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 Chapter 1 
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    Leaf Hatathli wandered around the dusty fringes of the packed country fairgrounds, trying to hide her disgust as she listened to the slaver extolling the virtues of the young man caged in the center of the auction ring. It took some effort to keep her real feelings hidden, but she managed to maintain a smooth expression, as if she attended Manimal auctions all the time. Manimals. She hated that derogatory term. These idiots thought they were funny, with their oh-so clever insult. Leaf knew the sack of shit Manimal slavers here today wouldn’t stand a chance against a mature, unchained Twin Soul, a human sharing their body with the spirit of an animal. Unfortunately for the poor people trapped in the cages on the auction floor, in this part of the world Twin Souls were considered less than human, chattel to be bought and sold as slaves. 
 
    The need to free them all tore at her sense of justice, but she was on a mission from the Dark Goddess to rescue one very important Twin Soul. She had to focus on the task at hand. 
 
    But it was hard, so fucking hard, to ignore the hopeless cries and whispered prayers of the enslaved. 
 
    If she had her way, she’d take them all to Canada, to the land the Twin Souls had claimed after the Awakening, when the Goddess returned magic to the world. Eighty-nine years ago, society had gone to shit after the Goddess woke from her long sleep and came back into the lives of the people of earth. In a world where witches, dragons, goblins and banshees were suddenly as real as supermarkets and airplanes, there had been a steep adjustment period.  
 
    Historians estimated fifteen million people were killed over the next five years as the Goddess vented her anger on civilization before her wrath faded. Luckily most humanity had somehow managed to survive her wrath, and civilization rebuilt itself, but things were quite different and pure humans were no longer the apex predators on the planet. Governments and dictators were threatened by the new, post Awakening generation that were beginning to show signs of possessing frighteningly strong powers. A small percentage of kids were born whatever mystery DNA allowed them to manipulate and harness magical energy, and they soon found themselves being hunted, killed on sight out of fear and ignorance. But none were hated more in the Reformed United States than the Twin Souls. 
 
    It was no wonder the magic users had banded together and claimed land of their own where they could live without fear of being hunted. There were rumors the Twin Souls had hidden strongholds in Russia, Norway, Denmark, Zimbabwe, Libya, Egypt, Greenland and New Zealand. Not surprising, considering all those countries granted sanctuary to any supernatural who needed it. The Tribal Lands of the West and the Covens had a strong truce with the Twin Souls—kind of a live and let live, but also a I’ll fucking kill you if you try to take my territory, sorta thing. 
 
    Sweet and slightly nauseating, the overly sugary scent of cotton candy and the grease of cooking meat from the food trucks mingled together as she walked past. She tried to keep from gagging as she moved further away from the common area, and onto the packed dirt fairgrounds. Keeping her eyes on the ground like a properly cowed and submissive woman, she shuffled closer to the auction pit, careful not to attract any attention. So far her enchantments had held, and people didn’t pay her any notice as she edged around the crowd, constantly scanning her surroundings for any potential threats. 
 
    In kinder, gentler days, horses and cattle had probably been sold here, and she could smell the lingering musk of livestock seeped into the wood. She’d grown up in a similar country setting, on the western edges of where the United States of America once stood. Her childhood home lay in the heart of the Navajo Tribal Lands in a place that had once been called Idaho. Her town had been a rural community bigger than the one hosting the slave auction, but with a very different, very welcoming feel. Being here reminded her of the local horse auctions she’d attended growing up, except people had been buying animals instead of other human beings. 
 
    This whole place made her skin crawl. 
 
    The next lot of slaves were brought out onto the auction floor, but none of them were the man she was waiting for, so she continued to wander around and double check her escape routes. The sight of all these poor Twin Souls in cramped cages broke her heart and threatened to weaken her focus. She knew what it was like to be held prisoner, could empathize with their desperation for any chance at escape. Her demon wanted to free them all, but she couldn’t draw attention to herself like that. 
 
    How anyone could look at them being sold off and ignore their obvious misery was beyond her. 
 
     Leaf understood why people feared the Twin Souls, why it had been easy to turn them into ruthless monsters in the eyes of the public. During the initial burst of magic accompanying the Awakening, there had been a massive slaughter as some humans, overcome by the new animal spirit dwelling in their bodies, had gone insane and killed anyone in their reach. Things soon calmed down, but the damage had been done. Civil wars broke out all over the globe and nations were torn asunder, humanity dividing itself not into countries drawn up by political lines on the map, but by magic. What was once called the United States of America was torn apart split in two. On one side, you had the Tribal Lands to the west led by the shamans, and the Reformed States to the east, led by the old world’s politicians and their wizards. Various smaller groups comprised the middle, some living in hiding on the Reformed side, others living in open sight among the Tribes. These small, autonomous communities were made up of societies like the Earth and Sex Witches, Druids, Priests, and Voodoo Kings and Queens. While their territories weren’t on any official maps, everyone knew they were there. 
 
    In a blind panic to hold onto what power they could, those in command in Washington, D.C. made a mandate that all ‘Manimals’ were to either be put to death, or enslaved in work camps so terrible many would rather die than enter them. Every Twin Soul captured by the Reformed United States was forced to wear a magical collar that slowly killed the animal spirit, sucking up its vitality until the poor Twin Soul’s inner beast perished, and the human host was left as nothing more than a broken meat puppet. Rumor had it, the deaths of the Twin Soul’s animal spirit fueled the magic used by the Reformed government’s wizards, but no one had been able to prove it. 
 
    If she lowered her shields, she’d feel the soul killing pulse of those collars somewhere in the auction arena, waiting to be clasped around the throat of a Twin Soul.  
 
    The hair on the back of her arms stood up as her carefully layered spells began to fall into place. Thankfully, this public sale was being held in the middle of bumfuck nowhere Kansas, at a low-end Manimal auction close to the border of the Tribal Lands. The Twin Souls for sale here were either very young, lame, or dying. The bottom of the slaver’s barrel, so to speak. Her skin tightened and the familiar stirring of another soul in the fragile shell of her body had her taking a deep breath to try and calm her demon.  
 
    The Twin Souls weren’t the only humans that had gained an extra spiritual passenger after the Awakening. 
 
    There were those, like herself, that suddenly found themselves sharing a body with a demon. 
 
    Not the evil kind that popular Christian tales had guarding hell, but a creature of pure spirit, pure energy, who served the will of the Goddess. 
 
    In her case, a demon that absorbed the power generated during sex to sustain itself. 
 
    Already, the tendrils of seduction rolled through her stomach. She fisted a hand against her gut, trying to quiet her inner demon as it became hungry and restless. Wandering around the fairgrounds this long had drained her magic, and her demon didn’t like her being vulnerable. Her senses expanded for a moment as her demon looked through her eyes, and she wrestled back control of her body from him while mentally yelling at him to stop being a pain in her ass. 
 
    She’d been on hundreds of dangerous missions before, had infiltrated deep into the Reformed United States dozens of times and lived to tell the tale, but something about her current rescue mission had her demon, her inner Shadow, on edge. Though she wasn’t on the best terms with her Shadow, she respected his power and knew he could sense things that she couldn’t. Maybe it was because they were there to free a very important and influential Twin Soul, but she didn’t think that was it. Demons had little care for human or supernatural politics—they lived to serve the will of the Dark Goddess, and they served her well. 
 
    The Dark Goddess wasn’t malevolent, just the part of the dual nature of the Goddess. Like two sides of the same coin, joined but different. On one, the Mother Goddess who brought life into the world, on the other the Dark Goddess who brought death. One couldn’t exist without the other, and both served the same purpose—to protect and care for humanity, no matter how unworthy they were of her love. 
 
    A man’s raspy voice broke through her musings as she slowly scanned the sawdust and dirt covered auction pit floor. “You okay there, missy?”  
 
    She looked to her left and found a kindly looking old man tipping his cream cowboy hat up his sweaty red brow and giving her a concerned look.  
 
    Not wanting to attract any attention, but needing him for her cover, she nodded and purposely looked away from the ring. Earlier, she’d marked the older man as a person who was known by the crowd, but generally stayed to himself. A quiet man who was here alone and who would be easy to manipulate. She let loose the faintest wisps of seduction towards him, willing him to see his heart’s desire when he looked at her. When she touched the evil in his soul, she had to take a calming breath before she lashed out and slit his throat.  
 
    Despite his kindly appearances, he was more monster than man. But he would give her the cover she needed. In this part of the Reformed States, an unaccompanied woman drew attention. Females were supposed to be chaperoned at all times by a man, and weren’t supposed to do business without a male relative at their side. They were basically chattel, breeders whose only job was to serve their family. 
 
    Her voice came out breathy as she said, “Yes, sorry. I’ve just never seen so many Manimals in one place. It’s disturbing.” 
 
    His dark eyes softened, and he patted his ample belly. “You got nothing to worry about. That cage they’re in is as strong as can be. Blessed by the Prophets, to keep the souls of the damned chained tight to this earth so they can’t escape and hurt us God fearing folks.” 
 
    Prophets, the name the people of the Reformed States that held to the Purist beliefs gave to their wizards. Humans without any natural magic ability who used death to power their spells, who harnessed the energy of pain and suffering to fuel their incantations. Unfortunately, the Reformed States relied on the wizards to keep them safe from magical attack and turned a blind eye to the suffering of the wizard’s victims. It wasn’t a big secret that the wizards ruled the government run work camps and used them as their personal stockade for victims. 
 
    The rapist standing before her would have been a perfect choice as one of the guards. Her demon showed her the man’s memories— his long list of victims, all blonde and blue eyed like how he saw her thanks to her illusion spell. As far as he was concerned, Leaf appeared eerily similar to his long dead sister, the one that he’d raped and murdered as a teenager. Bile churned in her stomach and righteous anger filled her, the need to avenge firing her blood, fed by her demon’s wrath. 
 
    Her lower lip trembled as she fought back the urge to scrape the evil piece of shit’s eyes out and smash them to the ground before grinding them into the dust beneath her cute black and silver cowboy boots. As she imagined the beauty of his screams, she regained control of her demon and shoved him back into his mental box. When he had too much free reign, all she wanted to do was seduce and act as the Dark Goddess’ hand of vengeance on the world, to seek justice for those that couldn’t defend themselves. The man standing before her had a multitude of sins, and she’d be doing the world a favor by slitting his throat. 
 
    She sent a strong mental shout to her inner demon. I know he’s a bastard, and I know he deserves death, but we must focus on our mission. 
 
    Immediately, the dark presence in her head calmed with a sullen growl, and she gave her demon a mental warning snarl before returning her attention to the sweaty cowboy before her. His mind was as easy to read as an open kettle, and just as empty. While he was trying to tell himself that he was concerned about the fragile, almost angelic blonde woman that looked so out of place with her obvious innocence, he was also imagining forcing her to give him a blow job while he choked her to death. 
 
    Bastard. 
 
    Adjusting the enchantment to add a little extra shading of blue to her eyes, she blinked at the cowboy and gave him a hesitant smile. “Thank you for explaining it to me. I’m glad they can’t hurt us up here.” 
 
    He sucked on his lower lip, his gaze devouring her. “What’s a little thing like you doing in a place like this?” 
 
    She fluttered her lashes and leaned forward, pretending she had to whisper to him. “It’s my daddy’s sixty-eighth birthday soon, and he needs someone to do the hard labor on the farm. ‘Bout ten years ago, his back gave out on him. He’s just working himself to death. I hope maybe if I can buy one of those Manimals, my daddy can enjoy the rest he’s earned.” 
 
    The old man’s eyes teared up, and he patted her shoulder. “Young lady, that is the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. You stick next to me, and I’ll help you find a good one. You’ll need a younger man, one who hasn’t had his first rut.” 
 
    Remembering her role as a sheltered farm girl, she said, “What’s a rut?” 
 
    “Er—let’s just say that you don’t want a Manimal over the age of sixty.” 
 
    “That’s so old!” 
 
    “Hey, now.” 
 
    She giggled and thought about following him home so she could kill him in the room where he’d once killed his neighbor’s little girl and planned on slaying Leaf, if he could.  Anger simmered inside of her, and she promised her demon that she would call in a hit on this man as soon as they had their objective safely contained. With that in mind, she ‘accidentally’ brushed the bastard and set a mark on him that would make him easy to track. Any Shadow that ran across this man would see that he’d been targeted for death. Even if she wasn’t the one to kill him, she knew someone would collect the bounty she just set. 
 
    While her demon fed on sex, there were those that fed on violence, and they loved any excuse they could get to slaughter evil doers and feed their Shadow. 
 
    It made her demon happy to know the man’s days were now numbered. 
 
    The Twin Soul she'd been hired to rescue came into sight as his cage was rolled out into the arena, so it was time to put her plan in motion. The world around her clarified, and she took a deep breath then slowly let it out. This would work. She was not only very careful, she was the best at extractions. Just the fact that she’d managed, through bribes and magic, to get her quarry here was a miracle.  
 
    The old cowboy had pushed their way through the crowd, and they soon reached the rust speckled metal rail of the auction pit where a couple men made room for them. They gave her a quick once over—she was a stranger in this area, but the appearance of the older man hovering protectively at her side had them quickly dismissing her from their thoughts. She peered over the side and her entire world stilled as she caught sight of her target for the first time. Every inch of her body tingled and her heart raced. Not from fear, but from lust. Impossible, mind numbing, soul crushing lust. Despite the glamour he wore to make himself appear as a harmless, skinny and awkward teenage Twin Soul boy, she could see the real man beneath. And he was magnificent. 
 
    There, in the center of the ring, slightly crouching in sawdust and surrounded by a wizard-built cage, was the legendary Mir DePaul. Six feet of pure feline muscle housed in a delicious male body built for fighting and sex. He was gorgeous, if you liked your men having skin the color of a white tiger. While Twin Souls didn’t have fur in the traditional sense, they did have an ultra-fine layer of downy fur which took on the characteristics of whatever animal shared their body. Mir’s white and black striped pelt alone made him worth millions as a rarity, but throw in who he was, how much power and wealth he had, and the figure became astronomical.  
 
    Not that she would betray him for all the money in the world.  
 
    He was…magnificent. 
 
    He was hers. 
 
    The thought startled Leaf, but she brushed it off as merely her commitment to her chosen profession. Yeah, she was only reacting in a crazy possessive way because he was her target, the man she needed to rescue and return to his Pride Lands in Canada. It was just her need for justice that had her so focused on him. Mir paced with a restless energy, anger rolling off him as he growled with rage under the stares of the crowd. She could feel his animosity biting along her skin like sparks from a fire, not that she could blame him for his rage. He was the leader of a huge Pride, a businessman worth millions, and an Alpha through and through.  
 
    And his power tasted like peppermint candy on her tongue. 
 
    His fascinating turquoise blue and gold eyes traced over the stands, as inhuman as the gaze of a white Bengal tiger. The pale, almost creamy tone of his skin striped with black made the heavy muscles sectioning every inch of his body stand out in a mouthwatering display. Add to that his mass of black hair hanging to his shoulders, and he was everything she’d never known she wanted in a man.  
 
    While she’d been prepared for his physical appearance—she’d seen enough pictures and video of Mir to recognize him on sight—she hadn’t been ready for the soul deep need for his touch to punch her square in the gut. Or, more appropriately, square in the sensitive junction between her thighs. Her body tried to flare to life, to go into a sexually aggressive state where she became a walking aphrodisiac to the male species, but she tamped her reaction down. This was not the time or the place for that bullshit. 
 
    The Twin Soul shifted beneath the lights, and she became lost in the perfection of his profile. Mir—even his name was sexy—had the kind of lips that were made for kissing, soft and full, and they would move like silk over her own. In reality, his skin would feel similar to velvet, a result of the ultra-fine downy fur that covered his body. It had been described in one of those magazines devoted to the Twin Souls as ‘stroking a rose petal.’  
 
    Energy, bright and fierce, poured out of him, raising the hair on her arms. Turning her gaze inward, she focused on him with her third eye, wishing he would look at her, but hoping she could hide her presence for a few more moments so she could observe him. She needed to get a grasp of the situation as quickly as she could, because she wouldn’t have a second chance. Once they collared him, his inner beast would be slowly drained of power by the cursed metal. When the animal spirit was totally absorbed, the collar would be removed, leaving behind an empty shell of a man. The essence of his animal would then be used as a sort of magical battery, enabling what remained of the United States to continue its rigid control over its citizens. The thought of such a blasphemous act being committed on an obvious blessing from the Goddess angered her. 
 
    Deeply. 
 
    The cowboy cleared his throat. “Which one you thinkin’ ‘bout buyin’?” 
 
    Swallowing her rage at the idea of anything happening to Mir, she snapped her head up and smiled at the old cowboy. “That boy in the middle. He looks like he’d be strong enough to hook up to a plow, but not strong enough to hurt me. And he looks young, so I wouldn’t have to worry about him going into a rut anytime soon.” 
 
    The man blinked, her compulsion spell settling into his mind, softening his will like a marshmallow roasting over a bonfire. “That’s right.” 
 
    Adding as much power to her voice as she dared, she whispered to him, “Good. Now tell me what I need to do to win him, but I don’t want us overheard.” 
 
    She listened as the man leaned close to quickly whisper a set of instructions about how to bid. The back of her neck tingled, warning her that a spell was searching the audience for the small amount of magic she’d used. Looking about, she made note of each prayer stone that was used to deaden magic driven into the pillars supporting the roof. Well, at least the prayer stones that weren’t fakes. This shithole had bad replicas in all sections of the arena but one. She’d have to be sure to not trigger it and still win the auction with old fashioned bartering skills. Not that she’d have much competition. The crowd appeared uninterested in bidding on Mir because of the powerful glamour he wore, disguising his true nature. 
 
    Idiots. 
 
    Invisible to the naked eye, enchanted mithril ink shone like liquid mercury on his shoulders and chest. One of the enchantments etched into his beautiful skin made him appear weak, young, and untried if activated—which it was. Right then, he looked like a maybe late teens Twin Soul, weak, scrawny, and more of a liability to most farmers than an asset. True, people bought Twin Souls for domestic slavery, but that was usually the females, not unattractive boys. 
 
    If only they could see how magnificent he really was. 
 
    When she blinked to dispel the magical illusion surrounding him, she was once again overwhelmed by the need to rip off her clothes and leap into the cage with Mir. Then she’d throw him to the floor and lick him over every inch of his thick, powerful body. She wanted to trace the elegant flow of the black stripes with her tongue, and to see the patterns they made where they disappeared beneath his dirty clothes. 
 
    Utterly magnificent, a male animal in his prime. If it wasn’t for his coloring, Mir would be gracing the cover of every fitness magazine in the world. Arousal hummed through her, and she desperately tried to tamp it down, to control her unusually intense desire. She never got carried away over a man like this, and she gave herself a mental smack to pay attention. 
 
    His nostrils flared and his shoulders flexed as he crouched slightly. When he turned to look at her with those oh so pretty blue and gold kitty cat eyes of his, a full body shiver raced from the top of her scalp down to her toes, leaving her burning with desire in its wake. 
 
    Something…resonated in her human soul. In the depths of her mind, her demon went still, but hyper focused on Mir as the Alpha male openly stared back at her. He consumed her with his gaze and for one moment, a fierce triumph mixed with some darker emotion she couldn’t place flashed over his face before he turned away from her. 
 
    From the tinny speakers, there came a small squall of feedback as her timed spell began to work on the slaver’s auctioneer in a booth somewhere off to the left up by the lights. A moment later, his twangy voice rang out, announcing that the boy in the cage was easily frightened and prone to fainting. He would also need to be nursed back to health, as he had a lame foot from where he’d been shot by a hunter. In other words, this guy sucked. 
 
    She’d called in a massive favor, the kind where she contacted someone and told them she’d no longer kill them if they helped her favor, to get Mir sent to this craphole auction. If she hadn’t interfered, he’d be headed straight to Washington, D.C. where he’d be publicly executed. To add insult to injury, after they killed Mir his body would be stuffed and mounted in the Smithsonian because of his historical importance. After all, he was one of the very first Twin Souls to receive an animal spirit all those years ago and live. She looked away from Mir and focused on the crowd, scrambling to get herself under control as she scanned for any potential threats. 
 
    “Let’s start at a hundred and twenty dollars.” 
 
    The bidding went quick, but she waited until it had warmed up before jumping in. She pretended to hem and haw each bid while her buddy by her side coached her. It would appear as if she was having help from an older man, something that would set other people’s minds at ease. For all they knew, he was her dad, training her to take over the family Manimal business. Single women were forbidden from the auctions, only those with male chaperones could attend. Evidently, the ignorant bastards didn’t want their women tempted by the vile and depraved pleasures of a Manimal. 
 
