One person acting alone didn’t sound right. Zerik didn’t know how the drug was administered, and the families of the victims all said the same thing: “They weren’t drug takers, unless it was prescribed by a doctor or it was aspirin.”

The police wouldn’t have believed the victims, but only about five percent of the feline-shifter population in the USA had some sort of substance abuse problem. The drugs of choice mostly dealt with antidepressants, with only one percent going for the hard stuff such as morphine, heroin, or opium. Zerik had been slowly dealing with the drug problem by attacking it directly: cleaning out neighborhoods, moving jobs into the area, paying for health care until the families and victims could pay for it themselves, and making sure that local politicians actually tried to make inroads with the feline communities. In Nadia’s opinion it wasn’t enough, but it worked. For now.

There was no feline community liaison in Draven’s Crossing, and they hadn’t asked for one. If she stayed, she’d consider making an appointment with Draven to apply for or create the position herself. It would be a headache, but traveling around the world had begun to get old. She wanted stability, to create a home. Nadia had a condo and knew the area well, but not the people. She had no clue who her neighbors were except for their names, relationship status, and whether they had security systems in their houses. There was a security booth to get past and a guard that would patrol the streets to make sure no trouble was on the prowl. It made her feel better, but not completely at ease. This whole area was a part of feline territory. Some werewolves did live in the condos, but they mostly kept to themselves.

She could see Urban living in the area. It was quiet enough to feel safe and comfortable but had enough cafes, movie theaters, and restaurants to allow for date nights. Nadia paused in perusing security footage. Urban move in with her? Live with her? She gave herself a mental shake. That was going too far. For all she knew, he didn’t want to live in Draven’s Crossing. Stop it. She forced her thoughts away and returned back to her mission. She didn’t want to call Isy right away. Shower and laundry first, then dinner and connecting with Isy. Once she reviewed the security footage, she got up and repeated the walkthrough process to make sure.

It was a habit she’d gotten into since the night she’d left Little Creek, Asswipe Nowhere, USA. So long as her father couldn’t find her, it was all good, and she doubted that he’d want to go looking for her. Zerik had made it very clear what would happen if Ephram did stray away from his home. There was still the issue of Milena. She wanted Milena to move in with her, but getting her sister to do anything was like herding cats, literally. She’d make a plan, change it at the last minute, or agree to something but then change the day she was doing it, or she’d flake out completely. Nadia wasn’t sure what to think of it all. She had to call her sister and check in, maybe get her to Draven’s Crossing and convince her to stay. There was one thing that the town had going for it: lots of eligible bachelors. There was still the overdose incident that needed to be discussed, but Nadia avoided that subject like a kid and cherry cough syrup. Milly had escaped their father with drugs and alcohol, but that wouldn’t help their mutual problems.

If Nadia believed in any gods, she’d have razed them to the ground for her family problems. Instead, she channeled her anger through her way of living: as a courier for the Feline Quorum and various other organizations that wanted to make life better for all paranormals in general. Some of her assignments weren’t legal and required her to enter places without an invitation, and sometimes she’d have to gain an advantage with photos or recordings. Sometimes she had to steal things, and that led to a huge mess. In the end, it was her life. She’d chosen to work for Zerik, and it had perks, like a new life, enough money to buy herself an island and never have to work again, and the protection of never having to deal with her father again. Her sister was another matter. Maybe I can convince Zerik to hire her. The US branch of the Feline Quorum always needed new hires. She needed to talk to Zerik about that. There might be a place in Draven’s Crossing for the F.Q.

She couldn’t think about that at the moment; maybe later once everything was tied up. Nadia had a whole new problem: giving Isy an excuse that was believable and closer to the truth. The last thing she and the Feline Quorum needed was for a reporter’s instincts to be aroused and have Isy go poking around. Goddess knew that Isy could be too nosy for her own good. Despite their friendship, Zerik wouldn’t hesitate to take care of a problem as he saw fit. Nadia wanted to protect what few people she’d let into her life, and that included Urban. Once her security check routine was complete she headed to her shower, turned it on, got undressed, and stepped inside. The hot water hit all the right places, loosening muscles and allowing her to breathe easy and relax. She allowed her thoughts to float free, even though they all went to the same place: Urban. She wished that she didn’t have this distraction, but knew that she’d have to work it out on her own until she saw him again. Rather than think about that, she thought of all she’d missed while trapped in Zerik’s Dungeon of Unlove.

It was too bad that Nadia missed the action with the serial killer. She would’ve loved to have been in the thick of things; it would’ve been a wonderful distraction, and it would’ve gotten her home sooner. It was also too bad she’d lied to Isy when she’d called. Nadia told Isy that she’d had some sort of drunken ménage, when in reality she’d knocked out several security goons to get some dirty pictures back for a high-ranking Feline Quorum member. That had earned her five figures and a debt that she intended to call in in the future. All of that led to her missing out on helping Isy, making brownie points with Torger, and getting the scoop on Isy’s relationship with the alpha werewolf.

Nadia needed to send Isy a gift basket or some kind of expensive gift both as an apology and a bribe for gossip. It wouldn’t make up for not being able to help Isy, but at least she was here now. And maybe Isy could help her with the Katnip issue. Maybe. With the Council race, Evanson’s death, and the Werewolf Summit, the news station must be in frantics right now. No time to talk about real issues like a possible drug problem in Draven’s
Crossing’s feline-shifter community, as it should be, at least in this case, until they could nip the problem in the bud before it became an epidemic.

This assignment was a lot better than the last few she’d gotten. Zerik had had her running around picking things up and dropping things off, not that exciting. She suspected that it had something to do with the new laws the Council had been trying to press upon feline-shifters. The feline community had wanted to be treated as equal to werewolves. Feline-shifters lacked some of the basic fundamental rights that werewolves had. Since the public had more familiarity with werewolves they gave them more leeway, more freedom. Feline-shifters were given a wide berth, labeled as dangerous and unstable, and were often frisked and arrested for doing nothing more than standing on a corner. Zerik was doing everything in his power to try to change that perception. Whether he was winning was based on the deals he managed to make, not on public perception.

How police identified a feline-shifter was still a mystery; they had no outer markings that indicated shifter status and looked very much normal in human form, but more of her kind were in the system than werewolves. Throw Katnip into the mix, and things could get dangerous. The drug was something new. It had been on the market for over five years. For humans, it had been originally used as a way to soothe patients who suffered from stress-related issues. How it had landed into the hands of the feline-shifters, no one knew, but she’d seen the fallout firsthand. Her sister Milena had ended up in rehab, but not before she’d almost died after taking a small dose. Milly was allergic to gluten; the drug had been cut with flour. Now she had her chance to stop more people from dying. Nadia needed to check in on her little sister. This case was already starting to rip at the seams of the carefully constructed walls around Nadia’s emotions and life.

She felt buried anger and helplessness welling up in her psychic and emotional wounds. Phantom pain shadowed her body in pangs and echoes of past trips to the hospital. Her eyes burned with unshed tears. Nadia refused to cry over what her father had done. The one thing her childhood had going for it was that her cat pard had tried to interfere time and again and protect Nadia and her sister, but her mother refused their offers of sanctuary and seeing how Ephram had been head of the pard, it put them all in a difficult position, but Zerik had made sure that Ephram’s power was limited in what he could and could not do. And soon the pard would be choosing a new leader, thankfully. Her family and the pard had suffered enough under his rule.

She sucked in a deep breath and exhaled. Nadia could feel the pressure building up inside of her again. Nadia couldn’t indulge a sexual outlet, the physical release she needed, or a way to ground herself. There didn’t seem to be any time for it. She needed to get in and out of Draven’s Crossing without riling Torger. Her gut clenched in need, and her sex heated. Not now. With a frustrated growl, she tried to scrub away the desire. It didn’t help; the sensations wound around her body like rope.

Urban. His name ghosted through her mind. She ignored it and continued to run the loofah over her breasts. Her nipples were already hardened nubs, with each brush sparks were set off that traveled straight to her womb. No, she resisted the urge to relieve the pulsing need between her thighs. Tingles raced along her inner thighs, the base of her back, and along her labia. Nadia whimpered as tears of frustration combined with the heaviness in her chest.

Urban. Again his name whispered through her mind. Checking on him would be a distraction that she couldn’t afford right now. Zerik didn’t know about Urban; at least she hoped he didn’t. Just thinking about Zerik finding out about Urban threw some cold water on her. All desire but also all emotional turmoil fizzled to nothing. Her body wasn’t her own; fatigue had her worn down and opened her to attack. Being locked up for at least two weeks had taken its toll on her mind and body.

All subjects involving her father, her past, or Urban needed to be avoided until she was done with her assignment here. Nadia finished her shower and put in a call to the cleaning service after a third quick and thorough sweep. Paranoia was her friend with enemies like hers and Zerik’s. Nothing was found, and none of her traps were sprung. Her bed called to her as she dried off and moisturized her body without really paying much attention to what she did. In a deviation from Urban and her family issues, her brain coughed up the words Werewolf Summit. The airport had been lined with flyers welcoming the alphas to the city. She prayed that she wouldn’t encounter Torger. It wasn’t her arrest record and his dislike of her that she worried over, it was the possibility that he’d interfere and she’d have to call in backup.

He’d feel territorial about this case; he was a werewolf, after all. Draven’s Crossing was his town and during the Summit, he would feel especially threatened by a scandal. He would see it as an affront to his ability to be Alpha of Packs and the Chief of the DCPD in general. Nadia could see where Urban got some of his dominating tendencies. She ran a hand over her face. Again, Urban popped into her thoughts. He was becoming a distraction that she couldn’t deal with. Rather than think about her lover, she dialed Isy. Maybe a night out with a friend could help her and shake off some of the fatigue and ground her in the happenings in Draven’s
Crossing. Maybe Isy could tell her something she wouldn’t read in the blog or newspaper. Plus, maybe some chocolate therapy was in order. Her stomach rumbled in agreement.

“Nads, there you are.” Surprise and happiness filled Isy’s voice. “What happened to you?”

“Some emergency work came up. Can we meet for drinks or chocolate? You can tell me what I missed.” Maybe she could get the lowdown on Katnip. Isy didn’t handle that end of the news spectrum, but she could’ve heard something.

“Sure, I need some girls-out time. Torger is busy tonight, and I need a break from werewolf mania over here. Meet you at Mab’s, say sixish?”

Nadia could hear people in the background. “Okay, six it is.”

She couldn’t help but feel pleased; it was in the heart of the feline-shifter district. Perfect, she could put out feelers and check in with contacts later. Nadia rifled through her closet and chose her outfit. As she got dressed in a tight little strapless red dress and strappy black heels, she thought of Urban. Would he like this outfit? Undoubtedly.
Would she be willing to go out with him to club? No. She would want to take him to dinner, but that was out of the question. Ties made you weak, opened you up to getting hit with surprise.

Zerik would use him against her if she ever got out of line. Casual was perfect. Besides, relationships were for normal people. She and Urban were anything but. Stop thinking about him, she ordered herself as she headed to the door. No purse needed. She slipped money into her cleavage, and she had a key hidden that would let her back in. Unlike other cities, there were phone booths on practically every corner, and a person didn’t need money to dial 911 or the operator. It was a peculiarity that Draven’s Crossing liked to keep alive.

She took a cab to Mab’s rather than drive. It would be much easier getting home and much safer for everyone since her ability to pay attention had dropped at least twenty-five percent. That was dangerous for her and those around her. She needed to be alert, and right now that wasn’t a possibility with jetlag tugging at her energy stores.

The club was packed with mostly feline-shifters. There were a few werewolf females, all older than thirty, dancing, drinking, and flirting with the young feline-shifters. She didn’t know if she’d missed something while she was away in Europe, but this could cause trouble with the current werewolf alphas who liked to keep their women in line and away from available shifters who could compete. She needed to talk to the feline-shifter leaders about this possible issue. As a courier for Zerik she could speak with his voice, a perk when she was treated like a young kit. She loved being able to saunter into a territory and order normally arrogant felines to cooperate, or else she’d call Zerik. With a smile, she waded into the press of sweaty, horny people and went to the bar.

She spotted Isy halfway through the dance floor, waiting at the bar, drink already in hand. Every time a hand grabbed Nadia’s ass or a man danced into her way, she resisted the urge to beat them with her bare hands. Instead, she gave a low hiss of warning and watched them move on. Nadia made it to the bar without baring claws or fangs or partially shifting, a plus for her since the jetlag drained her more. There were far too many stimuli to keep up with. Already her senses were dulled, and she felt the need to crawl into bed. The loud thudding bass of the music, the sweat, profuse amount of perfume, feline hormones, and werewolf pheromones, as well as the stale beer and alcohol in the air, didn’t help matters. Her stomach was running on empty, and she cursed herself for not stopping to eat first rather than wait for Isy and see if she could indulge in a chocolate feast. She prayed that Mab’s would have something to eat, especially if it contained coffee, that would be good. Hopefully the mocha cupcakes were still on the menu.

Nadia sat down onto the stool and ordered a sparkling water. Alcohol on an empty stomach was a no-go for her. She leaned over and hugged Isy, who gave her a bear hug back. The friends broke apart as Nadia’s drink was placed in front of her. When she asked for a menu, the bartender only shook his head. No food until she got home. Pizza was in order before trundling into bed.

Isy hugged her tight. “Where have you been? You missed so much. I have so much to tell you, but first, I gotta say you look horrible. Have you been sleeping okay?” Isy peered at her closely. Concern filled her dark brown eyes.

“Not really, been too busy to sleep.” Nadia skipped over the question and dived right into a subject that they could easily talk about. “So tell me what’s up with all the cougars milling about, or do the werewolves have a special term for older women hitting on feline males?” Now that she was sitting, she could see that there were far more wolf females than she’d thought, and a few werewolves sulking in the corners. No vampires, which interested her, but there was a fairy or two flitting around. Interesting mix.

Isy took a sip of her vivid pink drink before she answered. “They’re called the WQBs, Werewolf Queen Bitches.” She paused to roll her eyes and then continued. “They stalk clubs and popular sites where males twenty-one to twenty-five hang out. No preference to shifter type whatsoever; doesn’t even have to be a shifter, just has to have a beating heart, a job, and can get it up. The males want them because they’re older women who are settled, already in careers, and wouldn’t be likely to divorce them. Both sides get a lot of benefits out of the pairing. Plus, for both, it’s the arm candy factor.” Isy grinned. “I’m doing a story on them for later in the month, after the Summit is over.”

Nadia groaned. “I’m so glad I stay out of the dating scene. It’s far more confusing than I thought. I can see this looks like trouble, with the available werewolf males prowling around.” She tilted her head toward a group only a few feet away from them.

“Torger’s stressed out enough, and with the added wolf testosterone, well, he’s so busy that I worry he’ll burn himself out. At least he’s delegated the Werewolf Summit to his brother. You should meet him; he’s a real hottie.” Isy punched Nadia’s arm.

Shit, he’s here. Nadia did a mental groan. Murphy was back in action. Now she’d have to be extra careful while in town. If she ran into him, she wasn’t sure she could lie. Not to Urban. Their BDSM play may be in the bedroom, but she did have trouble when it came to him ordering her to tell him things. Nothing personal; that she fought to keep to herself.

Nadia didn’t say that aloud. “Nah, I don’t need that type of attachment, not now, anyway.” Nadia didn’t have to be told that Isy was involved with Torger; she could smell the werewolf’s musk on Isy above all the other scents drifting around the club.

“You and Torger, huh?
Like I didn’t see that coming.” Nadia snorted. “The way you two would argue, totally a couple in the making. It’s cute, though.” Nadia could see the glow that surrounded Isy. A pang of envy bloomed in her chest. She wished that she could experience that. Just not now.

“Well, how can you resist a man in uniform? Anyway, you didn’t call me as soon as you blew into town to catch up. What’s up?” Isy gave her a hard look as she sipped her drink.

Relief swept through Nadia’s body. An opening. Besides that, she couldn’t fight against spilling part of her mission. “Okay, what do you know about the drug Katnip?”

Isy snorted before she answered. “I know that’s not an original name for a drug. I also know that it’s made an appearance in our little slice of heaven and is giving the feline community fits. I’m currently working up a piece on it. What do you need?”

Nadia relaxed further. “Thanks, I’m jetlagged and exhausted, so I’m happy you want to get to the point. I need to know what you know about a group of people selling to the feline community. I know Katnip doesn’t affect werewolves, or other shifters, for that matter, the way it does felines and humans. I’m working off little to no info. My client wants this problem taken care of by Torger, or else they will come in and deal with things.”

Isy took a sip of her drink and moved her stool closer to Nadia. “Well, I do have a source in the DCPD Drug Unit who could give you more info. I can set up a date if you want.” Isy nudged Nadia, who groaned.

“No blind dates,” she grumbled.

“But he’s cute and single. Come on, give it a try; you never know. He could be the one to tame that wild child in you.”

The name Urban floated through her head before she shoved it out again. Work first, she admonished herself. “How about meeting him for coffee?”

Isy squealed in delight, leaned over, and threw her arms around Nadia’s neck. “Excellent; you go home and get some sleep, and he’ll call you tomorrow with the details.”

Nadia extracted herself from Isy’s hold, downed the rest of her water, and slid off the stool. She gave Isy a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks, I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

Isy gave her a slap on the ass. “Good to have you back in town. Now off to bed with you.”

Nadia could only shake her head. She had a feeling Isy’s matchmaking was going to land her in hot water. She left the club and called a cab. By the time she got home, she was ready to strip off her shoes and burn them. Her feet ached, and her head pounded. When her cell phone rang, she answered it on the first ring.

A deep male voice she didn’t know spoke. “Nadia? This is Isy’s friend. She asked me to meet you for coffee; are you interested?”

“Yeah, seven in the morning, La Lune café, got it?” Nadia asked, her eyelids growing heavier with each passing second.

“Got it, I’ll see you for coffee.” He hung up.

“Damn it.” Nadia swore when she realized she hadn’t gotten his name. Oh well, time for bed. Nadia rushed upstairs, got undressed, and allowed her body to sink into the plushness of the mattress.

 

* * * *

Poppy’s gaze roved over a particularly sexy male lion-shifter walking past her in the club with a mane of thick, lustrous golden hair and strong features. His green eyes gleamed with interest. Her gut clenched, and heat pooled in her sex. It had been a long time since she’d seen that look of pure hunger in a man’s eyes. Michael hadn’t glanced her way, except as angry or annoyed, in years. Despite it all, she knew that he loved her, somewhere in that cold-ass heart of his. If only she hadn’t needed to drug him to prove that without her he wouldn’t be where he was. She pushed away that thought. No, don’t think about that. Instead, she glanced around the club. It was getting far too packed, and there were far too many unmated people around giving her group the once-over. Especially a few young werewolves that were too young to control.

She leaned over to Caroline. “We need to leave. I need to get home before Michael notices I’m gone.”

Caroline agreed. “Stan will need his dinner. Do you see anyone who can help us set up our bake sale in the feline areas?”

Poppy grinned and tilted her head toward the lion-shifter who’d given her the look; he didn’t disappoint in person. “Indeed I do.” She held up her cell phone, and the man nodded. “Let’s leave. Too bad Zelly couldn’t come with us, but then again, she wasn’t exactly a permanent member of our little team.” Poppy linked her arms through Janice’s and guided them to the exit, with Caroline bringing up the rear. She didn’t bother to tell them that their team was about to get smaller.

 

* * * *

Urban clicked on the Werewolf Summit website and examined the names of attending packs listed. All the alphas were powerful names in the community. It interested him that the Wickerman Pack was not only choosing a new alpha but also requesting a name change. As his substitute alpha, Urban would be able to approve the request. However, he did have one issue. There were three nominations for the position of alpha, and they were all demanding trial by combat. Torger wouldn’t allow it, no matter how traditional it was. Bloodshed and possible death weren’t going to impress the Council, should word get back to them. They might try to impose sanctions against the town: increase taxes, add more demands for security, and possibly put limits on tourist travel. All things that would send Draven ape shit. He was already working with limited sleep and very little in the way of good news. Urban didn’t want to be the harbinger of another stressor.

Urban’s own stress level rose as he went through the list of requests waiting for answers. His stomach rumbled and his ass ached from sitting too long. Time for a break.
He stood up and stretched. He could hear the vertebrae in his back cracking, and his aches pinged around his shoulders and down his spine. He groaned, went to the fridge, and grabbed a beer before settling back down to look over the list again. Urban needed to familiarize himself with all these people. He hadn’t been to a werewolf summit since he was a pup. Everyone he saw, with the exception of Torger, was a stranger. He clicked on the name Michael Porter. He was the most powerful alpha next to Torger. Looking at the rugged werewolf in the picture made Urban’s stomach sour. There was something off with the guy. He had cold, brown eyes and weather-beaten skin. His profile said he was an outdoor guide, married to a Poppy Porter; they had no children, and he was the head of the Jagged Pass Pack.

The name sounded familiar. For a second he racked his brain for answers and came up with some gossip he’d heard while in Nevada. The Jagged Pass Pack was considered violent, abusive toward women, homophobic, and misogynistic. Urban shook his head. The Jagged Pass Pack wouldn’t be happy about Delana Capper, who had won the right to become the alpha of her pack, and her brother, who was gay, was her chosen beta. He decided that more security would be necessary around that particular pack. Urban jotted that note down on his notepad and went back to the list of alphas. More red flags popped up as he read bios, old skirmishes in the past, problems with authority, and demands to go back to the old ways, such as hunting humans for sport. Urban groaned. He could see that the older werewolves who no longer held the alpha position were staying out of things, which wouldn’t help. Basically the inmates were running the asylum in some packs, and that could end up hurting everyone in the end.

Urban needed some help, but since he was barely in Draven’s Crossing as it was and didn’t know very many people, he wasn’t sure who to call. All the werewolves would be engaged in the Summit. Urban considered enlisting Branson, the Torstan Pack alpha. As he read the man’s bio, he was impressed with how modern the man was, although from the gossip on the member’s message board, he was fighting off every available unmated female left and right, and there was some speculation on his sexuality.

Urban snorted. There was so much gossip about Urban and Torger that he was surprised that no one had caught on to Torger and Isy until now. And then there seemed to be a careful sense of joy at welcoming a dragon-shifter into the pack life. To Urban they didn’t have a choice; too many werewolves were scared she’d shift and barbeque their asses, something he wasn’t opposed to. If he could convince her to do it to the current class of pack alphas then he’d be grateful, although there’d be all the mess and bother of selecting new alphas, which neither he nor Torger would want to do. The work involved in declaring winners and such.

Urban slumped in his chair and ran a hand over his face. Thanks so much, Torger, for handing this assignment off to me. He rose from the table and headed back to the fridge. His brother was working late, and Isy was trying to deal with putting together segments on the Council picks for a new representative. As much as he needed to learn who was who, he decided it’d be better if he matched faces to names at the campsite rather than stare at a screen all night. He grabbed a beer and returned to the table. After scanning the rest of the list of alphas expected to appear, he shut down the site and logged into e-mail. Part of him hoped that he’d get a message from Nadia to meet him somewhere. As far as he knew, Draven’s Crossing’s red-light district didn’t have much in the way of anything appealing to him, and pulling some random werewolf to waste time with was about as exciting as a hairball.

With a sigh, he faced facts. He was completely gone on Nadia and had been since he’d first laid eyes on her. She owned him heart and soul, but how to reach her and convince her to give them a chance? There didn’t seem to be an answer or time enough to strengthen the connection. Neither of them was in one place long enough, and Urban knew that he could be out of the country for weeks, months, and years if his mission called for it. It would be hard on both of them, but it would be worth it, in his opinion, knowing he had someone back home to call his own.

The only problem he could see was what exactly Nadia did for a living. He had his suspicions, but no actual proof. She seemed to mostly work in Europe, which was where they met most of the time. The last time they were both in the USA was in Chicago, and what she was doing there he didn’t know. She’d left there was a report floating around the Agency that the feline representative from England had reported important documents missing. They’d turned up weeks later, much to the embarrassment of the rep, but for a while Urban’s gut had told him that Nadia had something to do with it. No one said anything to confirm his ideas, and he didn’t ask. If he did, they’d wonder if he had connection to Nadia and might look into her, and then she’d get a visit, and well…shit would hit the fan, and he’d be in trouble with both the company and her, losing one while being watched by the other. No fun.

He wondered if Nadia spent her free time away from him alone, like he did. If the operation called for flirting or sex he bit the bullet, but other than that, on his own time, he didn’t want anyone else in his bed. Nadia was a beautiful, intelligent woman; what man could resist that? An idiot, that’s who. There was also an aura of mystery around her that could draw anyone in. Jealousy broiled in his gut at the thought of men hitting on her and being unable to intercede. Nadia was his, period.

“I need a distraction.” He brought up the Summit site again and decided to buckle down and study, even if it drove him crazy. Anything to escape the green-eyed monster, his imagination, and the deep-seated yearning for her.

 

 






  







 

Chapter Three

 

“Why does my husband have to die next?” Caroline demanded. “He’s not going to endanger us in any way, and besides, he’s too stupid to realize what he saw.” Her gaze darted around, but there was no one in the room with them; Poppy had made sure of that.

Irritation darted along Poppy’s nerves in spurts. She resisted the urge to grind her teeth, and instead answered, “Seeing is enough. Besides, the insurance policy will make it worth it, and he has info on Michael and his money dealings. I can’t have that. And don’t you want the FCC investigation to go away, Caro?” Poppy marshaled her expression so as not to smile as frustration darted across Caroline’s face.

The FCC had started an investigation into Caroline’s husband’s financial dealings. They’d gone so far as to freeze some of their assets. The result had turned Caroline’s life upside down. Creditors called night and day. There were whispers of whether Stan would be able to keep his alpha status from prison. All this because of her husband’s less than legal dealings in the stock market and investments. There were accusations of insider trading as well as possible embezzlement and money laundering. The only reason Stan had been allowed to leave New York for Draven’s Crossing was because he was one of the heads of the financial board of the werewolf community and knew all the details of their financial stability, things that he’d insisted couldn’t be faxed or e-mailed or talked about over the phone. He also had some friends in the FCC and in political circles, but they’d had to check in at certain times of the day to ensure that they were indeed where they said they would be, plus wear trackers that had been placed on their clothes.

None of that mattered to Caroline. Poppy didn’t care about Caroline and Stan’s FCC issues. It would all go to Caroline’s alibi as far as Poppy was concerned. The fact that Stan had seen Caroline accepting bags of the Katnip disguised as packages of flour was what had led to Poppy’s decision to solicit his elimination. He’d already helped them load bags of flour into the van. If he began to wonder why they needed so much flour, he could stumble upon more of their setup. Poppy couldn’t afford that. Besides that, the werewolf packs couldn’t afford to have their finances looked at too closely, or more questions would be asked as to where the money was going or where it was coming from. The plan was so close to coming into fruition, they couldn’t afford hiccups now.

Poppy narrowed her eyes. “You gave him the map to the mushroom greenhouse, yes?”

Caro better not have flaked out on her. Bad enough that Zelly had had to leave them, but if Caro fucked this up, there’d be one more body left behind in this godforsaken town. Poppy hated all the bodies that were piling up around her; it was so messy. All this for her grand plan to restructure the pack and the female place in it.

“Y-y-yes.”

Poppy accepted that answer and gave Caroline’s shoulder a squeeze. “No worries; I’ll handle it all. And neither of us will be implicated. Torger and his buffoon of a brother won’t be able to rule it murder. Now let’s start mixing the batter for the cakes.”

Hours later, exhausted and coated in sweat, they were done with the first batch of cakes and pies. Their bake stand would be open in time and they already had customers waiting for their goods, including some feline-shifters who’d asked for special cakes, pies, and cookies. Caroline left for the hotel for their planned spa days. Now was as good a time as any to see Stan. He’d told everyone that he would be staying home to make his infamous cream of mushroom soup with local herbs and that Caro would be doing some spa stuff with the girls. The other alphas had told him he was lucky because at least his wife was leaving him alone. Yes, lucky, Poppy thought as she knocked on the door.

Stan answered the door and grinned, his smile so wide it looked fake. Poppy almost felt bad. Almost. He continued to beam at her. “Hey, Poppy! Good to see ya. Caro isn’t here at the moment.”

Poppy pouted. “Drat it. Caro left this at my cabin.” She held up Caroline’s purse. “I’ll leave it here.” Poppy darted around Stan before he could stop her or question why she didn’t bring it to the hotel. She spotted the kitchen. “Mmm, something smells divine! Are you making that yummy cream of mushroom soup? I’m starving; all this work on our bake sale, you know. Mind if I have a bowl? A small one, please; I’m watching my waist.” She rubbed her tummy. Not that she was overweight. Because of Michael’s attention to appearance, she couldn’t gain a single pound; lose it, yes, but gain, no. But she wouldn’t be eating that calorie-laden soup.

Stan gave her a winning smile. “Of course. And you look fine, but don’t let Michael hear me say that.” With an awkward chuckle, he turned and strode into the kitchen. As he went through the cabinets pulling out bowls and spoons and other utensils, she moved to the stove, where she stood over the pot. Poppy fidgeted with the large cocktail ring on her forefinger, then she went to the table. Her phone buzzed, and she checked the caller ID.

“Drat it; I’m so sorry, I have to get back to my cabin. Michael is waiting.” She kissed him on the cheek before she rushed out of the cabin; things would right themselves. With a little help from her, of course. In a few hours, the problem of Stan would be solved. Now if only subtracting Michael from the equation were so easy. She left the camp grounds to go meet with her lion-shifter.

 

* * * *

Seven o’clock was too damn early to meet anyone for anything, even breakfast. Especially when Nadia had spent a sleepless night tossing and turning before finding the Sandman at around two thirty. Her dreams had been plagued with Urban and her father. One minute she’d be safe, and the next she’d find herself running and hiding. She woke up with soaked sheets and her heart trying to thud its way out of her chest. Now she was tired and grumpy. Nadia was in no mood to put up with bullshit, but she was sure a little coffee would keep her awake. Her plan was to talk to Isy’s contact and then go canvass the feline-shifter families who’d been affected by the introduction of Katnip. She’d heard of one family whose son had fallen into a coma after one hit. She wanted to talk to the victim’s mother. The woman had told the police that her son had spoken to a woman, and she’d given him a brownie. How could a brownie have done something like this to him? Nadia had her suspicions, but she wanted to talk to the woman first.

Nadia didn’t leave immediately for her meeting, instead doing some research about the area she was about to go into. La Lune Bakery/Cafe was on the border of feline and werewolf territory. It allowed the two species to mix in a peaceful environment. Nadia settled on her bed with her laptop, wearing a T-shirt, jeans, and socks. She sat against a pile of pillows and clicked through several websites. The sites showed how the feline-shifter community was oriented in Draven’s Crossing. The feline-shifters were third in the most prosperous paranormal bracket, werewolves came in second, and the first were vampires. She read the reports and news stories on the Katnip “epidemic,” as one reporter called it. In the previous year, the number of cases of Katnip overdoses had grown from less than one percent up to fifteen percent. Recently, twenty-five percent of the feline population had had to deal with either losing a loved one to the drug or having to deal with someone they loved being in a coma. The DCPD had no clue where the drug was coming from and no leads on who exactly was selling or supplying the victims. Nadia didn’t have much faith that they were working hard on the case.

After a bit more research she found that with the increase in cases, more Katnip “rehab” facilities had opened up all over Europe and the US. How they made money, she had no clue. Most users died after one hit, no matter how small or large it was, or they fell into a coma. With a sigh, she slammed shut the lid of her laptop and placed it on the nightstand. She was missing something big. The rehab centers couldn’t possibly make money, and yet they were. From what she’d read, parents were enrolling their children and susceptible family members into programs with the purpose of preventing them from falling prey to the drug. How could you prevent something when you didn’t know where the drug was coming from?

Thoughts bounced around her mind with all sorts of conjecture and theories on why someone would come in and sell Katnip in Draven’s Crossing, especially with the Council visiting and the Summit going on. The police were worn thin and being pulled in all sorts of directions. They couldn’t get a handle on all the issues that would pop up. It was a blessing for her; she could move around without Torger breathing down her neck. But what about Urban?

Why she’d never done a background check on him was beyond her. She didn’t want to know anything about him, wanted to treat him like a fuck-and-run and get no attachments. But now that she had some ties to him, she didn’t know what to do about it. With a groan, her mind produced images of Urban sometimes dressed, sometimes beautifully nude. Heat flooded her belly and slipped down to fill her pussy. Her breasts grew heavy as she allowed her mind to play over the memories. Urban always looked tanned, even in the dead of winter. Scars webbed his back and crossed his chest, stomach, and arms, thin white stripes that could have come from either animal scratches or human nails. He had bullet wounds in both his shoulders, his chest, and in his right thigh. Instead of detracting from his beauty, it increased it. This was a man who’d faced death and danger and lived.

His face was a study of angles. His lips wouldn’t be considered sensual or lush by any standards, but they were still kissable. He had golden brown stubble and jade-green eyes that would darken to gold when he was on the verge of the shift. He always smelled like a forest laced with moonlight and spice and wolf musk under the soap he used and the lightly spiced cologne he’d slap on after a night of being up without sleep. But even with all those scents there was always a hint of sex, something that told her he was ready for her every time, all the time. His blond hair was cut short, almost military-like, but the top was longer than the sides. She would always muss his hair, allowing the softness to tickle her palms.

He was a work of art, muscular, always fit. Just her type. If only she could resist him. She had a craving to be near him. Hearing that sexy, rough voice in her ear made her vaginal muscles quiver and her nipples tighten to hardened peaks. And now he was in town, so near, so close. Everything in her wanted to pick up that phone and call him, get him to come over, but the other part of her didn’t want him to know where she lived. Urban was a human lie detector; explaining why she had a place in Draven’s Crossing would use up what little brain cells were active around him. There was also the small tingle of fear that opening this part of herself would increase their connection. Could she handle more strings? What would happen if and when he found out about her family life? No one would want to be related to the kind of instability Ephram brought into their lives, not to her.

With a sigh, she sent up a prayer to Artemis that they not cross paths. Urban would distract her and set her on edge, plus he had enough to deal with as the replacement alpha for Torger. She’d do this quickly, get the name and info for Zerik, and get out of Dodge. At least that’s what she told herself. Nadia turned to her right, grabbed her phone, and turned it on. Her phone background was a picture of a waterfall. After entering her password, she brought up her pictures section and scrolled through the various photos she’d taken of Urban. He had no clue how many she’d taken. Every time they were around each other she would take a shot to document any changes in him. She preferred, as pervy as it was, to take pictures of him nude and asleep. He’d never know it; at least she hoped that was the case. When they were separated, she’d have something visual to use when the urge for sex overwhelmed her. A sense of guilt tugged at her gut as she remembered when she’d last spoken to Urban and had to put him off.

She’d been in bed trying to get off with a vibrator and her fingers. She’d lied and told him that she was on a job and couldn’t see him. Running away, as usual. Nadia had pretended to be waking up, when in reality she’d been awake for hours trying to ease the longing for Urban with any means necessary, even porn. None of it compared to her love, and nothing and no one ever would. Talking to him only made things worse. Nadia doubted she could run away from him for long, especially not now.

She had to meet Isy’s DCPD Drug Unit contact in a short time. Nadia didn’t question why Draven’s Crossing needed a drug unit, what they did, or why he’d agreed to meet her. What she needed to do was get in and out of town quickly. Lacking sleep or being jetlagged wouldn’t help her do the job for Zerik. The minutes ticked by on slow hands. She felt sleep tug at her and allowed herself to doze and wake in fits and starts. When her alarm went off again, she let out a pained scream. She reached over, picked up the clock, and lifted it up, ready to throw it across the room. Nadia wanted to destroy that little beeping machine, smash it, punch it, and most of all, make that damn alarm stop. Rather than give in to her inner violent instincts, she placed the clock back on the nightstand and pushed the button.

The world became blissfully silent, but now that she was awake again, she couldn’t get back to sleep. Besides, there was no way she could go to sleep. She had no time, and she couldn’t be late. With a grumble, she got up and stomped over to the bathroom, where she turned the shower to cold, hoping it would wake up her sleeping brain cells and make her more alert. She stripped out of her clothes and stepped into the stall. The ice water hit her, and she sucked in a breath. She forced herself to stand under the downpour, grabbed the soap, and lathered up. Once she’d gotten used to the cold, she turned off the downpour and dried off.

It didn’t help. After drying off, she decided to go straight to the coffee. Nadia poured herself a cup of scalding hot liquid and swore when she took a sip, which burned her tongue and throat. With tears in her eyes and anger stirring in her gut, she downed the rest of the hot brew and got ready to go. She tucked her house key into a boot, hid her ID in her bra, and slipped her mobile into her jacket pocket. After she had worked with a pickpocket for a year, she’d stopped using a purse and had begun carrying only the minimum amount. She never used a credit card, debit or otherwise, unless it was an emergency; keys were stored in her shoes or in a place that could be secured to her body.

Any money she needed was tucked away in an inner pocket or in her bra, but never in a pants pocket. She put a few random denomination bills into her secret jacket pocket, set the alarm, and left. The door would auto-lock behind her. Her nerves were raw, but she was nonetheless aware of all the people out and about so early in the morning. She kept watch for anyone who shouldn’t be there. Her neighborhood wasn’t exactly well-to-do, but it wasn’t known for crime or break-ins. There was a good mix of shifters in this piece of Draven’s Crossing, mostly felines. So far, she didn’t feel as if she were being watched or followed. She decided walking would help her wake up; driving a car would be irresponsible in her state, and the café wasn’t too far away. As she walked, her mind became less muddled, and her throat and tongue didn’t feel too hot but roughened and achy. Hopefully, I’ll be able to eat something. Her last meal had been well over eight hours ago. She was thankful she hadn’t drunk anything when she’d met Isy at Mab’s. If she had, she’d be feeling crappier than usual.

Her stomach grumbled as the scent of freshly baked scones, pancakes, and buns wafted through the air. She picked up the pace, only to start running to the door. She had to wait as a little old lady beat her to it, slowly opened it, and shuffled inside. Nadia tried not to growl. Get a move on, Granny! Instead, she stared through the window at the glass cases being filled and the darting of waiters and waitresses pouring cups of coffee and delivering ice-cold glasses of milk. When the old woman was through the entryway she turned and gave Nadia her sweetest smile before saying, “Next time, you should get up earlier.”

Nadia stared after her, trying to fight down a surge of anger. “Well, fuck you very much too,” she grumbled and ducked into the restaurant. She marched over to an empty table and slumped into a chair. A check of her watch told her she was early, thankfully, and another grumble of her tummy told her it was time to eat—but what? She picked up a menu and looked over the food items: vanilla-bean scones, chocolate-chip muffins, oatmeal with various fruit toppings, and various pancakes with syrups and fillings. The menu declared that everything was made on-site and organic. At that moment everything could’ve been made with spam, so long as she got fed. She flagged down a waiter and ordered some milk chocolate-chip pancakes with macadamia nuts covered in a dark chocolate syrup and some milk. For now she would avoid coffee unless she needed it, even if that mocha topped with whipped cream being delivered to the table next to her looked too good to be true. She slouched further into her seat and stared out the window, praying that Isy’s contact who refused to give her a name would arrive.

Nadia didn’t mind that anonymity; he’d told her she’d recognize him by the mirrored sunglasses. It was a normal accessory rather than a corsage or some sort of crazy scarf or tie. When her food arrived, she dived into it like she hadn’t eaten in days. Zerik made sure she’d gotten something to eat, but it was barely nutritious enough to keep up her energy. They’d given her gruel and water, no protein. Her inner snow leopard had hated it, but at least they were getting fed. The buttery sweetness with the crunch of the macadamia nuts was bliss on her tongue. The dark chocolate was bitter enough to wake up her senses. Her tongue and throat didn’t mind that she was eating. The more food she consumed, the faster her healing powers worked to soothe away the aches and roughness.

An odd musk drifted around her. She scented him before he spoke. Her skin tingled with awareness that someone was standing next to her.

“Am I interrupting?”

At the gruff voice, she looked up, mouth full of pancakes with a fork on its way up to her lips and her free hand cupping the milk. Shit, she berated herself silently as she took in her reflection in the mirrored sunglasses. She looked like crap: bags under her eyes, skin looking less than fresh, and frown lines around her eyes that refused to smooth out.

He took off his shades, and she found green eyes gazing down at her. His angular features were more pronounced now that his glasses were off. He had shaggy blond hair that brushed his shoulders. His clothes were rumpled as if he’d slept in them, but it looked good on him, suited his image. He held out a hand. “Rex Lathem, nice to meet you.”

Rex took the seat across from her. He waved the waitress down and placed an order. “Would you like more pancakes? Maybe some coffee?” A knowing smirk flitted across his mouth but never reached his eyes.

She frowned. His scent drifted toward her, sunshine and sweet grass with an edge of lemongrass, but there was something mudding the natural scent. Without a thought, senses on high alert, she shoved the chair back, got up, walked around the table, and inhaled.

“Whoa, we just met, come on.” Rex held up his hands, but that didn’t deter Nadia from taking another deep sniff. He didn’t try to push her away; he sat still and allowed her to investigate him. No one commented or called out at her behavior. Not that she cared. Nadia didn’t like being made a fool.

She let out a warning growl and went back to her seat. “If you’re going to pretend to be a feline, the least you could do is cover up your wolf musk with something a bit, shall we say, stronger. I know a guy. I can give you his number, tell him Claudia sent you, and he’ll give you a huge discount.”

It was Rex’s turn to frown. “Damn it, I thought I was doing a good job covering it up.” A little Southern accent slipped in. His body relaxed into an artful gratefulness that made her envious. There was no way she could do that without looking like she was about to slide off the seat.

“This explains why you’re in the DCPD, a mostly werewolf outfit. So why does DC need a drug unit? The issues of crime and drugs are low, with the exception of the Katnip issue. So what’s going on here?” She dug back into her food.

“Well….” Rex relaxed into his seat. “It may have a low crime and drug rate, but it still needs a drug unit, plus we’re supposed to stem the tide before it starts up. I’m sure Isy’s told you about the issues we have with the Council?”

Nadia agreed. “Okay, I get that; you stop it before it becomes a huge issue. So what does this have to do with Katnip?” She wondered if maybe the Council was perpetrating the Katnip issue. Nadia had to call Zerik on that issue.

Rex’s food arrived, and he began to cut into his stack of Southern Comfort Special. “Normally this would’ve been nipped in the bud. There are very few people who could sell any drugs in the first place. But this Katnip thing….” He shook his head. “It started a few weeks ago, a few deaths to start with, but when the Werewolf Summit started up, things got worse. I’ve had to toss people in jail or hide them in the DC Rehab Center to get some counseling. Once I shut down one dealer, two more pop up. I have a lead, but it’s tentative and sticky.”

Nadia frowned; her stomach flipped. She flagged down her waiter for a mint mocha with extra whipped cream. “Okay, spill.” She wouldn’t ask about the rehab center, not yet anyway.

“Okay, there are these werewolves’ wives who want to do a bake sale, but they also want to lace them with Katnip. I don’t know why, but I’ve made them believe that I’m the only game in town.” Rex began to eat.

Nadia let the info turn over in her head. “Why would werewolves want to lace their baked goods with Katnip? It has no effect on them.”

Rex chuckled. “Yeah, but this bake sale isn’t going to be for the wolves, it’s going to be selling to the felines and other paranormal species as well as to humans.”

Nadia frowned. “Why? And why baked goods?” She had an idea, but she didn’t want to give Rex something about her that Urban didn’t have.

Rex took a sip of his coffee before answering. “Because you have to cut the drug with something. Too strong, and it will kill instantly. You want your clients to walk away alive so you can get more customers after they’ve sampled things. And anyway, if they fuck with werewolves, regardless of whose wives they are, they’ll be exiled from the pack, possibly killed.”

A sinking feeling started in her stomach. “Who are these wives?”

Rex rattled off a list of five werewolf alpha bitches, and Nadia swore. “Are you serious? I can’t go after them. It doesn’t matter who I’m working for; I’d be killed. Why are they doing this?” She also doubted Torger would defend her or stand by her when she presented her case to him.

Rex pointed his fork at her. “That is the million-dollar question. From what I can tell, there are no money problems to speak of, so maybe boredom? Maybe they got inspired by that TV show about the mom who sold drugs and decided they could make some extra money?”

Disgust spoiled some of Nadia’s appetite. “Ugh. It’s one thing to deal with felines, but werewolves, especially alpha bitches. You’re sure about this? That they’re behind this?” They had the how but not the why, and it bothered her. Alpha bitches didn’t do shit like this on a whim; there had to be a purpose behind it.

Rex leaned forward. “So what do you want to do? I could talk to Torger, get you in on the investigation if you want.”

“No, no, no. He can’t know I’m in town. Do you have proof of this?” She needed to know if all of this was speculation or actuality before she made her move.

Rex nodded. “Yes, they’ve approached me for a large order of Katnip. They told me it’s for a bake sale, to spice things up. They told me they couldn’t risk traveling with their stores of Katnip, so they have to buy locally.”

Great. Nadia needed to know more about this case, and this didn’t help her much. “Okay, give me the specifics of the case, from the beginning, please. I want to make sure I have all the information before I make a decision.”

Rex gave her a winning smile. “Sure thing.”

He went over his info. Why he was helping her, she didn’t know and didn’t really care. All she needed to do was figure out the who, which she now knew, get evidence, and turn it over to Torger, and if he didn’t do anything, take what she knew to Zerik. Sounded easier than it was.

Rex leaned back against the backrest of his chair. “So, now we know the who, but we don’t know the why, and we have no evidence. Last night during the meeting, Poppy took away my cell phone, recorded our conversation we had, and kept the video. I was patted down for a wire by one of the women.” Rex didn’t look pleased to be felt up.

Nadia could only marvel that werewolves were doing this deliberately to feline-shifters. “What do you need from me?” She hated to take a backseat, but in this case if she let Rex do all the heavy lifting, that meant less work for her. Plus, that meant she wouldn’t be out and about and possibly getting caught by Urban.

“You—” Rex pointed his fork at her, “—are going to let me deal with the details. I’ll call you in at the end. They know me. To introduce you could make them nervous, and I don’t need them anxious or suspicious. Besides, I already told them I work alone. You can handle the cyber-research, right? Get a track on their pasts and see if you can find the why?”

Nadia dragged the last of her pancake through the syrup and ate it. While she chewed, she gave herself some time to think. She swallowed the last of her milk, called over the waiter again for a mocha with extra whip, and glanced over at Rex. “Yeah, and it will be better for me. Torger’s not my biggest fan.” If only Urban could be.

Rex gave her a wide grin. “Boss man doesn’t like outsiders who could screw up investigations, and you, honey, have trouble written all over you.”

His gaze roamed over her body, a leering look in his eyes that made her skin crawl. Nadia studied her dining companion. He was handsome enough, if you liked a face with all sharp angles. His confidence could be appealing, if she didn’t feel he was projecting a false bravado. All in all, there was only one man she wanted, and she couldn’t have him.

Nadia held out her hand. “We’re partners on this, nothing more. Besides, you’re not my type, and I’ve got a man.” It pained her to add that last part when she wasn’t really sure about it.

Rex grabbed her proffered hand and gave it a shake. “Okay, deal. He’s a lucky man. Bet you make life really interesting for him. Although he better mark you ASAP. I’m not the only one sniffing around.” He wiggled his eyebrows.

Nadia ignored the gesture and pushed back her chair. She slipped her index finger and thumb into her bra and withdrew a moderate amount of bills. Nadia threw down the money and a generous tip and turned to leave, only to stop short. Urban stood at the entrance of the café, his eyes a shining golden color that sent an icy finger down her spine. He looked like he was trying to hold himself back. Unreadable emotion flitted across his face. Nadia wasn’t going to be able to continue dodging him.

“Fuck.” She shuffled toward him, praying he wouldn’t make a scene. Well, at least a scene that didn’t involve sex. Her pussy and clit began to throb as her temperature rose and her nipples tightened. The urge to sink down to her knees and apologize was on the tip of her tongue. Her body reacted automatically, relaxing with the expectation of its master command. Yeah, I’m really fucked. She walked up to him, head bowed with fists clenched.

 

 






  







Chapter Four

 

Urban stared at Nadia. Shock reverberated through his body as blood pooled in his groin and filled his cock whether he wanted it to or not. He studied his woman. There were dark smudges under her eyes; she looked wired with energy and yet ready to crash. With her head bowed, he felt as if he’d walked into one of the many private rooms that they’d used to act out scenes and fulfill their deepest fantasies. His traitorous dick jerked in response while his jeans became far too tight for comfort. He growled, turned on his heel, and strode out of the café before he could do something he’d regret, like taking her in his arms and kissing the life out of her or yanking down her jeans and spanking her in punishment for not telling him she was in town. He ignored the twinge in his heart at seeing her and fullness of emotion that weighed on his chest at the very knowledge that she was so close to him and yet still so distant.

He struggled to breathe past the lump in his throat as he took in the dark bags under her eyes and her usually glowing skin that had lost that healthy halo. She tucked a few strands of dark brown hair behind her ear. It was shorter than the last time he’d seen her but still fell to her shoulders in a thick curtain. She wore a tight T-shirt that stretched across her full chest and showed off her trim waist. The jeans she wore sat low and hugged her hips. She wore simple black boots that peeked out from under the flared hems. She wore no jewelry; her makeup was simple gloss, and there was nothing else to detract from her natural beauty. Ever since he’d told her she was perfect without all the artifice she’d stopped being heavy-handed with her mascara and blush, and her lips had gone from thickly put on to a light swipe of lip gloss. His fingers and palms tingled to touch her face, cup her cheek, and thread his fingers through her hair. His lips ached to feel the press of her mouth on his. The urge to press himself against her body and feel the softness of her curves melt into him tugged at his gut.

To distract himself from giving in to that urge, he threw a glance over at the table she’d left. Urban recognized a werewolf from Torger’s department; what he did and why she was meeting with him was not his concern, for now. He knew some ways to make her tell him why she was here and why she was having breakfast with that guy rather than fucking him senseless in his bed for the rest of the morning. Breakfast forgotten and his appetite gone, he walked as far from the café and parking lot as he could get and waited for her to follow him. He didn’t doubt she’d come after him, not in fear or worry but because, like him, she couldn’t not be near him. They were like magnets: they’d meet, connect, and then repel each other. He had to be patient.

It didn’t take her long to catch up to him, walking, not running at a quick clip.

“Urban,” she murmured in her contralto smoky voice that sent rivulets of desire pouring through him. Again his heart twinged, the rhythm speeding up as he absorbed her presence and allowed himself to savor the warmth of her nearness. Up close, she looked wearier than what he’d seen at a distance. His heart ached for her. He wanted to take her back to Torger’s cabin, curl up around her, and order her to sleep. Once she was rested, then he’d make love to her and punish her for not telling him she was in town. If she hadn’t known that he was in Draven’s Crossing that was one thing, but still, none of this discomfort or annoyance would be taking place if they’d communicated. He pushed back on that thought and knew that he wasn’t exactly as forthcoming about where he would be from day to day either. God, we’re so fucked up, he thought.