    They had a good reason to fear this happening. Most Twin Souls naturally gave off a pheromone that assured a man or woman that the Twin Soul would rock their world between the sheets. In addition to the sexual lure, regular humans mated to a Twin Soul would find their natural lives extended to match their supernatural mate’s lifespan. It wasn’t unusual for a human mate to grow physically younger after the spiritual bond had been established with their Twin Soul. After all, the Twin Soul could be two hundred and look in his late thirties, while a human would have long ago turned to dust. Because of this, Twin Souls were considered a hot commodity in the dating world, and they had their own legions of groupies. 
 
    And she could see why Mir had more websites devoted to him being shirtless than your average rock star. 
 
    Though the slavers kept Mir in shabby jeans and shirtless for the auction, there was no mistaking the bulge in his pants as anything but a rather big dick. He was a very well-endowed man, and she’d heard things about the feline Twin Soul’s cocks that had her curious. Well, a little more than curious. Damn fascinated, if one came right down to it. 
 
    The gavel slammed down, and she tried to hide her anticipation beneath a silly grin as she won Mir. The old cowboy at her side led her down the steps and helped her fill out the paperwork. He was just the cover she needed, and she thanked the Goddess that he’d been put in her path. Once they were outside, the men working the auction helped load Mir onto the bed of her truck. He’d been bound with vines of dark sadness, a plant that had appeared after the Goddesses’ return. It had proven to be the only thing that could hold Twin Soul’s, aside from the much more expensive silver, or the terrible death magic collars. 
 
    Trying to keep her cover intact, she nervously eyed the guns at the men’s sides. “Do you think I’ll need to get one of those to protect myself?” 
 
    The two men laughed, and the younger one preened beneath her attention. Hiking his rifle up on his shoulder, he shook his head and gave her a smile filled with dip-stained teeth. “Nawh. That little kitty won’t give you no trouble. It’s not in his nature. He’s a submitter. You know, one of them types that likes to be ordered around and stuff.” 
 
    “’Sides,” the other man in a stained baseball cap drawled, “Weak as he is, you could take him down easier than beat’n a three-year-old.” 
 
    Clenching her teeth and praying it looked like fear instead of disgust, she nodded. “All right. Thank you so much. You have no idea how much this is going to help. May the Prophets bless you.” 
 
    She injected enough magic into her words to make them forget her as soon as she left and allowed herself to take a deep breath of relief. Turning the key in the ignition of her old, but well cared for white Ford truck, she slowly pulled out of the parking lot, leaving the auction behind them and starting the long journey to get Mir safely back to his Pride.  
 
    She wasn’t the only mercenary hired to find him, though she was the best, and more importantly she’d found him first. Once she had Mir back to the cabin she was renting in northern Kansas, she could cut him free of the vines that had drugged him into unconsciousness. She’d have to do it carefully and outdoors, because if he tried to kill her, she wasn’t sure who would win in a fight to the death. Hopefully, he’d give her a chance to show him the sigil of his Pride before attempting to gut her.  
 
    The quicker they were on the road back to his Pride Lands in Canada, the better, and she couldn’t help but feel like their time may be running out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
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    Mir noted a couple things the moment the drugs from the vine faded from his system. The first was that sunshine warmed his body—his nude body—for the first time in weeks. Since the moment of his capture, he’d been kept locked up inside of one cage or another, never allowed even a glimpse of the outdoors for fear that he’d break free and escape. The second thing he noticed was a tempting scent that flirted with his senses, drawing him from his drugged stupor and sending a rush of vitality through him. From somewhere to the left came the delicious musk of an aroused woman. And not just any woman.  
 
    His woman.  
 
    His mate. 
 
    While he’d seen plenty of Twin Soul’s find their mate and had witnessed firsthand the power of the bond, he’d resigned himself long ago to the fact that he would probably never find the woman he was destined for. If she were out there, she would have been drawn to him, thrown into his path by fate, guided to his side by destiny. Not everyone had a mate—some Twin Soul’s lived their entire lives and died of old age without finding theirs. But he’d found his woman, and it couldn’t be at a worst time. 
 
    Shit, what if she was a slaver?  
 
    Concentrating with his tiger’s senses, he suppressed a shiver as the fine hair on his body lifted, and his animal spirit came closer to the surface. It was a gamble to let his inner beast have so much control when their mate was near, but they both needed to know who their enemies were, and where they were, before he struck. The spicy scent of demons blended with the woman’s arousal, making his nose twitch, but he didn’t sense anyone other than the female. He inwardly groaned. Just his damned luck that he had to be mated to someone associated with demons.  
 
    In less than a second, he ascertained that they were alone and in a field filled with unfamiliar smells. The softness of long grass cushioned his body like a gentle embrace and he soaked in being able to feel the magical rhythm of the land beneath him for a moment. He waited another heartbeat, reaching out further, but all he found were random pockets of darkness. The greatest danger came from the woman who shared her body with a demon, a Shadow. He’d never been around such a powerful spirit that served the Dark side of the Goddess, the balance to her Mother Goddess aspect, but his tiger was curious, which was odd in and of itself. Normally, his animal spirit got all pissed off when demons were around, needing to prove who was Alpha, but now the damn cat was intrigued. 
 
    To his shock, a warm, wet cloth rubbed against the bottom of his feet. He waited for some kind of pain, something to tell him what was going on, but she just continued to efficiently wash his body. Not becoming aroused was a battle he slowly lost as her small, feminine hands coasted over his frame. She must be using special cleansing wipes, because the faint, but sharp scent of lavender and vanilla hit his sensitive nose as she scrubbed him down. 
 
    He knew he wasn’t imaging the aroma of her desire saturating the air. It filled his senses and his cock. Part of him wanted to leap up and take her unaware, but another part of him wanted to lay there for a moment and enjoy her touch. He was so fucking tired after being beaten on a daily basis by his captors. Tired and sex deprived. 
 
    As she washed his calves, he wondered how long it would be before she saw that he was fully erect. His answer came when she gasped then audibly swallowed. “Dark Goddess help me, you could kill a woman with that war club between your legs. Mir? Are you awake?” 
 
    He continued to pretend to be passed out, keeping his breathing slow and even when all he wanted to do was roar and announce to the world he’d found his mate. 
 
    A Shadowed mate. 
 
    Maybe he was losing his mind. 
 
    “Well,” she said with a husky chuckle. “I guess Twin Souls get morning wood, as well.” 
 
    Despite her flippant words and her obvious excitement flavoring the air like spices and honey, she managed to efficiently wash the rest of his body with only the slightest hesitation in her touch. He was fair shaking with need when the only part of him that remained unwashed was his twitching cock. The growing craving to have the mystery woman touch him was a compulsion he was helpless to resist.  
 
    Ever so gently, she washed his testicles, cupping his aching sack and lifting it so she could swiftly clean beneath. He tightened in her hand and she paused, then ever so gently ran her thumb over his balls in a caress. Unable to help himself, a growl of need rumbled out from deep in his chest. She jerked her hand away and swore softly as she wrapped the washcloth around his cock. The darkness in her soul was barely detectable, and if he didn’t know better, he’d swear that she was in many ways an innocent. Which was impossible, at least as far as he knew. The Shadowed and Twin Souls were on opposite sides, one serving the Dark Goddess and the other the Mother Goddess. True, both were aspects of the same Goddess, and both the Shadowed and Twin Souls served her will, but they were opposite sides and often butted heads over how things should be done.  
 
    Her voice came out husky, a caress to his senses. “Damn, you’re a two hander.” 
 
    To his eternal regret, she finished washing him as quickly as possible, while muttering to herself about being a pervert and molesting a comatose man. Then, she left his side. The loss of her presence enraged his tiger. He wanted her back, preferably beneath him, while he filled her full of his seed. Before he could even think, his cat leapt and pulled his body along with it, their metaphysical and physical powers slamming into the short and very curvy woman with long dark hair and bronzed skin sitting at the edge of the grass near him on a red gingham blanket.  
 
    His enhanced senses allowed him to flip her at the last second, avoiding what looked like a nicely laid out picnic spread, complete with mounds of mouthwatering rare steak. The shit food they’d fed him in captivity had barely enough protein to keep him alive. He needed food, and he needed it now, but first he had to deal with the Shadow female who was his mate. 
 
    Even though he tried to steel himself against it, he was stunned by both her power and her gentle nature. Now that he was enveloped in her presence, his animal rubbing against the barrier to her soul with a rumbling purr, he was thrown by the realization that she was a good woman, but somehow harbored a very powerful demon. Thankfully, that demon stayed away from the obstruction of her human soul between them. To his surprise, Mir sensed a strange lack of malice from the dark spirit. If anything, he almost felt a deep satisfaction rolling from the demon  
 
    As his eyes adjusted to the bright sunlight, he took in the young female beneath him. She was obviously a member of one of the Tribes, with her hawk-like nose, high cheekbones, and slightly titled dark eyes. Cute, but maybe even a bit odd looking for a human girl. For one thing, she was tiny. If she hit one inch above five feet he’d be shocked, and her plump body was as soft as rabbit fur beneath his.  
 
    The second thing he noticed was that her hair flowed out onto the grass in a long mass of black waves with faint brass highlights. He’d knocked a cowboy hat off her head, and she wore some kind of fleece vest over a dark green chambray shirt. Jeans softened by lots of wear brushed his legs, and he was all too aware of the burning heat coming from her sex against his lower abdominals. His cock pressed against her thigh, and he tried to stop the swelling of his arousal, but was helpless against the glory of touching his mate for the first time. There was no denying it, she belonged to him.  
 
    Demon or not, he intended to keep her. 
 
    But when his eyes met hers, he was shaken at the fear, arousal, and confusion he saw in them. She had beautiful brown human eyes, unremarkable compared to those of his Pride, but lovely nonetheless. They reminded him of a time when he’d been just a kid, before the Goddess had begun to wake up, and his mother had sat next to him on his bed and stroked his hair while she helped him say his prayers in Italian. She’d had the same deep, chocolate brown eyes as the girl beneath him. The memory of his mother’s touch burned through him, and he found himself suddenly ashamed that he was clearly terrifying a very young woman.  
 
    He pushed himself above her until he was barely touching her, reminding himself that just because she was his mate didn’t mean she wasn’t a potential danger to him. “Who are you?” 
 
    When she began to raise her hands to her shirt, he growled a warning and she paled. She swallowed, but what she said next wasn’t the terrified response he was expecting. “Keep your pants on. I have to show you something.” 
 
    He hoped she didn’t see his surprise. Normally, females didn’t stand up to him. She was a sassy little thing, and he liked the strength he sensed inside of her. Still, he had to protect himself until he figured out what the hell was going on. 
 
    Placing his claws onto her wrist, he pressed in enough that the skin dimpled beneath the sharp black tips. “I warn you, Shadow, if it’s a spell—” 
 
    To his shock, she flipped him off with the hand he wasn’t pinning down. “I’m going to show you something. When I do, you’re going to feel like a dumbass. So, I suggest you shut up and purr or some shit for a second. Better yet, why don’t you go back to thinking about whatever it was that made you so hard. You’re much nicer when you’re pretending to sleep while silently begging me for a hand job.” 
 
    He was so shocked by the crudeness of her statement, and perversely aroused by it, that all he could do was gape at her. When she yanked the neck of her shirt down, bearing the top of a large, lush breast, he did indeed feel like a dumbass. There, adorning her skin in the form of a small mithril ink tattoo, was the sigil of his people, a single pawprint surrounded by an outline of the sun. Whoever this woman was, she wasn’t his enemy. That sigil was only given to the most trusted friends of his Pride, and couldn’t be faked.  
 
    Could she be a trap? Could whoever had sold him to his enemies have somehow known that this woman was his mate? Or, even more worrisome, had the Goddess arranged this for her own mysterious reasons? That would certainly explain how easily he’d been captured. He’d evaded those hunting his pelt for decades, yet he’d wandered into the most obvious of traps like a newly-Turned moron. The fact that his captors hadn’t figured who he really was, that his enchantments had held even in captivity, had to be because of some kind of divine intervention. 
 
    But why would the Goddess need him here, now? He’d like to think it was her way of answering his prayers, of bringing him together with his mate, but he had a feeling there was more going on than he understood. Either way, he was well and truly fucked because his attraction, his need, for the delicate woman was building at an alarming rate. Her scent caressed his cock like a tight fist, and he struggled to overrule his body’s urging to claim her. While he’d been around mated couples for most of his life, and had heard more than his fair share of dirty stories about how superior a true mating was to regular sex, he’d never realized just how powerful, how consuming the attraction between them would be. 
 
    He shifted and held back a groan as her face softened with desire. She wanted him, badly, and her pheromones assaulted his senses. Her need clawed at him, and he wanted to part her willing thighs and slide into her heat. To feel her grip his cock with her undoubtedly tight pussy as he slowly took her until she begged for more. 
 
    She cleared her throat and her words were like a bucket of ice water in his face. “Do you mind getting off me? There’s a rock digging into my ass, and I’m not in the habit of dry humping strangers.” 
 
    He leapt away from her and turned to face the forest, all too aware of the throbbing state of his erection and her wide-eyed gaze. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” 
 
    The delicious spice of her musk perfumed the air again, and she gave a husky chuckle that held a faint edge of pain. “It’s okay. I have that effect on men.” 
 
    Her voice ran over his skin, and he swore he could feel small, feminine hands tracing up the backs of his thighs. He turned and glared at her, only to find her gaze locked on his ass. A look of immense hunger turned her from an innocent, ordinary girl and into a seductress. She lifted her eyes to meet his, then made a pained sound before turning away. 
 
    “Shit, sorry-my bad. I-uh, lose control of my demon sometimes and turn into a nympho. Gimme a second, and I’ll shove him back in his box. It’s not your fault that you’re aroused, so don’t feel bad. You can’t help it. Just hold on, and I’ll be right back with you.” 
 
    He swore that she then muttered something about no orgasms for two weeks as punishment, but was sure his brain was shorting out due to the overwhelming urge to take his mate. 
 
    Feeling lost, he shook his head and tried to clear his thoughts. “What’s your name?” 
 
    She gave his body a leisurely perusal through her half-closed lashes. “Leaf Hatathli.” 
 
    “It is an honor to meet you, beautiful Leaf. How are you affiliated with my Pride?” When she continued to stare at his dick, he cleared his throat. “Leaf?” 
 
    Her gaze darted back up to his face as a guilty flush turned her cheeks pink. “Um, give me a second. You really riled me up. By the Dark Goddess, you’re the hottest piece of ass I’ve ever seen. I want to give every inch of you a tongue bath.”  
 
    At her mortified look, he burst out laughing. A flock of birds from some nearby trees took flight as the sound echoed around them. Strands of her dark hair flew about in the soft breeze, and brought to him the gut clenching scent of her need, driving his urge to smell her sex up close. To eat it clean of every drop of her arousal. 
 
    Her blush turned scarlet, and she covered her face with her hands. “I’m so sorry. It was my demon, who is now getting no orgasms today. That’s right, buster, zero. You can go jack off in the corner.” 
 
    While she continued to rant, apparently having a conversation with her Shadow, he grabbed a pair of sweatpants he spied on the corner of the blanket and shook them out. He could feel her attention on him, those phantom hands coasting over his body again, and he wondered just what kind of demon his mate had in her. Normally, one scent of a Shadow and he was on edge, ready to defend his dominance. But with Leaf, he didn’t get the urge to battle for supremacy with the powerful darkness inside of her. If anything, it was like her presence was as calming to his tiger as it was arousing to him, somehow combining the smell of home and sex into an irresistible perfume.  
 
    Entrancing. 
 
    Realizing he was still standing there without pants on like an idiot, he shoved the sweatpants over his legs and up his hips. While they did nothing to hide his erection, they gave him at least some mental comfort. He checked back on Leaf and found her continuing to argue, making big hand gestures as she gave a speech about personal boundaries sarcastic enough to make his teeth ache. For a moment, he felt sorry for whatever demon had been given Leaf as his Light. Maybe it was punishment from the Dark Goddess. Then again, what creature of pure spirit wouldn’t want to be attached to someone whose emotions burned as bright as a bonfire, to a woman who had so much love to give. 
 
    The growing psychic bond between them kept giving him glimpses of his spirit that left him with the fleeting impression of great kindness and righteous determination. 
 
    Interesting mix to sense in a mercenary. 
 
    His stomach growled, and he grabbed one of the steaks, tearing into it and chewing while he watched her pace the meadow. To his amusement, she was currently pulling at her hair and snarling. Abruptly, she stilled and slowly let go of her hair with an acutely embarrassed look as she noticed him watching her. 
 
    She strode over to where her hat had been knocked off and placed it back on her head before facing him. She was all curves and softness, but there was muscle beneath her smooth bronzed skin. He’d be a fool to underestimate a Shadow, no matter how plump and sweet she appeared to be. An inch of her rounded lower belly showed from the gap between her shirt and her low-slung jeans, and he wanted to lick her there, to rub his face on her hips and cover her with his scent.  
 
    He just needed to find out how the fuck she’d gotten a demon inside of her.  
 
    Gesturing with his steak, he said, “I take it you have a hitchhiker?” 
 
    She grimaced at the not so flattering term for someone who was possessed. “I have an annoyance that I’ve learned to live with. A misguided, interfering, pain in the ass that the Dark Goddess has seen fit to torment me with—I mean gift me with.” 
 
    “How did that happen?” 
 
    She paled and a trace of fear raced across her face so quick, he almost missed it. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    He took another bite of his meat, trying to figure out how to approach her. While his enhanced senses let him pick up on the chemical changes that came with emotion, the echo of her demon within kept messing with his ability to read her. To Mir, it was like scenting two people at once, and he liked the way her clean, sweet warmth mixed with the exotic darkness that flavored her soul like a vein of chocolate through pure cream. He bet she tasted just as good. Not spreading her thighs and placing his nose at the juncture was becoming a battle of epic proportions. His tiger was just as intrigued with her, and his inner beast was pissed that Mir wasn’t comforting his mate. 
 
    Beneath Leaf’s bravado, he could see her pain, so he changed the subject, already unable to bear the feeling of her being unhappy. “You need to eat. Come, sit. You can explain to me what’s going on, and I promise I’ll behave.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want you to behave?” she whispered in a voice no human could have heard, but he did.  
 
    The need in her statement infuriated his tiger. The animal demanded he give his mate what she desired. A good fucking. To his tiger, it was very simple. She hurt, so they would give her so much pleasure, she couldn’t help letting go of her self-disgust and guilt. Her big brown eyes darted to his, and he took in her hesitancy to be near him. It hurt his feelings that his mate was avoiding him, but he had to remind himself to have patience with her. 
 
    They’d just met, in not the best of circumstances, and she obviously had no idea what was about to happen. 
 
    Her smooth, round cheeks reminded him that she was young in human terms, probably mid to late twenties, but to a shifter whose average lifespan was estimated to be about two-hundred and fifty years old, she was almost a child. If she had been anyone but his mate, he would have left her alone until she grew up a little bit, but ignoring the Goddesses’ gift was never a good idea. She tended to start smiting shit, and he had no desire to piss her off. 
 
    When Leaf cautiously sat next to him then spread her legs open a bit for balance, he was unprepared for the onslaught of her scent. Sweet, hot, feminine need laced with a hunger that demanded his seed. He suddenly needed to fill her with his come, to cover her body in it so any Twin Soul would instantly know she was his. He’d never wanted to mark anyone before, and had heard the demand to claim his mate would be overwhelming, but he was still surprised with himself when he grabbed her ankles and jerked her towards him. 
 
    The animal overtook the man as he lowered his face between her legs, loving her rough moan of want as he gently bit her jean-clad inner thigh. She was small, but her muscles were strong and he was surprised by how fit she was despite her lush hips, tits, and ass. Either she trained religiously, or co-existing with her demon gave her extra strength the same way his inner beast enhanced his. That thought made him at once despise the thing living inside of her for owning a part of her that Mir couldn’t have, and had him sending the Dark Goddess a silent prayer of thanks for giving one of her minions to guard the girl. Without a doubt, that was what the spirit was doing. He got a sense of…affection from the demon, a familial love for Leaf. His tiger was equally fascinated and seemed to be curious, not threatened in the least by the demon; instead, his big cat let out little chuffing sounds and snarls that were the tiger’s version of talking.  
 
    Mir wondered if the demon was talking back. 
 
    He must have hesitated too long, because her trembling hand stroked his cheek as she said in a low, husky voice that wrapped around his cock like a fist, “Please, don’t stop.” 
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    What Leaf had meant to say was please stop, but when Mir had looked up at her with his amazing cerulean blue and gold cat eyes with their elongated pupils, her soul ached to lose herself in him. Once again, she wondered if he’d somehow bespelled her, but damn if he wasn’t so hot it should be illegal. Heck, if he prowled into a Puritan convent, he’d turn every pious sister inside into a slut with one sharp-toothed grin. Add to that the fabulous sensation of his velvety hands caressing the small sliver of her belly that showed between her shirt and pants, and she cried out as her body clenched in need. 
 