“Nadia,” he replied. His fingers itched to trace the curve of her cheek, feel the silkiness of her skin, and his body demanded that he connect the loop of electricity that sparked off her and press himself against her. His cock gave another jerk. He reached down and ground the heel of his palm into his erection to stop the sensations flitting along the stalk before he did something stupid and stripped her out of her clothes to slide into her silken heat. He gritted his teeth as the pain burst in his groin, only to fade and turn to a dull throb. She watched his movement without saying a word. Nadia shifted from one foot to the other but didn’t move away. Her tongue darted out to slicken her lips, bringing attention to her plump lower lip. With a groan, he shook his head and tried to refocus on the issue at hand: them being in the same city at the same time without calling each other. At least, that was his concern. There was a bigger issue at hand.

“Why are you here?” he asked, his voice soft, lulling to his ears, as if he was speaking to an anxious animal ready to bolt at any moment.

“Business,” she replied with no further explanation. Her gaze skittered away but then returned back to meet his eyes.

Again he studied her style of dress and her posture. Although she seemed relaxed, tension radiated from her in small waves. Her shoulders were down, her chin lifted, and her gaze darted around them, but every few seconds it would settle on him and then move around again. When her eyes focused on him, he felt a shiver run through him as his body tightened. Her arms hung at her sides, no longer balled up into fists, and her legs were spread; she leaned forward a bit, but not enough to make him think she’d attack him. He raised an eyebrow at her.

“Business that means you could get hurt.” It wasn’t a question; he always suspected, but never researched, that what she did required violence at times and a need to know self-defense. Her body was lean, athletic in build, but had enough curves that he had something to grip on to when he drove into her. Another burst of heat bloomed in his stomach to spread throughout his body. A wave of arousal tried to rise, but he shoved it back. He needed to know why she was here.

She shrugged, and he swore. “I can’t do the Werewolf Summit and worry about you at the same time.”

Nadia’s sensuous lips curled into an amused smile. “No need for that. I have backup.” She looked back in the direction of the café.

“Him?” Urban shook his head. “No, he’s one of Torger’s, and I doubt Tor would want you two working together. You are trouble, after all,” he said with a chuckle.

She raised an eyebrow at him. “Moi?
Ennui, non.” As if to prove her point she stepped forward, rose on tiptoe, and wrapped her arms around his neck. Her fingers buried into his hair, which had grown longer since the last time they’d been together. He’d been meaning to get it cut, but it felt good to have her fingers play with the strands. Her fingernails scratched at his scalp before she pulled his head down for a soft kiss. He melted against her and wrapped his arms around her waist, settling his hand on her lower back. For a moment he savored her lips against his before he opened his mouth, and his tongue darted out to tease the seam of her lips. She opened up for him and could taste what she’d had for breakfast, right down to the chocolate in the mocha she’d had.

He felt her hand cup the side of his neck as he lost himself in the feel of her in his arms once again. The kiss turned deeper, hungrier until they were mashing teeth, biting each other’s lips, and their tongues twined in a need to take control. His thoughts turned fuzzy as his lungs burned for air. As much as he didn’t want to break the connection, Urban pulled back, panting. They were out in the open, exposed, and yet all he wanted to do was drag her against the nearest tree, rip off her clothes, and plunge into her wet heat. He tilted his head back and moaned when he felt her nails drag down over his chest and abdomen until she stopped to cup and squeeze his needy cock. “Fuck.” The word dragged out of him on a whisper as her palm rocked against his erection.

“Urban,” she whispered and peppered kisses over his neck and down the center of his cotton-covered chest.

“Yellow,” he muttered, and much to his annoyance felt her still with her hand over his denim-covered dick. He took a deep breath and blew out it through his nose. “Not here, and not now. Not until you tell me why you’re here.” Urban managed to grasp at the little control he had and refused to rock his hips against her hand.

She sighed. “Urban, I can’t—” she started.

He cut her off. Urban looked down at her; acid churned in his stomach, burning away some of his arousal. “Why? I can make you tell me.” He hated to use that card, but if she screwed up things for the Werewolf Summit, Torger would have both their heads. And he couldn’t have that. There was too much at stake.

Sadness filled Nadia’s brown eyes, pain flitting across her face. “No, don’t, please. Don’t use sex like that,” she whispered as she withdrew her hand from his erection.

Urban took a step back and took a few more deep breaths. Distance; he needed to put a few feet between them. “You can’t fuck up the Summit for me, please. Tor put me in charge. I need things to go smoothly,” he pleaded.

Indecision flared in her eyes. Her shoulders slumped, and her body became rigid. She reached across the front of her body and gripped her wrist. Nadia looked down and away from him; she took a step back and leaned away from him. Her lips pressed into a tight line.

More acid churned in his gut. He ran a hand through his hair. Urban didn’t like where this was going. He didn’t like fighting with her, not one bit. “Shit, tell me, please, baby.”

She rubbed the back of her neck and fidgeted with the hem of her shirt before she finally answered him. “There’s already a problem,” she whispered.

“Fan-fucking-tastic. Tor’s gonna kill me.” He let out a groan before he asked for the details. “Spill it, now,” he commanded.

She lifted her chin in defiance. “I don’t have all the facts; I can’t tell you supposition. Besides, I don’t want to involve you unless I have to.”

Urban allowed his anger to fill him. “So you’re shutting me out once again? I never get to know what you’re doing, where you’re going, or who you’re with.” He knew he was allowing his bigger problems with her to substitute what was going on, but he couldn’t help it.

She snorted and moved closer. “The pot can stop calling the kettle black. Spooks shouldn’t throw stones; they may bounce back and hit you in that broad head of yours.”

“And when did you figure that out?” he demanded, hating that he was that transparent to her and she was still a mystery to him.

“On the first night we were together. You don’t act like you do unless you’re with The Company or some other private espionage firm. I’ve worked with enough of you to know how you act,” she pointed out. “You marked all the exits, you were alert of our surroundings the whole time, you refused to go into any room that didn’t have more than one door, and you kept guiding the conversation toward who owned the club we were in, even when you were told that it wasn’t an issue. Despite the great sex, you were always aware of how long we were in the room and where possible weapons were. I was there to unwind; you were there with a purpose that had nothing to do with sex. The owners of the club were robbed the next day, and it was reported they had ties to an eco-terrorist group. They didn’t report a breach of the security system. The media said it was a professional job.” She gave him an unemotional look.

That transparent. She’d marked him from day one but had never said anything. Interesting. Urban resisted the urge to ask who she’d worked with, jealous that they’d gotten to see a side of her he’d only glimpsed or suspected existed. He felt as if a cold wind had slammed into him and filled his body. Words sprung into his mouth that he had to bite back, or else he knew he’d lose her. Instead, he drew in a deep breath through his nose and blew it out through his mouth. “Is there anything you can tell me? Like why you didn’t call me and tell me you were in town? We could’ve done dinner. I’m gonna need as many reprieves as possible this week.” He decided to not pursue the issue of what they knew about each other and focus on the issue of now.

Her features softened. “That bad, huh?” She moved closer until their bodies were within touching distance. Nadia paused, looked him over, and closed the gap between them, pressing her body against him, allowing him to feel the strength and life within her. He felt her energy seep into him, giving his body a boost, lifting his spirits, and allowing him to relax. Urban closed his eyes and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her against him. He groaned as he traced one of his palms up along her spine and slid the other one down to cup her ass and push it against his groin. His erection grew as heat whirled around his stomach. Arousal wrapped around him, and for a moment he forgot the Summit and her being secretive. He bent his head to her neck and nuzzled the crook. That sweet scent of feline musk and spice filled his nostrils. Urban rocked against her. A hint of her pheromones perfumed the air.

“Urban, not here,” she murmured as he felt the brush of her nose against his chest.

He chuckled. “Then we should take this party somewhere else.” Urban peppered her jaw with soft kisses. He didn’t want to let go of the sense of calm that she brought out in him. “All my stuff is at Tor’s place. So no toys.”

“Don’t need toys.” She tunneled her fingers through his hair and brought his head up. Liquid brown eyes gazed up at him; he could see the desire spark deeply in her eyes. “Just need you.” She placed butterfly kisses on his lips, setting off bursts of fire on the sensitive flesh.

He groaned and sighed. “Where do we go?” He slipped his tongue into her mouth and swirled, teased, and tormented hers until she moaned and ground her hips against his.

Her phone rang, and for the first time in his life he hated technology. He pulled his head away and traced her features with his lips. “Don’t.”

“Case,” she murmured and stepped away from him, but not far enough. Urban drew her forward and began kissing her neck again while his hands kneaded her ass. She moaned but didn’t stop him. “What?” she demanded, voice husky and rough around the edges.

“Uh-huh, yeah, okay. Dinner.” She ended the call and stepped back again. “We can’t, and besides, you haven’t eaten, so you eat, and I’ll watch and pick your brain.”

That got him to stop. He gazed at her, a sense of joy filling his chest. “You want my help? Let’s go to Eddie’s Diner on Chaplin.” Urban grabbed her hand and pulled her with him down the street. Their first meal together. He tried not to get his hopes up or get too excited. She could easily disappear come morning, and he hadn’t missed that she hadn’t told him where they could’ve gone to finish their hello kisses and affection.

 

* * * *

“Why did you have to kill my husband in our cabin? I have to sleep there. Where will I stay?” Caro demanded. She paced around the room, her frustration crackling in the air. If Poppy didn’t know any better, she’d think that Caroline was about to shift.

Poppy shrugged her shoulders. “Stay at the Ritz for the rest of the week, on me. Get full-service spa treatments, use the minibar, whatever, but don’t worry, nothing will be tracked back to you.” Poppy twisted her wedding band. “Now about our bake sale. With Zelly out, we need to bring in products, maybe more pies and cookies and some tarts, we’ll need to make a run to a bakery, see what the competition is all about. Remember, we’re raising money for werewolf orphans and abused spouses of shifters. That’s our story.”

Caro rolled her eyes. “Yes, Poppy, I know, I remember. I’m not a dumb blonde.” She flipped her strawberry gold tresses over her shoulder. “You know I haven’t heard from Zelly since she took off. Have you spoken to her?” Suspicion filled Caroline’s big, blue-green eyes. Yes, Caro had studied to be a lawyer but hadn’t taken the bar. Stan had found her and taken her out of law school. Poppy reminded herself that she had to watch what she said around Caroline.

Poppy smiled. “Don’t worry, honey, she’ll come up for air once she’s ready. Probably sunbathing with a hot, young stud now that that boorish husband of hers is gone. Now, we have a funeral to plan and a bake sale to make sure goes off without a hitch. Get the ladies started, and I’ll be back with the info.”

Caroline’s eyes narrowed but she said nothing; instead she left the room, probably to make the phone calls and check in on the investigation. All of these deaths were becoming far too complicated, but the end justified the means, right? And changing the pack structure and gaining more power would definitely be worth it in the end.

Poppy strolled off as calmly as she could. The body count was getting too high for her comfort. Two husbands dead were two too many. She wasn’t sure how long they could keep this up for. And that Katnip dealer made her nervous for a reason she couldn’t quite place. All her other contacts had landed in jail for stupid charges. It wouldn’t matter, so long as they met their goal and got in and out without Torger being the wiser. All the coroner had to do was rule it natural causes. She had used enough of the powder she’d been given. That was enough for only one person. Besides, they had other methods if something came up. She arrived at her cabin, took a deep breath, and composed herself. An icy finger raced down her spine as she heard the TV on a baseball game, or so she thought.

With her head held high, she opened up the screen door and headed into the building.

“Get me a beer and some peanuts,” Michael called from the lounger in front of the twenty-five-inch flat screen. “I’m gonna go hunting in the woods tonight.”

Poppy pursed her lips. Annoyance churned in her gut. She’d spent most of the morning trying to figure out the kitchen in their cabin and then cook a whole ham baked in a homemade honey-mustard sauce, even rose at the ass-crack of dawn to get fresh vegetables for a side, and had a batter chilling in the fridge for biscuits. Then there was the expensive imported beer she’d picked up that was now useless because it could only be paired with the ham. Rather than complain, she bobbed her head and said, “Of course, dear.”

Michael looked over at her, eyes narrowed to slits until only a thin line of dark brown could be seen. “You sassing me?” He turned his body toward her, hands balled up into fists.

Poppy bowed her head. “No, dear,” she whispered.

“You better not be sassing me; you know what happens. I don’t wanna have to get my wolf involved, understand. Now where’s my beer and peanuts, bitch?” He turned away back toward the television.

She swallowed. “Of course, dear, on the way.” Poppy scurried into the kitchen. Maybe there needed to be one more victim. For now, Michael served her purposes, but not for long; for now, the bake sale was her priority.

 

* * * *

This was some weird shit, Nadia thought. She had seen a lot of weird things in her life, but this made her uncomfortable in a whole new way. Urban sat across from her with a large T-bone steak, sunny-side-up eggs, home fries, and some sort of slaw, along with another smaller plate of biscuits and a bowl with pats of butter piled high. Feline-shifters ate meat, but not like this, and this was only his breakfast. She watched, fascinated as he placed another forkful of meat with spears of buttery broccoli into his mouth and chewed. For a second she got lost in the movement of his jaw, the pinkness of his lips, and the relaxed, pure bliss on his face. Watching him eat was a whole new pleasure she’d never indulged. Fear tickled the back of her brain, and her inner snow leopard stretched and stared, not feeling the least bit odd about this situation.

Things were getting far too comfortable for her taste. They fucked and that was it, end of story, but now, seeing him like this, she found herself wondering if after all those nights together she should’ve stayed. She wondered how he’d look in the mornings coming out of the daze of sleep. Or after a long day at work. Nadia didn’t know where he lived, only that he’d confirmed what she’d always suspected: he was a spook, and spies didn’t have a long lifespan, depending on their line of work. Then again, neither would she if she kept working for Zerik. With a sigh she signaled the waitress, who had been giving Urban the eye when they’d walked in.

“I’ll have a coffee, and can I get a menu?” she asked.

The waitress answered without looking at her. “Sure, hon, be right back.” She put a little extra sway into her walk, not that Urban noticed.

He either looked at her or his food. “You should get the steak,” he mumbled around a mouthful of beef.

Nadia waved him off. “Too early for cow.”

Urban snorted and said, “Never too early for cow.”

Nadia rolled her eyes and replied, “Tell that to the cow. Anyway, I need your brain cells to be focused, okay?”

Urban gave another snort. “Can do two things at once, more than two things, you know that.” His eyes darkened to a green that looked almost black.

She squirmed in her seat as a rush of heat washed over her. Oh yes, she knew that very well. With a shake of her head, she came back to her purpose for this breakfast meeting. “Case,” she muttered. “I have a case, very important.”

“Uh-huh, and?” Urban made a rolling motion with his fork. “Spill it, Spots.”

Nadia glared at him. “Just because I’m a snow leopard-shifter doesn’t mean you can call me Spots. Anyway, why would werewolves sell Katnip to feline-shifters?” It was the one sticking point she didn’t understand, not when alpha bitches were involved.

“Money.” That single word hung heavy with disgust.

Nadia shook her head. The most prominent packs present at the Summit were all wealthy. “But if they already had money, why would they want more?”

Urban cut into his meat and answered without looking up. “Greed?”

Nadia let out a frustrated puff of air before she pointed at him and said, “First, cut the monosyllabic crap, and second, they would risk Torger’s wrath for more money? I highly doubt that.”

Urban waved his fork and shook his head. “Explain from the beginning. I need all the details, honey.”

Nadia thought it over, trying to figure out how much she should tell him. “Zerik sent me here to find out more about a Katnip ring selling the drug to feline-shifters. The casualties may be low, but they’re still our people. That guy you saw me talking to had info for me. Once I find out more, I’m to turn the perps over to Torger, and if he can’t handle it I’m to call Zerik.”

Urban’s thick, blond eyebrows rose up. “And do what?”

She shrugged. “He’d take care of it.” Nadia didn’t want to discuss Zerik’s methods of doling out punishment. She’d been his instrument in his numerous power plays and attempts to keep his status on the Quorum. Urban didn’t need to know that. Like he doesn’t need to know about my past or what I do. This is business, she tried to tell herself. One look into his green eyes, and for a moment she forgot all about the outside world. The waitress’s arrival allowed her a reprieve. She accepted the menu and the coffee.

“I don’t want to know. Okay, so why’d they risk it? Because they may want to take over Torger’s Alpha of all Packs status for themselves. Money doesn’t mean prestige; it means you have money to burn. The title would need to be earned by battle or with proof that he can’t take care of all the packs. So this Katnip thing has to be a separate issue.”

She mulled over his words. “Okay, so this person or these persons are doing it for entirely different reasons. Just need to figure out why.”

Urban finished off his sides and the steak. He pushed away the plates and started in on the biscuits.

She could only shake her head. “Hungry much?”

Urban chuckled. “We shifters use up a lot of protein, you know that. Anyway, why would ol’ Zerik need a why?”

She ignored his implication. “Say what you will about Zerik, but he’s helped me out more times than I can say.”

Urban narrowed his eyes. “Excuse me?” A warning growl vibrated through his voice.

“Not sexually.” She could only roll her eyes at him and started to look over her options.

“Good; remember who’s master in this relationship.” He went back to eating his biscuits.

“We’re out of the bedroom, master.” She sipped her mocha and tried to figure out what she wanted to snack on.

Urban’s phone buzzed. He got up and left the table. Within five minutes he returned, a grim look on his face. He waved down their waitress. “Order what you need to go; we have a body up at the Summit. Tor wants me to make sure it’s not something that can make them look bad.”

“Why—?” she started.

“Because your skills could help me.” He threw some bills down and headed for the front door. She followed him, only to stop in the parking lot.

“Where’s your car? We walked here.” Nadia looked around, but didn’t see a motorcycle or a car that screamed Urban. Nothing.

“I walked here, but my car is back at La Lune.” He came back and grabbed her hand.

She didn’t resist, and despite his wide gait she kept up with him, savoring the delicious sensations of warmth and comfort that snaked up her arm, swirled around her chest, and arrowed down to her groin. Nadia barely noticed the various people who walked by. All her energy was directed at Urban, but her mind, on the other hand, rolled over what she knew about her case so far: that there were alpha bitches using Katnip at bake sales to lure in customers and that they have a feline-shifter deal them the drugs, which they don’t carry over the border. But why? And were they working with their alpha husbands? Why would they risk the danger of Torger’s wrath during the Summit if they got caught? Things weren’t adding up on the why front. She would have to put a call in to Zerik tonight to let him know that she had information; this would stave off him sending Misha. Urban squeezed her hand. Her thoughts scattered as she came back to the present with him.

She glanced up at him; his green eyes lit up with humor, and the sides crinkled as he smiled. “No thinking too hard; it will come to you when you need it.” He bent down and kissed her temple before straightening up and guiding her toward his SUV.

Nadia had been so deep in thought, she hadn’t noticed that they’d managed to get back to their point of origin. “Okay, I’ll try.” She doubted her mind would obey him. Nadia wanted to get this case over with as soon as possible before he found out anything else about her.

They walked toward a garnet-red, 2012 Mazda CX-5. She raised an eyebrow and glanced over at him. “Red?” Nadia had always pegged him as a black or gray paint job, but red?

Urban shrugged. “Only color they had on hand, and I like it, well, until the full moon comes and I have to park in an empty lot. It screams steal me.” He clicked the toggle and opened the passenger door for her. “After you, m’lady.”

She hesitated in letting go of his hand. Nadia didn’t want to release that contact yet but had to. She released her grip, and slipped into the seat. He leaned down, slipped his fingers under her chin, and turned her head toward him. Once she faced him, he bent forward and took her lips in a tender kiss that caused her heart to stutter in his rhythm and fire to churn in her gut. She pressed her mouth against his, demanding more of his touch and affection. He opened his mouth, and she reciprocated the action and slipped her tongue inside. With a sigh, she took his kiss and melted into her seat. He grabbed her neck and threaded the fingers of his other hand into her hair. With a growl, Urban took her lips in a biting, possessive kiss. Her lungs burned; her head felt light, and a dull throb began. She groaned, not wanting to break contact, but she had to breathe. Nadia pulled her head back and took a breath. She bent her head to take more of his affection, but he pulled away.

Nadia let out a low hiss and tried to follow him out of the car, but he pressed a hand to the middle of her chest and pushed her back into her seat. He shook his head. “No, not yet. Later.” He bent back down and kissed her one more time before he straightened and closed the door on her.

She sunk into her seat, buckled her belt, and waited for him to get into the car. Get a grip, she admonished herself. Nadia couldn’t believe how she was acting. Yes, they hadn’t had a chance to spend a lot of time together, and things always boiled down to sex and only sex. She’d never acted this way when she’d had a crush on a boy in high school; the fact that she yearned for his touch, needed to feel that connection deep down and couldn’t get enough of him, set off warning bells in her head. Urban had always been a part of her private life, and to bring him fully into her world would put him in more danger than he’d ever faced.

The Feline Quorum was nothing to sneeze at. Werewolves had a specific hierarchy. With felines, there was constant movement. They were always jockeying for a position, and no one was safe. The fact that her boss, Zerik, had been in charge for the last five years was a miracle unto itself. The fact that she was considered his right-hand woman was a problem, as everyone wanted her out of the way. Could this be a plot from one of Zerik’s enemies? The thought hadn’t occurred to her until now. Shit. She ran a hand over her face.

Draven’s Crossing didn’t have a huge feline presence. Werewolves and vampires ran the town. Felines and witches took third place in the power order. Great, I could be involved in a power play. She closed her eyes and leaned her head against the headrest. A large, warm hand rested on her thigh. Nadia didn’t jump; her muscles relaxed. Calm filled her at Urban’s touch.

As much as she hated to admit it, when she wasn’t around Urban life didn’t have color; everything was routine. I miss him when he’s gone. The thought hit her like a freight train out of nowhere. Tears formed, but she refused to let them fall. They wouldn’t help, and crying didn’t solve anything. Instead, she clung to the peace he gave her. She inhaled his scent and absorbed his presence. Soon enough she’d be gone, and she wouldn’t know when they’d meet up again. A relationship was dangerous to both of them and besides that, given her family history, there was no way she’d allow herself to be that vulnerable or to have children.

Urban squeezed her thigh, and she opened her eyes and turned her head toward him. “What?”

He looked her over. A blush of heat washed over her face, down her neck, and filled her chest. “What?” she asked again.

He said nothing, just continued to stare at her, as if imprinting her features into his mind for some reason.

Nadia shifted in her seat but didn’t remove his hand. A few more seconds, she told herself, a few more moments, and then I’ll cut the tie. Time drew on with the two of them sitting there staring at each other. Embarrassment pushed at her sense of comfort until she couldn’t take it anymore. Nadia grabbed his wrist and pulled it off of her leg. He released her thigh but still said nothing. Urban turned away from her, dousing her in ice water. She felt cut off from her source of life, all alone and bereft. Swearing again, she slumped into her seat and focused her attention on the parking lot outside the window.

“Why do you hide from me?” Urban asked softly.

She jerked her attention away from the café and looked at him. “What?”

Urban sighed. “You always pull away, never share anything personal, and shut down anything that could connect us. I want more than sex, you know.”

Nadia nibbled her bottom lip. Warmth rolled through her chest, and she felt something inside of her unknot at his words. Despite the happiness that bubbled up inside of her, she had to bring herself back to reality and said, “We can’t do this now. There’s the case.”

Excuses, excuses, her mind whispered to her. Her snow leopard remained quiet, allowing her to battle herself alone. The feline never interjected when emotions came into play. Nadia knew what the cat wanted, but couldn’t give it to them both.

Urban shook his head. “No, while I have you here, you’re going to talk to me. You know I don’t fuck around; I haven’t slept with anyone else since I started seeing you, and yes, I do believe I’m seeing you, not dating per se, but we have something.”

Nadia gritted her teeth in frustration that he wasn’t allowing her to put distance between them and distract her from her emotions. “This isn’t the time and place.”

Urban snorted. “Yes, it is. I have you here, and I’m going to get to know you, break down those walls around you. I can’t guarantee that we won’t get hurt or burned, but I will kill the person who made you this way.” A growl followed that statement.

The sound raised goosebumps on her flesh, her lungs constricted, and she couldn’t take in enough air. Nadia jerked her head away, trying to hide and put up barriers between them. Once she was sure she could say something without her letting something slip, she murmured, “What makes you think—?” She couldn’t finish the sentence, couldn’t fathom how to respond, nor did she want to lie to him. Her heart ached at his statement. Only Zerik had made that kind of vow to her. Ephram may be alive, but that was at Zerik’s whim; any moment her father stepped out of line, he was dust. To hear Urban say it, even if he didn’t know her situation, took her breath away. Conflicting emotions filled her: relief at having someone who wanted to take care of her and protect her from the boogeyman in her past, and anger that he dare presume that she needed that kind of shield. Nadia could handle her father, thank you very fucking much.

“Did you think I wouldn’t notice?” he asked as he turned on the car and pulled out of his space. “You’re trying to keep me at arm’s length. I doubt it has to do with Zerik and what you do for him. It was something else. You pull away from anything personal, you try to change the subject when I’ve tried to talk to you about family, and you refuse to allow me beyond the foyer of your emotions. But you know we’re more than sex. You know that.”

She chewed on the inside of her cheek to keep quiet. A tremble began in her hands as her legs started to jiggle up and down. Heavy emotions swirled around her chest, making her heart ache to burst to let some of her old wounds go. But if she allowed that, what would happen to her? What would protect her from Urban or from the disappointments of life? What would be her barrier when he let her down or when Zerik couldn’t help her? Who would stand up for her? We’re fine without anyone, she said silently, we can take care of ourselves. We don’t need you. The words were on the tip of her tongue to say, but they refused to come out. She wanted to say the words, to shove him back into that space that she reserved for him, but couldn’t, didn’t have the strength to do it. Already, being with him was wearing away some of her resistance.

Urban continued to drive, but she felt his hand back on her thigh again. He gave it another squeeze. “Tell me something, anything. How about this, answer this one question. Do you have any siblings? That can’t be too damaging, right?”

Nadia thought it over. It wasn’t like he could find Milena, right? Besides, he had no clue what her last name was, and telling him wouldn’t hurt too much. It would make him stop asking. Besides, it was a name. She wasn’t going to give him anything else. “I have a sister. I haven’t seen her in a while.” Nadia almost choked on the last part. Why the hell did I tell him that? I’m not drunk! She groaned to herself. More of her barrier wore away at that small confession. Well, at least I didn’t give him her name. She felt a modicum of pride, but her snow leopard only chuffed in amusement. Oh, now you show up, she growled at the cat. It turned with her and sauntered away, plopped down, and went to sleep.

Urban stopped at a red light, leaned over, and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you. What’s her name? You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

She mulled over the question. The pros and cons were far too many. Nadia looked over at Urban, who looked so relaxed and sexy. He’d rolled down the window at some point. Wind ruffled his hair. She licked her lips. Without a thought, she reached over and ran her fingers over the side stubble. The prickles tickled her skin and set off sparks along her arm. “Your hair got longer. Time for a cut?”

He shook his head, grabbed her wrist, turned his head, and kissed her palm before going back to focusing on the road. “No, not yet, and no changing the subject.”

She sighed. “Her name is Milena. My mother always wanted to go to Europe, so she gave us European names.” The words slipped out as if greased by oil, so simple and easy. No resistance necessary.

Not that her father ever called them by their proper names. Nitwit, Moron, Whore, Slut, Witch, Failure One and Failure Two, among other things. Tears burned in her eyes. She squeezed them tight as the heaviness and knot in her heart returned. She took shallow breaths and tried to suppress the pain. Her psychic and emotional wounds ripped open as echoes of the past rolled around her head. The purring of her snow leopard dulled the ache.

Urban brushed his fingers over her cheek. “Hey, baby, what’s wrong? Where did you go?”

His touch muted some of her turmoil, but not enough. Tears slipped down her cheeks unbidden. “Fuck,” she muttered and wiped them away before more could fall. “Nothing, don’t ask, don’t,” she warned.

Despite years of therapy and Zerik’s help, she couldn’t talk about it. Anger roiled in her stomach, breaking the moment. Thankfully, Urban didn’t push. He placed his hand back on her thigh and rested it there. She took solace in his touch but said nothing more. Her mental and emotional walls snapped into place, although with effort. Nadia needed alone time, a way to bring her defense back up and be stronger than before. With Urban here, she couldn’t breathe without his cologne in her nose; his presence continued to hit her like waves or punches, depending on how she felt. Right now she was too open. He saw too much; she felt so vulnerable, too naked. How could he see me? How could he read me so well? Fear trembled over her arms and legs and caused her stomach to quake. She closed her eyes and breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth, holding each breath for a second before exhaling. Nadia continued the process until her emotions were under control.

Urban ran his hand up and down her thigh with light pressure. “I won’t, I promise. We’re here.”

He turned into a dirty parking lot strewn with trash and dust filled with luxury SUVs, sedans, and pick-ups. There were no children in sight, which was curious. “Where are all the pups?”

Urban chuckled. “No kids allowed. The Summit is pretty much a vacation for parents. Interestingly enough, most of the alphas don’t have kids. They pass on the alpha status to the strongest among their pack, not a child or a sibling.”

Nadia tried not to frown. “That’s weird. Most felines want to pass on their dominant status to their kids if they can hold out long enough. Zerik doesn’t have any kids, not even stepchildren, and he’s in the process of a divorce, but he’d never leave his Head of the Quorum status to anyone but blood. So I guess Inessa is out of luck.”

She groaned as she heard herself. Zerik wouldn’t be happy if word got back to him that she was talking out of turn, and to a werewolf, no less.

“You and Zerik close?” Urban’s tone was low, but she could hear the edge in it.

Nadia considered not telling him anything but decided against it. He hadn’t made a big deal out of knowing she had a sister or what her name was, so why not give him more and see what happened. “Zerik helped me get through a tough time and gave me a job when I needed it. He’s…family, I suppose.”

She wasn’t exactly sure what that word meant. Frustration filled her at how difficult it was to say one thing that was true without fighting her instinct to not get too personal. Her first instinct was to protect herself and her sister. Zerik knew all about her family background but didn’t hold it against her, and it had taken him three years to get all the information. With Urban she felt too much was at stake; he had something Zerik didn’t: control over her body and possibly her heart. She wasn’t sure about that last part. Did having someone constantly on your mind, feeling bereft without them, and yearning to hear their voice or feel their touch count as owning your heart?

If he knew her, anything serious about her, he’d leave. No one wanted to deal with a broken doll, and certainly not a broken woman.

Rather than allow him to open her door, she unbuckled her seat belt and got out, pretending to stretch her muscles. Her inner snow leopard wanted to explore, discover what new things she could find about her environment and the people who populated it. The scents that assaulted her nose were mostly werewolf musk and forest with some animal dung mixed in. Woodlands and shit she could take; the wolves, not so much. Nervous energy jittered along her nerve endings, through her legs, and up and down her arms as her heart picked up its pace. They were far from cat country; the mountains were in the distance, but that didn’t help. It would be a good couple of miles to trek up there on foot in human form, and in cat form the speed would pick up, but there could be a number of factors to consider: speed of wolves, bears, both shifter and normal, and other cats.

Flaky cell signals, so no backup, and nothing to help her get word out if she were in danger. Nadia knew how to hot-wire a car, but that would be a hindrance in itself with timing and model of vehicle, condition, and how full the tank was. Her gaze darted here, there, and everywhere to take in the variables and figure out escape routes, which weren’t that many to her eyes.

“Hey, look, baked goods,” Urban said, pointing to a table covered in the classic red-and-white, checked pattern, laden down with baked goods of all kinds.

Her stomach rumbled, and she swore. It’s not like we haven’t eaten, she admonished her inner feline. Her tummy growled again, louder this time. “Fine,” she mumbled and darted off in the direction of the treats. Nadia slipped her index middle finger into her bra and pulled out a small wad of bills.

“You keep—never mind. I’m going to go check in with the resident security to see what they have to say. Grab some doughnuts for me, the powdered kind. And a few pies and cakes, what the hell.” Urban dug into his pocket, took out his wallet, and slipped out a credit card. He handed it over to her. “Just don’t buy everything, okay?”

She accepted the card, feeling awed that he would trust her, at least monetarily. Zerik had always sent someone with her when he gave her his credit card to shop.

“Um, okay.” A hot flash filled her cheeks, and the tears were back. With a deep breath, she darted off to hide her reaction.

The different desserts on offer weren’t that plentiful, but they looked too tempting to turn down. After strolling down the table to gain some control over her wayward emotions she selected a cake, some peanut butter cookies, a blueberry pie for Torger, and a few filled doughnuts for good measure. Her things were put in boxes and gift wrapped by a well-styled blonde in an expensive wardrobe: a silk blouse, wool pencil skirt, a simple blue cardigan, and pearl earrings and necklace with a perfectly coiffed bun; not a hair out of place. Her makeup was minimal but only enhanced her classic beauty and cornflower-blue eyes. Her porcelain skin had a light sheen of sweat. Her gaze darted here, there, and everywhere. Something wasn’t right, but she wasn’t sure what. Fear permeated the air between them, but there didn’t seem to be a threat anywhere. Nadia knew something was up but not to ask. She would keep an eye on her if their paths crossed again. She decided to act as if everything was normal. “Um, can I pick these up on the way out?”

The blonde gave her a forced smile. “Of course.”

The energy between them cooled, and the fear dissipated. Annoyance flittered into the space. Nadia felt a blast of cold hit her but ignored it. Werewolf bitches didn’t like anyone on their turf. She glanced around but didn’t see Urban. “Um, where would the security office be?”

“Follow the arrows along the stone pavement. It’s clearly marked.” The blonde laid on the honeyed Southern accent that made Nadia’s skin crawl.

Nadia gave her a small smile. “Thanks.” She snagged a cookie and darted off, praying the alpha bitch wasn’t leading her to danger. They were known to do that to get rid of possible rivals. She traipsed along dirt-covered rock walkways, past old, put-out-to-pasture werewolves that made wolf whistles and called out obscene, misogynistic come-ons that made her stomach roil. Urban’s scent was light; it almost got lost in the other musks floating on the air. She tracked him to a cabin on the furthest reaches of the campground. He stood in front of two beefy-looking werewolves that didn’t seem to be moving out of the way for some reason. She walked up to the group, aware that this could lead to trouble. Nadia relaxed her body but ordered her snow leopard to get ready.

“No one goes in there while the techs are working, not you.” Beefy Number One sneered.

Beefy Number Two stood there, looking like a stone gargoyle.

“You want to keep me away, fine, I’ll call Torger and have him tell you to let me into the scene.” Urban pulled out his phone and began to dial. How he got a signal, she wasn’t sure.

Amateur. She wasn’t going to wait for them to comply; she marched up to the group and looked at Beefy Number One. “How can you stand there and disrespect the dead?” she demanded. “How would your alpha have responded if he were alive to see you humiliate the pack?”

Beefy Number One let his gaze caress her. The look in his eyes made her stomach lurch. She lost her appetite for baked goods, or any food, for that matter. Instead of being intimidated, annoyed, or taking her words into consideration, Beefy Number One stepped toward her and looked her up and down with an interested spark in his eyes that made her want to throw up.

“Well, aren’t you a delicious morsel, even if you are a cat.” He spat as he reached out and placed a hand on her waist.

She acted without thought as she heard Urban roar, “Get your hand off my mate.”

Nadia grabbed Beefy’s wrist, bent it back, turned around, and pulled his hand behind his back, pushing his shoulder up and pressing his arm into his body.

“One, never put your hands on me, ever. Two, you’re humiliating your pack. A woman and feline-shifter is about to rip your arm out of your socket and beat you with it. Now, if you don’t want that to happen, say you’re sorry and let Urban into the scene before Torger has to pull himself away from whatever he’s doing to come down here and turn your ass into a chew toy. Now, what are you going to do?”

Beefy mumbled, “Sorry, you can go in.”

“What? I can’t hear you.” A rush of pleasure filled Nadia as she demanded a response from the asshole. “Speak louder.” She wrenched his arm upward.

“I’m sorry, and you can go in, Alpha,” Beefy said louder.

Nadia grinned, released Beefy’s wrist, stepped back, and ducked before he could retaliate. Rather than allow him the lead time, she kicked him in the back of the knees until he fell to the ground, grabbed his hair, and pulled his head back, exposing his neck.

Urban didn’t need to be told what to do; he bent down and brought his lengthened teeth to Beefy’s neck. “I am the alpha in charge, remember that.” Urban bit down until a small bit of blood beaded to the surface.

She threw Beefy down to the ground and stepped over him. “Let’s go.”

Adrenaline and arousal burned through her veins. Her nipples beaded, and liquid desire filled her womb. Urban wrapped an arm around her waist and guided her into the cabin. She didn’t protest his touch; instead, she cuddled into his side and purred at the contact. They didn’t part when they stepped inside. She took in the living/dining room area. Everything was simple and comfortable, from plush couches to dark oak tables. Smooth river stones formed a large fireplace with no fire in the hearth. A sizeable flat screen was mounted on the wall next to portraits of wolves hunting. Nothing in the place screamed that a woman had added her touch anywhere. The victim sat at a fully made-up table with four places all put together with simple white plates and silverware. At the head sat an empty glass of beer. The victim lay on his side, and a bowl of thick, creamy soup sat in a puddle on the floor.

Nadia pulled away from Urban to look things over. Techs milled around the scene but didn’t seem the least bit interested in the fact that they weren’t suited up like ghostly, white condoms. One of the techs on the scene came up to Urban.

“Nothing to report, sir.
Nothing that screams foul play. Victim seems to have choked on his scallop and mushroom soup. Doc will know when he cuts him open. We’ll know more when we get the report back. The wife was at a spa in Draven’s proper for a girls’ night out. Nothing else to report.” The tech bowed his head and moved off.

Nadia crouched down next to the victim and studied him. He was a pale man for a werewolf, a thick crop of auburn hair with pieces of mushroom soup threaded through his tresses. He was dressed in pajama bottoms and a worn Vikings jersey. A night in, she figured. She wafted a bit of air toward her and inhaled deeply. Nothing amiss that she could smell. Everything smelled like mushrooms and subtle spices. She stood up and took in the place setting; beside his glass of beer was a basket of chunks of bread. A magazine that showed river and fishing scenes sat on the table next to his place. Like the tech said, nothing amiss. And yet she couldn’t shake the sensation of something crawling on the back of her neck. Her senses took in everything; the air smelled of stale remnants of his meal and beer. He hadn’t truly started to decompose yet; there was only a whiff of body odor in the air and the softest touch of Irish Spring body soap.

She walked around the room, softening her focus, imprinting the scene onto her memory to review later. Nadia ducked into the kitchen to find a pot of soup still on the stove, not much, but enough for two servings. “Urban,” she called out.

“What?” Urban stomped into the room, looking annoyed.

“Can the attitude, and take a sample of the soup.” She tilted her head to the pot. A werewolf alpha dying by choking on a piece of mushroom or scallop seemed too good to be true, not when there were so many possibilities, among them another alpha here trying to make a move for more territory.

He didn’t argue and ordered a tech to take a sample. “Seen enough?” he asked.

She decided to take a look in the other rooms. The cabin had three bedrooms including one with a full bathroom, two half baths, the living and dining room area, and the kitchen. When she rifled through their clothes, she found an interesting contrast. He had brought well-worn jeans, T-shirts with holes in them, sneakers, and various pajama bottoms and tops, but nothing that matched, with only one serviceable suit that had seen better days.

With his wife, it was like she had to be on call the whole time: simple cardigans, blouses, knee and ankle-length skirts, and low heels with pantyhose. Her underwear was a study in prim and proper, nothing that screamed sexy. There were no push-up bras or thongs; everything was serviceable white cotton, bikini-style panties and simple bras that reminded Nadia of the style of training bras her mother used to sneak to her when her father wasn’t looking so she’d have at least something to help when Nadia had begun to develop breasts. There was also no evening wear to speak of, not unless she was hiding it, but nothing that screamed a night on the town. Curious. The clothing reminded her of what the blonde from the bake sale table wore.

The woman’s clothing was simple and drab in soft feminine colors like white, pink, or robin’s-egg blue. No blacks, dark rich blues, vibrant reds, bright oranges, or sensual greens. She wondered if all the pack wives dressed like this. Her mind flashed back to the werewolf she’d met at the baking table. She was the only woman manning the station. Her clothing, though flawless and expensive, also lacked a flair for personality. She needed to talk to her while she picked up her order. But she doubted the woman would talk. This wasn’t feline country, where women were allowed to lay out their business in the open and air their grievances with their husbands and families.

“Ready to go? Or are you not done rifling through their belongings?” Urban leaned against the doorway, all casual sexiness and confidence.

For a moment she had a flashback to another time when he’d leaned in another doorway, naked and aroused, ready for another round. A roll of desire caught her off-guard as it washed over her.

All she could do was stare at Urban and impose upon his clothed form the beauty of when he was naked, tanned skin glistening with sweat in the dull light, hair tousled and cock thick and standing up, waiting for her to mount him and fuck them both into bliss. A groan formed in her throat, but she swallowed it down.

She opened her mouth to say something, but her world stopped when she heard a scream. Without a thought, she and Urban rushed out of the cabin toward the sound. Werewolves blocked their path but Urban shoved them aside, opening a tunnel in his wake. They came upon a scene straight out of Nadia’s nightmares and past. The woman that had been at the bake sale table was on the ground, blood flowing from her nose, a bruise on her chin, hair out of place, blue eyes wide with fear. She was trying to move away but didn’t get too far. A large, blond man that looked like he’d been a linebacker gone to seed stood over her, blood on his fists and anger etched in every bit of his craggy face.

Nadia stilled, frozen in place. She became four years old, hiding under the table, watching yet another fight with her parents, only this time her father had struck her mother, causing her to fall and hit her head on the table where she hid. Nadia began to tremble as fear splashed her with an ice-cold sweat. Her heart pounded against her chest. She balled her hands into fists as her legs shook and strained to hold up her weight. Tears formed in her eyes as a silent scream filled her throat but refused to spill out of her mouth. She couldn’t make a sound; if she said anything, the anger would be turned on her.

“Nadia?” Urban called out.

Urban’s voice snapped her out of her reverie. She took in a deep breath and waded into the fray, all the time telling herself, You’re not a child, damn it, you’re an adult, and you can save this woman. Don’t fuck this up.

 






  








Chapter Five

 

Poppy watched as the two cops rushed over to her. Urban stopped in front of her with his arms spread wide. She’d had to do something before they found anything that could implicate her or Caroline; she was sure that she’d left nothing behind. The ring had been melted down in her fireplace, and Caroline was at the spa. They were safe, so long as Stan had eaten all of his soup. She’d needed a distraction to lure them out of the cabin, but now she’d gone too far. Poppy held the side of her face where Michael had hit her and tried to wipe up the blood. Her nose throbbed with pain. She’d tempted fate by being late with lunch to man the bake sale table. Now she would pay for it. No one bothered to try to interfere with the situation, except for Urban and the feline-shifter woman who’d bought all those cookies and cakes and the only blueberry pie. Somehow she had to get the cookies away from her. If she was with the cops, Poppy couldn’t afford to have her eat it and fall into a coma or worse. It’s one thing to kill off husbands; it’s another to kill a police officer.

The feline woman came over and tried to help her up. Poppy rose to her feet slowly, keeping an eye on Michael and Urban. It wouldn’t do to have Urban ruin things.

“It’s okay,” Poppy whispered. “I’m okay; I slipped.” It was one of the many excuses she’d used over the years. She allowed herself to be helped up and wobbled, managing to slide her hand into the woman’s jacket pocket, take out the treat, and throw it to the ground. Stepping around, she mashed the cookie into the dirt. Once it had been turned into smithereens, she stepped away, although a bit disoriented.

The feline woman snorted. “Sure you did; there’s no door out here to walk into or puddle to slip on. Come on, admit the truth,” she demanded.

Poppy winced at the sting in her voice. Anger laced her tone. It burned Poppy to the point where she felt she had to do something, anything, to explain. “He doesn’t mean to—” she mumbled.

“No, they never do,” the feline woman replied.

“Poppy, get your ass over here; you need to make my lunch,” Michael ordered.

Poppy started to go without thinking about it. The feline woman stepped in front of her. “Don’t go to him.”

“I have to go to him. Excuse me,” Poppy whispered. Fear propelled her forward; she was afraid of what would happen once she stepped into that cabin.

“Yeah, go back to him so he can fuck up your face again. Maybe the next time we’ll see you will be in the morgue,” the woman threatened before she stomped off.

Urban sighed. “Don’t make us come out here again.”

Michael shrugged. “Not your business, is it, feline fucker?”

Urban gritted his teeth but said nothing. He turned and chased after the feline woman.

Poppy breathed out a sigh of relief. You’re wrong, she told that feline woman, Michael would never kill me, he needs me, loves me. And I can always dispose of him anytime I want.

 

* * * *

Urban stalked after her, unsure of how to broach the subject. He’d heard the pain and accusation in her voice. His heart ached at the sound. Suspicions swirled in his head, but he couldn’t ask directly. He didn’t want to hear the truth. His wolf wanted to find the fucker who’d abused her and rip out his throat, but he doubted that would impress her. In fact, that would probably piss her off, although now he could see why she acted the way she did. The puzzle pieces began to slot together and a pang of jealousy over Zerik taking care of her, helping her when she was at her most vulnerable, hurt him.

Urban hit the toggle button and went to the passenger side to open the door, but she beat him to it and slammed it on his face. With a shrug, he went to the driver’s side and got into the SUV.

“Don’t,” she said.

“I wasn’t gonna ask, but I will say that you have to control yourself. You could’ve started a riot. I don’t care if you interfere, but they do,” Urban pointed out, as much as he hated to say it out loud. There was a lot about being a werewolf that he didn’t like, and that point was one of them.

“If we were in feline country, that shithead would be dead. So when do you guys interfere, after she’s dead or in a coma?” she asked with heat and acid in her voice.

“Honey, you need to understand that this is the way the pack is,” he said, hating that he was defending this kind of shit.

“Don’t honey me on this. Who knows what would’ve happened if you hadn’t stepped in. She could’ve been killed right there in front of all those blind witnesses. And you know that if that had happened, they would’ve buried the body or eaten her, you know, old style,” she pointed out.

Urban’s stomach lurched. “That’s a myth. We burn the bodies and light candles for the deceased to light their path to the great hunting grounds. And someone would’ve called the police.”

Nadia snorted and responded, “Yeah, sure. Call the werewolves to deal with the werewolves, uh-huh, I can see the logic in that.”

Urban felt his temper snap. “It’s not like the feline-shifters don’t have assholes among them. Whoever abused you was one; so did you kill the motherfucker, or is he still walking around? Maybe you should get off your damn high horse to see that not everything in the feline community is so damn perfect.” As soon as the words left his mouth, he knew he was in trouble. “Shit, Nadia—”

“Pull the car over, I’ll walk from here,” she murmured so low that if he’d been human he wouldn’t have heard her.

“Nadia—” Urban tried again.

“No, clearly you don’t think domestic violence is a big deal. No worries, I can take care of myself, and besides, if I stay here any longer, I’ll say something I’ll regret.” Nadia unbuckled her belt.

Urban sighed and pulled over; the argument was finished. She’d put up her walls and wasn’t going to listen to him. He turned toward her and said, “Call me when you get home, okay? I don’t like—”

She opened the door and slammed it shut. He watched, with his heart breaking, as she walked toward Draven’s
Crossing alone and still in werewolf territory.

 

* * * *

As Nadia walked along, her mind turned over her mini-argument with Urban. That had been their first disagreement. Again, he’d seen through her, but then again, she hadn’t been blocking her emotions. She’d forgotten all about some of the archaic practices that went on in the werewolf community. Urban had been right, as much as she didn’t want to admit it, but that practice had been weeded out. Feline-shifter women didn’t take threats and violence very well; it always ended in blood and both parties in the hospital. Very few feline-shifter males would ever think of laying a hand on their mates with the intention of harm; claiming games, sure, but not to put them in their place, like her father had.

Tears formed in her eyes. Echoes of her father chasing her around the house, yelling at her or her sister or mother, rolled around her head. Phantom bursts of pain in her sides, back, arms, head, stomach, and legs came back to life, almost taking her breath away. She stopped for a moment and bent over, trying to catch her breath. Every second that went by was one more time she wanted to curl into a ball and hide. Maybe it would stop if she did that, but it didn’t matter; the shadows would always be in her head and heart. Urban couldn’t make her past better, no matter how many kisses he gave her or hugs he enveloped her in.

She was a grown woman, but there was a small child on the inside that hurt and was constantly scared that someone would inflict the type of pain her father had. Urban was a good man; he and his brother Torger were in fact excellent men, but there was always the ghost of her father lingering in the back of her mind waiting to hurt her all over again. Zerik hadn’t killed him; he’d wanted to, though. Nadia had wanted to pull the trigger, but she found that she couldn’t. Until her death, her mother had always defended him, said it wasn’t his fault, that they’d all done something to him, and little Nadia had believed her. She hadn’t known that it wasn’t her fault, any of their faults. It had always been him with the issues and problems, but it had hurt all the same.

Nadia dashed away the hot tears that slid down her cheeks. Her father was still alive because, as Zerik put it, “You will your boogie man to exist so you don’t have to get close to him. Put your personal devil in the ground and be done with it.”

It wasn’t that easy, no matter how angry she was with him, how hurt, she couldn’t play God, not in that way, and to force him to live in his empty house with only himself for company should’ve been punishment enough. Milly thought so. Sometimes she did wonder if she should’ve shot him in the head and put him into the ground like Zerik had suggested. But would that make her as bad as her father? She wasn’t sure. It hurt hearing Urban defend that bastard’s actions. For her, it was like listening to her mother all over again. Her heart ached as she remembered how frail she’d been in the end. Cancer had stripped her beauty and her strength, but in her eyes, there was defiance against her eldest daughter, demanding that she call her the addict she was, only her drug of choice was fear and violence. Nadia’s lungs ached as she tried to stop the sobs that wracked her body. A scream scratched its way up her throat, but she refused to let it out. Don’t break down, not here, not with him out there.

She refused to risk Urban seeing her like this. To push away the pain, she started to run. With each step her heels were driven into the concrete, sending shockwaves up her legs. Pain pierced her calves and thighs, but she kept running. Her cat got into the act, lending her some healing power and speed until she found herself close to home. Once in her yard she stopped, bent over, placed her hands on her knees, and panted. Her heart pounded a rapid tattoo against her ribcage. Energy depleted, she limped to the door, slid her key out of her boot, and let herself in. Rather than call Urban and face him again, she stripped off her clothing and headed to the shower. Once the hot water poured over her, she curled up in a ball in the basin and cried. Whether for the little girl she had been or the woman she was, she poured the pain out in tears, allowing them to slip down the drain, hopefully never to rise again.

 

* * * *

Caro paced in her hotel room. The other women were in the spa, but she couldn’t join them. Not until she heard the update from Poppy. As the minutes slipped by like sand in a sieve, she reached for her phone, only to throw it back on the bed. Poppy would call her with info. The police had already come by and told her the “sad” news. It had hurt more than she’d thought it would. Her marriage to Stan had been over for years, but he’d been her alpha, husband, and lover. They didn’t have any children, Stan had gotten a vasectomy to ensure that, though she’d wanted to be a mother. As he’d put it, “The pack is your family.”