    She’d gone too long without an orgasm. Her demon fed on sexual energy, but she couldn’t exactly rub one out while she was waiting for Mir to wake. All she needed was him opening his eyes to find her staring at him as she masturbated, using his unconscious body as spank bank material. The demon in her soul stirred and began to soak in the pleasure, gorging on the intense sensations Mir spread through her and rebounding the pleasure back to the Twin Soul, addicting him to her touch. She tried to hold that seductive power back, to fight the desire between them, but Mir snarled and opened his mouth wide before snagging one of his canines in her jeans, then ripped them with an exaggerated jerk of his head. With a surprisingly loud growl, he spat out the fabric then tore the shredded jeans from her in a flurry of black claws and flashing teeth. When he leaned back, he let out a super deep purr that echoed through the now late afternoon sunlight warming their bodies.  
 
    He was the most awe-inspiring creature she’d ever seen, and her pussy clenched again, making her arch as she fought the pain and bit her lip to keep from crying out.  
 
    “You hurt?” 
 
    Forcing her body to relax, she gritted her teeth and nodded. “I need…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    The pain threatened to ramp up again, and she blurted out, “I need to orgasm, but I also need your saliva or your semen.” 
 
    He stilled, some of the humanity returning to his gaze. “Pardon me?” 
 
    The embarrassment pouring through her did nothing to calm her out of control libido. “My demon, he feeds off sexual pleasure, lives off the energy. Desire. I need yours, please. If you don’t wish to feed me, I totally understand, but I will ask that you go sit in the truck while I take care of myself. Rescuing you drained me, and I need to replenish my strength.” 
 
    His eyes glowed. “Though I would love to see that, I offer myself to you freely. Take what you need.” 
 
    She studied him closer, wanting—no, needing—to see that he was truly okay with having sex with her. In her past interactions with Twin Souls, she’d always dealt with a certain level of distrust, as if she were a dangerous creature that could go rabid at any moment. But not Mir. No, he gazed at her like she was something special, something beautiful. He looked at her as if he saw who she really was, not just her demon.  
 
    But what if she was wrong? What if her demon was powerful enough to enchant even the leader of Shiraz Pride in its seductive clutches? If that was true, then she was taking advantage of Mir and should stop this right now. But he had the antidote to her pain, willingly given, and she was so tired of hurting. They’d deal with the fallout later. Right now, the magic she’d used to buy him at the auction had drained her, and she needed to feed. 
 
    Still, she had to try one last time, “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Will the feeding hurt or weaken me?” 
 
    “No, not at all. I mean we might pass out from too many orgasms, but I would never hurt you.” 
 
    Instant heat filled his gaze, and his rumbling purr shook against her legs from where he touched her.  
 
    Oh, sweet blessed Goddess, he vibrated. 
 
    “Come here, beautiful girl. I won’t let you suffer, and I promise you, I’ll feed you until you’re so full you couldn’t absorb another drop.” 
 
    Looking down at her pale, mint green cotton panties covering her soaking wet sex, he licked his lips. The pink flick of his tongue sent a bolt of pure lust straight to her pussy. She wanted to plunge her hands into his hair and pull him to her sex, force him to end the pain. Instead, she fisted her hands at her sides, determined to do nothing that would push him too far. She was here to rescue him, and she wouldn’t be any good to anyone if she didn’t take control of her rampant libido. 
 
    Unfortunately, all thoughts of control fled as he ever so gently slipped one big finger between her panties and the slick flesh of her pussy. That simple caress had her crying out and shivering beneath an onslaught of hormones that could kill a mortal woman. The joy of his energy pressing against her blasted away her previous notions of what carnal pleasure could be. She shuddered as he ghosted his soft lips over her inner thigh. She always fought the demonic desire to do anything more than oral sex with a man, but she was about ready to beg Mir to fuck her into oblivion. 
 
    He continued to almost pet her slit behind her panties, pausing now and again to rub his knuckle against her clit. Her belly tightened further, and she keened softly as he continued to tease her. When another contraction of need so fierce it was painful slammed through her, his touch stilled. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    Being diplomatic was beyond her at this point. “It hurts! I need to come.” 
 
    His expression grew dark and serious. “I’m sorry, love. I didn’t understand. I’ll make it all better.”  
 
    A moment later her panties were shredded from her body and his sharp nails almost pierced into her hips. That edge of violence and pain stroked her just right, making her try to lift her pussy to his mouth. She knew she was wet, could feel it running down the crack of her ass, and she hoped he didn’t mind how aroused she got, how shameless she became in her pursuit of release. Some of the human males she’d fed from had been put off by her aggression, and she hoped Mir wasn’t turned off by her willingness to get down and dirty.  
 
    “Lick me,” she panted out and startled as he snarled at her. It wasn’t a pretend snarl, either, but the vicious sound of an irritated cat. In retaliation, she grabbed a handful of his glorious hair and pulled his mouth down to her aching sex. To her surprise, he didn’t resist her as he began to lick the swollen lips of her pussy with his rough, ever so gifted tongue.  
 
    “Oh, Mir, that’s it.” She rocked her hips against his face, unashamed in her passion. “Your kiss is so…amazing.” 
 
    He used his talented tongue to lick her from the star of her anus all the way to the top of the dark curls covering her mound. There, he rubbed his nose back and forth, taking in an audible sniff then letting out a rough purr. “You smell like life and darkness, a perfect blend of the forbidden fruit and the divinity of womanhood.” 
 
    No one had ever said anything so sweet to her, and she wanted to tell him that he was a dream made into flesh, but he chose that moment to gently score each side of her clit with his sharp canines. His saliva seeped into her skin and she hovered on the edge of her orgasm from just the first tender suckle of his lips on her clit. Shards of pleasure broke her spirit into a million pieces, and she sank into the darkness, absorbing the desire found there and giving more back in return.  
 
    He shifted his hands and his nails pricked over her in little starbursts of pain, so at odds with the loving suction of his mouth. As she raced to her climax, she lay back on the blanket and stretched out, lacing her hands above her head. She liked the thought of being tied down like this, of letting the handsome Twin Soul have his wicked way with her. The thick tip of his tongue probed at the entrance to her sheath, and she cried out Mir’s name, her body tightening in an agonizingly sensual way. She tried to open her mouth, to warn Mir about what was going to happen, but he shoved his tongue into her, and she exploded in sensation. 
 
    Her orgasm blasted through her, freezing her body even as her blood felt as if it was filled with little champagne bubbles. Each wave took her deeper into herself, until she only vaguely felt Mir startle. He released a thick, chuffing roar, no doubt caught by surprise as her magic threw his body into a mutual climax. His hands tightened on her, and she absently wondered if his nails had pierced her skin. Not that she cared. Being with him stirred the most incredible feelings of contentment and bliss in her heart. 
 
    At least until he began to lick her again and she was pretty sure his tongue on her clit was the best thing ever. With a moan rasping out of her, she opened up her eyes and pushed up on her elbows, watching him devour her sex with an intensity that bordered on greed. When he noticed her watching, he pulled back enough so that his lips brushed against her clit as he spoke. “If I make you orgasm again, will the same happen to me?” 
 
    Fearing his rejection, she nodded. “Yes, I’m sorry. It’s a side effect of my magic.” 
 
    He pulled back all the way, his eyes almost comically wide with surprise. “You’re sorry for combining two of my favorite things? Coming and pleasuring a woman?” 
 
    When he said it that way, she felt silly. “You didn’t give me permission.” 
 
    His canines flashed as he gave her what she could only describe as a devastatingly sexy grin. “Baby, you have my permission to do anything you want to me.” 
 
    Holding her gaze, he began to flicker his rough tongue over her clit, making her jerk and jitter as he held her still. “You have no idea how good that feels.” 
 
    Abruptly, he pushed up until he hovered over her. “Kiss me.” 
 
    It felt silly to protest the tenderness of a kiss, but she still tried to object as he lowered his lips to hers. She never kissed the men she fed from, it was too intimate. At the first velvet brush of his mouth, she sighed in delight. He tasted faintly like…apple pie. Kind of. Like if the tart sweetness of an apple combined with a spicy male musk. Utterly delicious. As his tongue traced her lips, he slipped his hand between her legs, stroking her and thumbing her clit.  
 
    She’d never been with a man as skilled as Mir, and she was quickly reminded that he was way older than her, with the experience to show for it. He’d been one of the first blessed with a Twin Soul and had helped secure Canada as a safe haven long before she’d been born. In no way was he a man to be messed with, yet here he was, kissing her with a reverence that shocked her and made her hungry for more.  
 
    Breaking their kiss, she pressed her lips to the side of his neck and whispered, “I’m going to come. Can you feel it?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s like someone is stroking my shaft and playing with my balls.” The last word came out with a growl that vibrated from his lips to her ear.  
 
    “That’s it, rub me like that, Mir. I like it when you press down harder…yeah, like that.” 
 
    They let out a simultaneous moan into each other’s mouths as she hovered on the edge of her peak. Mir lightened his touch, torturing each of them as they writhed against each other, soft skin sliding over downy fur. She couldn’t feel enough of his skin, taste enough of his sweetness, or drink down enough of his overwhelming sexual energy. He was like a damn sexual super nova, filling her with power to the point where she was drunk on it. 
 
    Lowering her inner shields the slightest bit, she invited her demon to enjoy the bounty. To her surprise, he held back. Usually, he’d be twining around her soul right now, soothing her and encouraging her to feed. In his own completely alien and foreign way, she was pretty sure he loved her. Not like romantic love, but something more familial, like an older brother who adored his annoying little sister. 
 
    Then her demon surprised her and surged past her shields and threw a wave of energy at Mir. She tried to stop him and screamed as the power slammed into Mir, then rebounded back to her again. He snarled and ground his thumb onto her clit, his cock throbbing between them.  
 
    “Stay the fuck out of this, demon. This is between me and her.” 
 
    To her shock, she actually heard her demon laugh, a velvety sound that caressed her from the inside out. While many Shadowed spoke with their inner demon, hers had always been silent. Intense male desire blanketed her as Mir ground himself between her legs and punished her clit. It was that burst of pleasure that took her over the edge, and she clung to Mir, aware of the heat of his seed soaking the front of his sweatpants against the swollen skin of her pussy. He barely held his weight off her as he pinned her hips and ground his jerking shaft against her, drawing out the orgasm until they were both almost screaming from overstimulation. 
 
    Sweat slicked their bodies as he groaned and rolled them over. With her on top she became aware of how much bigger than her he was, like a living mattress beneath her that she could sprawl over. And she didn’t just mean his gigantic dick. He was big all over, at least a foot taller and twice as broad. A yawn escaped her before she could stop it and contentment filled her in warm waves of bliss. His rough, strong hand cupped her buttock, giving her an affectionate squeeze. After she fed well, she almost always needed a nap, but right now she was so exhausted she literally could not keep her eyes open.  
 
    Mir stroked her hair and held her close enough that she could feel the faint vibration of his purr. “Sleep, my mate. Nothing will harm you while I’m here.” 
 
      
 
    Leaf slowly woke as her body became increasingly chilled. By the time she opened her eyes, her butt was freezing, but her front was toasty warm. She had the world’s best heated blanket beneath her, the kind that gave fantastic orgasms. Speaking of which, they were both sticky from their mutual release and could use a bath in the safety of her cabin.  
 
    Thankfully, her wards were still in place and undisturbed around the temporary home she’d rented under yet another false name. They were in the wilderness, a few miles away from the cabin and in a grassy clearing surrounded by mature trees and brush. She’d brought Mir here, figuring he’d do better waking up outdoors than confined inside. The wards extended this far, and were fine-tuned with a bit of dark magic that shielded them from just about everyone, making this a safe haven in the middle of the deadly Reformed United States. Strong magic users would sense them, but to the mundane humans, they were all but invisible and the magic would keep them away. If anyone tried to get too close to her wards, things would happen—like their car breaking down if they tried to drive down the road to the old cabin, or a sudden downpour making it too treacherous to traverse the gravel roads. 
 
    Moving slowly, she tried to remove herself from Mir’s grip, but the instant she put some space between them, he opened his eyes and tightened his hand. “What happened?” 
 
    “Ummm…” She looked away from his eyes and to his all too tempting mouth. “We kinda passed out from a really strong orgasm.” 
 
    His dark lashes fluttered shut against his moonlight skin in the fading light of the sunset. The soft, almost invisible white and black striped downy fur covering him gently caressed her with each breath. When the Goddess created her Twin Souls, she definitely outdid herself with sexual appeal. Leaf wanted Mir like she’d never wanted anyone or anything.  
 
    When he didn’t open his eyes for several moments, she gently tapped her finger on his chest. “Mir?” 
 
    “Give me a moment.” 
 
    The rough note to his words had her desperately trying to keep from getting wet again. “Okay. Ummm, my butt is cold.” 
 
    He immediately palmed her ass and she tightened, the sensation of his cock hardening beneath her enough to turn her into a raging nymphomaniac. “Anything else cold?” 
 
    “Wait, Mir. We have to stop. We’re in danger out here. Think about where we are, how we got here.” She sucked in a quick breath, trying to hide her guilt and regret. “I’m sorry I’m being so sexually aggressive with you. I swear, I’m never this bad. If I was, I’d have died during my first job as a mercenary.” 
 
    His eyes opened and a low growl echoed in his words. “You will no longer work as a mercenary. I’m your last job.” 
 
    She pushed up from his chest, but his hands tightened on her ass, keeping her lower body pressed to his. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “You will no longer put yourself in danger. It’s my job to protect you now.” 
 
    Shoving at his chest, she managed to break his hold, to both of their surprise. After tumbling off him, she stood and put her hands on her hips in a spread leg stance. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. You can back that crazy train right the fuck up. I’m rescuing your furry ass and trying to get you home to your Pride. The only thing you need to do is not die. I assure you, I can take care of myself.” 
 
    A shudder rippled through the broad muscles of his shoulders, and he stared at her very exposed pussy. “You have a long inner labia and sensitive clit. I want to suck on it while you fill my mouth with your amazing taste. Like sipping pure sex from a juicy peach.” 
 
     With an undignified squeak, she closed her legs. “Stop that.” 
 
    He licked his lips ever so slowly, while a purr rumbled from deep within his chest. “Stop what? Talking about how much I like those silky black curls you keep on your mons? I want to rub my face against you, brand myself with your scent. Or do you want me to stop talking about how much I want to shove my cock into you while you scream my name?” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, she huffed in irritation. “Seriously? Do you think you could maybe find me something to cover myself with instead of talking dirty to me? We need to go, and I’m not walking around with my ass hanging in the breeze. I’m afraid you destroyed my jeans. I really liked those jeans. Hey, are you even listening to me? My eyes are up here, fuzz ball.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” he murmured while giving her a heated stare. “And trying to control myself, to keep from burying my face in your pussy. You’re standing upwind of me, so I smell our mingling scents covering your sweet, wet cunt and silky thighs. I just want to taste you, just a sip, but one lick wouldn’t be enough. I would have to pleasure you until we both pass out. I’m unable to help it. Pleasing you is programed into my DNA. I’ll take you until we slip into dreams together, moving inside of you as our souls merge.” 
 
    Clenching her hands into fists, she struggled to retain some semblance of sanity, wondering if she had somehow forgotten she’d taken some peyote so she could go on a spiritual journey. “You will get up off your ass, stop saying shit like that, and pack up what should have been a civilized meal discussing the best way to keep you alive, and instead turned into a fuck fest, while I go check my car for an extra blanket.” 
 
    His arrogant smile sent her hackles up. “Baby, you have no idea what I would do to you if you’d let me fuck you right now.” 
 
    She tightened her fists, willing herself not to just drop to the ground and offer herself to him. Her whole body throbbed with hunger, and she wanted to slap herself for acting like some easily distracted amateur mercenary out on her first hunt. He was in danger. This hormonal nonsense had to stop. She’d never been this eager to be with a man before. Not even when her demon had been ravenous for energy. 
 
    Without waiting for him to respond, she turned toward her truck, parked a little bit away from them on the edge of the private road leading to the cabin. The timing on the wards was tricky, and she wanted to make sure they were solid before they went inside her home for the night. Normally, she was OCD careful about covering every aspect of security, so this loss of self-control pissed her off. Her father would have been disgusted by her lack of even the most basic precautions. For fucks sake, she’d fallen asleep in a fucking field with a hot as the sun Twin Soul beneath her—in the middle of the Reformed States, in Puritan held land. Anyone driving by would have stopped to take a second look. If caught, Mir would be enslaved again, and she’d be put to death as soon as they could find a stake to burn her at. And only after they’d spent days trying to torture the demon out of her body. The thought of dying in such a terrifying way galvanized her into action. 
 
    She searched for her ruined pants, refusing to give into the urge to cover her sex with her hands like an embarrassed little girl. He’d seen her pussy up close and personal, so it wasn’t like she was flashing him anything new. Still, she could almost feel his gaze on her. When his energy pressed against her, she bit her tongue until it bled. He liked her long labia…who even said stuff like that? He had no self-consciousness, no embarrassment about his desires, or false modesty about what he wanted. 
 
    Which only turned her on even more. 
 
    She was officially fucked in the head. 
 
     “Go away, Mir.” 
 
    “I have excellent senses,” he whispered in a low, purring voice before pressing her keys into her hand. “Why does your breath smell like blood, Leaf? Did I hurt you?” 
 
    The concern and a hint of guilt flavored his decadent voice, and she couldn’t let him take the blame for something that was her fault. “No, I just accidentally bit my tongue.” 
 
    His claws slid down her arms in a sensual threat that had her ready to throw herself on him. “When we are safe, I will sooth you. Forgive me for going so fast.” 
 
    Deciding it was just better to ignore everything he was saying, she sighed and attempted to tame her hair. “Look, please just gather up our shit so we can go. I don’t know about you, but I could use a shower in the worst way. You want to help me? Get me somewhere so I can get clean and then we’ll talk. I just want to be dirt-free, and behind my inner circle wards before the dark of night. Nobody knows we’re here, but we both know there are things out there that hunt better in the Shadows.” 
 
    She quirked a brow at him to let him know she was teasing, and he grinned. “What kind of Alpha would I be if I jumped at Shadows like a cub?” 
 
    The easy banter between them gave her an odd feeling of familiarity, as if they’d bickered like this a million times before.  
 
    She felt…connected to him. 
 
    Damnit, she didn’t do connected. 
 
    A terrible crush of unwelcome vulnerability pricked at her, and she snapped, “Sometimes there are things in the Shadows that can swallow you whole, destroy your very essence, or turn you into their meat puppet. There are things that can drive you insane with one glance, that can shred your soul as easily as you draw a breath. There is insanity in the darkness.” 
 
    “And sometimes there’s great beauty that can only be found in the Shadows.” 
 
    Her chest ached like she’d been kicked in the heart, and she swallowed past the sudden burn of tears in her nose.  
 
    He left without a word, and soon the sounds of rustling fabric could be heard as he packed up the scattered remains of their lunch. Using the brief reprieve he afforded her, she hurried to her truck and pulled out the old Minnesota Vikings blanket she had stashed behind the seat. She didn’t have anything to cover Mir with, but a moment later he walked up wearing a wry grin with the red gingham picnic blanket tied around his waist. Normally, she wasn’t the kind of woman that giggled, not after the terrible shit she’d seen, but something about Mir made her relax enough to find humor in the situation. 
 
    Arching a brow, he gave her a teasing wink as she wrapped the blanket around her body. “Great minds think alike, though I do love you naked.” 
 
    Trying to keep from smiling, she muttered, “Get in the truck.” 
 
    He gave her that devastating grin again, the one with the dimple that melted her like butter on a hot stove. “How far until we reach our destination?” 
 
    “About ten minutes.” 
 
    With a nod, he moved around to the side of the truck and jerked the door open before sliding into the tanned leather seat. “I should be able to contain my tiger that long. He’s clawing at me, demanding I take you again, taste you for his pleasure. He really likes you. What about your demon? Does he like me?” 
 
    Oh yeah, her demon liked Mir, big time. In fact, her demon was urging her to drive at unsafe speeds so she could get Mir to safety in order to fuck his brains out. The more she tried to argue with her demon, the more he pushed arousal at her until her clit was throbbing, trying to force her to do his will. Unfortunately for her demon, she was about as stubborn as they came, so the more he tried to force her, the harder she fought. 
 
    “Leaf?” Mir asked as he watched her closely. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    The roar of her engine rumbling to life helped hide the tremor in her voice as she said, “No more talking, okay? I have to concentrate.” 
 