Now that he was dead, she was a widow and would be free. Widows weren’t welcome in the pack; they were once considered too old to have children, at least that was the stupid-ass theory going around. She sank down on the edge of her bed and tried to find a ray of light in the situation. When Poppy had come to her with her crazy notion of making money from Katnip-laced baked goods, Caro hadn’t really understood it. The mention of more money, her own spending cash, was what lured her in; she, Zelly, Madeline, Janice, and Danielle had all jumped at the idea, and besides, the alpha males couldn’t say no. It could benefit the packs, for crying out loud, and lure in customers to their own personal businesses. Only they weren’t telling the alphas, and Zelly and Danielle had left their group.

Despite being from different packs, they figured out a way to rotate who had the bake sales and when, so they all benefitted. They weren’t hurting anyone; Katnip wasn’t dangerous, at least that’s what they’d been told. When Caroline had read about an increase in Katnip victims, she hadn’t connected it to what they were doing. Now she had her doubts; with the recent deaths, her warning bells were going off. She considered calling Torger, but what would she say? Poppy had eyes and ears everywhere; Michael would clean up her messes and possibly kill all of them. An idea occurred to her. She picked up her phone.

The door to her suite opened. Poppy breezed into the room with shopping bags in her hands, bruises on her face, and a bandage over her nose. Nothing new, as far as Caroline was concerned. “Boy, that was close. Urban, you know, the brother of Torger, was looking into Stan’s death. I nipped that in the bud. They won’t find anything. I brought some wine and a sedative for you. You need to relax and get some sleep. The police will be coming by tomorrow. I spoke to a detective on the scene and told him you were a mess and couldn’t see anyone.”

Caroline didn’t mention that someone had spoken to her already. Poppy opened a bottle of wine and poured them both a glass; she handed one to Caro, who put down her phone and accepted it. She decided to call Urban later.

“I’ll go run you a bath in that divine Jacuzzi tub.” Poppy left the room.

As Caro drank her wine, she wondered if she was being paranoid. Poppy had never hurt her or anyone else in their little band of alpha bitches, though she hadn’t heard from Zelly or Danielle since they’d left. Caro didn’t feel that any of them were in danger. They were in this together.

“Bath is ready; I’ll bring you another glass of wine and then leave you alone, hmm?” Poppy pulled her up off the bed. Caro went willingly; the world was now a warm bubble due to the wine, and a bath would be a good idea.

Despite all the spa treatments, she was exhausted. Caro hadn’t really thought of how Stan’s death affected her in the least. He hadn’t been an asshole to her, but he wasn’t exactly the best of husbands, certainly not like Torger, who’d been the picture of a gentleman the last time they’d met. As she undressed, she wondered if he and that dragon-shifter woman were serious. She was supposed to be a widow. Caroline pushed away any thoughts of finding a new mate, stepped into the tub, and sank down until she was fully immersed. Poppy entered the room, smile on her face, glass of white wine in her hand.

“Here you go; this will make you feel much better. I’ll talk to you later. Remember, I’m right next door if you need anything.” Poppy left, and Caroline melted into the jets and the heat of the water. Her eyelids grew heavy and her heart rate slowed, her body turning into a puddle of warmth. Caro let out a yawn. Yes, I feel better already, she thought as she fell asleep. She didn’t realize she would never wake up again.

 

* * * *

Poppy placed a computer printout signed by Caroline on the nightstand. Her face throbbed from Michael’s punches from earlier. She left Caroline’s room and headed back home to Michael. He hadn’t approved of her staying at the Ritz overnight, or for the rest of the week, for that matter. It killed her to have to get rid of Caroline, but she’d seen the panic in her eyes and hadn’t missed the phone in her hand. They were so close to their goal of one million, and business at the bake sale had been going like gangbusters. If Urban and his feline companion hadn’t shown up, they’d have made more money. All she had to do was switch out the bake sale goods that the woman had bought, and they would be safe. Poppy didn’t trust either of them, and she’d heard that Stan’s soup hadn’t been finished and there had been some left over. At least now the blame would go to Caroline.

 

* * * *

Urban checked his phone for the tenth time. Still no word from Nadia. With a growl, he stood up and marched out of the house. Torger was working late. Isy was on a deadline. He was all alone. Tension knotted in his stomach. His argument with Nadia hung in his mind, and he didn’t like the way they’d left things. She may not have been perceptive to his viewpoint, but that didn’t mean she had to jump out of the car. With a growl he grabbed his laptop, intent on doing more research on the Werewolf Summit. Words on the screen blurred together before he slammed down the lid in frustration. It was no use; his brain was stuck on Nadia and their fight. He picked up his phone and dialed Isy’s number. She and Nadia were friends; she would know something about her.

“Can’t talk, busy, deadline,” Isy said in way of a greeting.

“I need to know where Nadia would be staying while she’s in town. She’s helping me on the Summit,” Urban replied, hoping Isy’s reporter radar wouldn’t pick up anything in his tone or get too curious.

“Weird, but whatever; she’d be at her condo. Thirty-two Rue de Leopard, in the Chatte district.
Gotta go, bye.”
Isy hung up before Urban could respond.

She had a condo? Here in town? Nadia lived here? Urban gritted his teeth and stomped into his bedroom; he grabbed an overnight bag and threw in some clothes and a few toys, then headed out to his SUV. Enough of this running around the issue, bullshit, no more hiding personal details; she’s going to tell me everything now, he thought to himself as he slid behind the wheel and headed toward the feline district. He knew that she would resist, but he was intent on getting more from her. Urban wanted to make her see that not only was he sympathetic to her viewpoint, but he had something to say on the subject too. No more being stubborn; he’d rip down her defense if he had to, but she was his, and he refused to let her hurt alone anymore. He’d be there to comfort her, hold her after the nightmares, and make love to her when she needed human contact.

 

 






  







Chapter Six

 

Nadia placed an order for the Carnivore Special pizza from the Howling Moon Pizzeria. She wasn’t hungry but needed to eat something, otherwise she’d crash, and her leopard would have to pull them both out of the lurch. She shuffled around her condo, shoulders feeling heavy, muscles tight with tension. Ever since she got home, she’d been unable to unclench her jaw. Urban’s words echoed around her brain like a looping record. Anger sparked throughout her body, but at the same time she could see her point. Despite her father’s actions, the pard hadn’t taken much action, except to hide them when it had gotten really bad. They were all terrified of Ephram’s wrath, especially when he was drunk. That wasn’t the way of most pards or packs of other feline-shifter groups. But the groups had strict rules, things had changed, they’d modernized, women had a prominent role in making decisions and being in leadership positions. With a sigh, she tried to distract herself by taking in her now spotless condo.

The cleaning crew had been in while she’d been out and had done a marvelous job. It was the middle of the afternoon, but all she wanted to do was sleep. She didn’t want to call Urban to tell him she’d arrived home safe and sound. Another shower or taking a bath didn’t sound appealing in the least. Depression pressed upon her psyche at a time when she couldn’t afford it to. Nadia thought about doing a quick shift and hunt, but the leopard didn’t want to come out and play.

“Great; neither one of us is great company right now.” Her phone rang, and she sighed. She knew who it was without looking at the caller ID. Zerik would want an update. She answered without thinking.

“Zerik, I know the who, but not the why. I’ll have more later.” Short and sweet.

“Good. Call me when you have anything else.” Zerik hung up.

Nadia considered drying and pressing her hair but pushed that idea away. It wasn’t like she had anyone to meet, and besides, she could wash, dry, and straighten tomorrow. Her heart felt heavy. Too many emotions weighed her down. She was exhausted, her body ached, and her head felt full of crap. Nadia wanted to run, to work it out of her system, but she’d eventually have to return home and deal with her issues. Maybe call Milena and see how she was doing with her new life outside of Armpit, USA. It was almost the anniversary of their mother’s death; maybe she’d finally go home and face her demons. Nadia snorted at that thought. No way in hell.

The doorbell rang, and with a tired gait she grabbed some money out of her petty cash cookie jar and went to the door. She threw it open as her stomach growled. “Now you’re hungry,” she muttered to herself.

“I’m hungry, but not for pizza. You owe me twenty bucks.” Urban brushed past her, pie in hand and a bag in his other hand, and walked into her condo. His emotions crackled around him like a halo of anger, annoyance, frustration, and sexual desire.

Nadia ignored his feelings and slammed the door shut. She wasn’t surprised he’d found her or that he was here. Urban was a spook, but he wouldn’t have invaded her privacy. So that left one way: Isy. She made a mental note to make Isy suffer horribly for this. “What’s with the other bag?” she asked as she followed him into the kitchen, rather than address all the other things that she could’ve started with. Nadia didn’t want to get into another argument or admit he was right.

Without asking, he rifled through her cabinets and drawers until he found plates, napkins, and glasses. Urban put together two dishes of pizza and filled both their cups with a merlot she’d been saving for some sort of occasion when wine was needed. I guess now’s as good a time as any.

“You’ll find out later. For now, we get to eat dinner like civilized people out on a date.” He carried both plates into the dining room area and put them in front of seats next to each other. Urban went back to the kitchen, picked up the glasses, and gestured for her to follow him.

“We’re not out on a date,” she pointed out. Nadia fought back against the smile that tugged at her lips.

“Semantics. But this is a date; now sit down,” he said with a growl.

Heat flashed through her body as her clit pulsed with awareness. Her nipples tightened, and her womb contracted. Unable to resist him, she did as he ordered. As much as she hated it, she couldn’t deny him.

“Damn you,” she muttered. He may not have meant it sexually, but when he growled out like that, her body responded. It was as if her body was hardwired for him, so long as her emotions didn’t get too hot.

“Curse me all you want, but you’re going to tell me what I want to know and after that, we’ll see where it goes, but this is a date.” Urban used that buttery soft baritone that made her toes curl, and a spark of heat burst in her stomach.

Damn him again. She shifted in her seat. His body temperature pressed against her right side. He didn’t make it easy on her by shuffling his chair closer until their arms touched. Her awareness sharpened down to only him. She could smell the Irish Spring soap he’d used and his wolf musk. All those months of being away from him made her greedy for his presence. She wanted to cuddle up to him, feel his arms wrapped around her, sense the solidity of his body against hers. Her lips tingled wanting his kiss, wanting to taste him. Nadia took in a gulp of air and blew it out through her nose, trying to steady her heart’s erratic beating. She picked up her slice of pizza and began to eat, barely tasting the meat, spices, sauce, or cheese.

Urban was too close for comfort. Her skin felt too tight and prickled with awareness. Her ears burned, and goosebumps broke out over her bare arms and legs. She took a sip of wine. The burn of the alcohol added to the growing fire in the pit of her stomach. He was in her space, her home, and yet he felt totally comfortable there as if it was truly his realm, not hers. She wasn’t sure how to take that information in and process it. He moved in his seat and his arm brushed against hers, sending shivers up her side. Yearning tugged low in her stomach as the arousal continued to build.

“So, how long have you lived here?” he asked, tone light.

His question drew her out of her sensations, bringing her back into what was supposed to be normal. She licked her lips and tried to move away from him in her chair, but he only moved with her. Nadia gritted her teeth. There was no escaping him. If she told him to fuck off, he’d only come back, and besides that, he could give her access to the Summit. She turned in her chair and pushed him away. He chuckled and shifted his chair over; with reluctance she moved back to her place setting, missing his body heat, even if he was only a few inches away. “I’ve lived here for at least five years, give or take, on and off,” she replied and took another sip of wine, waiting for him to explode.

He’d been in and out of town, and she had seen him at times. Never did she initiate contact with him. Part of her had always been too afraid that something like this would happen, that Urban would come barreling into her home, invading her space, and learning more about her to the point where he’d never want to leave. Then he’d discover the shadows of her past and leave her before she could be the one to push him away. That was her biggest fear, that Urban would leave, and she’d lose out on someone who could help heal her, help stabilize her, and could truly be her soulmate. She’d never voiced those concerns or spoke about them out loud. Her inner cynic didn’t believe in all that bullshit of soulmates or mates in general.

Zerik kept insisting that she needed more therapy to help her with her issues, but she refused to do it. Telling another stranger her personal history didn’t sit well with her but now, she felt the urge to unburden herself to someone to help her deal with being so close to Urban. Not Isy, though; she was too close to Torger. Urban was close to his brother, but did he tell him everything? She wasn’t sure she wanted so much of her history and info out there, where she couldn’t control what was said or what kind of light it was shown in. Did she really want to trust Urban that much? Nadia nibbled her bottom lip as her brain turned over the possibilities.

Urban touched her arm, bringing her out of her thoughts and sending a shock of electricity up her arm. She sucked in a breath; her nipples tightened further, and her pussy slickened.

“Where did you go? Honey, please, you need to open up to me,” he said, his voice soft and lulling.

Need? She gritted her teeth and drew up her walls, as tattered as they were. “I don’t need to do anything. And no, I don’t need to open up to you. We fuck; that’s it.”

Urban didn’t move back; instead, he moved closer until his body pressed against her side. “Fine; you will open up to me.”

“No.” She put as much acid as she could into that single word.

“Damn it, Nadia, don’t do this. Don’t make me force you to submit to me. We’ve never done that.” His voice was rough, edged in anger.

She returned her focus to eating her pizza and drinking her wine. Nadia felt the laser focus of Urban’s stare. He wasn’t wavering in his gaze, not even as it went into five minutes of nothing but looking at her. She gritted her teeth. “Stop.”

“No, I’m not going to stop. I’m not going to halt in pursuing you.” His breath fanned her neck as his lips whispered against her ear.

The delicate skin tingled and burned. She swallowed as sweat beaded on her brow, and her hands began to shake so badly she couldn’t pick up her pizza or her glass.

“You’re mine, Nadia. Mine.” He nipped at her lobe. The sting traveled from her ear down to her clit. She sucked in a breath and waited to hear what he’d say next. His lips traveled down to the hollow under her ear. “Every inch of you belongs to me and only me.”

She pressed her lips together as a whimper formed in her throat.

He continued to whisper. “No one else does it for me, makes me hard like you do. I can’t breathe without thinking about your perfume, the taste of your skin, your cream. I close my eyes and hear your moans, your whimpers, your…pleas.”

She squeezed her eyes shut as she felt his hand press against her thigh.

“Your body is mine to fuck, mine to caress, and mine to do with as I please. But I don’t just want every luscious curve of you; I want your mind and your heart. I want all of you, and I won’t settle for anything…” He flicked his tongue over her pulse point and slid his hand up to the juncture of her legs, pressing his finger against her groin. “…less.”

The pressure on her clit wasn’t enough. She wanted to move but was frozen under his spell, waiting to hear what he’d say next. Nadia was on the edge of a great chasm waiting to fall over. Only Urban’s voice and touch tethered her to reality.

“But I want you to give in to me willingly. I’m not going to initiate sex, only to have you use that as cover. If we make love, you’ll have to earn it.” He pulled back and returned to eating his pizza as if nothing had happened.

Damn him. She gritted her teeth and tried to regain control of her overheated body. Nadia felt like she was on a knife’s edge, ready, primed for sex and waiting for the signal. She felt hot and cold at the same time. Her nerve endings were misfiring as if waiting for his touch to incinerate her. As the shroud around her brain cleared, two words drifted out of the fog: make love. He’d never used that phrase before. Hearing him say those two words together made her feel unsure of how to proceed. To make love means you’re emotionally invested; at least to her, it did. He also wanted her to earn that right. She was confused at the turn the situation had taken. How can she earn his touch? How can she earn sex? He always guided her with his commands and orders. She felt adrift in unfamiliar territory.

“You say I have to earn it, but what about you? Now you’re saying we make love? What we do is scratch an itch,” she said. To her, the words were harsh. Nadia didn’t cringe; instead, she drained her glass and refilled it, hoping this line of conversation would drive him away so she could be in peace and calm her riotous emotions. She really didn’t want to get her heart and hopes up.

“True, but I’ve always wanted more with you; you always shut me down. You can’t run from me now. And yes, I do have to earn that right to make love to and with you. And I will.” He shrugged. “Before we leave this house in the morning, we’ll have knocked down some of those walls of yours.”

She snorted and said, “Confident, are you? This is my house, and I could ask you to leave.” But she wouldn’t. Now that he was here, she wasn’t sure she wanted him to leave even she felt he would totally abandon her.

Silence fell between them. As it stretched out like a rubber band, she waited for it to snap back and hit her square in the face. Rather than go on, she got up and turned on the stereo. Classical music spilled out into the space, filling in every crevice, nook, and cranny. She allowed the wordless composition to calm her down. Nadia took her seat next to Urban. She didn’t move away from him; she remained sitting at his side, eating her pizza.

“This is nice; we need to light some candles, make this romantic,” Urban suggested.

“No. Pizza isn’t romantic,” she pointed out.

He chuckled, a rich throaty sound that entranced her. Warmth cascaded through her body, and her lips tugged up into a smile that she couldn’t resist. She wanted to hear more of that sound. Nadia wondered if he was ticklish anywhere and made a vow to find out.

“Says you, but it can be. Especially if you paint your lover with the sauce.” He dragged his index finger through a bit of marinara sauce and traced a line down the column of her throat before licking it off. “Think of what I can do with my fingers and a bottle of red sauce,” he whispered against the side of her neck.

“Why not use ice cream toppings?” she suggested. They’d never tried foodstuff in bed, too messy, but now she was curious to see how that would go.

“Tell you what; let’s play Twenty Questions. You answer, and I reward you for it, hmm?” He pressed a kiss over her pulse point and drew away, but not far enough that he wasn’t out of reach.

She thought about it. “What about giving you answers willingly?”

Again that sexy laugh returned, only now with a darker edge. “You agree, no issue, and we get to play. You remember your safe word?”

“Of course,” she said. Nadia was curious to see where this would go, hopefully to bed.

Urban gave her a wicked grin. “Good. Again, these are the rules: You answer my questions honestly and truthfully, and you get rewarded. You don’t, no pleasure, no sex. You try to stall, you get no pleasure unless you answer me. Do you understand?”

Nadia let the words sink in before she answered. “Yes.”

“Now, what is your safe word?”

“Crepe.”

“Good.” Urban reached out and tucked some hair behind her ear. He took a dark brown spiral and tugged on it. “I love your hair like this.”

He reached up and tugged on her ponytail holder. Her hair slipped out of the holder and fell to her shoulders in a damp mass of curls. He threaded his fingers into her hair, grabbed a handful, and tugged her toward him. “You will wear your hair like this until the end of my trip, do you understand?”

Nadia blinked. She opened her mouth to say something, then shut it. Normally, if she was on a job she did her hair and pulled it back so it wouldn’t get in the way. If she was on a long-term assignment, she cut it short. She stared into Urban’s eyes and took in the look of pure pleasure and adoration in the green depths. “It’s only a few days, so okay.”

Urban’s thick brown eyebrows rose, but he didn’t question her. “Good. Now, question one: Do you think I’ll walk away from you without warning or leave after an argument and never come back?”

Talk about light questioning. “You don’t ask so much, do you?”

Urban pulled her head back by her hair. “Stalling?”

She couldn’t shake her head properly without it hurting so she said, “No.” She paused and licked her lips. With a deep breath, she answered him in a rush before she could think about it. “Yes, I am.” There it was, out in the open.

He didn’t reply; instead, he reached for her glass, held it out to her, and tipped it so she could take a sip. Once she’d taken a drink, he put the cup back and leaned forward. He cupped her cheek with his free hand and took her lips, holding her head to control her. His fingers massaged her scalp. Warm tendrils wove through her body. She moaned into his mouth. His tongue slipped past her lips to tangle with hers, tasting and taunting her. As the air thinned and her lungs burned, she struggled to keep the kiss going. When she thought she couldn’t take it anymore he pulled back, pressing butterfly kisses on the tip of her nose, forehead, cheeks, and chin.

“Beautiful, so beautiful,” he murmured with each kiss.

She took in slow, deep breaths. Nadia basked in the warmth and affection she felt from each touch, sinking slowly into the heat of his closeness.

“No more wine.” He got up, grabbed her cup and empty plate, and headed into the kitchen. Urban returned with a glass of ice water. He placed it near her. “Drink. I don’t want you drunk for all of this.”

“You forget that I’m a shifter; wine can only get me buzzed, and even that’s only for a short time,” she pointed out.

“Still no wine. Now take off your shirt,” he ordered.

Nadia didn’t hesitate. Her clothing had begun to become tight and scratchy. She hadn’t wanted to start undressing until he’d said so. She folded her top and handed it to him. He accepted it and put it on the empty chair next to him before he settled down. “Turn around.”

She swiveled in her seat and waited to see what he would do. Her leg jiggled up and down in impatience. Normally they’d be up to some oral sex, or she’d be tied to the bed and teased with sensations. This was new and scary but also exciting. She looked forward to seeing what he did, so long as he moved faster.

His finger delved into her hair, and he began to massage her scalp again. She felt some of her tension and energy slip out of her body and dissipate. Once her shoulders sank down, her muscles loosened.

“Why did you get involved with BDSM? With the scene?” he asked as he began to work on her neck.

She let her head drop forward with a sigh and sank further into the warmth of his touch and ministrations. The answer slipped out of her mouth while thoughts floated away. “I wanted someone else to make the decisions, to take the burden. I’ve spent most of my life trying to figure out how to hide, make myself smaller, quieter. I’ve tried to protect my sister. I couldn’t protect my mother from my father. I wanted to trust someone and feel safe in the most vulnerable aspect of life.”

“Understandable. Was I your first dominant?” The query was spoken low and deep, raising goosebumps on her skin at the tone.

“Yes; I couldn’t feel safe with anyone else. I watched from the fringes, and then you came along in that club in Paris. I knew you weren’t really there to play, but I wanted to be with you.” She allowed the confession to hang between them as the sensations of pleasure increased.

“I used to play in various clubs but never could settle on a submissive I wanted to be with full-time until you.” His fingers danced along her shoulders. Relaxation continued to wind its way through her body. “You made me want to commit to someone. You were so beautiful that night and so perfect. I wanted to spend every moment with you, but you disappeared during the night. Such a good girl, though, giving me your phone number.” He pressed a kiss on her bare shoulder.

Warmth and pride filled her at his words. She bowed her head shyly. “Thank you,” she whispered.

He pressed more kisses along her shoulder as his fingers still worked on it. “You’re mine, love. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. I mean it. I will die before I let anyone hurt you. Whether it’s your father or my brother. I. Will. Not. Let. Anyone. Hurt. You.
Ever. Understand?”

She couldn’t stop the grin that curled on her lips. “Yes.”

“Good. Tell me, honey, how bad was it? Make me understand why you have such thick walls.” He worked his palms along her spine.

Tears caught her off-guard as they filled her eyes. “Bad,” she whispered. “Long sleeves in the summer, black eyes covered with pancake makeup, calling us names, horrible names, making us starve if he thought we were bad…and the silence, so loud.” Her heart hurt admitting some of the things she’d been through. Heaviness weighed on her chest as she tried to breathe in and out. A silent scream filled her head and throat. She tried to shove it back. Her snow leopard screamed within her, adding to her pain. The memories seeped around the seal she’d tried to place around them. They floated to the forefront of her mind. She batted at them, trying to make them go away. Shadows of her father’s voice filled her head. Nadia found herself uttering things she’d never even told her therapist. “He wouldn’t let us shift, even if there was a full moon. I didn’t have my first shift until I’d managed to leave home.” Humiliation burned in her cheeks at her confession. She and her sister had been denied the ability to shift, given shift-suppressing drugs in order to keep them tethered to home. For as long as she lived, she’d never seen her mother shift either. Ephram only shifted when it came time to deal with the pard, and that was it.

“My sweet girl, you are not any less because of when you shifted. You are all woman and pure shifter, baby. And you’re mine, all mine. I will never do that to you.” He dropped kisses on the top of her head. “You are so beautiful and strong, baby. I’m so proud of you.”

His words were like a salve to her old pains, soothing away some of her hurt. She allowed the tears to fall unimpeded. She wiped them away, sniffling as she did so. “Thank you,” she whispered. Something loosened inside of her, but her issues weren’t solved because he accepted what had happened.

“Do you trust me, honey?” Urban asked quietly.

Nadia blinked away the last of her tears and turned her head to stare at him. She opened her mouth to ask how he could question her when she realized what he was saying. “Not completely,” she admitted.

“Sexually, then?” Urban pressed.

“Yes.” She let that single word hang between them.

“But with your heart, you’re still unsure?” he asked.

“I’m still working on that,” she confessed. Nadia realized in that moment that she still wasn’t sure of herself, not completely, and not with him. There were still so many things she had to deal with: her sister, her father, and her mother’s death.

“I need to go home and face my mother’s grave, maybe face my father alone,” she said.

“I understand. Just know that I’m proud of you, whatever you do.” He kissed a path down the side of her neck and over her shoulder. Fire tingled along her skin in his wake.

She tilted her head to the side to give him more room. Arousal grew with each press of his mouth to her skin. Fingers of need danced along her nerve endings as her desire increased, pushing away the sadness and heavy emotions weighing on her heart. She drew in a deep breath and sank into his attempt to comfort and distract her. “Thank you,” she whispered. Nadia reached up, hooked her arm around his neck, and slipped her fingers along the side of his head, feeling the prickles of the shorter hairs and the silken kiss from the longer strands.

“Grow out your hair,” she murmured. “I want to be able to clutch it when you’re eating me out.”

He gave her a husky chuckle. “Unless it’s mission approved, I can’t, honey. For now, enjoy it as is.”

She wanted to pout but understood. There was always a need to change her appearance, depending on the situation. “Okay.”

“One day, when I walk away.” He nipped the inside of her wrist before lapping away the sting. Urban placed soft kisses along her palm and on the tip of each finger.

She panted as sweat dotted her brow and upper lip. Cool air brushed against her overheated skin, which did nothing to cool her down. She didn’t protest as he pulled up the front and over her head but didn’t slide it down her arms. He pulled back on the cloth. Her arms followed. She felt him yanking on the hem, looping it through the neckline, pulling it up, and then repeating the process. Her arms were pinned behind her, and although the shirt binding was loose and she could pull free, she chose not to.