    He placed the picnic basket between them while keeping his attention focused on her. Instead of looking away—like most humans would, to give her some semblance of privacy—he leaned back into the window and watched her as she pulled out onto the road, flipping on her headlights as dusk began to fall in this part of the world.  
 
    She would regret leaving behind the isolated cabin she’d been staying at in Kansas while she’d maneuvered and manipulated to get Mir close enough to snatch. The last two weeks had been peaceful, with only the occasional trip into town to feed her demon, offsetting what had probably been the quietest time of her life since she’d been possessed. Fall was coming, and she could smell the faintest hint of musky decaying leaves, adding a woodsy aroma to the breeze coming through her cracked window. 
 
    If she’d thought that speaking to Mir would be more distracting than his silent gaze, she was wrong. His attention was like a caress, touching her lips, hair, and neck with a delicate stroke. He wasn’t just staring at her breasts, or other obvious erogenous zones. He seemed equally fascinated by her fingers, and she caught him licking his lips as he gazed at her throat. Soon they passed through the forest and began to climb the hillside to her temporary home. She dropped the truck into four-wheel-drive and easily took the narrow trail. Whenever she drove, she found her perceptions greatly enhanced, like she’d suddenly developed eagle eyes. It was only when she’d first detected a tiny hint of fear from the spirit inside of her that she became aware that her demon was somehow making her eyesight sharper and her reflexes quicker. If she didn’t know better, she’d say he was scared of her admittedly wild driving. 
 
    Mir made an alarmed sound and looked out his window at the sheer drop off the hillside right outside his door.  
 
    “Oh, calm down. This road was built for trucks hauling cattle. I have plenty of room.” To her surprise, he leaned his head back, closed his eyes, and began to whisper a prayer for protection to the Goddess. “Dramatic much?” 
 
    He ignored her and continued to pray until the moment she pulled in front of her old cabin and put her truck into park. A wistful sigh managed to escape her as she got out of the cab and palmed her keys, not paying attention to Mir’s prayers of thanks for surviving her driving. To her irritation, her demon agreed with Mir and she tuned them both out, not wanting either of them to spoil this memory with their drama. Surrounded by so much raw beauty it was easy to forget she was basically in enemy lands. In the deepening purple mist of twilight, she could see the small flaws in the construction of the cabin that happened when things were built by hand. A slight bow to the board here, a too hard of a nick from an axe there. All small flaws that gave the place a soul.  
 
    Mir followed her silently up the steps, the gravel pathway barely shifting beneath his big feet. As she slipped her key into the old-fashioned keyhole of the door, then opened it, Mir pushed her aside. She gaped at his back as he slowly lowered himself into a crouched stance while growling softly and took a deep breath. He did this three more times, once near the chair that she liked to sit in while she read her steamy romance books, once by a ragged cardigan her mother knit for Leaf that she’d had forever, and once at the entrance to the kitchen. As soon as he was done he turned back and straightened.  
 
    “No one has been here except you.” 
 
    She twirled her keys around on one finger.  “I know. My wards are set and intact.” 
 
    He gave her an appreciative look, his dark stripes blending with the shadows. “They’re surprisingly strong. That illusion of a boulder partially blocking the road like there’d been a recent landslide, that was really very well done.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’d—wait, you saw through that illusion?” 
 
    “Of course. The Goddess has blessed me with the ability to see past most glamours.” 
 
    Her stomach dropped, and she tried to hide her embarrassment. Please, please, please, say he couldn’t really see her, the real her. Since her demon fed off lust, he’d project the image of whatever a man’s fondest desire was, his version of the ultimate beauty. The glamour wouldn’t alter her totally—she’d still have black hair and deeply tanned skin, but it would subtly change her to whatever type of woman her prey fancied. At first she’d hated it, but she had to admit, there was a certain lure to being a man’s ultimate sex object. Plus, it made finding her next meal of sexual energy much easier to get without having to waste time with meaningless flirting.  
 
    Insecurity hit her hard as Mir stared at her like a predator eyeing his prey. She wished her demon’s natural cloaking worked, for Mir to see his perfect fantasy woman when he looked at her. A magnificent man like Mir would never be interested in her true, mousy self. She was chubby, her nose was too big, her face too wide, and she’d never be the kind of woman that would attract someone so stunning without magic. 
 
    Licking her lips, she looked away as she said, “What do I look like to you?” 
 
    He took a step closer, then another, until he stood before her, tall enough that his chin could easily rest on top of her head. “Long black hair that refuses to be tamed by any brush, big brown eyes dark enough for a man to lose himself in, and the most beautifully made body I’ve ever seen. Ample breasts, thick thighs and hips, a body that curves perfectly into mine and cradles me in softness. You have skin the color of richly polished bronze, and thick, old scars on your chin and forehead. Without a doubt, you’re the most striking woman I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Flushing, she tried to step back, but he merely followed her. “That’s kind of you to say, but I know I’m not exactly a guy’s first choice in a beauty pageant.” 
 
    The gleam of his fangs in the porchlight coming through the window made her heart race. “I’m not lying to you. It’s all I can do to keep my hands off your spectacular curves.” 
 
    She sighed, then reached past him to flick on the interior lights. “It’s just my demon. He makes me sexually irresistible to men I feed from. Your attraction to me isn’t real, and I’m sorry I manipulated you like this.” 
 
    “You think I want you because of some bullshit glamour?” He bit out each word with a click of his teeth. “I want you because you’re my mate.” 
 
    “Mate?” she squeaked out. “Wait, what exactly do you mean by ‘mate’?” 
 
    He gave her a beaming smile. “I mean, you’re the woman the Goddess created for me as my perfect wife. You’re my mate.” 
 
    Her mouth went dry and tingles prickled over her scalp as the hair on the back of her neck went stiff and her entire world shifted on its axis.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    His enchanting blue cat eyes narrowed and his jaw flexed. “No?” 
 
    She stumbled back until she ended up slumped against the wall. “You must be wrong. The Goddess isn’t cruel. She wouldn’t stick you with someone like me. You deserve a sweet and kind Twin Soul woman who can give you a family. I can’t.” 
 
    His nostrils flared. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I just can’t!” 
 
    The thought of having a family with Mir sent a pang of longing through her, and she had to grit her teeth against the useless need to have what she could not. Babies, homes, and holidays with a family were no longer things that she could have, thanks to both her demon and her job. She’d racked up her fair share of enemies during her career—mostly spent running women and children to the border of Canada or the Tribal Nations. Not every woman born into the fractured United States accepted or could live with the distorted and warped biblical laws in place.  
 
    Sure, some of the big cities were a refuge where women still had some rights, but in the country it was a different story. People had twisted the words of the Christian bible to suit their lifestyle, had justified their need to keep women subservient to men with scripture. Even if they had to beat the sin out of the women. Of course, many women thought that was bullshit, and Leaf was there to help them escape. As a result, there were many, many pissed off husbands and fathers that would love to get their hands on Leaf and make her suffer. 
 
     She also knew for a fact that the National Association of Manimal Hunters had a six hundred-thousand-dollar trophy on her pelt. Well, since she didn’t have a pelt, on her skin. If they ever caught her, she’d be killed and stuffed just like the Twin Souls they hunted, mounted like a trophy in some museum or private collection.  
 
    Sick fucks. 
 
    Mir’s nostril’s flared as he growled out, “Leaf, why do you think you can’t have a family of your own?” 
 
    “Because my life is too dangerous, too unstable for a family.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “Not with me around.” 
 
    Her eyes were probably bugging out of her head as she stared at him. “You are unbelievable.” 
 
    “Get used to it, mate.” Giving her an imperious look, Mir crossed his arms across his bare chest, flexing in a mouthwatering display of ripped muscles. She admired the dark claw marks scarring his pectorals. “We will discuss this later. Feed me, woman. Preferably naked.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped at his arrogant order, and she almost slugged him before she saw the slight smile lifting the corner of his lips. “Tell you what, your highness? You can forage for whatever you want in my kitchen, but if you think I’m making you a sandwich, you have the wrong girl.” 
 
    “Understood. Will we be staying here long?” A darkness entered his gaze that set her on alert. “I’d like to get back to my Pride as soon as possible.” 
 
    “We’ll be leaving in a few days when my contact meets us. He won’t show up until the coast is clear and our trail is covered. He’s kinda paranoid like that, but he’s my Dad, so it’s not like anything I say to him is going to stop him.” 
 
    For a moment she swore Mir looked nervous. “Your Dad is coming here?” 
 
    “Yep. He knows the station routes to Canada like the back of his hand. I’d try to take you through the Tribal Lands, but there are some skirmishes that we don’t want to get involved in going on right now north of my Tribe’s border. But don’t worry, my Dad has been helping smuggle Twin Souls to safety for longer than I’ve been alive. We’ll get you back to your Pride.” 
 
    “Who’s your father?” 
 
    “David Esparanza.” 
 
    Instead of being intimidated, he looked intrigued. “No shit, you’re Esparanza’s whelp? But you don’t share his last name.” 
 
    “I have a younger brother who will carry on my Dad’s name. I’m the last Navajo Hatathli on my mother’s side, so I took her maiden name out of respect for her Tribe.” She shifted and caught a whiff of herself as the blanket parted. “Ugh. I smell like I’ve been rolling around on the ground in the hot sun for hours. Which I have. I’m off to shower. Fix yourself whatever you want. If you hear a coyote do three barks followed by a howl, that’s my warning system that someone is on the property. If you hear what sounds like a whole pack of coyotes howling at once, that means danger is on the way. In the cupboard to the right of the sink, there’s an assault rifle with both blessed silver and holy water filled bullets. Do you have an enchantment to appear human? I mean, other than the one to appear young and weak that you used at the auction?” 
 
    “Of course. I have a few.”  
 
    She let her gaze relax and allowed her eyes and mind to see his illusion. Due to whichever enchantment he used, he suddenly appeared to be a normal, if slightly dull looking, man in his late thirties. The kind of guy that had lived a hard life, but had laugh wrinkles around his eyes. She blinked hard and the true Mir emerged, magnificent in every way. A feast for the female senses, all wrapped up in velvet soft skin. And the massive cock he was sporting was certainly a bonus. 
 
    “That’ll do, though I must admit, I like the real you better.” 
 
    He laughed and stood taller, his chest puffing out. “Thank you, but I don’t need human weapons to fight.” 
 
    “Right, whatever. Just don’t die while I’m gone, okay?” 
 
    “Is there a bathroom down here?”  
 
    Trying to ignore his delicious, masculine self, she moved over to the windows and closed the blue and white curtains before turning on the lights. They were as alone as they could be, but old habits die hard. “Take that hallway, second door on the left. There’s another shower in there, and if you don’t mind tepid water, you can wash up as well. I stocked it with some guy grooming stuff for you. This place has a good-sized water tank, but it’s not really equipped to run two hot showers at once, so give me a few to wash up before you start.” 
 
    He nodded and she took that opportunity to move as quickly up the stairs as she could without flat out running, afraid that she’d give in to the desire to haul him beneath the water with her, to wash his toned body and take that big dick of his for a ride. She could spend centuries inspecting his delicious curves, touching him, tasting him, and not have her fill. The intensity of her need scared her and she bit her tongue again, trying to calm her need for sex with a taste of blood. 
 
    It didn’t work. 
 
    She dashed into her room at the top of the stairs and shucked her vest then her shirt before cursing as she realized she’d forgotten to put her hat back on. Hopefully Mir grabbed it and had it in the truck with their picnic supplies. Once inside her small, but functional bathroom, she quickly washed while the brilliantly colored tree frogs on her plastic shower curtain kept watch. Part of her feared that Mir would come walking in at any second, while the more randy part of her prayed he would. 
 
    The steam helped clear her thoughts, and she sagged beneath the strong spray, her heart thundering as she thought about what Mir had said downstairs. 
 
    By the Goddess, he thought she was his mate. And if she was being truthful with herself, she had to admit the pull she felt towards Mir was something she’d never experienced before. Yes, she’d been attracted to men, had even tried a failed relationship or two, but never had she had this…this craving to be in someone’s presence, to rub up against him and mark herself with his scent like a horny cat. If she didn’t know better, she’d say she was under some kind of spell, but her demon would have alerted her about the existence of foreign magic trying to invade her soul.  
 
    When she managed to finish washing up in the now lukewarm water, she was both disappointed and relieved that she hadn’t been ravished. But that was a bad, bad, idea. Like, super-duper bad with an extra helping of bad sauce on top, bad. They were in hostile Puritan territory, surrounded by enemies, and all she wanted to do was hunker down for a few weeks and lose herself in Mir. But eventually he’d go back to his Pride. When he did, he’d no doubt leave her behind without a second glance. A Shadow like herself could never live with that many Twin Souls without causing problems, and his people would never fully accept her. It wasn’t that they were enemies, more like opposite magnets, and her presence would only be tolerated for so long.  
 
    He’d have to choose between her and his Pride, and she knew she’d come out on the losing end. 
 
    Besides, there was no way that a man as hot, famous, and old as Mir didn’t have a woman and a life waiting at home. The idea of some beautiful Twin Soul female pining away for Mir back in Canada made her stomach ache. Yes, the sexual chemistry she had with Mir was explosive—off the charts, even—but Twin Souls were very relaxed about their sexuality, so him wanting to have sex with Leaf didn’t really mean anything. Fucking her was just a way of feeding his libido and passing the time. 
 
    With those negative thoughts in mind, she donned her least sexy pair of pajamas—a set of men’s boxers with the fly sewn shut and an oversized t-shirt that used to belong to her younger brother—then made her way downstairs. Before she’d hit the bottom step, the lovely, tangy scent of spaghetti sauce reached her and her stomach growled. A moment later, Mir’s head poked out from the kitchen doorway, a bemused smile on his pale, handsome face. “Hungry?” 
 
    Moving closer to him, she fingered his freshly cut hair that was now short and slightly wavy on top. “I like this look on you.” 
 
    “Yeah?” He curved his face into her hand and kissed her wrist. “I’m glad. I had to get it out of my face. It was driving me crazy.” 
 
    Her belly growled and they both laughed. 
 
    “Feed me, fur boy.” 
 
    She went to slip past him, but he turned and pressed her against the wall with his muscled bulk. To her surprise, he gently rubbed his cheek over both of hers, purring softly in his throat as the soft down of his almost invisible fur stroked against her. It wasn’t a sexual move as much as a comforting one. Almost against her will, she calmed enough to let the tension in her shoulders go with a sigh. She certainly felt better, now that he was touching her. Centered in a way she hadn’t experienced before. Surer of herself and steadier on her feet.  
 
    His voice seemed to rumble through her entire body as he said, “I forget how little you are.” 
 
    She scrunched her nose and poked at his muscled chest, struggling against turning the touch into a caress. “I may be little, but I can pack a punch. Don’t let these curves fool you, buddy. I’m plenty strong.” 
 
    “You have the most amazing body I’ve ever touched.” She noticed that he was wearing one of the burgundy towels from the guest bath around his waist. A now tented towel. Fuck. 
 
    “I can go get you some clothes, just hold on a—” He picked her up, and she swatted at his shoulder. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “While I find your need to take care of me adorable, you are my mate and you need to eat.” 
 
    “I’m not your mate.” 
 
    Instead of being pissed, he merely smiled down at her in an indulgent way that raised her hackles. “Yes, you are.” 
 
    She decided to ignore the whole mate thing in favor of the delicious smells coming from the table. They’d deal with his insanity later, after her mission was complete and she was on her way to Bermuda for a well-earned month long vacation at a beachfront rental. The entire island was in a magic free vortex, a null zone, so she didn’t have to worry about dealing with her demon there. The null would sooth him to sleep, and he would leave her virtually alone while she was on the island, content to relax in the sun without the need to feed her demon’s sexual energy.  
 
    Mir dropped onto one of the stout oak kitchen chairs with her on his lap, then pulled over a big plate of steaming spaghetti. “You can either eat on your own, or I can feed you.” 
 
    She tried to slide off his lap, but he easily kept her there. “This is silly. Let me down, then I’ll eat. By the way, you do realize I’m like half your size, right? I can’t fit this much food inside of me.” 
 
    Ignoring her wiggles, he rubbed his hand down her back. “Mmmm, no bra.” 
 
    Picking up her fork, she pressed it against his throat. “Keep your hands to yourself, mister.” 
 
    “As you wish.”  
 
    His lips twitched and she glared at him before turning back to her food with a huff. “I would have charged more for this job if I knew you were going to be this big of a pain in the ass.” 
 
    “How much am I worth?” he asked curiously, twirling his fork into his spaghetti with a sensual ease that made her mouth water.  
 
    He had such talented hands. 
 
    “That’s between me and the Pride member that bought my services.” Her heart pinched as she wondered if the beautiful panther Twin Soul that had hired her was his lover, then set her fork down before turning to him. “Look, you’re nice, and I’m very flattered that you seem to think I’m your mate, but it won’t work. Your Pride looked at me like I was the scum of the earth when they hired me. They could barely stand being around a Shadow long enough to contract me, and when I got the sigil tattooed on me, it had to be done in secret so some members of your Pride wouldn’t flip out.” 
 
    He leaned forward and unerringly found the mark on her upper breast with his warm lips through the thin cotton. “I scent my sister’s blood in this sigil.” 
 
    A tense part of her psyche eased, even as she scolded herself for feeling relief that it wasn’t his girlfriend who’d hired her. 
 
    His breath against her skin had her pussy dampening in the most alarming manner. “Hey, trying to eat here. Back off, scruffy.” 
 
    Both of his eyebrows shot straight up. “Scruffy?” 
 
    She smirked at him, then shoved a giant helping of the pasta into her mouth. The moment the sauce touched her tongue, she moaned in happiness. “Oh my Goddess, I haven’t had sauce this good in I forever. This is good, like fancy restaurant good. Where did you learn to cook?” 
 
    Pleasure radiated from him as he sat on her normal kitchen chair, in her cheerful but bland kitchen, wearing his wonderful towel that was such a blessedly flimsy barrier between her touch and his rock hard flesh. “Well, I’ve had a lot of years to practice and, believe it or not, I’m Italian.” 
 
    Chewing slowly, she swallowed hard and tried to appear nonchalant as she gazed at his exotic splendor. “Oh, really? I couldn’t tell.” 
 
    He laughed and grabbed a piece of barely seared steak from his plate. It had been seasoned, then cut into bite sized pieces and smelled good…despite being almost raw inside. A small pile of seared vegetables sat in a bowl to his left, and he took a drink of his water before answering her.  
 
    “Leaf, it’s okay. I haven’t seen my human self in the mirror for so long that I’ve almost forgotten what I look like.” 
 
    “What was it like when you gained your Twin Soul? You were one of the first, right?” 
 
    The laughter vanished from his face as his gaze became turbulent, filled with sadness. “Yes, I was one of the first to be blessed with an animal spirit after the Goddess awoke, but my transformation was a nightmare. I’m someone the mundane humans are afraid of, one of the reasons they kill Twin Souls on sight. I’m their boogey man, and with good reason.” 
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    Memories crashed down on Mir as Leaf’s innocent question brought back images he tried to pretend weren’t real. She set down her fork, and he could sense her unease as her rich, amber flecked brown eyes examined him. Not wanting her to be afraid to ask him questions, he forced himself to speak. One of the first things people always wanted to know about him was what the Awakening had been like. It hadn’t been pretty, it hadn’t been a religious experience, and it hadn’t been a highlight of his life. In fact, his Turning had sucked in just about every way possible but one. 
 
    His skin prickled as he brought to light some memories he usually kept tucked away at the back of his mind. “It was the best and worst day of my life. I was twenty and the number one linebacker for my college football team, partying it up and living the life of a football star. In many ways, I was oblivious back then. A young and dumb kid too intent on having fun to pay attention to the world around him. My grades had suffered because of my socializing, and I’d sequestered myself in my dorm room, either at football practice or studying my ass off.” 
 
    Leaf’s compassion reached out to him as she said, “So you were a typical young guy. Trust me, my brother Seth would give you a run for your money in the partying department. Even so, how could you not see stuff in the news about hell hounds and mermaids appearing?” 
 
    “Honestly I don’t know. There had been an odd couple of weeks with lots of unexplained things happening, things that couldn’t be real, but were. Little did I know then that magic was beginning to stir to life across the world and humanity was totally unprepared for what was coming. The world was different back then, before the Goddess woke up with a hell of a case of PMS.” 
 
    Leaf made a shushing motion. “Don’t let her hear you say that. Next thing you know we’ll have like…carnivorous beetles showing up out of nowhere to eat your insolent flesh from your bones for daring to suggest that she woke up cranky.” 
 
    Her teasing had the intended effect. He smiled, showing her his teeth and loving the way she shivered. “Nah, I think the Goddess has a really good sense of humor. I mean…look at slore heaps. Men and women that were turned into living, breathing, sentient puddles of toxic goo because they dared to pollute Mother Earth while she slept. Talk about a wicked sense of justice.” 
 