“No bra, good; never wear a bra around me, understand? Never.” Urban cupped her breasts from behind, massaging the aching mounds as he traced her spine with his tongue.

She thrust her chest out and whimpered, hoping he would take the hint, but knew how he would react.

“Say it,” Urban snarled. “You know our rules.”

She allowed her head to drop forward and said, “Please, pinch my tits.”

“Do they ache for me, honey?” He pinched both at the same time.

She jumped as pain and pleasure melded in a hot ball that jolted her clit and sent more moisture, staining her panties.

“Slip your hand into your panties and touch yourself. Work that sweet little clit. I’ll be getting to it soon enough,” he commanded.

Nadia slid her hand over her belly, past the waistband of her underwear, to delve between the plump, slickened lips of her labia. She played her fingers over the sensitive bundle of nerves. Each pass set off a shower of sparks. Her vaginal walls fluttered and clenched, aching for his thick cock to rub against them. Moans and whimpers slipped out unchecked as she pushed herself closer to the edge. “Urban.” Nadia tilted her hip upward. “Fuck me, baby, please,” she begged.

With a growl, he plumped and pinched her nipples. “Do you need me? Need my cock inside of you fucking you like no one else can?” He tugged and rolled her sensitive tips, holding them in a tight vice grip. When he released them, a rush of fire and pain flashed through her chest to arrow down to her sex, trialed by pleasure.

“Next time clamps,” she whispered as her body quivered. A light sheen of sweat coated her face, neck, chest, and stomach. Nadia continued to flick and rub her clit, driving her closer to orgasm. “Please—” she started to say.

“Stand up,” he ordered.

On shaky legs that felt like jelly, she stood and hissed when he hooked his thumbs into the sides of her panties and pulled until they ripped. He slipped around in front of her, bent down, and took her lips in a desperate, hungry kiss filled with tongue and teeth.

She cried out when she felt his fangs scrape along her bottom lip. Pain burned along the wounds as blood seeped up. The taste of the salt brought out her inner snow leopard. The change slammed into her; fingers became sharpened claws, fur dusted her skin in a pale white coat with black spots, and her senses sharpened. She could hear his heart pounding against his ribcage, feel the heat of his body seep deep past her fur and skin to meld with hers. Nadia tasted his wolf musk and desire on the air. She parted her lips and drank it all in.

He nipped down her neck and over her shoulder before kissing his way across her chest. Urban took one nipple into his mouth and sucked hard. Each tug of his lips set off shards of fire in her womb. He transferred his attention from one aching peak to the other before kissing his way down her stomach and over her bare mons.

Nadia reached over and cleared the dishes out of the way. He grabbed her hips and pushed her back against the edge of the table but didn’t order her onto it. Urban positioned her hips to thrust out as she leaned back on the tabletop. He parted her wet flesh and lapped at her soaked slit. He explored her sex, working up one side and down the other, teasing her clit with light flicks that had her knees shaking and bursts of fire flooding her torso. He latched on to her clit, tugging and sucking on the button, nipping the sensitive tip. Nadia cried out, clutching at the edge of the table, the wood digging into her palms as she held on for dear life. She pushed back the wave of desire that threatened to take her under.

He slipped one finger into her sopping channel, fucking her slowly as she squeezed her inner muscles around the digit. “More, more, more.” She chanted the word over and over again, praying, hoping, wishing he would let her come. “Please,” she begged.

Urban withdrew his finger and gave her slit one last lap before he stood up. He ran his finger over her lips and gave her a hard kiss while he gave her ass a slap with his free hand. Urban grabbed her hips. “Turn around, honey, and remember, don’t come unless I say you can.”

“Yes, Urban,” she responded. Her body was on fire; sweat slipped down her back and chest and over her stomach like feathered fingers, teasing her sensitive flesh. As she turned, her breasts jiggled, setting off more sparks. With a moan, she allowed him to grab a handful of hair and push her down onto the table. The press of her nipples against the cool surface of the wood brought a hiss to her lips, but no relief from the heat wave in her body. Once she was positioned, he withdrew his touch. She heard the clanging and clinking of his belt as it was unbuckled and then the sharp rasp of the zipper. She wished she could turn around and watch him uncover his cock but didn’t move. Nadia imagined the thick, ruddy stalk, the slit already slick with droplets of precum. She licked her lips, yearning to taste him but rested her head against the cool surface, waiting for him to finally fuck her. The rasp of his jeans slipping down his legs set her ears tingling. A soft plop followed; she could knew it was his shirt. Nadia whimpered in yearning, wishing she could see his bare chest.

She let out a gasp at the first slap of his palm against her ass. First one cheek, then the other, never in the same place, until her flesh burned. The heat penetrated deep into her sex, increasing her desire. Her cream slipped down her inner thigh. The sharp edge of pain and pleasure merged once again. “Urban,” she whispered. Again and again, she was pushed closer to the precipice. Holding on by her fingernails, she dragged her claws across the wood surface as she bit her lip until more blood was drawn. Her mind was white noise and her body moved on instinct, thrashing and jumping against the tabletop. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes as her cat screamed for him to fuck them, take them, own them. She gasped and moaned with each slap. Nadia wasn’t sure how much more she could take from him. Each spank was punctuated with a growled mine from Urban.

“Yours always,” she replied breathlessly. “Please,” she demanded.

“Goddess, you’re beautiful; I love you so much.” He let out a deep grunt.

She felt his cockhead at her dripping entrance. The pressure within her increased as he pushed it in, slipping inside of her tight channel easily. His pace started up slow, stoking her pleasure higher. He held her down against the tabletop with one hand while he held on to her hip with the other. His fingers dug into her flesh as he fucked her hard. She lifted up onto her toes, allowing him deeper penetration.

“Come for me, baby,” Urban commanded.

Nadia stopped, holding the wave of pressure inside of her and letting go. Her pussy clamped down on his dick as the pleasure took her under until it became almost painful. Her body stilled as he continued to fuck her, pulling more orgasms out of her until she couldn’t keep standing on her toes anymore. She sank back down to her feet as Urban pulled out once more.

“Not done with you yet, love,” he said as he helped her stand up and turned her around. Urban helped her sit on the tabletop. He buried his hand into her hair and wedged his legs between hers, spreading them wide and positioning himself back at her channel. Urban pushed into her, slowly at first. He took her lips in a kiss that started off soft and sweet and turned hard and possessive. She lost herself in the taste of him. With each thrust, the fire built back up. Nadia moaned. Need filled her as her snow leopard pushed her. Her body continued to fluctuate between feline and human form. The urge to mark him began. “Ours, need, mark, bite, ours.” The snow leopard’s husky voice rolled around her head. She couldn’t deny the call. Nadia wanted to know where he was at all times, to know that he was safe. Urban was hers, theirs; she needed him to belong to her, to them. Unable to stop herself, she opened her jaws wide; her teeth had become sharpened. Fire wicked through her blood. The call to mate filled her.

She bit down on his shoulder. His blood filled her mouth, tasting of spice, wine, and the coolness of the moon. Nadia lapped at his wound but held on as he continued to thrust into her. The pressure began to build once again until she couldn’t hold it back anymore.

“Come for me, love, come for me again,” Urban ordered.

On his command, she let go and allowed the orgasm to consume her. Her world became the night sky filled with fireworks. A sense of calm filled her body as she released his shoulder. He belonged to her now. She would never be alone again and would always feel safe, protected, and loved.

 

 






  







Chapter Seven

 

Urban woke up sore. His shoulder throbbed with each beat of his heart. The wound still burned, even though it was partially healed. As he moved the bite marks pulled, threatening to rip open again. He groaned and sat up. Nadia grumbled and moved away to her side of the bed. Somewhere around three in the morning, he’d carried up to bed after another round of sex. He’d told her he’d loved her and didn’t regret it, not one word. Urban had meant it. His heart filled with so much emotion, he ached with it. His chest felt like bursting with all the sentiments running around his body. Never in his life had he felt so stable, grounded, and calm. His wolf felt right at home with Nadia; there was nowhere else he’d rather be. As he rested against the pillows, he took in her bedroom in the bright light of morning. It was a simple room: taupe walls, warm browns, reds, oranges, and golds with dashes of purple. She had a large armoire, a chest of drawers, and a wall of bookshelves. There were double doors that he assumed led to a walk-in closet and a door near the bed that opened to an opulent bathroom. Her taste was simple, elegant yet easy to move.

Sadness crept into his mood. He pushed it away. She had a home, that was a start, and at least he knew she trusted him, not completely, but that would build over time. They had made strides last night, which he was proud of. He decided to give her some space. Besides that, he had to do some exercise. Exhaustion pulled at his body, something he’d never truly experienced before until coming to Draven’s Crossing and staying with Torger. Besides that, he had to think about what happened last night, as well as about what she’d told him and about the case of the dead alpha. In his gut, he knew something was wrong with the case but couldn’t put his finger on it. He also felt as if it was connected to Nadia’s Katnip mission. First things first, he had to clear his mind and get a grasp on all the elements, as well as kickstart his workout schedule. He’d been lax before and being with Nadia, he was sure that he’d need the extra energy. There was no doubt in his mind that they would be making a lot of love until he had to leave.

He wanted to bring him with her back to Virginia, show her his home, introduce her to his friends, get her integrated into his life. There was also an urge to introduce her to his family and get their approval; he wanted his family to love her as much as he did. She may not have said the words, but that wasn’t important to him; what was important was that she wanted to be with him, always. Now to build on that. He leaned over and placed a kiss on her temple before he threw back the covers and got out of bed. Urban winced as his shoulder protested any action. He figured that he’d need a day or so to recover completely, but some exercise would help him heal faster. With a quick shower, he dressed in some sweats and grabbed a banana on the way out the door with his workout bag.

As he drove to the gym, his thoughts traveled back to last night. She was now covered in his scent. There would be no repeat of what he’d gone through with the betas. Torger would know as soon as she came into contact with him, and there would be some questions. He also wasn’t sure how they’d handle their careers. His bosses weren’t fans of Zerik, and the feeling was mutual. Plus, he’d never met the current head of the Feline Quorum. He couldn’t stop the twinge of jealousy he felt when he thought of all that Zerik had done for Nadia and possibly her sister. He didn’t have the whole story, but he was sure that Nadia would tell him if he asked.

His mind traveled back to seeing Nadia in bed surrounded by white. Her nude form looked so tempting. Seeing her so relaxed and at ease, feeling so safe, tugged at his heart. As he turned into the gym parking lot, he pulled his mind away from her and sex. It wouldn’t do to walk in half hard and distracted. He had to concentrate; otherwise he could get seriously hurt. Urban didn’t want to push himself too hard, especially in the shoulder area. He lifted his right shoulder and winced as the muscles screamed and the wound heated up. Nope, not gonna try it, he thought. Instead, he turned his mind toward the problem he had: the death of an alpha, which was a bad thing. He was surprised that Torger hadn’t called him to scream his ear off. Urban hoped that was a signal his brother was trusting him. If not, he’d hear about it when and if he went back to the cabin.

He parked, grabbed his bag, and headed in. Urban showed his temporary membership pass at the front desk and headed into the changing area. His mind went into work mode. The death of Stan didn’t strike him as odd. The witness statements had told him that he’d said he was alone that night and making his famous mushroom soup. A look into the guy’s background had told him that the man was in deep shit with the FCC and IRS as well as managing the finances of all the major packs, although there wasn’t anything hinky in his business dealings.

If anyone wanted him dead, as Nadia suggested, then it would be the wife. They found a million-dollar life insurance policy. Caroline would benefit big time. She’d been notified of her husband’s death, but, Poppy, the woman they’d helped at the campgrounds, had run interference. She assured the detectives that Caroline would be able to talk today. So, there was that. He had to make a report to Torger and talk to the other alphas, see if they had anything to say. His gut told him something was there, but they weren’t seeing it. He couldn’t help but feel it had to do with what happened to Poppy that day; why or how, he didn’t know. That fight was so out of place. So unlike the pack to stand by when there were police a few steps away. As if they’d wanted Michael to be arrested for assault and domestic violence.

Urban shook his head. Thinking too much wouldn’t help him. He had to clear his mind. Once he’d changed, he grabbed his tablet and logged into Skype. There was one person to call who could help him clear his head and give him a workout that would leave his muscles screaming and his body primed for the pain. This would not only give his brain a break, but also he’d be able to say he was almost ready to get back to work. A pang of sadness hit him. He didn’t want to leave Draven’s Crossing or Nadia yet. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, the place was growing on him. Knowing Nadia had a home here only added to its appeal. Home. It was foreign concept to him, having traveled so much. What would it be like to come home to Nadia or to be able to not jet off so much? He loved his job, loved that he could help his country and help foreign countries as well. It wasn’t all James Bond shit, but it had its moments, and it was fun. He enjoyed some of the sneakier aspects of his job and enjoyed the travel.

Urban could feel something inside of him shift. He’d never really thought about his career in relation to his real life. Now that Nadia was truly in it, he had to rethink some things. They wouldn’t let him work with her, but perhaps he could act as a Feline Quorum liaison? Maybe. As the phone rang on his tablet, he hoped he wasn’t pulling his friend away from anything sexy. They got little down time as it was, and budget cuts weren’t helping matters with overworked agents who were being left in the lurch as to the status of their missions. He and Cooper were some of the first group to get vacations; that was really the only way to keep them on payroll without firing them. More and more people were being put on furlough to keep major operations in play. Nothing they could do about it but do their jobs and keep busy on their off times. Besides, he would know soon enough if he would be getting more vacation time.

“Talk to me, you rat bastard. Long time no see. How are you? Wow, you look bad.” Cooper’s tone was heavy with mocking. There was a grin on his deeply tanned face.

Urban winced; he was pretty sure he didn’t look that bad, or did he? Nadia certainly hadn’t complained. “Fast food and too much coffee and beer. You ready?” Urban cringed and tried not to let it show. He and Cooper already had a workout routine established from their college days.

“I’m ready; let’s get to work. You’re going to warm up with yoga, and then we’ll head into cardio,” Cooper dictated. “Don’t want to break your ass too early.”

Urban didn’t argue; he chuckled and set the tablet down on the floor next to his mat. He started to go through the Sun Salutation routine. As he began to do his yoga breaths and stretched his muscles, he found any tension and pain he had fading as his body became grounded. Cooper went through the count, his voice droning on about useless crap that Urban was able to tune out. By the time Urban was done, his body felt loose and warmed.

“Good job; you didn’t fall over. Now for your cardio: we’re going to do the treadmill,” Cooper said. “We’re going to baby your sorry ass with only an hour run; is that okay with you? Never mind, get your ass on that machine. I want to see sweat.”

Urban shook his head and got on an empty machine. “I can do an hour, no problem. And yeah, I’m real proud of myself. What’s all this bullshit you’re spewing? You met someone? You dog; does she know you’re a hound?” Urban asked. It felt good to joke with his friend again. He’d missed it.

Cooper snorted. “Like you should talk; I know all about that woman you’re hiding.”

Urban paused and stared at the tablet. “What?” Had he been that careless with his friends?

Cooper shrugged. “You see her; you’re less stressed. We started calling her your masseuse. Not going to pry. Not my business.” Cooper held up his hands. “We’re not gonna ask, okay? Just busting your balls; now give me sixty minutes.”

Urban shook his head and began his run. Rather than think about his relationship with Nadia, he decided to talk to Cooper about the case.

“Sounds like black widow shit to me. Check to see if there are more victims connected to the woman, her or that Poppy woman. Torger may shit cubs, but at least you’re covering your bases. Also, ask the coroner to treat the body like a foul play case. You know the drill,” Cooper said.

Urban thought it over; it made sense. “How do I make sure this doesn’t turn into a shit storm? The alphas will act like a bunch of assholes, but at least I’ll have done my job as Torger’s substitute alpha.”

Cooper agreed. “Exactly, although I’m surprised you didn’t think of it yourself. Now stop gabbing and give me more speed, you slow-ass bastard.”

Urban couldn’t argue with that, so he kept running until his sixty minutes were up.

“Okay, take a breather; grab some Gatorade and then we’ll do it all over again, since we’re easing your sorry ass back into shape.” Cooper disappeared from the screen.

All Urban could do was laugh. He deserved that verbal abuse, since he’d been so lax over the past few weeks. Once his drink break was over, he stretched and went back to the grind, this time working on his legs with the weight machines. Cooper continued to give him more grief, but he took it without complaint. By the time he was done, Urban was breathing hard and exhausted. He lay down on the floor, trying to get his bearings.

“Jesus, you’re really out of shape. We made need to up the ante and do another round,” Cooper said. “Shit, I have to go. We’ll hit it harder tomorrow.”

He signed off, leaving an empty screen. Urban laid there allowing his body to adjust to the two hours they’d done. It still wasn’t enough, but it was a start.

Nadia leaned over him and stared down at him. “Tired of being punished yet? You’ve been running around here like an idiot for two hours.” She took a sip of coffee, looking so calm, cool, and collected. Not a hair out of place or any pain from last night. Urban felt the urge to rectify that, but couldn’t get up.

“Needed. Exercise,” he panted.

“And you needed to come to a sweaty-balls, jockstrap-scented, all-male-membership gym? There’s something wrong with you. I’ll be at the diner, eating a real breakfast.” She turned and left before he could sit up.

“Wait, how’d you find me?” he shouted after her. His brain was a complete blank. Nothing made sense or allowed him to connect the dots. He was too damn tired.

“Marked you, you moron,” she called over her shoulder.

“Figures,” he muttered and got up off the floor.

Urban couldn’t fight the grin, so he let it stay. He took a shower and walked over to the Nightshade Garden Diner for some breakfast. His body ached in a few places and the throb was back in his shoulder, but he felt better, more like himself.

Nadia sat at the back, with an excellent view of the entrance and dining room, and had a cover on the door leading to the kitchen. She had a plate of pancakes in front of her and a large cup of coffee with sides of bacon and hash browns.

He wove around the various tables and settled down, only to realize they weren’t alone. Rex from the La Luna Café sat with her, drinking coffee. Urban growled at the intruder.

“Shut it, wolfie, Rex is a friend and updating me on the Katnip case.” She gestured toward the empty seat next to her. “Order breakfast; we have news.”

Rex directed a grin toward Urban but got right down to business. “One of the women I’ve been watching for the Katnip case has turned up dead, a combo of too many muscle relaxers and wine; at least that’s the preliminary theory. Her husband was the one you found in the cabin, dead. The coroner is putting a rush on the results, with pressure from Torger, so we’ll know if it was murder or an accident.”

Urban thought over the new information as he perused the menu. “Okay, so I don’t have to call in a toxicology test for poisons?”

Rex shook his head. “Nope. He’s doing them for both bodies.”

“If he was poisoned, it was probably from a mushroom mixed in with his soup. Easy to hide, but the question is, why all these deaths? Also, what was up with the display of domestic violence at the camp?” Nadia asked.

Urban looked over at her. “Why bring that up again?”

Nadia rolled her eyes. “The pack doesn’t allow that type of shit to happen in front of outsiders. Do I look or smell like a wolf to you?” She gestured at herself.

Rex leaned over and sniffed her, much to Urban’s annoyance. “Back off, beta, or you’ll get my fist denting your face,” he replied, his voice low.

“Ah, shut up.” Nadia pointed at Rex. “B, you know the pack to allow that kind of display to happen during a visit from people who could call the police who may not have ties to werewolves. That’d be a bad thing, as in investigations and questions and possibly a breaking up of the pack and a takeover by another pack. I thought it over while you were at the gym. That scene doesn’t add up when you’ve had no reports of any violence or altercations between husbands and wives, even alphas.”

Urban thought it over. “Fine, I’ll concede that it was odd. If it was a major deal and people, as in other packs, complained and made a big enough stink, then yes, that could happen, and Torger would make sure that it would happen. He doesn’t tolerate that shit. This could cause a land grab by other packs in the area and shift the balance of power in the state. Could that have anything to do with the Katnip case?”

Nadia didn’t think so. “They’d have to make a lot of money for that, and they’d also have to do a lot more killings to destabilize the packs. Too many deaths would be too suspicious, and getting the insurance money would take time. So far we have one pack alpha and his wife dead. We need more information; we need to know about who’s connected to the packs and the women involved, and Goddamnit, I forgot my baked goods at the park area! I bought you pie, argh.” Nadia smacked her forehead.

Rex held up a hand and said, “I’ll get it, but I want to test the goods first. I have an idea. Do you have a receipt?”

Nadia dug into her jeans pocket and produced a slip of paper. “Here you go. You thinking the Katnip
is in the cakes and pies? That stuff wouldn’t affect werewolves or other shifters, only feline-shifters or humans.”

Urban agreed. “That’s feasible, but why?”

Rex shrugged. “I’d say money. We need to figure out who the ring leader is and find someone weak enough to break. I’ll keep investigating and get back to you. Hopefully, I’ll have something for you soon.” He pushed back his chair and stood up. “Nice doing breakfast with you.”

Nadia turned to Urban. “Play nice. He’s my source in this investigation, and besides, he’s not interested in me.”

Urban didn’t ask. His stomach grumbled. He decided to focus on ordering. “Fine.” The waitress came up to their table. “I’ll have the Southwest omelets, hash browns, turkey sausage, and orange juice. Thank you.”

“Nice way to avoid the subject. How was your workout?” She sipped her coffee and looked at him from over the rim.

“Needed. How are you doing?” They had had a pretty intense night. He wanted to make sure that she wasn’t hurt too much.

She shifted in her seat. “Fine, just a twinge or two. Nothing a little yoga and maybe a shift might cure.” Her expression was light and carefree, but he could see her putting up walls between them.

Urban shook his head. “No, nothing a massage wouldn’t cure.
Tonight, maybe?”

Nadia rolled the cup between her hands. “Well, if you’re offering…yes.”

Urban reached out and she took his proffered hand; he gave it a squeeze. “I’m always up for giving you some care and loving.”

She ducked her head and gave him a small smile. His food arrived, and he had to turn his attention to eating. “So what would you like to do today?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Take over the world? I have to do my own independent investigation in the feline community. They won’t take kindly to having a werewolf with me. Dinner at my place?”

His heart squeezed, and he couldn’t stop the grin on his face. “Of course. Do you want me to bring anything?”

She shook her head. “No, I’ll get everything, no worries. Don’t be late; seven o’clock.”

Nadia pushed back her chair, placed some bills on the table, and rounded toward him. She dropped a tender kiss on his cheek. Urban refused to accept that; he needed his woman to know how much he cared about her. He reached up, pulled her head down to his, and took her lips in a branding kiss that burned him right down to his soul. Urban pulled away, breathless, his heart pounding against his chest as arousal threaded through his body.

Urban admired her plump, swollen, red lips and gave her a smack on the ass. “Now, off with you.”

For a second she didn’t move, just stared at him with wide brown eyes so dark and deep he could fall into them. Emotions swirled in their depths that he couldn’t read. The walls slid down, and he saw a bit of fear mixed with arousal and yearning. She took in a deep breath and stood up. With a snort, she left him.

 

* * * *

Poppy examined her list of members of the Gardening Club. The names were dwindling down. Last year, she’d had to get rid of Doreen and her husband. This year alone, she’d lost Zelda and Joey. Now she’d had to lose Stan and Caro. All she had left were Madeline, Janice, and their husbands. She needed to recruit more names, but who could she trust with this type of operation? None of the other alpha bitches wanted to do what it took to change the course of their lives. Despite her assurance that Michael would never leave her for a younger model, she wasn’t getting any younger, and times weren’t changing fast enough. There was also Michael’s attitude to consider.

The alpha males that were left weren’t exactly quality, and that was fine by her. It would mean that Michael would have less competition to take on Torger when the time came. After he’d won and taken his place as the Alpha of Packs, then the last stage of her plan would go into action. Finally, the women would rule the roost and the men would do what they said, well, what she said. The plan for making sure Michael wouldn’t be a problem had been made far in advance; all she’d have to do was give the word, and it would be enacted. For now, she had to figure out how to position Madeline and Janice into place; they were both married to alphas who had yet to really, truly assert their powers.

It didn’t help that things weren’t perfect. With Stan and Caro’s deaths, the police were sniffing around, and it would only be a matter of time before they figured out that both parties had been killed. If they put the pieces together and it led to her, she’d be long gone. The Summit had four more days left in it and so far it was peaceful, almost boringly so. She’d considered stirring up some trouble, but that wouldn’t do in the least. There was also Urban to consider. Michael would have to challenge him, and there was that odd feline-shifter to take into account. The woman hadn’t come back to pick up her order, and that was a relief. The women were still baking up replacements with the non-tainted flour mixture. It wasn’t easy with the men coming in and out of the main cabin’s kitchens trying to snag a bite to eat or a free sample without paying for it. They’d only managed to bake replacements for a third of her order.

Poppy looked up from her list to find her feline-shifter contact standing before her, a smile on his sensual lips. He placed a hand on the long table laden down with baked goods. “My cousin came by yesterday; she left here before she could take her order with her. She paid via the credit card of her boyfriend, Urban, Torger’s brother. Do you still have it? Hopefully.”

Shit, Poppy muttered in her mind. “Of course.” She placed a bright smile on her face and got the large box out of the mini fridge they kept near the table for such cases. “Here you go. Thank you for coming to get it. I wasn’t sure where to send it.”

He shrugged and accepted the box. “Thank you for keeping it. Hey, can I snag that bear claw? I’m starving.” He pointed to the pastry.

Poppy grinned. Those bear claws weren’t laced with Katnip. “Excellent choice; here you go.” She picked up the bear claw with a napkin, placed it in a bag, and handed it to him while accepting his money. If he could act like they were strangers, then so could she. Their fingers brushed; an electric shock danced up her arm and her nipples tightened. He showed no signs of being affected. She pushed down her reaction, made change, and gave it to him.