    “Trying to eat, here. So, moving on from slore talk…” She took another bite of her food and slowly chewed it while studying him. “You said you were at your college football game?” 
 
    A mental image of his mother smiling at him from the stands, the pride filling her eyes, made his heart hurt. It was the last time she’d ever looked at him and not see a monster. “Yeah, and it was a big one. Back in those days, football was king, and everyone had a lot of free time so the games were super popular. They were big events and everyone tried to go to at least one college game every season. On the day before the Awakening I started to feel…odd. There was a constant low level vibration going through the floors, like someone was vacuuming in the next room, or a big truck was rumbling past my apartment. No one else seemed to notice, so I went to class as usual then hauled ass to the football field. We had the big homecoming game that night and the opposing team had some hot cheerleaders.” 
 
    Leaf narrowed her pretty amber and chocolate eyes at him, darkness flickering through the depths as her demon stirred. “So, hot ass cheerleaders are your type?” 
 
    She was as snarly as a timber snake with a toothache, and possessive. He loved it. “You’re my type. Never doubt that.” 
 
    “Whatever.” She took another bite of the food he’d prepared for her and waved her fork in his direction, her anger gone. “Continue.” 
 
    “At the time, I thought my crazy energy levels were just part of my anticipation of the game. What happened next is the reason it’s now a mandatory law in the Reformed States to immediately imprison anyone who transitions to a Twin Soul.” He shifted her on his knee, pulling her back to his chest, needing the comfort of her touch. He hated this next part and hoped she wouldn’t be disgusted by his actions all those years ago. “As you can imagine, I was feeling pretty good during the game. I decimated my opponents, my speed and strength untouchable. I annihilated them, and it felt so good to take them out. At the time, no one had any idea that what I was experiencing was a normal part of the transformation—the surge of energy and power that came before the Turn. I had no idea I was already sharing my body with my tiger. And I certainly had no understanding that I was deep in the throes of bloodlust, or that my fellow players were seen as prey by my tiger. When he looked out on the field, my inner beast saw a bunch of weak males trying to tackle me, to establish dominance, and it pissed him off. I…I hurt a lot of people that day. Innocent people whose only crime was happening to be on the field with me.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” she whispered. She turned in his arms so she could hug him. “The lights, the noise of the crowd, and the oncoming players must have sent your tiger into a frenzy. You weren’t in control. He was.” 
 
    Mir wanted to say that it was his fault, but Leaf was sharing her body with a Shadow, so he was sure her own tale of possession was nothing to sneeze at. Unlike a Twin Soul, no one was born a Shadow. A demon had to be willingly invited to share a human’s body, and then only with the blessings of the Dark Goddess. It was usually a terrible, blood soaked affair born out of desperation to survive. 
 
    “I know. Logically, I know, but that doesn’t take away the nightmares.” 
 
    She rubbed her nose against him. “Did you kill anyone?” 
 
    “Thank the Goddess, no.” A chill raced over Leaf’s skin while he touched her and she stiffened, as if she’d been suddenly dipped in ice water. Shit, she must have killed someone during her transformation. “I did maim many good young men badly enough that death would have been a mercy. These guys were my friends, my buddies, and I tore through them like the predator I was becoming. I savaged them, Leaf, in front of their friends and families, and I couldn’t stop myself. Didn’t want to. Their blood covered me, so hot it steamed off my skin into the cold night air. I was a monster.” 
 
    Screams echoed in his head, and he closed his eyes, willing the pain to go away. He was bonding with Leaf, and he didn’t want to burden her with his heartache.  
 
    Harsh and painful memories assailed him from his time on the run. He managed to evade capture and stay alive long enough after the Awakening for Canada to declare amnesty to every Twin Soul that could make its borders. In return, the fragmented government of the United States had placed a bounty on the head of what they termed ‘Manimals.’ Hundreds of thousands of Twin Souls had been killed, slaughtered in the streets or paraded before crowds for public executions, along with any witches, shamans, or anyone else that displayed anything supernatural. They even had a twenty-four-hour news network dedicated to showing public ‘executions’.  
 
    Because of the ongoing slaughter and government crackdowns, people fled to the more progressive Western States. After a short war with what was to soon become the Reformed United States, the Western States declared their independence and banded together to form the Tribal Lands. Shamanism had made a comeback in a big way and the medicine men among the Tribes were strong enough to keep the Reformed States, Canada, and the Aztec Empire down south off their back with the help of various other magic users of different faiths. Thankfully, those fringe groups of magic users got along better than their mundane human counterparts, and they managed to become a force so formidable, in such a short time, that the Reformed States had no choice but to let them go and grant them autonomy. 
 
    But that didn’t mean the Reformed States no longer hated Manimals. 
 
    Some brilliant—in a completely malevolent way—wizard came up with the binding collars, and suddenly Twin Souls could be turned into slaves. The Goddess couldn’t interfere in most of the happenings of the world. Free will, given by the Creator and all of that, kept her out of daily human affairs for the most part, but she could get even.  
 
    In return for humanity basically taking a big shit on what she considered to be a sacred gift, she gave the world the Shadowed. Demons that were in many ways like his own tiger, but different. Some called them the assassins of the Dark Goddess, others considered them the incarnation of evil. No one knew much about them. The Shadowed were feared by pretty much everyone in the world because of their deadly reputation, and the rumors weren’t pretty. If a Shadow was hunting you…well, you were pretty much fucked.  
 
    And his beautiful, cuddly mate was one. 
 
    The world was a strange place indeed. 
 
    Her small hands cupped his face, sending warm pleasure through him and pushing away the old hurt. He let out a shuddering sigh and sank into Leaf’s gentle touch, letting her heal his heart. This was one of the unique gifts the Goddess gave to her Twin Souls if they found their true mate, an ability to heal emotional pain with touch. He leaned forward and nuzzled his face against her shirt, nipping at the tender skin beneath.  
 
    “Mir, what are you doing?” 
 
    “Is your belly full?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Is the house secure?” 
 
    She tried to tug his head away from her chest, but he ignored her and rubbed his chin over her stiff little nipples. “Yes, but we shouldn’t be doing this. We need to talk about getting you back to your Pride.” 
 
    “Baby, you’re so wrong about that. Let me show you how good it can be. Give me permission to love you.” 
 
    She swallowed audibly. “Whatever we do, it won’t be love.”  
 
    The sorrow in her voice killed him. 
 
    Instead of getting angry, he grinned up at her and pulled her closer until her plush thighs wrapped around his waist, dangling on either side of the chair and surrounding him in softness. The position settled his erection against her hot mound, and he clenched his teeth as she gently pressed her well-rounded hips forward. Fuck, she was just so soft, plump, and female. Her curves drove him crazy. The scent of her arousal filled his senses, and he let his tiger amble closer up the metaphysical link, needing his cat’s enhanced perceptions. His little mate wanted to pretend what was between them was merely physical, and he was going to do his best to show her otherwise.  
 
    “All I want is your permission to love you.” 
 
    “Are you sure you haven’t put a spell on me?” 
 
    Slightly offended, he clenched her round ass with both hands and squeezed. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Don’t get your panties in a bunch. I just mean I’ve never felt like this with anyone before.” 
 
    Her pert response made him smile, something he rarely did anymore. After over one hundred years on this earth, the weight of the world was dragging him down. It was almost as if his human soul knew that he should have been dead long ago, even though he still looked and felt like a man in his late twenties. He’d long ago stopped appreciating life and had focused only on keeping his Pride safe—no longer enjoying, merely surviving. Now he found a new appreciation for the simple beauty of living in the moment, and the reason for his newfound happiness stared back at him with the softest chocolate eyes he’d ever seen. She was such an interesting mix, like a skittish doe one minute and a wildcat in heat the next. He liked both sides equally and wondered which one he’d get to play with tonight. 
 
    “Say yes. Why are you fighting this?” 
 
    Waving her arms about, making her breasts jiggle in a most tempting manner, she frowned at him. “Because we’re in the Reformed States, and you could be turned into a museum exhibit at any moment.” 
 
    “No one’s around, and I can feel your power, mate. You wouldn’t leave us unprotected any more than I would. We’re safe. Let me feed your other hungers. I can feel it, you know, how much you want me. There’s no use in lying. I can smell your need.” 
 
    She flushed, and he marveled that he could make any demon-ridden woman blush. He wasn’t naïve. Demons were known for their carnal appetites, but for whatever reason, Leaf’s demon didn’t seem to have pushed her boundaries, hadn’t destroyed her inherent innocence. The dark pink burning in her cheeks and slowly creeping down her neck attested to that. A cynical woman would have chuckled at his observation, not turned red. 
 
    “It’s not safe.” 
 
    “It is. And we both know you’re stronger after you’ve fed. We’ll need that strength for the journey.” He slowly licked his lips, enjoying the way she tracked his every move. “Let me take care of you, give you what you need, what we both need.” 
 
    With an exasperated huff, she blew a strand of coal black hair off her face, attempting to hide the tremor of desire that had her vibrating against him. His sensitive skin picked up the change in her body as heat rushed to her sex. “Fine.” 
 
    “Fine?” 
 
    She placed her hands on his chest and glowered at him, her musk filling the air, the little twitches of her hips giving lie to her casual tone. “You’re so eager to get me in bed, then show me what you’ve got. Let’s see if you’re worth what’s going to amount to a giant ass headache in the near future.” 
 
    Licking the side of her neck, he ran his elongated fangs along her pulse, not missing the spike in her heart rate. “No, baby, that’s not how we’re going to do it. I’ve been waiting for you for so long, so very long…I’m going to savor you, mate.” 
 
    “But we’re not really mates,” she panted as the tips of her fingers caressed him, an echo of mourning and grief haunting her words. “It’s impossible.” 
 
    Smiling, he kissed the soft skin behind her ear, scenting her hair and drawing the fresh burst of her moonlit cool and cinnamon warm scent through him. “Stop fighting the bond. Let me show you how good it can be between us.”  
 
    She pulled back enough to meet his eyes, their bodies continuing to rub against each other even as she tried to adopt a serious expression.  
 
    “I’m trying to do the right thing.” He couldn’t help the laugh that rumbled up from the pit of his belly as she gave him an indignant frown. “Well, I am.” 
 
    He kissed her then, sighing as she parted her lips and let him in, their tongues stroking each other, the taste of her rocking through him. She was so small compared to him. As he cupped her face with both hands, he marveled that the Goddess had given him such a delicate treasure to protect. Yeah, he knew she was a likely feared and badass mercenary, but right now she was his woman and he enjoyed every feminine inch of her. 
 
    Breaking away from his kiss, she lightly raked her nails down his chest, her eyes dark and tempting. “Take me.” 
 
    When she tensed as if bracing for impact, he couldn’t help but laugh. Sexual relations among the Twin Souls were often aggressive affairs to be true, but not to the point that he’d ever seriously injured a partner. He’d been with Twin Soul females because his tiger liked them, and yet other Twin Soul females because his human side liked them. Either way, the sex had been great. Raw and uninhibited with some bruising and cuts the next day, if done right.  
 
    He’d like to take Leaf like that, fuck her until she begged him to stop, but he didn’t want to scare her. He needed to move slow and easy. This would be the first time in almost a hundred years that he’d been with a human woman. For a moment he hesitated, fear of hurting her clouding his desire, then he remembered that a big bad demon was sharing her tiny, nicely rounded body. Leaf wasn’t an ordinary human, and he highly doubted her demon would let Mir hurt her. So far, the spirit had remained quiet, and Mir hoped he stayed that way. 
 
    He wanted Leaf, all of her, and he didn’t want to share their first true mating with anyone but her.  
 
    Instead of reaching for her like he craved, he placed his hands behind his head, proud of the physical shape he was in and wanting to show his mate what he had to offer. Having lived most of his life with a tiger spirit, he found he’d become used to going through the mating rituals that felt natural to his animal side. Giving in to those instincts allowed him to be an exceptionally intense lover. He paid attention to everything and made sure his partner was always left satisfied.  
 
    Except with Leaf, every time he made her orgasm he would as well.  
 
    They’d need to get some towels.  
 
    A lot of towels. 
 
    Maybe they could just go fuck in the grass and seed the earth with their passion. Anyplace they lay together would be blessed by both the dark and the light, twin spheres of energy on opposite ends of the spectrum. His own personal dark Goddess looked down on him with her deep brown velvet eyes, and he lost himself in the fathomless beauty of all that was female. Her sensual side was rising, and the minute hairs on his body stood up as her energy caressed him in a full body stroke. 
 
    He swore softly and had to clench his hands together. “I thought I had been imaging that.” 
 
    “What?” She asked with such wide, innocent eyes that sugar drops wouldn’t have melted in her sweet little mouth. 
 
    He wanted to fuck that mouth. 
 
    Hot and tight. 
 
    But not as tight as her pussy would be. 
 
    “Those phantom touches are nice, but I prefer your real hands right now. If you’re a good girl I’ll let you tie me up once we’re in Canada, and you can torture me with everything you have.” 
 
    Her breath stuttered in her chest and a fierce longing shone in her gaze. “You would let me do that?” 
 
    “I trust you. You’re not a cruel woman, despite what I suspect is a very high death count to your name.” 
 
    Some of the sensuality leaked from her gaze and she drew back. “They deserved it, every one of them.” 
 
    Pissed with himself for making her feel defensive when he’d been trying to compliment her, he almost reached for Leaf, then caught himself. She needed to touch him, to find the calm that could only come from ones mate. He could heal her heart if she would just let him in. “Put your hands on me, Leaf. Feel me. I’m all yours. Know my body. I’m proud that my woman is such a fierce warrior. It arouses me more than you can imagine. I’m a predator, and I love the fact that you can help me hunt and defend our home, that you’re a fearsome slayer in your own right. Now, touch me, I’m yours.” 
 
    A small smile blossomed on the lovely curve of her lips. “You make it very hard to resist temptation.” 
 
    He chuckled, but let the desire he had for her enter his gaze. Her lips softened and her eyes once again grew smoky with passion. “Touch me, my mate.” 
 
    Closing her eyes, she reached out to him and gently traced a line across his chest, from one shoulder to the other. The energy of her body danced along his skin like erotic fire and his cock spurted out a small amount of precum. He’d never felt anything like it and his dick ached. He needed her, badly. He wanted to tear off her clothes and fuck her with his tongue, his fingers, his dick. Every inch of him ached to be balls deep in her sweet little body, pounding into her as she moaned and writhed beneath him, trapped by his superior weight and forced to endure the endless orgasms he’d pull from her. 
 
    He didn’t realize he’d been saying that aloud until she collapsed against his shoulder and whispered, “Oh please, do that. Take me like that.” 
 
    His control snapped in a snarl of savage desire. He grabbed her tight and lifted her about the waist, so eager to be inside of her that he was in real danger of taking her too roughly. Once his beast was let loose to mate, he wouldn’t be able to hold back. He needed her nice and open, softened by an orgasm before he tore into her swollen heat. Since he would climax when she did, it would help him hold back as well. A hard shudder of need tingled over his skin as he scented the air, inhaling the tangy spice of her musk dancing on his tongue. 
 
    Yes, he needed to taste her, to revel in the undiluted sexual hit of her pheromones invading his body in the form of her liquid arousal. Her little fur covered cleft was as sweet and tempting as a juicy peach, just waiting to spill into his mouth. He loved to lick a woman’s sex, and Leaf’s unique body chemistry made her arousal taste like pure passion to his sensitive taste buds.  
 
    The softness of her body tempted him as he easily supported her weight with his hands beneath her generous ass, another purr shaking his body and making his dick vibrate. Leaf mewed against his lips as he continued to kiss her, forcing his mouth from hers when he tasted blood and wondered who bit who. He’d never spent a lot of time around demons and didn’t know if the biting was normal. There tended to be dominance issues between the two dual natured types, like a tiger and a deadly black mamba squaring off, but from what he’d heard demons did like a little blood with their sex.  
 
    When he reached out with all his senses, he expected to encounter the dark passenger in her soul, but instead found the dark presence within Leaf strangely quiet…almost entirely absent except for the faintest hint of a fierce masculine power. 
 
    While Leaf’s demon may have removed himself from her conscious thoughts, Mir’s tiger was certainly present in the moment, his snarls and yowls loud enough that Mir wondered if Leaf could feel his animal’s rowdy state. While he wouldn’t turn into a tiger, certain aspects of his spirit animal would become stronger, like his stripes darkening slightly and his eyes going more feline with elongated pupils. Leaf reached up and traced the tip of one of his extended canines, her gaze heavy as she smiled at him.  
 
    “I like these. Will you bite me, Mir? Will you pierce my flesh with your sharp fangs and pin me to the bed while you fuck me?’ 
 
    When she sank her hands into his hair, he let out a low growl that drew a soft, husky laugh from her which stroked over his balls like fingertips. Ah fuck, she was using that damn phantom touch power of hers again to drive him crazy. The sensation was slightly cooler than the feeling of her warm hand and light enough that it had him arching his hips, chasing the sensation which threatened his self-control. 
 
    He growled at her. “Keep that shit up and I’m dropping you.” 
 
    One invisible finger stroked from his ball sack up to the tip of his cock, then back down again, making him stumble as Leaf continued to torment him. “Mmmm, I love the taste of your arousal. It’s so…male…so potent. You smell like power and strength, the heat of the sun coaxing the earth to life.” 
 
    Burying his face against her neck, he leaned his hip against the side of the couch for a moment as he drew her smell into his lungs. “You’re the essence of moonlight in a winter forest and cinnamon spice.” 
 
    Unable to resist the urge, he raked his elongated teeth against her neck, the need to mark her battling with the craving for her hot pussy wrapped around his length. 
 
    “By the Dark Goddess,” she whispered and writhed in his arms. “Please, Mir, I need you.”  
 
    They made it as far as the other side of the small living room before he lost the fight to his baser instincts. Without even looking, he kicked the thick pine coffee table out of the way, mindless with a fierce, primal need. He laid her out on the red, black, and grey Navajo rug then began to lick her. The desire to cover her in his scent, to learn her taste, to sooth every inch of her skin overcame him. Much like a Twin Soul, Leaf seemed to enjoy the attention, to bask in his open worship of her body. She settled back with a contented sigh then gazed up at him through passion glazed eyes. 
 
    He made quick work of her clothes and soon she was revealed in all of her warm caramel glory, as beautiful by the light spilling into the room from the kitchen as she had been in the sun. Full, slightly downturned lips that made her always look as if she was pouting seemed to silently beg him for a kiss. Her graceful neck arched as he trailed his hands down her delicate rib cage topped by large brown tipped breasts. Her thick chocolate and pink tipped nipples stiffened further as they shook slightly with her heavy breaths. He couldn’t wait to taste them, to see if he could make her come while sucking on those hard nubs. 
 
    Starting at her fingertips, he licked every silky smooth inch of her body, delighting in the different tastes of her skin at various pulse points. Soon her smell began to change, to morph into a mixture of his hormones seeping into her skin and her own unique need. Every cell in his body screamed out in a raw blast of emotion, a deep feeling that went beyond his mortal coil and right into the infinite. Leaf was his. Nothing else mattered. He’d endure every pain, every heartache that he’d had to go through all over again to reach this perfect moment. 
 
    He gentled his mouth to lick along the firm curve of Leaf’s plump right breast, his cock throbbing so hard it was a wonder he didn’t cum right that instant. She was so perfectly formed, and he would happily spend the rest of his life learning what would make her purr. When she plunged her hands into his hair and guided his lips to her dark, elongated nipple he didn’t resist. He liked her aggressive nature, how she wasn’t afraid to show him how she wanted her pleasure. It didn’t mean that she’d always get her way, but he wanted to encourage her to find her gratification in him, to be the best lover she’d ever had and erase all others from her memory. 
 
    He sucked deeply on the crinkled tip of her nipple, drawing it slowly past his canines as he worried the tender flesh with his tongue. Her response was immediate and made his balls tighten up until they throbbed with the beat of his heart. She cried out his name and rubbed herself against him, leaving a wet trail along his pelvis. The flutter of that hot, slick flesh against his body had him growling against her and he hoped he wasn’t frightening her, because he couldn’t stop. The tiger was in charge, and he prayed to the Goddess that Leaf survived their mating, because he couldn’t stop himself even if he wanted to. 
 
    Scoring his fangs over her body he came to the sigil of his Pride and an ache of longing went through him. He prayed his sister Kayla and her panther were strong enough to hold the Pride together in his absence. While she wasn’t his biological sister, they’d found each other while on the run during the Awakening. He had to have faith she could protect their people, because right now he was helpless against the urge to take his mate. 
 
    When phantom lips began to lightly suck at his balls, he had to fight against the urge to come with everything he had. His cock throbbed in the air, precum dripping from the tip as he ground himself against her warmth. Those invisible lips continued to torment him, and Leaf gave him a wicked smile.  
 
    “You’re delicious.” 
 
    Dazed, he swallowed hard then said, “What?” 
 
    “I could happily spend the rest of my life savoring you.” She licked along the curve of his lips and made a happy sound. “You taste like apple pie.” 
 
    Grinning, he nibbled his way along her chin. “Apple pie? Can’t I get something a little more masculine?” 
 
    “It’s my most favorite food in the world, and it makes me want to take you in my mouth and suck you dry.” 
 
    His breath came out in a quick gasp. He tried to keep his voice vaguely human as he growled, “I can live with apple pie.” 
 
    She giggled and nosed his chin up so she could lick along the column of his throat. The submission of the act, the precise placement of her teeth on his jugular, would have triggered the need to kill with anyone in the world except for his mate. It was impossible for her to want to hurt him. Every single mated pair that he knew would die for each other. 
 
    No matter how different the mated couple was, it always worked out. 
 
    And their desire for one another would never fade, would remain burning bright until the end of time. 
 
    Reveling in the glory of their growing bond, he kneaded the rug beneath them with his claws as she pulled back and studied his face. “Will you let me be on top, please?” 
 
    Tonight was all about her pleasure, so he nodded and rolled over, the scratchy wool of the rug beneath his back rubbing against him with just enough roughness to make him appreciate the silken slide of her plump little body over his. Normally, this position irritated him. Being on his back was not something an Alpha liked, and his tiger usually threw a shit fit. With Leaf, he found himself relaxing as her gentle weight settled on him. Everything about her fascinated him and he took in her unique beauty. Her almond shaped dark eyes drew him in, wrapping her soul around his in an intimate caress. After a lifetime of feeling unable to trust anyone, he reveled in knowing without a doubt Leaf would never betray him, never hurt him. It went against her surprisingly gentle and compassionate nature. Well, as gentle and compassionate as a mercenary could be. 
 
    The fact that she was such a deadly little thing drove him crazy with the need to make her cum all over his dick as he fucked her into submission. 
 
    His tiger loved that idea, and gave a growl of approval that echoed through his bones. 
 
    Unable to help himself, he grasped her breasts, one full mound in each hand, then squeezed. The contrast of his winter white skin and the black streaks of his tiger stripes against the warm bronze of her skin made his cock jump. She was so tiny, so fragile, yet so very strong. When her gaze met his, he couldn’t help but grin at how fearless his mate was. Women usually had a hard time looking him in the eyes, human or otherwise. Leaf had no problem meeting his gaze head on and the instant connection between them had him rubbing his cock against the slit of her sex, anointing his aching shaft in the liberal evidence of her arousal. 
 
    She stilled, then smiled at him. “Arms over your head.” 
 
    Lifting a brow, he did as she asked and almost unseated her with a reactionary buck of his hips when she began to lick him. She looked up at him, her dark eyes smoldering, and began to taste him with long, slow sweeps of her slick tongue. His body would hold onto the pheromones his mate left on his skin and his scent would hold echoes of her for weeks. Even though she didn’t know it, Leaf was branding him as her own, a sign of love and affection that even words could not match.  
 
    Her softly puckered lips feathered over his arms and chest before she licked her way down to his lower abdominals. As aroused as he was, the tip of his cock flared past his belly button and shone with a combination of her arousal and his precum. The normally pink tip of his shaft was a deep red with arousal, aching and full. Her long, silky black hair tickled his body with each movement, making his muscles clench and release as pure pleasure seared along his nerve endings. 
 
    When she leaned back on her haunches and reached out to touch his cock, he hoped she wouldn’t freak out about the penile shield. She must have heard some rumors, because her hand went unerringly to the underside of the head of his erection and fondled the small bone plate there. When he orgasmed, a rush of blood to his cock would make the bone flare out and curve inside of Leaf, locking him in and stimulating her soft little pussy while he filled her with his seed. 
 
    She pressed on the head of his shaft, sending almost unbearable pleasure through him as she manipulated the bone beneath the surface. “How big will you get?” 
 
    “Only as much as you can take,” he assured her through his clenched teeth. “If you don’t stop, I’m going to come all over your hands.” 
 
    “If you do, can I lick it off?” She cupped his testicles with her other hand and gave him a gentle squeeze. “Please, Mir. Give me a taste.” 
 
    “This is about your pleasure, not mine.” 
 
    She leaned over lifting her body a little bit so she could continue to stroke him as she gave him a gentle, seductive kiss. “Mir, your pleasure is my pleasure.” 
 
    The sound of his name on her lips made him shake, and he tried to hold back the urge to orgasm. For fucks sake, he had more self-control than this. He’d been having sex for almost one hundred years, so to have the carnal act feel like anything new was a miracle in itself. As Leaf stroked him, her little pink tongue licking her lips as she stared at his cock, he knew he wouldn’t last. It was too good. 
 
     She began to rub the bone plate at the head of his cock and he wondered how the fuck she knew that touching him there would set him off. Exquisite pleasure wrapped around the tip of his dick and he wished that he was inside of her, fucking her, tearing into her like the beast he was until she came undone for him. 
 
    Instead he hissed as she began to place gentle, almost soothing kisses across the flared surface of the crest of his cock in a way that set his nerve endings on fire. Just the slighted touch sent bolts of exquisite agony through him as she came closer and closer to the slit. He wanted to climax in her mouth something fierce, but didn’t want her to be shocked by how much he came. 
 
    “Leaf, careful, I’m close and I cum a lot.” 
 
    The tremble in his words was audible, and he dug his nails into the floor, shredding the rug beneath him. He wanted to thrust, to force her onto his cock, to fill her with his seed. But his beautiful mate had other ideas. She looked up at him with a lust filled gaze, her lips parting so she could lick at the head of his prick as she expertly manipulated him. 
 
    “You’re determined to make me cum quicker than an untried teenager with his first woman.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes, but gave his cock a squeeze that had him spreading his legs wider. 
 
    “Stick your tongue out.” She immediately complied and he used her like his own personal toy, rubbing her tongue up and down his cock, then down to his balls. “Suck them.” 
 
    He didn’t release his painful grip on her hair and she moaned against his aching bullocks. The softness of her tongue, so different from a Twin Soul’s velvet rasp, stroked him higher until he was pretty sure that she was going to make him climax while she suckled his nuts. His body seized up, and it was all over the moment she traced against the pucker of his anus with the tip of her little finger. 
 
    His world imploded as the first harsh blast of his orgasm ripped through him, and he removed his hands from her, desperately sinking his claws into the wood beneath them. The floor screamed in protest as he clawed into it, overwhelmed by pleasure and the feeling of her hot little mouth on him. Savage power slammed into him, and he felt a brush of darkness against his soul. Leaf’s demon. An image—or was it a thought? No, it was a promise to help Mir protect Leaf—sifted through his brain like smoke from a bonfire on a windy day. A complicated series of pictures flashed through his pleasure stunned mind, and he gasped as the great power of the demon left the fragile jail of his mortal body. Through it all, he continued to orgasm until he was practically convulsing.  
 
    Leaf gathered him into her arms and, despite her smaller stature, held him close and comforted him. His mate was there, and they would destroy the world before they let any harm come to each other. The strength of his bond with her grew, and he slowly began to rouse.  
 
    “Are you okay? Did my demon hurt you while he fed?” 
 
    She sounded so sorrowful, he made his numb tongue form words. “No, didn’t hurt.” 
 
    Shame coated her scent. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He blinked at her, trying to focus on her face. “Why?” 
 
     “If you really think I’m your mate, then you have to see me for who I truly am. I had to show you what it means to be with a Shadow. Despite my most desperate prayers, I’m not alone in my body any more than you are. And my powers have a definite sexual nature. Sometimes…sometimes I can’t control them.” She looked back to him and tears shimmered in her eyes. “The thing is, I like doing what I just did to you, the feeding off of your sexual energy. It’s like a spiritual orgasm for me.” 
 
    It took him a moment to catch his breath, and his limbs still trembled. “Your demon showed me a series of images. A rope swing hanging from a tree overlooking a vast series of hills. Then spinning around on what looks like a carnival ride, and finally you looking at me for the first time at the auction. I don’t know how your demon managed it, but he showed me you.” 
 
    “What was I doing?” 
 
    “It was just before I noticed you were watching me. I could tell the second our gaze met because you flushed a beautiful pink. You were so heartbreakingly alluring beneath that powerful glamour you wore like your own skin. Eyes like midnight and the most kissable lips I’ve ever seen.” He stroked her cheek, reveling in her smooth bronze skin. “When I woke up after you rescued me, even then, with all your shields in place, I could feel your soul and the darkness you carried within. In less than a heartbeat, I decided I didn’t care. You were my mate. I accepted you, all of you.” 
 
    She slowly raised her hand, covered with his seed, and licked it from her fingertips. The raw sensuality of the gesture had him raging to be inside of her. She was tasting him, taking him into her, marking her lips with his scent.  
 
    While Leaf had no idea how much she was tempting him, his beast was close to the surface and wanted a chance to play with their mate. He eased his hold and invited his tiger closer. A low rumble built in his chest and he whispered, “Run, little doe. Because when I catch you I’m going to fuck you and eat you.” 
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    Leaf swallowed hard, the essence of Mir still tingling on her tongue. His seed was life, and he restored the balance in her internal universe with his powerful orgasm. She was well fed, but still craved him like a drug, required the intimacy of having him inside of her. He was so ungodly beautiful that she was having a hard time denying her desire to run her hands over his firm chest. His nipples were small and pink, just begging for her lips. But it was the thick shaft between his legs that interested her the most right now. His thick, wonderful cock with that extra bit of bone beneath the head of his shaft, perfect for easing the terrible, throbbing need in her sex. When he took her and came, he would force her body to expand for him, make her burn, and no doubt giving her an orgasm to end all orgasms.  
 
    But it looked like he wanted to play, and she was more than happy to indulge him. 
 
    “You want to chase me?” He slowly nodded and she grinned. “Well, then, I should probably run.” 
 
    After a normal feeding, she usually had to do some kind of spell to release the overflow energy back into the universe. Usually, she did it by enriching the land in the nearest wilderness to help out the local earth witches. But now she wanted to show her…mate what she could do. There would be no lies between them, and she wouldn’t hold back. If he wanted her, he needed to see why she had a kill count in the hundreds. He may see her as a doe, but in reality she was as much of a deadly predator as Mir. 
 
    He gave her a smug smile. “Don’t worry, I won’t hurt you.” 
 
    Tossing her hair over her shoulder, she smirked. “Old man, you couldn’t hurt me if you tried.” 
 
    With a teasing grin, she darted to a shadowy corner of the room. While she didn’t totally disappear, she could become part of the shadows and she used that skill now to make her way through the house to the back bedroom, hidden from sight. She made it almost all the way out the window before the soft creak of his footsteps echoed on the old boards.  
 
    With anticipation beating heavy in her veins, she eased out the window and sprinted towards the forest.  
 
    A second later the soft thud of his massive body hitting the ground behind her made her breath catch in her throat. Shit, how did he manage to track her so quickly? In her shadow form, she left no scent, but that didn’t seem to stop him. Running while concealed was taxing, so once she reached the darkness of the forest, she dropped her shadow form and took off. His challenging roar echoed from behind her, and she almost stumbled as she fought the urge to look back. She could imagine the flex and strain of his big thigh muscles as he chased her through the darkness, the heat of exertion coming off his big body. While his vision was probably better, hers was good for a human. Well, a kinda human. 
 
    She easily managed to avoid a few fallen branches, but her bare feet were unaccustomed to the rough treatment, so she slowed down and took stock of her situation. While she could easily climb higher in a tree than him, she really did need to be fucked in the worst way. The wet evidence of her arousal coated her inner thighs, no doubt leaving a scent trail of her desire a mile wide. 
 
    “I see you, pretty doe.” His purring voice came from somewhere to her left. “To my eyes, your skin glows like sunlit bronze in the darkness. And I can smell your hot cunt. I cannot wait to taste it, lick up all the sweet juice you’re making for me.” 
 
    His words made her tingle, and she tried to hide her pleased smile. The reverence and hunger was evident in his voice, deepening it to a raspy growl. A memory from the night she’d watched some of his Pride mate flashed through her. While they’d done just about every position possible during their love play, it always ended with the woman on her hands and knees while the male took her from behind like a rutting beast. 
 
    Leaf couldn’t wait to feel Mir’s hips slap against her ass as he pounded her into the forest floor. 
 
    She headed for a low, moss covered rock she’d spotted earlier, darting through the forest with Mir hot on her heels. She gave Mir a teasing look before climbing up on the rock with her ass up in the air. His growl echoed through the forest, silencing every creature except them. He stalked out of the velvety darkness, masculine beauty incarnate, and snarled. His stripes deepened to a silky black as his inner tiger surfaced, allowing her to witness the beauty of Mir in his full, natural form. Fuck he was beautiful, savage and graceful in a way that sent a pulse of heat through her. 
 
    With a sharp intake of breath, she arched her back further, widening her stance until she was sure he could see how arousal soaked her sex was, how swollen and hot. The touch of just his fingertips ghosted over her calf and she shivered at the painful licks of his energy moving over her sensitized skin. Those sparks flared out just before they reached her pulsing sex, and she couldn’t help but plead for relief. She was so hungry. She had to feed off all of him, drain him of every bit of cum until she was satiated, her demon fed and content. 
 
    Her demon…fuck…that’s why she wanted to drain Mir dry. Her demon wanted to store up on power, and he only did that when he sensed danger on the way, but wasn’t ready to tell her about it yet. The spirit hastily reassured her with thoughts and emotions that the danger was far enough off, but he wanted to be at peak power for whatever they faced. 
 
    She started to crawl away, but Mir was having none of that. “Where do you think you’re going, little doe?” 
 
    “My demon, he wants me to drain you.” 
 
    Baring his canines, which Leaf found incredibly sexy, he snarled, “Drain me? Of what? My life?” 
 
    “Ah-no. More like your balls. He wants me to fuck you dry.” 
 
    He froze, literally his entire body froze and let out a low, pained sound. “Every drop?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He shuddered against her and his desire warmed her skin. 
 
    “Mate, I will gladly give you every bit of me you can take, but I hope you have some stamina, because it could take us all night. You have no idea how ready to breed a Twin Soul gets around his mate. I want to fuck you until we pass out, then stuff your mouth full of my cum, then your ass. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure you like it, my sweet Leaf. I’ll make sure you love it, and that you’ll soak me with your orgasm while I stretch that pretty asshole of yours.” 
 
    As she had a mental orgasm from his dirty talk, Mir moved behind her and slid his cock through the crack of her ass while slowly raking his sharp nails down her back. The brush of his fine hair against her body had her shivering in need and whimpering. He smelled so good, felt even better, and her skin pebbled with goosebumps as she whimpered. 
 
    Slowing his movements, he caressed her lower back and made her relax. “Easy, baby. You won’t rush this.” 
 
    She started to complain, but he leaned forward and cupped her breasts, thumbing her nipples. “I’ll give you every bit of cum inside of me, but we do it my way. I have to stretch that tight little pussy slowly, inch by inch. You’re wet now, but I want your arousal dripping off my balls before I’m all the way in. Trust me to make this good for you, mate.” 
 
    “Oh Goddess, please stop teasing me. I need your cock.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Her whimper of upset became a little mewl of pleasure as he scraped his fangs over her shoulder. He would bite her right there when he pumped her full of his cum. A possessive clamp of teeth meant to hold her in place while he orgasmed, a hint of the predator that he shared a body with. The thought of carrying his fang marks sent an unfamiliar sense of anticipation through her. Her body was covered in scars. His would be one more story that made up the tapestry of her life, but special in a way she couldn’t describe. 
 
    Wearing his personal brand appealed to her on a soul deep level. She wondered how her demon would feel about it, but he’d retreated to the depths of her mind to leave her alone with Mir. Normally she’d feel oddly lonely without her demon, but Mir’s presence filled her beyond imagining with warmth and affection. He cared about her, and that emotion felt wonderful against her skin, like sunshine after a long winter on her face. 
 
    As she ran her hand over his skin, sparks of pleasure drowned out her rational mind, leaving her floating. He was an amazing man, a living legend. She’d read about him in a ton of Awakening Historical books, and he said she was his mate.  
 
    And he wanted her. Not just the glamour, but the woman beneath. 
 
    A cramp moved through her womb and she groaned. “Please, Mir. It hurts.” 
 
    Pulling back, he fisted himself and pressed the head of his cock against her soaking wet entrance. She knew he was big, and she’d been unable to get her hand all the way around his cock when she stroked him, but she hadn’t really thought about their size difference. He felt enormous pressed against her, and she had the very real fear that he might tear something. The initial press had her jerking away, but he hauled her back by her hair. 
 
    “If you run again, I won’t be able to go slow, Leaf. Help me, baby. Help me find the strength to take it slow with you. Relax and trust me. I can make this so good for you if you just let go of your control for a little bit. I would never harm you. You fight me, and it’s harder for me to control my tiger.” 
 
    He reached around and began to pet her clit with a teasingly light touch. Just that stimulation was enough to have her moaning and pressing her body back into his. The hard, bony section of the head of his shaft stretched her pussy until it burned, and she bit her lip. There was no way to resist him, and he could tear through her if he wasn’t careful. He eased back then pressed in again, each time working just a tiny bit more of his erection into her. She grunted and strained beneath him, trying to get him inside of her and wanting his hands to stroke her harder. 
 
    Instead of giving into her wishes, he brushed her hair aside and leaned over, gently locking his teeth into her neck. She instantly went limp and her breath came out in an easy sigh. Endorphins rushed through her, and she took a deep inhalation of his pheromones. Slowly, inch by thick inch, he invaded her tight sheath. His strangled growls against her neck had her shivering even as he held her still.  
 
    He was almost all the way in when he released her neck. “Push back on me. Work all of my cock into your fist tight pussy. You have no idea how good you feel. Wet. Tight. Mine.” 
 
    Words were beyond her, so she rolled her hips in slow waves, pushing back a little further as Mir strained and groaned behind her. Bright sparks of pain tingled through her pussy as his fat dick stretched her beyond anything she’d ever felt. When she finally had him all the way in, they both froze, panting and twitching. Mir was the first to move, reaching around to play with her clit. 
 
    “I don’t dare fuck you how I want. You’re too tight. Instead, you’re gonna cum with me stuffed inside of you. I’m only going to move a little, but your pussy will suck the seed right out of me.” 
 
    “Please,” was all she could barely whisper. 
 
    He slid back maybe an inch, then pressed forward, making her scream out his name. The sensation of Mir filling her reshaped her knowledge of what pleasure could be. She felt so loved, so blessed, that tears came to her eyes. He didn’t hide his affection; it was washing over her in warm psychic waves of intangible energy. Inside of her, his dick flexed and she almost choked at the sensation of his crest flaring. He rubbed just right and found the spot that made her shudder, then began to pound into her as much as he could while only moving an inch back and forth.  
 
    The world held its breath, and she lost her strength as she began to climax.  
 
    Mir held her tight by her hips and lifted her body to his, pulling almost all the way out before slamming back in, throwing her into near convulsions as he triggered a deeper orgasm. The ring of his cock was almost like a circle of fire inside of her sensitive sheath and she came again, and again, driven ever higher by Mir, matching his roars of release with her broken shouts. With one last hard shudder, Mir pulled himself from her body and slumped down next to her, his hands trembling slightly as he touched her face. 
 
    “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    She tried to form a response, but all that came out was garbled nonsense. 
 
    “Leaf?” 
 
    “Good, all good.” She licked her lips and moaned at the way his gaze followed her tongue. Her weird sense of humor kicked in and she said the next part in a bogus English accent. “I think you fucked me stupid. Well done, good sir.” 
 
    The joy in his laughter rubbed against her, and he flopped down next to her. “You kill me. I look at you and see a delicate little doll, which makes the filth that comes out of your mouth somehow even funnier.” 
 
    “It’s because you’re a pervert,” she said with an airy sigh, floating in a contentment so deep she never wanted to move.  
 
    He chuckled then struggled up to one elbow. “I don’t know about you, but I’m exhausted.” 
 
    The bizarreness of the situation came crashing over her and she giggled. “No shit. This has got to be one of the longest days of my life.” 
 
    Moving slowly at first, he stood and shook out his legs before scooping her up into his arms. “Come on, mate. I’ll bathe you then put you to bed.” 
 
    “I’d argue with you about being bossy, but who am I to turn down your worship?” 
 
    “You…are going to be a handful.” 
 