“Have a nice day,” she said as she watched him walk off to his dark red Corvette. She paid close attention to the way the denim cupped his perfectly molded ass like a second skin.

He gave her a wave over his shoulder, got into his car, and drove off.

“Who’s that?” Michael demanded from behind her.

“Customer.” Poppy didn’t turn around, nor did she flinch when Michael gripped her upper arm.

“Don’t need his kind ‘round here. Wrap up your stupid-ass bake sale. You need to get your ass in gear to start acting like my alpha bitch, understand?” He gave her arm a squeeze and then a shake.

Poppy bowed her head, anger simmering in her veins. “Yes, Michael.”

“Good girl.” He released his hold and walked off.

“Maybe I should get that plan rolling early,” she muttered to herself as she picked up her list once again. Poppy decided that Michael needed to go now; she could champion another person to challenge Torger or Urban. She may tell people that he loved her and would never truly hurt her, but she felt herself reach her limits on tolerance of his actions. Poppy had no idea if he truly loved her or just loved using her as his private punching bag. Nor could she ignore his flirtations with beta females. No, it was time for Michael to join Caro, Zelly, Stan, Joey, and all the others she’d killed.

 

* * * *

Michael walked along the riverbank. His wolf was silent, had been since he’d married Poppy. In fact, he hadn’t been able to talk to his animal at all over the last few years. Doctors had told him nothing was wrong with him and it was all in his head. He knew better: that bitch was poisoning him; at least those were his suspicions. Being around other alphas had only brought out his insecurity. They were shifting at will while all he could do was watch. No one knew about his predicament and they never would, not unless Poppy said something. He’d wanted to challenge Torger for the Alpha of Packs status, but instead he decided to get the hell out of Dodge. No, next time, in five years, he’d challenge Torger, but the way he was now, he’d get slaughtered and lose his pack status as alpha. He turned to go back to the campground. A sharp prick on his heel drew a whimper of pain. He paused to stand on one leg and pick up his other leg. Michael looked down at his wounded heel. Blood gushed from the site and stained his foot.

Hands gave his side a hard push. Michael wobbled to his side and into the water. Before he could react, his body froze. He ordered it to move but got nothing. Darkness filled his vision as he sank to the bottom. His pockets felt heavier than before. In desperation Michael tried to shift, but again his wolf refused to come when called. Not a blip of energy in his body. He was all alone and couldn’t swim. Claustrophobia took hold, panic filled his head, his heartbeat banged against his ribcage, and his lungs burned for air. Cold filled his body inside and out as sleep gripped him. His eyelids grew heavy. That bitch, Poppy did this. That was his last thought as he slipped under the water’s thrall and drowned.

 

 






  







Chapter Eight

 

Nadia stared at the bloated face of Michael, pack leader and Poppy’s husband. Preliminary medical opinion was that he drowned. Why, how, or if that was the cause of death was still up in the air, but so far he’d drowned. She didn’t believe it, not as far as she could throw Torger, and refused to get anywhere near him. He’d blame her somehow, and she didn’t want to get into a shouting match with him. She looked over at Urban, whose forehead was creased with question; his lips were thinned and his posture was stiff with tension. A glance around showed there weren’t any alphas around playing gawker, and Poppy was nowhere to be seen. Someone had said that she’d had to be led off and given a tranquilizer. In Nadia’s mind, that was bad idea. Poppy could be using it as a cover to avoid questions, and so far this wasn’t a murder investigation. Not officially, anyway.

She moved over to Urban. “Well?”

Urban shook his head and replied. “Nothing, not even his footprints, which says a shitload about how badly she wanted to cover this up.”

Nadia started but stopped herself. “So you think….” She let the words drift off.

Urban needed Torger in on this. “I’ll call her into the station for an official interview. There are too many bodies connected with her. Let’s see what our—”

“Sir, your brother’s on the phone.” A lieutenant handed Urban a phone. He moved off to possibly soothe his brother. Three bodies with no proof of foul play would undoubtedly stress out Torger and Draven. She examined the body from afar. What did Michael have to do with her Katnip case? Had his fight with Poppy been a cover? She really hoped Rex would find something in the baked goods he’d picked up. He hadn’t told her who he was using for lab work, but she’d gotten the impression that the person had been standing by to do a rush job. Rex had assured them that he would have something by tomorrow. Easier said than done. She considered calling Zerik to have him send someone to help but didn’t want to take over Rex’s investigation. Plus, Torger wouldn’t appreciate more outside interference.

Her phone vibrated in her jeans pocket. She answered after three rings. “Nadia.”

“So far, at least five of the items that have been tested have Katnip laced in them. Poppy gave me the box. Urban should use that to bring her in.” Rex hung up before she could respond.

She looked over at Urban. His lips had disappeared, and he’d become so red she was concerned for his heart rate. Nadia made her way over to him, careful not to touch the body. Nothing in the air or in her line of sight aroused suspicion. Her inner snow leopard didn’t really care. She wanted another round with Urban and to mark him someplace else on his body. Arousal swirled low in her belly. Heat pulsed in her veins, her clit pulsed, and her pussy flooded with moisture. Nadia knew they didn’t have time for this, yet she couldn’t stop the mating desire once it’d started. After, she told her cat, when it’s all over. The case was almost at an end; she could feel it in her gut. All they needed was the why. Then she could have some time with Urban.

Nadia placed a hand on Urban’s arm as he hung up and shoved his phone into his pocket. She started to move away from him, and he followed. Once they were far enough away for comfort, she told him what Rex had found. “Rex called. We need to talk to Poppy.”

He didn’t ask why and ordered one of the betas who guarded the scene to fetch Poppy. It didn’t take long for the widow to arrive; she was looking more like she had just had bad news than she was grieving. Poppy had makeup on and she’d changed her dress into something a bit more form-fitting, emphasizing her cleavage and her hips. Her eyes were red, but she held herself straight and pushed her chest out. She was wearing kitten-heeled shoes.

“You want to speak to me at the station? I’m ready to talk.” She led the way before either one of them could say anything.

Urban shrugged and guided Nadia to the car. The ride over was silent. Nadia wasn’t sure if she was sad that the case was over or that it hadn’t been too eventful. There was also the part where she would be leaving soon. She glanced over at Urban. His face was granite. Unreadable and distant, something she didn’t like.

 

* * * *

Urban pulled into the visitor’s spot at the DCPD and got out; he rushed around to let Nadia out, who’d actually waited for him. He grabbed her hand and guided her into the building. Warmth filled his chest while bile swirled in his stomach. The case had taken a turn that he should’ve seen coming, even if they didn’t have the why. What irritated him was that Poppy had done all this under his and Torger’s nose and right in front of the other alphas. At last count they had at least four remaining alphas, all up for re-elections. The ones that weren’t were here to enjoy the gathering and watch the political shit storm happen. It intrigued him, as it always did, how protective they were of their own packs but cared very little about the other packs, so long as it didn’t upset the natural order of things.

He was pretty sure that that was what Poppy was after for some reason. Thankfully the officers had managed to get Poppy to the DCPD without incident. Torger met them at the door of the interrogation room. “Tread carefully. The alphas will be watching.” He turned on his heel and left without commenting on Nadia’s presence.

Not like they’d care, Urban thought.

Nadia shrugged. “I’ll be bad cop, since you can’t get in trouble if the feline-shifter bitch asks the tough questions.”

Urban thought about it. It would help; the alphas couldn’t protest since he wasn’t the one going after one of their own, even if at this time they weren’t plotting a way to usurp Michael’s place, and the alpha bitches were all preening that they could elevate their status soon. Urban pushed aside all the politics to focus on the case and see what Poppy had to say. “Fine.”

“Okay, let’s go.” Nadia tilted her head toward the door.

Urban opened it for her and gestured for her to precede him. He took a moment to watch the sway of her hips and ass before following her into the room. His shoulder throbbed a bit, but it was his cock that jerked in appreciation. He couldn’t wait to get her home; he was sure she was already wet for him, he could smell it. If Poppy cooperated, they could get a confession and then he’d be inside of her within half an hour, if things went well and Torger didn’t want a lengthy explanation.

He pushed away his thoughts and focused on getting a confession or an explanation. Poppy was already seated, which was good. The officer in the room waved him over. “She refused to call a lawyer and waived her rights. Says she wants to get it off her chest. Boss man will be watching the interview,” he said before he left the room.

Urban could only shrug. That didn’t mean anything to him unless this was an official investigation, which it wasn’t. They had no proof of any wrongdoing yet. Torger would be watching the interview from his office due to the hidden cameras around the room. So he had to question her and see what happened. Urban settled down in the chair across from her.

“Mrs. Harper, this isn’t an official investigation. You don’t need to talk to us if you don’t want to.” He wanted to see if she would shut down.

Poppy waved away his words. “No, I need to. This is getting far too complicated and too much to handle. To start off with, we’ve been selling Katnip-laced baked goods to earn money to make a play to buy out the male alphas and put women in charge. It’s a small group of us. The others had no idea what we were doing; they invested the money.” Poppy paused to take a sip of water. “I can’t do this anymore. Killing Michael was the final straw. My investors won’t back me anymore, and besides that, there are enough alphas out of the way to cause a shift in power. Oh, I’ve been giving Michael antishift meds for years, in case you find it in his blood. It’s where his frustration and anger came from.”

Nadia snorted and said, “Sure it is, and that’s why he beats the shit out of you, because he can’t shift. That’s no excuse. And messing with those antishift meds could’ve killed both you and him; some affect the giver as well as the taker.” Disgust was written on her face. Urban knew she was having flashbacks to her childhood and father.

“I know, but still….” She paused to lick her lips. Poppy let out a sigh. “We wanted to change the testosterone that ruled our packs to make them more modern. What I did and planned, I did alone. My investors didn’t know what I was doing. Here’s a list of all the people I’ve killed.” She pulled out a piece of paper from the pocket of her dress and slid it across the table at him.

Urban took it and read it over. His eyes widened as he looked over the names. “Jesus, all of them? But…we haven’t heard anything about them.” This was getting very complicated and was beyond Torger’s jurisdiction. He was going to have to make a lot of phone calls to smooth things over and convince people to let Poppy be sentenced in Draven’s Crossing.

He stood up, opened the door, and called in an officer, gave him the list, and ordered him to send it to Torger before he sat down and faced Poppy. “Why Katnip-laced baked goods?”

Poppy looked down. “We could sell them to feline-shifters and humans looking for a fix to make more money. Bake sales only go so far, and we needed to earn money quickly.”

Urban stared at her as his mind mulled over her reasoning.

Nadia beat him to the punch of asking why. “Why? You’re risking innocent lives to elevate your own. Some people have died. What changed for you to grow a conscience overnight? Killing your abusive, asshole of a husband didn’t sit well with you?” she demanded.

Poppy folded her arms over her chest. “I would’ve seen our plan through, but the people who wanted this change felt that we were going in the wrong direction with all this death. They threatened to turn me in to Torger for pack law punishment. I’m willing to cut a deal to name names so long as I only get exile and not death.”

The puzzle pieces fit together. If her co-conspirators had come forward and accused her, she wouldn’t haven’t had a say in her sentencing, but for her to offer herself up allowed her some leverage to make some of the rules.

“You said this wasn’t an official investigation. I can help you get to the source of the Katnip in several other pack-controlled areas, but I must not be ordered to death and I must be allowed to be exiled with all my belongings. Everything else can go to Michael’s pack members.” Poppy sat back, satisfaction on her face.

“If we allow this, you give your information to the representative of the Feline-Shifter Quorum, no stalling. You stop selling your Katnip-laced goods and you tell us who your local supplier is, as well as give the names to all those who supplied you in the other counties,” Nadia said. Her tone was unemotional, but her eyes flashed with something he couldn’t identify.

“Deal.
Torger must sign off on the agreement. Once he does that, I’ll talk to whoever you want and give you whatever information you wanted.” Poppy sat back, a Cheshire cat grin on her face.

Urban didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. Nadia, he knew, would call Zerik and tell him the good news. Although what information Poppy actually had, since Rex had been her source, was in her head. Urban looked up at the camera. “Okay, I’ll check in with Torger, and someone will let you know what he decides.”

Urban stood up and led Nadia out of the room. “I will say this: the end of the Summit will be interesting.” By Poppy’s machinations, she’d shored up Torger’s power base and elevated several packs, including the one that Urban had feared would have issues with Michael, the Capper pack. Upon thinking about it, he realized that a lot of the lower-leveled weaker packs had female betas. Urban ran a hand over his face. It looked like under Torger’s regime, women were going to come into their power. He had to hold back a laugh at that. The old really was moving along, or rather, was being shoved out of the way. He was glad it was all over so he could spend his last few days of vacation with Nadia if she didn’t have to rush out of town too quickly.

 

* * * *

Nadia ignored the hard look in Torger’s eyes. Distrust radiated off of him in waves. Draven stood to Torger’s left. She had enough of the posturing; she had better things to do, or rather someone to do, than wait around for them to get their asses in gear. She had a phone call to make, Urban to fuck, and orders to wait for. Her patience snapped. “Look, guys, it wasn’t me this time. You heard her testimony; she killed all those people in a massive takeover plan. Your own undercover officer confirmed it.”

Urban shifted in his chair. Nervous energy hit him hard in the stomach, making him nauseated. “Bro, look, you have the evidence—”

She cut him off. “She used the bake sales to fund the investments that she was going to use to take over the packs and become an alpha female. Everyone knows how you feel about your position and women’s roles.”

Torger said nothing. She took that as a go-ahead, so she kept talking. “You wouldn’t be opposed to the women rising up and becoming alphas, so long as they had the money to keep the packs going and were able to keep order. By killing off the alphas currently in charge, they used fear to keep people in check, and since you don’t know when or how or what, you’re in the clear. The packs can sort themselves out.”

“Which is a bad way to keep everyone in check,” Torger pointed out.

Nadia could concede to that point. “True, what she was basically doing was modeling the pack life after what pards and prides do, allowing women to rule but through fear, which was outdated in our way of life.”

Urban interjected. “Which would also allow more maneuvering with the LGBT parts of the pack to have more opportunities. At least that’s what she claimed she wanted.”

Nadia wasn’t sure if that had been part of the plan. “Talk is cheap, but if she’d been successful, we’d have had to monitor how it went until all the changes took hold. I’ve already heard of a group of gay werewolves trying to form their own pack. They need you to ratify them.” She studied Torger’s face, but he gave no emotion away. Nadia didn’t want to ever play poker with Torger. Urban, on the other hand, she snuck him a look and thought about a nice game of strip poker.

“Also, she was using the Katnip rehab centers to launder the money they were taking in. This way, if the Feds ever looked into her finances, they would’ve seen donations to the centers, but nothing about Poppy owning the centers. She used shell companies.” Nadia was pleased with adding this in.

She’d been able to call Zerik and have him look into Poppy’s finances. Poppy hadn’t named anyone else in the scheme, and there were already rumblings within the Werewolf Summit about her attempt. The problem was already done. Now the selections were being made with the remaining alphas and packs to decide the new leadership hierarchy. So far, the Torstan pack was in the lead for second pack under Torger’s. Everyone else was too busy fighting with each other. The Wickerman pack had dissolved into chaos, and Poppy’s former pack had lost at least two of their alphas due to injury and coma. Torger had sent out officers to handle the fights and threats.

Nadia could only hope that things with the Feline Summit would go smoothly and that her father wouldn’t attend and abdicate his position from home. Maybe they’d all get lucky and he’d disappear or declare Milly his successor and move away. Nadia didn’t want the position, that was for damn sure.

“So we know the who and why, and now I have to deal with the fallout.” Torger sighed; he looked exhausted. “At least you guys do fast work and Rex is giving me his end of his investigation, which is good. All that’s left is handling pack business, which Urban can do. Thank you for your help, Nadia. Tell Zerik that once we’re done with Poppy he can take her and she can be tried for her crimes against the feline community.”

Nadia blinked. She hadn’t expected that from Torger. “Okay,” she replied slowly. “Poppy won’t be executed, but Zerik will expect her to give him the names as well. He wants the Katnip operation shut down.”

Torger agreed. “And I want it out of my town and to make an example of Poppy as to what happens to drug dealers.” There was acidity in his tone.

Nadia shivered at the anger in his voice. The hard glint in his eyes told her all she wanted to know. Torger may not like her, but he didn’t hate her nor was he out to get her.

“Urban, I have to talk to you; can you stay?” Torger
asked, his tone neutral.

Great; they’re going to talk about me. She didn’t say anything; she stood up and walked out of the room, ignoring Urban calling after her. Nadia wasn’t going to stand in the way of Torger saying his piece to Urban, and besides, she wasn’t sure if Urban would defy his brother and alpha if Torger put his foot down on a possible relationship. It didn’t startle her to realize that she wanted a true and real relationship with him. She’d fought herself long enough. Urban was her mate, her man, and damn it, it would destroy her if he left her. There was no one else for her, but life wasn’t fair. Urban was an adult, and he had to make up his own mind with no interference from her. She would fight for them, but only if he did the same.

 

 






  







Chapter Nine

 

Urban didn’t get a chance to chastise his brother on his treatment of Nadia.

“I don’t have time to spare her feelings on what she thought I wanted to talk to you about, and I don’t have time for this. The Council has gotten wind of the fights happening at the Summit. I need to give you some instructions on how to handle things.” Torger paused and gave Urban a steely look, which made Urban sit up in his seat. In the back of his mind, he felt relief that Torger didn’t disapprove of Nadia.

Torger continued. “You need to meet with each pack and find out what’s in their heads. See if they can compromise. Deal with the packs that have lost leaders due to Poppy first. Set guidelines on how to choose a new alpha, and no bloodshed.” Torger paused and wiped a hand over his face. “Get them to vote on it, have a karaoke contest, I don’t fucking care, make sure they choose before the Summit ends. I’ll handle the closing items; just hold on until I can relieve you. The Council bullshit is almost over, thank God. And the race for representative is going to the primary vote. Then the elections.”

Urban could hear the relief in those last words. It felt as if the Evanson mess had been going on for far too long. Hopefully Jagger would be able to clear his name before the elections. At least Urban wasn’t going to get dragged into that.

“Thankfully the Feline Summit will be quieter. Only one problem that I can see that can cause issues, but other than that, they’ll be well behaved. They want a vacation. Cats.”
Torger let out a snort and rolled his eyes.

Urban didn’t ask. He’d bring up the subject with Nadia.

“Get out of here; I have actual work to do. Oh, and mark your woman, will ya? I can smell her on you but on her, not so much.” Torger made a shooing motion with his hands.

Urban got up and shook his head. “Yeah, yeah, and when is Isy
gonna mark you, huh?”

Torger growled. “When we both can get a fucking vacation. Now out!” Torger shouted.

Urban chuckled and left the DCPD. He felt lighthearted and clear-headed. Now he had to go after Nadia and make sure she wasn’t feeling hurt by what she thought Torger was going to say to him. She’d listen to him, even if he had to tie her up and spank her to do it. His gut clenched and his cock thickened as heat filtered through his veins. Oh yes, he was looking forward to convincing his little snow leopard that Murphy’s Law could go fuck itself. They were going to be together, and they had a future together.

He got into his car and headed to her place, then to the packs to give them Torger’s decisions. Urban was sure she’d gone home on foot to give herself time to think and acclimate to the idea that Torger would prevent them from being together, though Torger had no actual say in Urban’s love life unless it endangered him. Torger wanted the best for him, but Urban made his own decisions about who he loved, and he loved Nadia, even if he didn’t know everything about her. She’d marked him, made him hers whether she wanted to admit it or not. Now it was his turn to prove his love with words and actions. No running this time, and if she tried to escape he’d give chase. His little snow leopard didn’t know what a horny and in love werewolf could be like, but she was about to find out. He parked his car in her driveway and got out, a smile on his face and and eagerness in his heart.

Urban got to the door and prepared to open it. It flew open; Nadia’s walls were back up and a guarded expression marred her face. Before she could say anything, he brushed into the house and started talking. “Torger wanted to talk to me about some pack business, give me instructions on how to deal with the packs and handle the issues that Poppy made. So I wanted to check in with you before I go out to the campgrounds. What’s on your mind, baby?”

He sat down on her couch, lifted up his leg, and rested his ankle on his knee, settling down. Nadia came over to him and sat down on the coffee table. “Really?”

Urban put his foot down and leaned forward, grabbing her hands and kissing her knuckles. “Yes, really. He doesn’t object to us being together. So now what?”

A slow smile spread on her beautiful mouth. “Are you sure?” She ducked her head shyly.

“Why don’t I show you all the ways that I want to be with you? Words may not matter, but even if he objected and even though he is my brother, I would still be with you because I love you.” He yanked on her hands and pulled her into his arms. Urban placed butterfly kisses on her forehead, cheeks, nose, chin, and finally on her lips. He took his sweet time tasting her, pouring his passion and adoration and love into the simple act. She let out a soft sigh, followed by a moan. Her feline pheromones swirled around them, increasing his desire to be inside of her. His cock pressed against his fly, demanding to be released. He ignored it and concentrated on the taste of her: coffee, chocolate, vanilla, spice, and something wild and passionate. Underneath her cool, aloof exterior and all her walls was a woman with sensual grace and beauty, with love and compassion, with heart and loyalty.

He was skimming the surface of Nadia; there were deeper wells, he knew that much, and he planned on spending his entire life diving into the places and searching out every nook and cranny until he knew everything about her. As his tongue swirled and teased hers, rubbing along the sides, he could taste her essence, her wild, untamable spice, the heat and fire of her feline side, but there were indefinable aspects of her that sent his werewolf howling, desiring to dig up those private points of her. He held her face mobile with one hand while skimming her spine with the other. Urban swallowed her moan. He pulled back his head, panting; his lungs searched for air, and yet he wanted more. To give himself time to calm his heart, he placed biting kisses along her jaw, nipping and tugging lightly at the flesh before moving lower.

Her pulse pounded wildly against his lips, matching the beat of his heart. “So beautiful,” he murmured against her neck. Urban inhaled her scent; the muskiness of her arousal rose up between them to combine with his desire. The fire of sunlight from the feline combined with the cool-toned moonlight from the wolf mingled on the air. Heat fluctuated between them, adding fuel to their need. Hunger to taste her rolled over his tongue. His cock pulsed against his fly. His skin tingled with the need to feel her silken flesh against his. Urban could feel his control snap. The wolf shoved forward, needing to be inside of its true mate. He grabbed the hem of her shirt. With desperation, their hands tangled as they lifted it over her head and arms. He undid the front clasp of her bra and helped to pull it off of her. Once her breasts were free, he cupped them and dipped his head to place reverent kisses across her chest and then down the slope of her, first one mound and then the other. He massaged the undersides but left her nipples alone.

She thrust out her chest. He shook his head as he dusted more kisses on her flesh. “Ask for it. You know the rules.”

She made a pained mewling sound. “Please, taste my nipples.”

Urban shook his head again. “No. Not taste. Tell me, describe what you want,” he urged.

Nadia groaned and grabbed a hank of his hair. She tugged on the strands until the pain forced him to look up. “Suck my tits,” she ordered, “bite them, suck them, pull them. Finger-fuck me, make me come, please, Urban.” She murmured the last plea.

Urban tossed his head. She released her hold and looked down at him, pupils dilated, darkened with desire. A sheen of sweat coated her forehead and upper lip. He smirked. “You haven’t earned it yet. Stand up.”

Once she was on her feet, he lifted up one foot and took off one shoe and sock. He did the next one and then undid her fly and zipper. “Next time, you’re wearing lace-up jeans and simple stilettos.”

He looked up at her. She had a cheeky grin on her face, and some of the arousal had died down. “I have a whole collection of shoes and clothes you’ve never seen.”

His cock pulsed and jerked in response to her words. Down, boy, he ordered the eager organ and returned his focus back to undressing her. He pulled down the denim slowly.

She groaned and leaned over. Her breasts bounced up and down, drawing his attention. He drew in a deep breath and focused on getting her out of her jeans. Once he had them off he looked her up and down, admiring every dip and hollow of her body. She kept herself fit but still had curves to tease and hold on to. He traced his fingers up her sides and then back down to grip her hips. Urban leaned forward and pressed kisses down her stomach. He took his time, licking and sucking her skin. She tasted of vanilla and salt, so sweet. Urban swirled his tongue in the indentation of her bellybutton.

Nadia threaded her fingers through his hair, scratching his scalp with her nails. He groaned at the pain as he placed kisses over her silk-covered mound. Urban had deliberately left her in her panties; he didn’t want her to have free access to her pussy yet, and besides, he had plans for them. “Stay here,” he ordered, and he got up and left the room. He went to the bag he’d brought with him and rifled through it until he found some nipple clamps and an anal plug along with the lube. Urban returned to her and said, “Now, stand still.”

He placed his implements of pleasure on the coffee table and went to work. “Do. Not. Move. You may make noises, but you can’t ask me to touch or pleasure you unless you tell me explicitly what you want, understand?”

“Yes, Urban, I understand,” she whispered. She bowed her head, but her gaze followed his every movement.

“Good.” He lowered his head and lapped at the tip of her nipple before swirling his tongue around the tightened tip. Urban took his time, teasing the sensitive bud until her whimpers grew louder and her explicit pleas for him to suck and bite her increased in volume.

“Please, Urban, please, suck my tits, bite them, flick them, pinch them, please.” Her body trembled, but she made no move to give herself relief.

“No.” Once he was sure she couldn’t take any more, he put the clamp on her nipple and showed the other one the same affection before adding the second toy. She let out a shuddering breath but still made no move to release herself from the pain and heat. The pinchers had stopped the nerves from firing and allowed the blood flow to stop. Once he released them, the feeling and sensation would return to the area, multiplying her arousal to the point of orgasm. There were many toys he’d gotten since he’d started seeing her, hoping one day he’d get to use them with her without setting up an appointment. Now he knew he had to get more toys for them to use on each other. He admired her body once more, wishing he could bind her to the bed and tie a rope around her body. Later, he told himself. Urban crouched down and pulled her panties to her knees, using his fingers to tease and pinch her clit. Each stroke drew a gasp and moan from her. The trembling increased but she didn’t move a hand, trying not to curl it up into a fist.