    “Buddy, you don’t know the half of it.” 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 6 
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    Leaf tried to pretend that she couldn’t feel Mir watching her from the shaded front porch. The early morning light warmed her skin as she meditated while sitting on a large, flat boulder in the front yard of the cabin. Dawn was breaking over the far horizon, stretching across the plains before hitting the first swells of the foothills, bathing the land in shadows and gold. Taking in a deep breath of the still cool air, she sighed as she stretched. Going outdoors to commune with nature was an instinct in her as old as time, and she needed to reconnect with the Earth. The land nourished her and accepted her for who she was—dark and light.  
 
    A soft, warm wind brushed over her skin like a caress as she yawned and tried to ignore the man who thought he was her mate. The concept of a Shadow and a Twin Soul mating was so bizarre that she kept waiting for the growing connection she felt with Mir to vanish, like the Goddess would realize she’d screwed up and accidentally mated the wrong people. She kept her gaze focused on the horizon and the blessing of the dawn washed over her, taking away her unease. It wasn’t about her. It was about the promise of a new day. Anything could happen, and she prayed that she would live to see another sunrise tomorrow.  
 
    Peace filled her as Mir moved closer. Without looking at him, she said, “Join me.” 
 
    The words slipped out of her mouth before she realized she wanted Mir with her, wanted to share the moment with him. 
 
    Warmth and the aggressive energy flowed from his body and into hers, and she found herself drowning in his presence. Her heart, her soul opened to him, and she lost herself in his strength. The hint of darkness in his spirit surprised her, and she paused for a moment, thinking about all he must have done to survive. She didn’t begrudge him any death that kept him alive. It was the way of their brutal, yet hauntingly beautiful, world. 
 
    Pink turned to burning cardinal red and the clouds began to part in earnest, standing aside for the sun like courtiers bowing before their queen. The wind caressed her cheeks, and she had to resist the urge to close her eyes and rub up against Mir. Her body was so sensitized, so hungry. She’d never felt this way before. It was almost like her demon was starving, but that certainly wasn’t it. If anything, her demon was stuffed with energy. And he was…happy. He’d send her the occasional picture, an image of her doing something that made her feel good, his way of comforting and reassuring her. Right then, her demon was sending her a vision of Mir cuddling her close, and it gave her a sense of great comfort and belonging. While she had no idea why her demon was showing her that particular image, she found her gaze straying to Mir, who’d joined her on her rock. 
 
    When she caught sight of the colors of the sunlight faintly reflecting off his milk and black striped skin, painting him in brilliant shades, she couldn’t help but stare.  
 
    He was amazing. 
 
    His eyes were closed, and he sat cross legged next to her. 
 
    Naked. 
 
    Thankfully for him, she’d brought out the thick, padded foam mattress to keep her butt warm against the cold stone as she communed with nature. The nights had grown cool enough that sitting on the boulder in her black yoga pants and green sports bra required something between her ass and the earth.  
 
    Slowly opening his gorgeous blue and gold eyes, he returned her stare with a hooded look that made her belly clench. He was everything beautiful and savage all wrapped up in a muscular body that now had hints of red and orange reflected light mixing with purple. She hesitantly reached out, wanting to touch the color pattern of his body. Before she touched the skin of his shoulder, she hesitated. 
 
    “May I?” 
 
    “Leaf, you never have to ask me that. If you want me, touch me. Because I’ll certainly touch you when I want.” 
 
    As if to prove his point, he lunged and flipped her onto her back. The shadow of the tiger stripes covering his body fascinated her as he leaned forward. She slowly reached up and let her fingertips follow a stripe on his left pectoral muscle near the shoulder. Beautiful.  
 
    She couldn’t help but giggle when the warm skin beneath her fingertips rumbled. “Are you purring?” 
 
    He grinned, his fangs gleaming in the light. Sharp teeth that could rend her flesh or bring her incredible pleasure. She wanted those teeth on her, sinking into her skin, marking her. He hadn’t bit as hard as she wanted him to last night. Suddenly, the need for his imprint on her, to wear his mark for all to see, swamped her mind.  
 
    The silk of his dark hair fell over his shoulder, tickling against her exposed skin. Wrapping her finger around a strand, she gently drew him down until he hovered maybe a breath over her. His cock, on the other hand, was nestled against her leggings. The firm head pressed into her and she shuddered. 
 
    “You are the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    For a moment, she thought she’d said what she’d been thinking aloud, but to her surprise it was Mir saying those words in such a reverent voice. She reached out and trailed her fingers over his face, making him purr even louder. His eyes closed as she continued to stroke him, learning his skin and what he liked. When she discovered a spot on his neck that made him twitch she pulled him closer by her fingers still wrapped around his hair, and gently licked him there. 
 
    In response, he ground his hips against hers, the thick length of his cock rubbing against her in a mind-numbing fashion. Rose gold, mixed with red now, washed over his skin. She lifted her head, capturing his lips with hers and surrendering to the lovely feelings drifting through her. She felt so at peace, so safe and secure. Never, not once in her life, had she felt so cherished…and it was by a man she was supposed to be rescuing. 
 
    That thought was like a bucket of cold water thrown on her overactive libido. 
 
    Breaking their kiss, she pulled back and tried to wiggle out from beneath him. “Wait, we shouldn’t be doing this.” 
 
     He pounced on her and hauled her back beneath him. “Why not?” 
 
    “We need to discuss our strategy, figure out how you got captured, and how we’re going to get to the next safe place, and—” 
 
    The moment his mouth closed over hers, cutting off her words, she lost all sense of anything but Mir. His kiss was a rough display of dominance, of possession. It turned her on more than she could have imagined, and she arched closer to him, wanting him inside of her, needing him to take her and make her come over and over. 
 
    When she tried to pull her leggings down, he captured her hands and held them over her head with one of his hands. She could only moan when he took his other hand and, using his claw, gently tore her leggings until they were in tatters on the foam mat. As soon as he’d similarly divested her of her underwear he smiled. 
 
      
 
    “I love that little patch of fluff you have, but these smooth pussy lips drive me crazy,” he caressed her bare labia with his thumb, gently stroking it over her swollen skin, “it is so fucking sexy it makes my cock ache to ease into you.” 
 
    “Please,” she whimpered and wished he’d move just a bit so she could rock her hips against him and do something, anything to come.  
 
    The slits of his pupils expanded slightly and gold chased around the outer edges of the bright blue. “You’re close to orgasm, aren’t you, mate?” 
 
    “Yes. Goddess help me, I need you.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about this.” He patted her pussy then began to rub the head of his shaft over her clit. “You need to learn some self-control. There will be times I want to fuck you slowly, to build your orgasm, but you seem eager to just have as many as you can.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” She used her more than human strength to flip a clearly not expecting it Mir off her. “I’m sorry, do my orgasms somehow offend you? Is my ability to get you off by proxy not working for you? I’m sorry if you don’t like—” 
 
    He swiftly ended her rant by burying his face against her sex, then licking her.  
 
    The tremble through her legs almost spilled her to the ground, but Mir had other ideas. “Put your legs over my shoulders. I’ll hold you.” 
 
    She wanted to argue with him and assert her independence, she really did, but he was teasing the entrance to her sheath with his tongue and the pleasure burned. With ease, he cupped her bottom and gave her something to balance herself on. Soon he had her positioned as he liked and he began to tongue fuck her.  
 
    The needy ache in her clit demanded attention so she tried to touch herself, but he stopped her by nipping her labia hard enough to sting with the edge of his fangs. “Don’t orgasm, Leaf.” 
 
    “Are you crazy? How can I not orgasm? Your mouth vibrates, for fucks sake.” 
 
    “Hold out for me, baby. Try to fight it off. I want to take you as high as I can and keep you there for a while. I promise you, the release will be worth it.” He gave her pussy a quick swipe with his tongue, making her nipples harden to the point of pain.  
 
    “Fine.”  
 
    He ignored her petulant tone and began to slowly, gently lick and nuzzle her sex, almost as if he were cleaning her. While arousing, his touch was also soothing, and she gripped the top of his head and leaned back a bit, giving him more room. His pleased growl almost sent her over, and he stilled, barely breathing on her. Shit, he was connected to her enough to feel her approaching orgasms. There was no way she could sneak one past him. 
 
    Soon he was twirling his tongue along the edge of her pussy, soft strokes that had her crying out her passion. His fingers massaged her ass and she gripped his hair hard, grinding her pussy against his face. A small snarl of frustration escaped her when he began to barely rub his lips against her clit, flooding her with need. 
 
    “Mir, stop teasing me.” 
 
    With a breathtaking display of strength, he flipped her around so she was on her hands and knees with her ass in the air. “Do not move, my mate. Stay still for me. Hold all that energy inside.” 
 
    Instead of resuming his torture of her pussy, he began to slowly lick across her back, teasing small bundles of nerves beneath her skin while his arousal shifted between her butt cheeks. Soon he was growling low in his throat as the sun rose higher into the sky, bathing the world with light. Far in the distance, birds sang, but here in the protective circle of her magic, nothing stirred except them. Oh, the forest creatures could have come in, but Mir was an apex predator. They wisely kept their distance. 
 
    His black claws swept her hips, and he pulled back until the head of his erection was poking at her anus. 
 
    The thought of him splitting her in half came to mind, and she flinched away. Instead of pressing forward, he gathered up her hair in his fist and pulled her neck back until she arched for him. “No moving. I will take this tender little opening someday, Leaf, but you will be well prepared. We’ll start with small butt plugs to slowly stretch you and work our way up, so when I push my way in, you’ll be ready for me. All of me.” 
 
    His slow, methodical seduction of her body and mind was killing her. She was used to feeding off sexual energy as much and as swiftly as possible, the fast food version of an orgasm. Quick, cheap, and probably unhealthy. Mir, however, was slowly building her arousal instead of just going straight for home base. Men never took their time with a woman they didn’t care about. That’s why whores could charge by the hour because, more often than not, a man using a prostitute’s services would come quick and hard, then be out the door five minutes later.  
 
    In a gentle glide, Mir ran his hand over her back and then under to where her breasts dangled beneath her, aching for his touch. “You have such beautiful breasts. I want to take them into my mouth and suck those dark tips until you’re begging me to come.” 
 
    “I’m begging you already,” she whispered in a strained voice. The desire just kept growing, making her hotter, making her burn. Distantly, she was aware that her demon approved of this turn of events, enjoyed the way Mir was worshiping her, giving her pleasure. Once again, that odd satisfaction rolled through her and she tried to think, but Mir stole her mind with a harsh pinch of her nipple. 
 
    “You have no idea what true begging is, Leaf. But I’m going to teach you.” 
 
    Those words made her hackles rise, but before she could snark off to him about him being the one to beg, he began to shove his way into her pussy. This wasn’t a gentle taking, this was domination. She tried to jerk away, to slam back on him, to do something, but he still held her immobile by her hair. It was all she could do to keep her arms beneath her as he continued to spear her on his oversized erection. 
 
    She strained against his hold, yelping when he gave her ass a brisk slap.  
 
    He gave a pleased growl. “So fucking beautiful.” 
 
    The head of his cock flared and she tried to think unsexy thoughts, straining with all her might not to come. A decadent caress of his energy against her soul had her opening for him without thought, lowering her shields enough that she could taste his powerful essence. Ignoring the darkness that shaded his past, she tried to get a feel for the present and was staggered by the blast of possessive feelings coming from Mir. He wanted to own her, to control her, to never let her go, but not in a bad way. No, his need to have her wasn’t rooted in greed or jealousy, but rather affection and caring. He treasured her. 
 
    Overwhelmed by his feelings, unable to face the strength of his emotions, she panicked and she slammed her shields back in place.  
 
    Behind her, Mir paused. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Instead of answering, not wanting to tell him the thought of someone having so much control over her heart scared her to death, she let loose the seductive energy that was always inside of her to distract him. Focusing her magic, she began to stimulate the feeling of someone licking Mir’s balls while she squeezed down rhythmically. She couldn’t bear to pull away until they’d both had their release, but she needed her distance from him as soon as possible. No one owned her.  
 
    No one ever wanted to.  
 
    With a rough growl, he began to stroke in and out, his nails prickling her back in the most delicious way. Despite her shields, more of his emotions leaked through, and she once again felt the fierce burn of his possessive affection. It was relentless, a primitive need to both protect and consume her. The slight pain at the very edges of the pleasure only made her fly higher, and she shuddered when Mir released her hair, making her scalp tingle. 
 
    Free of his grip, she shoved herself back at him, loving how he groaned and the teasing edges of her orgasm began to tighten her muscles. She rocked into him, her body moving in a sensual roll from her shoulders to her hips that rubbed him all the right ways. This, this moment was perfect, this mind breaking anticipation of a release that would cleanse her.  
 
    At the first contraction of her inner muscles, her magic ripped through her and reflected her passion into Mir, then his into her. They fed off each other in a never ending loop of ecstasy until she collapsed beneath him. With a grunt, Mir rolled off her and the world went dark. 
 
      
 
    Leaf yawned and stretched, wondering why her butt felt like it was burning. Then she realized that for some reason she was outdoors without pants. A moment later Mir’s scent hit her and she wanted to fist her hair in frustration. Why could she not be around this man without wanting to jump his bones? She’d been around Twin Souls before and their reaction to her was always the same. Cautious friendship at best, as if she was dangerous, with an underlying layer of instinctive distrust that was mutual. Even though she’d been an invited guest into Mir’s Pride, his people had been wary of her to the point they’d gather up their children when she was around like she was going to snatch them up and eat them. Her demon completely ignored them, so she followed suit and tried to pretend that their inability to look past her Shadow didn’t hurt her feelings. 
 
    Mir trusted her. In fact, she was sure he loved her, and yet she couldn’t imagine living in his world. Mate or not, there would be no happily ever after for them. The thought of their inevitable parting seared her and she wondered if it would be better to leave now, but she didn’t have that choice. If it wasn’t such a dangerous journey she’d trust her younger brother, Seth, to escort Mir to safety. Unfortunately, her little brother had the first stirrings of shaman magic and he’d begun a spiritual journey with their father and grandfather to find Seth’s spirit guide. While that sounded like a nice, relaxing thing to do, in reality, attaining a spirit guide could only be achieved through great acts of humanity and sacrifice. So Seth roamed the Reformed United States, sometimes alone, and sometimes with different members of the family, doing good deeds for the Goddess.  
 
    Hell, he could be nearby for all she knew. 
 
    The thought of her brother finding her with her ass in the air in her backyard galvanized movement. Cautiously opening her eyes, she found Mir dead to the world. He was sprawled out, his heavy member lying against his thigh in a tempting display as he slept. She wanted to reach out and ever so lightly coax Mir back to hardness so she could ride him until they were both spent. 
 
    Suddenly the very unsexy image of her father in drag popped into her head and she jerked back from Mir, having almost stroked him. Her demon rumbled deep in her soul and she had an image of a throat being slit by a sharp knife, then a rotting animal carcass boiling with maggots. Okay, couldn’t get much clearer than that. Her demon was plainly telling her that she had to get her mind back in the game, stop thinking sexy thoughts, and regroup. Mir continued to sleep as she clambered off the boulder, so she set an additional ward around him to keep him safe and let him rest. The Mother only knew what kind of hardships he’d endured while in captivity and could still be recovering from. 
 
    Once that was done, she quickly showered and brushed her still wet hair before throwing on a pair of jeans and a red button down chambray shirt. It was a little hot outside, but she wanted to cover as much skin as possible to avoid the temptation of spending the next ten years in the cabin, fucking Mir’s brains out. After quickly braiding her hair, she looked into the mirror and carefully inspected her reflection. The same woman she always saw in the mirror stared back at her, but Leaf was surprised by the fear in her eyes. She wasn’t afraid of the danger she was in from rescuing Mir. No, she was afraid of the upheaval he brought to her world. Nothing but pain would come as a result of their relationship, but the thought of their inevitable parting sent a sharp spear of agony through her chest. 
 
    She really needed to find out exactly what mating meant to Mir, but first, food. 
 
    After microwaving some oatmeal, she ate it and stared out at Mir still sleeping on the boulder. With his pale skin and tiger stripes, he resembled a big cat soaking in the sun. Even from a distance, she craved him like a drug and was sorely tempted to go wake him up with her mouth on his cock. She wanted to taste him again, to rub up against his body and immerse herself in his presence. While she’d like to dismiss it as nothing more than her reaction to a very sexual male, there was something about Mir that fascinated her. Licking her lips, she set down her empty bowl and almost went outside before her demon sent a little frisson of warning through her psyche, reminding her that they weren’t safe here, no matter how lovely the past few hours had been. 
 
    She returned her gaze to the living room and looked around, knowing her time here was short. With the yellow daisy embroidered curtains and heavy oak dining table, the kitchen had country charm to spare along with top of the line appliances. Little details like the eight foot ceilings and the hand carved back door all blended together in a perfect harmony that soothed her soul. This place had been and would be again someone’s home, a shelter from the world, a place that they could call their own. 
 
    Too bad it would never be hers. The life of a Shadow was a hard one, in constant service to the Dark Goddess with the chance of being summoned at any time to do her will. Then there was also the fact that most of the world, while appreciative of the services the Shadowed offered, didn’t want an actual demon possessed person living anywhere near them. Because of that, the Shadowed formed their own homes and colonies on islands, one of the best in this region of the world being the islands that made up what was formerly known as Hawaii, now called the Shadowed Lands. But even there, among people who understood the burden of being a Shadow, she didn’t feel at home.  
 
    With that melancholy thought in mind she debated on waking Mir. He needed his sleep, but he also needed food. If she went out there, she’d jump him, no doubt about it, so instead she gathered up a set of clothes for him along with a pair of high quality hiking boots. The jeans might be a little loose, but it was the closest she could get to finding something that would fit his powerful legs and trim waist. 
 
    Hugging the clothes to her chest, she stole another glance at Mir and groaned as her empty sex contracted. No, she could not go out there yet and keep her hands to herself. Instead, she placed the clothes and boots by the back door, then went about making Mir a mountain of scrambled eggs with cheese and bacon. Normally, she didn’t cook for other people, part of that whole solitary mercenary life thing, but when she did, she got a thrill out of knowing someone besides herself would get to enjoy her efforts. Her mother was a wonderful cook. When Leaf was younger, she’d dreamed of someday marrying a shaman and making their home as warm and inviting as her mother made hers.  
 
    Longing panged through her as she scraped up the eggs from the hot skillet. At sixteen, she’d lost her chance to ever be normal when she’d acquired her demon. Becoming a Shadow had been her only choice, but she’d had no concept of just how much her life would change, how much she would have to give up. Like ever having a family. Sure, Shadows married and had kids all the time, but deep down inside, she knew she could never be a mother and a mercenary.  
 
    A startlingly powerful image swept through her mind of her cuddling a baby to her breast while Mir held her secure on his lap. For a moment, she could feel the warmth of her mate at her back, the sweet smell of the baby in her arms, and a contentment so deep it sucked her breath from her lungs. To her shock, that thought came from her demon and she couldn’t stop the strangled sob that escaped her.  
 
    Dropping the spatula into the skillet, she braced her hands on the counter next to the stove and tried to take a deep breath past the pain. She’d never have children with Mir, it was impossible. Twin Souls could only breed with other Twin Souls. Sure, there were adoptions all the time among the Twin Souls who married humans—no matter how much the world changed, there would always be children who needed a loving home—but she’d never know the joy of being pregnant if she remained with Mir. 
 
    The back door opened and she averted her head then held up her hand. “Put some clothes on. I made you breakfast.” 
 
    “Why are you crying?” 
 
    “Demon stuff,” she said and turned back to the eggs as she scrubbed her face with the back of her hand. “Nothing for you to worry about.” 
 
    “Baby-” 
 
    “And stop with that baby crap. I’m not your mate, or your baby, or whatever you think I am. I’m a mercenary who is rescuing you for the money. Once this is done, I’ll walk away, Mir.” 
 
    “No, you won’t.” 
 
    The absolute surety in his statement angered her. “Yes, I will.” 
 
    “No, you won’t.” 
 
    Massaging the aching in her temples, she tried to ignore her demon’s laughter as her frustration with Mir built. “We don’t belong together.” 
 
    “Baby, you’re so wrong about that, I don’t even know where to begin. But you’re also right. We need to talk.” 
 
    She caught movement out of the corner of her eye and stiffened. “Please, just get dressed. And can we just not talk until after you eat?” 
 
    Letting out a long sigh, he did as she asked while she took out plates for them. He helped her set the table in silence and, while she ate the remains of her cold oatmeal, he dug into his bacon and eggs. She’d thought a dozen eggs and two packages of bacon might be a bit much, but he devoured it and made himself four pieces of toast. By the time she finished with her food, he was done and watching her with those beautiful, mysterious cat eyes of his. 
 
    “Can you tone it down?” 
 