He rewarded her control by parting her thickened pussy lips, flushed, red and wet, with a teasing tracing of the tip of his tongue along each side of her sex, around her dripping entrance, and back to her clit, touching the hot, thick button with gentle flicks and swipes. She cried out, her words tumbling out of her mouth, begging him to suck and tease her clit. “Please, Urban, please, suck my clit, taste it, tease it, tug and pinch it, please,” she begged.

He couldn’t deny her that. Urban sucked the nub into his mouth, swirling his tongue around the sensitive bundle of nerves. Once he had her worked up enough he pulled back, grabbed the clamp, rolled it in his hands, and warmed it up before he opened it up and placed it over her clit. She hissed but didn’t protest the pressure in the least. He gave her sex a kiss before he pulled up her panties and stood. Urban adjusted his erection in his pants and popped the button on his jeans to ease some of the pressure. “So, beautiful, how are you doing? Okay? Do you need me to loosen the pressure a bit?” He had to make sure that she was comfortable and not in too much pain. There was a fine line between pleasure and needing to take the toys off, now. The care of Nadia was first and foremost, and the second thing was to make sure of her pleasure. She trusted him, and he had to honor that.

“I need you to fuck me now.” Her voice was raw with need.

He gave her ass a smack. “Answer me, how are you doing? Do you need me to take off or loosen anything? We’ve never used both sets of clamps at the same time.”

Nadia took in air and pushed it out of her mouth. “No, I’m good. The pressure is…oh my God, Urban, I need you inside me, now!”

Urban chuckled. “Soon. Bend over and hold your ankles. I’m going to use the butt plug. Don’t come, no matter what I do.”

He watched her carry out his orders. Urban reached down and squeezed his hardened cock. He was so hard he was sure he could pound a hole in the wall and do some other construction work as well. Through the denim, he could feel the heat. The pressure increased in his dick. Urban gritted his teeth. He gave himself another squeeze, then grabbed the lube. Urban dragged down her panties, forgetting his plans for them, and flipped open the top, parted her cheeks, and squeezed out a generous amount. He put the bottle down and massaged the gel around the hole before slipping first one finger inside, moving it in, out, and around. His digit slipped in easily. She was so hot and tight, his cock pulsed, eager to feel all of her around his shaft, contracting around him, squeezing every last drop of his seed from his balls. He groaned and continued to work at getting her muscles to relax.

Her moans of pleasure didn’t help matters. Sweat popped out on his brow. He gave each cheek a smack, never in the same spot. Her body shook with each spank, but she didn’t move. “You’re so beautiful, so exquisite. That’s it, open to me, let go,” he urged.

He slipped a second finger in easily. She breathed in and out in between whimpers and groans of pleasure. The muscles rippled and contracted around his digits. He continued to tunnel his fingers into her hole until he felt the tension leave her. Urban grabbed the plug and worked it into her ass, in and out until it slipped in easily. “Okay, stand up.”

As she straightened up, he peeled off his jacket and T-shirt, then undid the zipper, bent down, and pulled off his boots and socks. He met her heat-filled gaze. A dark hunger filled her brown eyes, and every inch of his body prickled with fire. His skin felt too tight, and yet his body felt too big. Pressure pulsed within him. A wave of desire sat off in the distance, waiting for him to finally let loose. His balls throbbed for relief. He reached down and stroked his cock, reveling in the blatant desire on her face. Every time she looked at him, he felt ten feet tall and like the only man in the world. Nothing else mattered when they were together. As his fingers worked his shaft, he felt the tingle of orgasm start in his feet and rise up. He stopped it with a pinch on his cockhead.

“You’re so beautiful,” Nadia whispered, then ducked her head, a red flush filling her cheeks.

“Even with the scars?” he asked. Urban felt ridiculously pleased that she thought him beautiful.

“More so,” she replied.

“Thank you, honey,” he said, a smile curving on his lips that he wouldn’t stop even if he tried. “How are you doing? Still okay?”

She licked her lips. “I feel the pressure, but it’s like I’m cut off from anything that could ease it. And with the anal plug, I feel fuller.” Nadia looked so open and beautiful, so trusting, it made his heart ache.

Urban decided he couldn’t wait any longer to be inside of her. Lava seeped into his veins; hunger clawed at his stomach as his wolf howled to take his mate and claim her. Pain lanced his jaws as the partial shift took hold. Nadia didn’t look away as he grimaced. Shards of fire racked his arms and legs. Now, he had to have her now! As the wolf grasped to take full control, Urban reached out and pulled her to him. He took her mouth in a demanding kiss of open mouths and tongues twining, tangling, and rubbing against one another as he fucked her mouth. His hips thrust forward, sliding his length against her wet slit. She cried out, gasping and shaking in his arms. “Please, Urban, please, fuck me, own me, claim me,” she begged.

He growled low in his throat and pulled her with him as she sank down into the nearest chair. “Ride me,” he ordered.

She didn’t hesitate. Nadia kicked off her underwear, threw one leg over his thighs, and positioned herself over his cock. He grabbed her hips, held her still, and surged upward, impaling himself inside of her. Her tight heat clenched down on him immediately. He took her lips in another kiss as he released on the clamp. She wrenched her head away from his and let out a cry. Her vaginal walls fluttered and her body stilled with her muscles pulsing as he continued to fuck her through her first orgasm. He traced the side of her neck with his lips and tongue, nipping the skin over her pulse and sucking on it hard enough to bruise. Once she recovered, Nadia moved with him, fucking herself on his cock. The pressure continued to build in his balls but he held it back, slowing his pace down until he had control over himself once more. Nadia buried her head against his shoulder, her tongue taking teasing flicks at the wound. The bind mark throbbed to life in time with his heartbeat. She bit him once more. Fire burst to life in his gut as he came without warning. Urban howled as he shot jets of cum inside of her, coating her walls with his seed. Unable to resist, he undid the second clamp. Together their orgasms rolled through him, feeding the other. He opened his mouth and bit down on her shoulder, binding her to him.

His body became consumed with desire and heat. With each thrust, it took him over the edge over and over again. Urban reached down between them, feeling the slickness of their combined juices, and undid the last clamp. With one flick, she came once more in a scream. Trails of hot blood dribbled down his shoulder. He ignored it and continued to pump his hips and hold on to her shoulder with his teeth as her liquid life filled his mouth and coated his tongue.

“I love you,” she whispered against his ear.

He released her shoulder and took her mouth. “I love you too, honey.” He thrust into her once, twice more before he came again, wringing his balls out of every drop of his semen. They were mates now; no one could come between them. Panting, she slid off him and padded away. This time she took care of him; with a wet towel, she wiped up their combined cream and then cleaned herself off. Once that was done, she held out her hand and helped him up. Together they went to her bedroom.

 

* * * *

Nadia stroked Urban’s hair, savoring the heaviness of his head on her chest. “Thank you for being so understanding,” she whispered.

“Why are you thanking me? I’ve done nothing,” he replied before he pressed a kiss to the side of her breast.

“Growing up, I never knew who to trust. Our pard was too terrified of my father to try to protect us all the time. They did what they could, but it wasn’t so much that he’d notice.” She allowed the words to spill out of her. “I couldn’t let myself be unguarded for a moment; if I allowed someone in, my father would send them away. My sister, mother, and I all lived in a bubble most of my life.”

“That must’ve been very hard.” He placed another kiss on the side of her breast.

A soft warmth swirled in her chest to seep down into her belly. She sighed and shifted in her seat. Her body protested the move, but she didn’t care. Nadia felt the urge to move, to get up and pace, but remained in bed where she was. She didn’t want to look at him as she told part of her history. Nadia took in a deep breath and pressed on. “I managed to scrape together enough money to get out and get a ticket to Paris, but I couldn’t take my sister with me. By then my mother was dead inside and so used to the pain he inflicted that she couldn’t fathom leaving.”

Tears filled her eyes; she struggled against them, but in the end let them fall. Urban wouldn’t use her crying against her. He shifted his head and pressed a kiss over her heart. The organ contracted as emotions filled her. Pain and relief swirled around her body as more tears were pulled from deep within her, where her childhood was still close to the surface. “Zerik found me working in a café, serving tea and calling myself Natalie.” Her lips quivered as she smiled. “He watched me for weeks, always leaving a good tip. Zerik would engage me in small talk until we knew each other a little. After a month he told me who I was and invited me to train to become a courier for the Feline Quorum, but I needed to show that I could maintain my current job and the training.”

“Like that? No interview or test? I feel cheated.” Urban shook his head.

“Zerik doesn’t do tests and crap like that. He goes by what his spotters say and what his instincts tell him. He has people all over the prides and pards and groups. From there, he sifts through the talent that’s there and chooses who to bring into the fold. He’s very selective about who he works with. Only two in five make it.” Nadia filled with pride at the thought of being chosen.

Urban looked up at her. Appreciation filled his gaze. “I’m so proud of you. That’s awesome.”

Nadia ducked her head. Fire filled her cheeks and prickled along her ears. She felt shy. “Thank you,” she whispered. “I’ve been working for them since I was seventeen. I want to talk to Zerik about my sister. When I left home, she was trapped. Milly turned to drugs and alcohol to escape.”

Hot tears sliced down her face as she sank back into the horrible memories of getting a call about her sister. “I abandoned my sister, my blood. I left her with that bastard. She took a hit of Katnip, not too much, but she almost died. I don’t know how she can talk to me, look at me.”

Urban reached up and brushed some hair from her face. “Honey, you need to talk to her, tell her how you feel.”

“I’ve tried, but the words…I’m not good with them,” she confessed. Nadia’s face flared up once again.

“Shhh, baby, talk to her, like you’re doing with me, even if they don’t come out right, you’re at least talking to her. And maybe she understands. You have to tell her.” He reached up and caressed her face once more.

She turned her head toward his touch and kissed his palm. “Thank you.”

He shook his head. “No thanks necessary, honey.”

Their moment was interrupted when her phone rang. She rolled over and picked it up. “It’s Zerik, I have to take it.” She didn’t have to look at the ID to know who it was.

Rather than leave the bed, she scooted up and sat up against the pillow. “Nadia.”

“You know what to do,” he said and hung up.

She clicked End and turned to Urban. Expectation glowed in his eyes. “He wants me in Paris to escort Poppy there. After that I get paid and can go on vacation. I know you have to go to work, but if you could finagle a few days, maybe you could join me.” She prayed she was doing the right thing. She may have said she loved him, but there was still so much to work out between them.

Urban groaned. “I don’t know what they want me to do, but call me once you know and if I can I’ll be there, wherever it is. You have to go tomorrow?”

She nodded, hating it but knowing she had to go. “He wouldn’t have called me if I didn’t have to go immediately. Our usual plan is a ticket waiting for me at the window and a private jet ride. I’ll probably only be there for three days. One to drop off Poppy and meet with Zerik and then two to wander around.”

“Call your sister, see if you can bring her with you. Spend those two days with her.” Urban scooted up and kissed her. “I have to go shower and take care of Summit business. Love you.” He got up.

Once alone she picked up her phone again and hit speed dial, her heart pounding as she waited for her sister to pick up. She got Milly’s answering service. “Mills, it’s Nadia, I’m going to Paris for Feline Quorum business, but I’ll have two days to myself. If you can join me, I’d love to have you. I’ll leave a ticket for you at the airport and you can crash in my apartment with me. Please say you’ll come, I’d love to have you with me. We need to talk.”

She hung up, feeling nervous flutters in her belly. They’d never really talked about their childhood, and Milly had been out of rehab for a year. Two days wasn’t enough to cover all that needed to be said. She was doing well; a trip to Paris would be a rewarding experience for both of them. Time to bond and a chance for Zerik to meet her and see if she’d fit into his staff. Nadia decided to stop thinking about it and got up. She ducked into the bathroom to get the last of the hot water, needing a distraction from all the possible conversations rolling around her head. Urban didn’t protest; he helped soap her up and get her as clean as possible while arousing her at the same time. Once she couldn’t take it anymore he left her, the bastard.

“Tonight.” He pressed a kiss to her lips and left her horny and frustrated. “No relieving your ache until I get back. I’ll know.”

She swore, but she agreed and finished her shower. After drying off and getting dressed, she began to pack. Her phone rang, and she answered it on the first ring. “I can get away, e-mail me the info. Okay, I have to go. Later, Nadia,” Milly said.

Unable to fight the grin, she called Urban with the good news and left him a message. After that, she called Zerik and let him know that Milly would be with her. He didn’t have a problem with her sister being with her, so long as it wasn’t a disruption in their lives or business. She assured him it wouldn’t be and got done with her packing. There wasn’t much anyway. Nadia ordered takeout and waited for Urban to get back. For the first time in her life she felt complete; everything was working out for the better, and her past fears and her father weren’t on her mind.

 

* * * *

Urban looked over the assembled alphas. They didn’t look pissed; in fact, they all looked sleepy or annoyed, but not angry. “Let’s get this over with.” He moved forward and held up his hands; all went silent with the exception of sounds of nature. “I speak with Torger’s voice, as you know. It has been decided that Poppy, Michael’s alpha bitch, will turn evidence over to the Feline Quorum. All she wants are her possessions. She turns over her authority to the second-in-line betas in the Jagged Pass Pack to select a new leader.” He paused, waiting to see how they would react. A bit of grumbling, but nothing he didn’t accept.

He continued. “Any money she agrees to release will be divided among the packs. All your investments are safe. You have to select a new head of pack finances. Torger will be winding things up on Sunday. He asks that you select your names for replacement alphas. So long as you don’t ask for trial by combat, he’ll approve your choice. Any issues with that?”

He fell silent and watched, using his instincts to see if there would be any dissent. Again they waited for him to finish up. “Come on, I’ve got a poker game to win,” an alpha with a Texas drawl shouted.

“Shut up, Harlan, you won’t win if he goes any faster, you cheating sonofabitch!” another alpha called out.

The packs broke out into laughter. “I can kick yer ass from here to Canada, Davis! And I wasn’t cheating, you have shit eyesight!” Harlan shot back.

Urban chuckled. He wished he’d gotten a chance to hang out with them more, rather than deal with the drama. “All right, all right. On behalf of Draven and the town, thank you for not tearing shit up. Any issues, let me know, you have my number. Torger will give you all the final details that day. Okay? All right, I’ll see you all tomorrow.”

As he moved around the various werewolves, he could hear murmurs and snatches of conversation. With the exception of Michael’s pack members, most were happy to see him go, and many were happy Stan was gone too. In fact, everyone was okay with the changes. The groups of gay werewolves who’d wanted to challenge for the right to form their own packs were mingling openly. They were showing off their current bed partners with affectionate pecks on the cheek or arms around each other, and no one seemed to mind in the least. As Urban left the main gathering place he saw the alpha of the Torsten pack, who nodded at him and gave him the thumbs-up. Urban returned the gesture and headed home. Tonight was his last night with Nadia until who knew when. He got in his car and headed to her place.

It was over. With the exception of the murders, the packs had behaved themselves. As he pulled into her driveway, he felt immense pride in his werewolf brethren and sisters. Draven could be proud of the way they’d acted and behaved. Nadia stood at the door wearing only his T-shirt and a pair of worn jeans that hugged her hips. “Couldn’t come to the door in nothing, would’ve given the delivery teen far too much to ogle. Get in here. I ordered Chinese, and I’m starving.”

He grinned and followed her inside. She turned to look at him as he shut and locked the door. “Oh, and no sex tonight, okay? Don’t want to break me before I head off to Paris.”

Urban opened his mouth to protest but then shut it again. “Just so you know, when we meet again, you’ll pay for that. I’ll have to send you dirty texts and e-mails. No photos, though; you haven’t earned them.”

Nadia shrugged. “It means I can send you dirty photos. Are you going to ask about the vacation?”

Urban’s stomach tightened at the thought of getting more alone time with her. “Will have to wait until I get to Virginia. I need to make sure I’m not needed. You send me the e-mail where and I’ll show up, no warning.”

“I hate surprises, but I’ll be waiting for you.” She peeled off her shirt and undid the fly on her jeans before shoving them down and walking to the dining room table in only her panties.

Urban growled. He undressed, shredding his clothes as he went, until he was naked. “Fuck dinner; dessert first.”

He rushed up to her, tore her panties off her body, and picked her up. Urban lifted her up and pressed her against the wall; she wrapped her legs around his waist, her heels digging into his ass. With one thrust of his hips, he sunk into her pussy. She was already wet and ready for him. Nadia moved with him; she tilted her hips upward and met his thrusts. She reached between them and stroked her clit. Her fingers brushed the base of his cock with each push of his hips, teasing them both. “My mate, my woman,” he stated before he partially shifted. His jaws elongated and his teeth sharpened. Without hesitation, he lowered his head and bit into her unmarked other shoulder. She came with a wild cry, her body stiffening as he drove into her over and over again. Her vaginal walls fluttered and clamped down on his cock. He tunneled into her once, twice, three more times before he met his own release. Urban released her shoulder and lapped at the wounds.

Nadia placed her head on his shoulder and sighed. Her stomach rumbled. He chuckled and said, “You shower and I’ll set the table, then you can eat.”

The rest of their evening was a quiet affair with only dinner and a little television before they curled up in bed. Urban took her to the airport with Poppy in tow. Before she boarded the plane, he made her promise to call him once she landed.

“Okay.” She initiated a soft, passionate kiss. “Talk to you soon, and I’ll tell you what happens with Milly.” She turned and led Poppy onto the plane.

With all the progress they’d made, he hoped distance wouldn’t put her walls back up.

 

 






  

Chapter Ten

 

Nadia stood before Zerik with butterflies in her stomach. Milly stood next to her dressed in black skinny jeans, a tight black top with a skull on it, and dark makeup. Her hair was mussed as if she’d just rolled out of bed. Nadia had no problem with the way her sister looked, but Zerik might feel she needed to at least look professional. Zerik sat behind his massive, ornate desk with gold and silver engravings that featured various species of cats sitting along tree branches. The large emblem of the Feline Quorum, a large cat with its tail spelling out the F and Q made up of twisted gold, silver, and brass sat on the wall behind him. She hadn’t seen that before. It must have just been put up, she reasoned.

As soon as they’d arrived she’d taken Poppy straight to Zerik’s men, who’d led her to a luxurious penthouse. Nadia didn’t say a word, but she couldn’t help but think that murder apparently paid if you had drug info. She gave herself a mental shake and tried to dislodge the bitterness. According to Zerik, after Poppy gave up all her secrets concerning the feline community, she was going to be able to go anywhere in the world. Part of her deal with both Zerik and Torger was to give up half of the feline rehab centers for Zerik to run and the other half would be turned into rehab centers in places for werewolves that had drug issues, and they would be run by a select community within the packs. She was allowed to keep half of the money she’d get from Michael’s death, and the rest would go to the packs and families who’d lost a loved one to her.


Torger had found Zelda Wickerman’s body at the bottom of a canyon with the brakes of her car completely destroyed. Miriam Bolt had been arrested for tampering with her brakes. The Wickerman/Bolt pack was in an upheaval. Torger promised to take care of it. The packs were trying to reform themselves to the new order that Poppy had brought about. The felines only cared about the information she had on Katnip. Nadia breathed in and let it out through her nose. Zerik looked both of them over.

“Good job, Nadia, as usual. Thank you for taking care of things so quickly and with no deaths from our side. You can use my house on Parrot Cay for your vacation, and your usual payment has already been deposited into your bank account.” He paused to take a sip of coffee. “I’m sure you’re concerned with the deal we’ve made with Poppy Harper. I get it. But once we get the network pulled down, she will be punished. The werewolves want to deal with her themselves. Misha’s services won’t be needed. She will be exiled, but I doubt she’ll survive without the pack for long. She has no connections to speak of. As for your sister, I’m willing to take her on in training mode and we’ll see how long she lasts there. She will remain in Paris and we’ll get her a job; I’ll personally pay for her culinary education to continue if she works hard and maintains her grades as well as keeps her job.” He gave Milly a hard look.

Milly didn’t flinch. “I can take whatever you dish out.” She tried to toss out the words as casually as she could despite how hard her heart was racing.

Zerik smiled and said, “Famous last words, but we’ll see. Nadia, you’re dismissed. Milly, we must get your paperwork in order. You’ll see her for dinner. Now go.”

Zerik shooed her off. Nadia gave Milly a squeeze on the arm. Her reward was a small smile and nod. Relieved her sister would be taken care of and she’d have a secure financial future, Nadia felt this new beginning with her sibling to be hopeful. She went back to the hotel and called Urban with the good news. She hoped he’d be able to join her on the island.

 

* * * *

Urban dropped his overnight bag and gazed at the naked form of Nadia. Her skin glistened in the late afternoon sun. They were alone. No one around on this section of the island. He’d made sure to ask about that. When he’d returned to Virginia, he’d been told that they still didn’t have any use for him. Instead, they suggested he take another week off while they gathered intel on his upcoming mission. Urban didn’t argue. Another week with Nadia was all he could’ve asked for. He’d left a number where he could be reached, as well as an address to be fetched from if they needed him quickly. All of that flew out of his mind at the sight of a naked Nadia sunbathing like a typical cat in the nude. “Looks like she needs a sunblock check.”

With a grin he strode toward her spot, undressing as he went. Once he was naked, he dropped down to his knees and spread her legs apart. “Beautiful,” he murmured as he lowered himself over her body and kissed her lips. She groaned and ran her hands over his newly shorn hair. Rather than complain, she arched her back and returned his kiss, opening her mouth to allow his tongue entrance. He transferred his affections from her mouth to nibble on her jaw.

She gasped. “Urban.”

“I’m here, baby, I’m right here.” He kissed his way down her throat, nipping and sucking on the skin as he went. Once he got to her breasts, he couldn’t resist flicking and teasing the tightened buds. He took one into his mouth, sucking and tugging on the thickened tip until she couldn’t take it anymore. He blew on the peak before he transferred his mouth to the other nipple. Urban showed it the same attention as the other one. She arched and wriggled underneath him as he kissed his way down to her mouth, pausing to swirl his tongue around in her belly button. She hooked a leg over his back and pressed him down to her body. He inhaled the musky scent of her pussy. Urban held her hips down and groaned at the sight of her slickened labia with her clit peeking out between the thickened lips.

With his thumbs he parted her labia and traced each side, dipping his tongue into her entrance before lapping his way back up to flick and circle her clit. He took the throbbing bundle of nerves into his mouth, flicking it with the tip of his tongue. Her salty, sweet cream coated his chin. He ate at her slowly, devouring her until she rocked her hips against his mouth. Nadia’s moans and groans were music to his ears. He lifted up his hips and stroked his cock as he ate at her hot, throbbing flesh. Urban felt the desire to come rise up. He shoved it back, not wanting to orgasm without being inside of her. He gave her pussy one last lick and got up to his knees. He settled on his heels and pulled her hips up until he could place his cock at her vaginal entrance. With one thrust, he slid into her and withdrew. Urban slammed into her and pulled back. In and out, rocking his hips, rotating his cock to rub her G-spot. He pulled her up to sitting position and took her lips in a branding, possessive kiss. She planted her feet and rose up and down on his shaft, fucking him. Nadia squeezed her vaginal walls around his cock. He groaned and fucked her harder, slamming into her harder and faster. Urban reached down and stroked her clit.

“Come for me, honey.” He pinched her clitoris and released it.

“Urban.” His name was a prayer on her lips as she came; her body stilled as he felt her muscles twitch.

With a few more pushes, he followed her. Panting, he fell to his side with his arms wrapped around her.

“Aw, Spots, I love you.” Urban dropped a kiss on her nose.

“Don’t call me Spots, Wolfie, and I love you too.” Nadia kissed him on the lips and sighed. Life was starting to really look good.

 

* * * *

Zerik looked Milly over. Now it was her turn to get butterflies in her stomach.

“You’re sure she doesn’t suspect that your time in rehab was to investigate the Katnip problem?” he asked.

Milly nodded. “Yes, although I hated lying to her.”

Zerik shrugged and said, “It couldn’t have been helped. I didn’t want her hovering over your first mission. Now that that’s wrapped up, I have another mission for you.” He slid a file folder across the desktop at her.

She picked it up and flipped it open. It featured a picture of a man she didn’t recognize. “Who is this?”

“Branson Torsten, he’s head of the Torsten pack in Draven’s Crossing. He’s considering making an alliance with me to help bridge werewolf/feline relations. He’ll represent Torger. All you have to do is make contact with him, pick up the contracts, and bring them back here to me. I’ll give you a week. Don’t worry about Nadia, I’m sending her to Australia during your stay there. All your expenses will be paid for by me.” He slid a packet toward her.

She opened it and took out the contents: a platinum American Express card with her name on it, her passport, plane tickets, and a printout of her check-in information at the Ritz Draven’s Crossing luxury suite.

“After you’re done, you can tell your sister, join her in Sydney. But for now, keep her in the dark. Also, that task you asked me about, I’ve taken care of it.” Zerik gave her a cold smile.

Milly left the office suite a little lighter but also a little determined to get this done as quickly as possible. When Nadia had called and suggested a trip to Paris, she’d jumped at the chance. They hadn’t spent a lot of time together. Two days weren’t enough to really get through what they’d wanted to say to each other, but at least it was a start between them. At least Nadia had found love; that had always been something she’d wanted for her sister. It left her free to finally try her hand at being happy. She looked at the picture of the Torsten pack again; maybe he’d give her some temporary fun before she found her mate. For now, she’d enjoy her trip to Draven’s Crossing. She’d always heard that werewolves were crazy in bed. Milly wanted to see if that was true. Branson Torsten, you’re going to be mine.
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