    He blinked at her. “What?” 
 
    “That whole ‘sex on a stick’ thing you have going on. I can’t think when I’m around you.” 
 
    The unrepentant grin he gave her made her want to bite him. “This is a bad thing?” 
 
    “It is when it could get us both killed. We’re in danger here, Mir. Like, for real danger, and I can’t afford the distraction.” 
 
    “I know,” he muttered and broke his gaze with her. “Believe me when I say this is as hard for me as it is for you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well you need to control yourself better.” Actually, she needed to control herself better, but that wouldn’t help her argument.  
 
    He shrugged and sat back in his chair, the black cotton t-shirt stretching over his impressive chest. She wanted to run her hands over his pectoral muscles and play with his nipples. Then she wanted to hold him as tight as she could while she took him deep inside of her body, rubbing his musk all over herself and marking her as his. 
 
    “Stop doing that,” Mir growled out and gripped his thighs. “I can smell your arousal. You make it very hard to do anything other than wanting to fuck. You drive me crazy with the need to sooth the ache between your pretty thighs.” 
 
    “Whatever.” She pushed her chair back and stood. He began to follow suit, but she motioned him back into his chair. “Sit.” 
 
    He gave her a puzzled look as she went through the entryway to the living room and leaned against the wall. “First things first, why can I not control myself around you? This arousal isn’t normal, even for me.” 
 
    His voice caressed her ear and she turned her head towards the door so she could maybe catch a whiff of his scent. “Leaf, you’re my true mate. This passion is normal.” 
 
    “This is not normal. I crave you like a drug,” she ground out as she gripped the wall behind her, trying to anchor her disobedient body to the real world, instead of orbiting around Mir. “Is it going to be like this forever?” 
 
    “Yes, but we’ll get better at controlling it.” 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    An amused glint shimmered in his blue and gold gaze. “Seriously.” 
 
    “There’s no way this can work between us.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure?” 
 
    “Your Pride, Mir. You know, that group of people you swore to protect? The ones that rely on you to lead them and keep them safe?” 
 
    “I can protect them and be with you.” He sucked in a deep breath and let it out in a harsh growl. “They will learn to accept you.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Mir. You know that’s not true. I’m a Shadow, every Twin Soul I’ve ever met has been uncomfortable around me from the start on an instinctive level.” She swallowed hard and let the tears fall, her overwhelming emotions needing some kind of outlet. “They look at me like I’m a threat, like I’m going to hurt them. I’m not evil, or a sadist. I would never wish anyone harm that didn’t deserve it, but they look at me like I’m going to come for their head at any moment. People know I can see the evil in their souls if I try hard enough, and it freaks them out. They don’t understand that I don’t want to see their mental and emotional darkness. I don’t want to know their shameful secrets, and I certainly don’t want to spend my free time judging everyone I meet.” 
 
    There were a few moments of silence. Finally, Mir said in a low voice, “So you’re a Shadow, a servant of the Dark Goddess, but you’re my mate. That’s all that matters to me.” 
 
    “But you’re Alpha to one of the strongest Prides in the world! You could lose everything if you keep up with this insane delusion that I’m your mate.” 
 
    Her breath came out in harsh bursts, the urge to have a full on wailing and sobbing fit sounding unusually appealing. She could cry and rend her clothes while screaming out her pain. Except Mir would probably try to calm her down and, if he touched her, it was game over. She tried to get her demon to help but he was silent, watching her from the depths of her mind with a distinctly displeased mental chill emanating from him. 
 
    Mir captured her with is gorgeous blue and gold cat eyes. “You are my mate, and I don’t care what my Pride says.” 
 
    His blasé reply helped push back the sorrow with exasperation. Figures that the man the Goddess gave Leaf to love, however temporarily, was a pain in the ass. Stubborn men were the worst, and Mir was about as tenacious as they come. 
 
    “How can you even say that?” 
 
    “Because if some members of my Pride cannot accept the fact that the Goddess brought you into my life, they can leave. There is plenty of space to set up new a territory.” 
 
    “You can’t expect your people to leave their comfortable homes and lives in Calgary, and go wander off into the tundra. That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “I have not lived as long as I have, done what I needed to in order to survive, only to find my mate and lose her because of politics. I absolutely refuse to let you deny me, Leaf. I won’t let you leave me.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” She spun around the corner, her heart pounding. “You won’t let me leave you? Oh, my delusional little kitty cat, you are messing with the wrong woman.” 
 
    He stood from his chair and stalked over to her, his lip raised in a snarl. Well, two could play at that game. She snarled back on him and he stopped dead in his tracks. His lips twitched and he made a weird coughing sound, then began to choke on laughter. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Did you just try to snarl at me?” 
 
    Offended by his obvious dig, she lifted her chin. “Let me translate my snarl, since obviously I don’t speak Twin Soul. Fuck. You. Buddy.” 
 
    With that he lost his battle to his laughter, and he roared with it. For a long time, she stood there, staring at him and hoping the Goddess would smite him. However, he just continued to laugh until tears were streaming from his eyes. He tried to speak a couple times, then burst into laughter again. 
 
    “You know what? I’m leaving. Try not to get yourself killed while I’m gone. I’d hate to have to explain that shit to your sister.” 
 
    His laughter tapered off, but she ignored him and snatched her keys off the table. Instead of heading out the front door, she went to the small mud room off the side of the house and opened the wall safe she’d installed there. Inside were her weapons that could cause major trouble if they got into the wrong hands. 
 
    She wasn’t going to fully suit up for a routine patrol, but going outside without weapons for her was like going outside naked for most people. Her little brother called her arsenal her security blanket, but he could fuck off. He had more guns than even she did.  
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    Mir watched Leaf strap on her weapons, a little awed at how much hardware she managed to attach to her curvy little body. Plus, she looked sexy as hell while she was doing it. All intent on her task, a consummate professional, and she moved with the unconscious grace of a warrior. 
 
    That thought made him pause, and he tried to reel back his raging hormones and reason with his cat. Leaf was a warrior and right now she was failing at her job by constantly having sex with him. He knew the loss of control hurt her, just like he knew she was dying for his touch. While he’d love nothing more than to just stay there and take her over and over until she agreed to never leave him, he did have a responsibility to his Pride. 
 
    At least until he could find someone worthy of leading it in his place. 
 
    For a moment, he fantasized about traveling with Leaf and helping her with her mercenary work. No, the thought of her putting herself in danger like that would drive him crazy. He had a great deal of money saved up and could easily move with her to anywhere in Canada they wanted…well, at least in friendly territories. Mir had more than his share of enemies among the Twin Souls. They’d be safe in the Pride compound, but other than that, it was a crap shoot.  
 
    Fuck, what was he doing thinking about bringing her into his fucked up life? He should walk away, but he couldn’t. Even if they hadn’t been fated mates, he would have found Leaf irresistible. When she wasn’t busy being angry, which didn’t seem to happen very often, or suspicious, which happened even less, she softened in the loveliest way. All warm curves and giving lips. Sleeping next to her last night had revived him more than he’d thought possible. He had a new energy, a new appreciation for being alive. 
 
    The object of his adoration looked up at him and scowled.“Stay here.” 
 
    “No. I’m coming with you.” He crossed his arms and readied himself for an argument, but she just rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    If they weren't being hunted by wizards, he'd be sorely tempted to turn her bronze ass red with a series of well-placed spanks. 
 
    Without another word, he followed her out the side door and let his senses expand. Nothing nearby, but a few pings of darkness on the edges of his awareness. Oddly enough, Leaf didn’t even register on his internal radar as demonic anymore. It was almost like his cat didn’t view her demon as a threat. Then again, most Shadows had the ability to cloak their darkness, but even then he would get a low level feeling of something just not being right. Leaf didn’t bother to cloak herself around him, or her natural shielding failed because they were mates. He could only hope that his Pride would feel the same way about her once they really got to know her, that they would understand she was an asset, not a liability. 
 
    Leaf paused for a moment and looked up at the sky. “Mir, can you go back inside and grab the pack next to the door? If you’re going to follow me, you can at least be useful.” 
 
    He gave her a narrow-eyed look. “Don’t leave without me.” 
 
    “I won’t.” Her big brown eyes were as wide and innocent as those of a newborn fawn. 
 
    He wasn’t fooled for a minute. “Your word.” 
 
    “You have my word.” She gritted her teeth and forced a smile. “Grab a bottle of wine from the fridge while you’re at it.” 
 
    After doing as she asked, and adding a few additions of his own to the pack, he returned to her side. She was sitting on the grass with her arms around her legs and her face turned up to the sun. The way the light washed over her broad and high cheekbones, then down the bold curve of her nose and over her full lips had him faltering in his steps. She was so beautiful. His heart ached at the thought of such a stunning woman being his. 
 
    With a sigh, she stood then brushed the stray bits of grass off her round ass. “Ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    They set off on foot through the forest, heading north. When they came to a small altar made of piled up stones, she stopped and looked over at him. “Wine, please.” 
 
    Puzzled, he did as she asked and she ripped off the protective foil then struggled with the cork inside the mouth of the bottle. “Damn, I forgot my multipurpose knife.” 
 
    “Allow me.” 
 
    She handed the bottle to him with an arched brow. Extending the claw with an arch of his finger, Mir stabbed the cork and yanked it out. He handed the bottle back to her and loved the sparkle of humor in her eyes. 
 
    “Well, that’s a handy trick to have at parties.” 
 
    “Baby, I’ve got better tricks than that.” 
 
    Arousal followed quickly by annoyance scented the air around her, and he took a mental step back. No, she needed this time to gather her thoughts. And he did as well. It didn’t matter that her need clawed at his gut, urging him to take a deep breath and draw her essence into his body. It didn’t matter that his balls felt like the size of boulders and his shaft ached. And it certainly didn’t matter that she was aroused as well, with her tight nipples poking against her shirt. No. The only thing that mattered is his mate needed her space and he would hold out for as long as he could. 
 
    But if she asked for it, all bets were off. 
 
    “Could you can the sarcasm for a few minutes? I need to deactivate this altar.” 
 
    He pantomimed zipping his lips, and she rolled her eyes at him, but a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. Taking a few steps back, he watched her slowly take apart the stone altar with interest. While Leaf wasn’t an earth witch, she certainly had a bond with the land that resonated in his bones. Each stone that was set aside sank back into the earth like the ground had suddenly turned liquid. Small bursts of energy coursed through him, and he rubbed his hands on his jeans, trying to disperse the sensation of bugs crawling over his palms. 
 
    Once she was finished, she stood and sighed as she stretched out her back. The she took a mouthful of the wine and spit it onto the ground. He’d never seen that done before, but waited until she appeared to be finished. 
 
    “Why did you do that with the wine?” 
 
    She corked the bottle and handed it back to him. “One of my good friends is a voodoo queen and she insists that the Mother likes a little bit of wine as a thank you. If you had humanity as your children, wouldn’t you want a drink now and again?” 
 
    He grinned and loved how she automatically smiled back. “Good point.” 
 
    They started through the forest again, and he had to pace himself to slow down. At times like that, he was reminded how little she was, taking two steps for every one of his. Oh, he had no doubt the demon could turn her into a killing machine, but when she was relaxed, she seemed entirely human. That is if one could discount the slight flavor of darkness surrounding her. 
 
    They walked together through the forest, pausing so he could help her over a fallen, rotting log. 
 
    “Mir, can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “How do you know I’m your mate?” 
 
    “I just know.” 
 
    She shot him an exasperated look and brushed some branches out of the way. “You have to give me better than that. I don’t know anything about how Twin Soul mating works. I thought you got married like everyone else and just called each other mates.” 
 
    “We don’t talk about it much with outsiders.”  
 
    “Well, if you think we’re fated mates, then I think I’ve passed outsider status.” 
 
    A branch snapped somewhere off to their left and he stilled, waiting to see if more snaps followed. Forest animals, for the most part, didn’t make a lot of noise as they moved. When Leaf paused ahead and lifted her well arched brows, he crept closer to her. 
 
    “I thought I heard something.” 
 
    A soft brush of her energy caressed his cheek as he watched her probably checking her wards. “I can’t find anything odd. Then again, I’m taking down the outlying wards so I’m kind of distracted. I’ll still have the ones close to the house, but I can’t leave these.” 
 
    They reached the next altar and he stood further back this time, enjoying the peacefulness that came over Leaf when she was releasing the wards back into the earth. 
 
    When she handed him the wine bottle back, he reached out and clasped her wrist with one hand and removed the bottle with the other. “I know you’re my mate because you have brought color back into my world.” 
 
    She frowned at him. “I make you see better?” 
 
    “No.” He struggled to put his feelings into words, something he rarely did. Hell, he didn’t even like to admit that he had feelings. “You…you bring joy and hope back into my jaded life. I’ve never felt this way about anyone.” 
 
    She jerked her hand from his grasp and took a step back. “I’ve heard that one before.” 
 
    “You don’t understand, everything is different when you’re near. I…I feel more—better.” He raked his hands through his hair, frustrated with his inability to put his thoughts into words that she would understand. “Do you remember that old, old movie The Wizard of Oz?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s one of my mom’s favorite movies.” 
 
    “You know how when Dorothy arrives in Oz, the world goes from black and white to color? That’s what you do to me. You bring me back to life.” Closing the distance between them, he cupped her ass with his free hand and jerked her against his body. “I’m not like any man you’ve met before, Leaf. I’m your mate. I know you can feel it in your heart, and your body certainly knows it, even if you are fighting your attraction. Right now, I bet if I slipped my hands down your pants, I’d find you soaking wet.” 
 
    She averted her gaze. “I still think you put some kind of nymphomaniac spell on me.” 
 
    “No spell, Leaf.” He lifted her chin so she would look up at him. She was scared, terrified even. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    With a sigh, he put the wine back into the pack then cupped her face with his hands, noting the contrast of his unnaturally pale skin against her healthy glow. “Please talk to me.” 
 
    “Really, it’s okay. I’m a big girl.” 
 
    Confused, he picked her up so he could look her in the eye. Her legs wrapped around his waist and he tried to ignore the press of her heat against his erection. “Come on, baby. Tell me what’s wrong and I’ll make it right.” 
 
    She pushed at his chest, then curled her hands over his shoulders as she let out a heavy sigh filled with longing. “Everything that you’re offering me? I want it more than you can possibly know, but I’ll never have it. I mean, do you know that I don’t have an actual home? Oh, I could live in the Shadow Lands on some island somewhere, but I’ll never have a real home. I’ll never have a garden that I can grow food for my family in, never have a front porch to decorate for the holidays, and never know what it’s like to lay in my bed with my husband and listen to the sound of our child sleeping next to the bed in their cradle.” 
 
    His heart ached for her and he strengthened his hold. “I want to give you all of those things, Leaf.” 
 
    “You can’t, Mir. Even if your Pride accepted me, I still have a demon inside of me. We can’t have babies together, no matter how much I might wish that could be true.” 
 
     “We may not be able to have a child of our own, but we can always adopt.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, because people are just lining up left and right to give their baby to a demon to destroy.” She flinched, and the scent of despair grew stronger. He knew right away she wasn’t talking to him when she growled, “And stop sending me images of a life with Mir. I know I haven’t been the best host, but you don’t need to torture me.” 
 
    “Leaf, what kind of images is he showing you?” 
 
    She struggled against him. “It doesn’t matter, okay?” 
 
    “It does matter. Don’t you understand? You matter to me.” 
 
    “You can’t give me what I want, and I can’t give you what you deserve.” She looked up at him and tears shimmered in her deep brown eyes. “I wish with all my heart that I could. I’ve never wanted a future with anyone more than I want it with you, and it’s killing me. And my fucking demon isn’t helping.” 
 
    “Honey…” Mir cuddled her against him, willing her to relax the harsh lines of her body. “Let’s take this one day at a time, okay? Don’t worry about what might happen. If you’re lucky, we could be eaten by a sand beast before we get to Canada and you won’t have to worry about anything anymore.” 
 
    Her soft laugh lightened his heart, and she played with the hair at the base of his skull. “Or we could be taken out by assassins.” 
 
    “How many do you have after you?” 
 
    She leaned back so she could study his face. “Enough.” 
 
    “I have at least fifteen contracts on my head, at last count.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, she removed her legs from around him and he allowed her to slide down, but didn’t remove his arms from around her small waist. “Fifteen? I had fifteen during my first year as a mercenary. Come on, let’s walk and talk.” 
 
    As they made their way through the forest, Mir learned that after Leaf got her demon—she still wouldn’t tell him how—her father and grandfather had sat down with her and discussed her options. Without a doubt, she would be called on to do the bidding of the Dark Goddess, but because even the Dark Goddess had to obey the universal rule of free will, she couldn’t force Leaf to do anything. Any and all service had to be done willingly, and if Leaf chose to ignore the call, she could lead a relatively normal-ish life. 
 
    Leaf told him that she’d thought about it, but one day after she received her Shadow, she’d gone crazy and slaughtered a child molester living in her parent’s tribal community with her bare hands in front of a large audience. After that, she’d been basically kicked out. Oh, they all agreed that the man was a monster who had to be put down, and they were grateful enough that they sent her on her way with a sizeable amount of money, but they couldn’t have an untrained Shadow living among them. Instead, she began her life as a mercenary, learning self-discipline and defense on a Shadowed Island for two years before being sent out into the world as a weapon of the Dark Goddess. 
 
    Mir tried to imagine what it would be like to be a nineteen-year-old girl trained to kill monsters. And that is what Leaf did. She briefly described a couple of her contracts she’d handled—everything from kidnappings, to serial killers, to smuggling people out of the Reformed United States. He noted that every one of the people she’d helped had been women, and wondered if that was somehow tied to her particular demon.  
 
    The scents of the cabin reached Mir well before the actual building came into sight. As they got about two hundred feet away, a shiver of energy went through him. He noticed Leaf shivered as well.  
 
    “Did we just go through your wards?” 
 
    She nodded and gave him a puzzled look. “You felt that?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you normally feel wards? Is that one of your gifts?” 
 
    “No, at least it didn’t used to be. Maybe because I’m connected to you, I can feel things through you now.” 
 
    “Hmmm, maybe.”  
 
    He held the back door open for her then joined her in taking off his boots. After setting the pack off to the side, he watched Leaf remove her weapons and once again stored them in the safe. Once the last blade was stashed away, she sighed and rubbed her eyes. They were in an enclosed space now, and the still air did nothing to disturb the soft scent of her arousal. He wanted to put her pretty ass up against the wall and take her, but she needed time and he’d give it to her even if it killed him.  
 
    Arousal shot to his balls in a throbbing ache and he struggled to keep it out of his voice. “You go do what you need to do while I make us some lunch.” 
 
    Biting her lower lip, her gaze darted to his groin and back to his face. He silently begged her to take him, to sooth the hurt that he was sure was settling into her pussy in a low throb. The blade of the mating desire cut both ways, but Mir had heard it was even worse for the females. He would bide his time, take care of her, and when she finally came to him for relief, he’d show his woman exactly how he knew she was his mate. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 8 
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    Leaf sent an email to her dad, letting him know that everything was going well. He sent her a coded message back a few minutes later, telling her to hang tight, because they were close. A few hellhounds were on their trail, and they had to take care of them first. Leaf wasn’t the only mercenary in her family, and she also wasn’t the only one with a contract on her head. 
 
    Her brother Seth was just as bad about dispensing brutal justice as she was, but without a demon to blame it on.  
 
    As she was about to shut down her laptop, a new message came. From Candy. Not the kind of name to send goosebumps up and down her arms, but it did because Candy wasn’t some ditzy blonde. No, Candy was the code name of a very powerful man who was a member of the Shadow Council. The only times he’d contacted her were about attending formal functions for the Shadowed where she’d be required to smile and wave to the crowds for having one of the highest kill counts that year. It was kind of like the annual banquet at a big corporation-but for assassins instead of accountants. The awards weren’t for another eight months, so she wasn’t sure why he was contacting her now. Whatever it was, she doubted the news was good.  
 
    Opening the message, her stomach sank as she read.  
 
    Our Seers have warned us that you have a catalyst moment in your near future. As with all future seeings, they were annoyingly vague about their warning, but the message was clear. You are about to enter great danger, and you need to accept the gift offered to you. They wanted me to tell you that: 
 
    ‘Everything has a price.’ 
 
    May the Dark Goddess keep you safe, 
 
    Candy 
 
    Kane, otherwise known as Candy Kane-he had a weird sense of humor, had been one of Leaf’s trainers before he rose to the Counsel, and she considered him one of her few true friends. He was a fucking pain in the ass, so sarcastic it made her teeth hurt, and handsome as sin with his warm brown skin and pale amber eyes, but their relationship had never extended beyond friendship. Despite the fact that they’d had sex as part of her training—she’d had to learn how to feed her demon without draining her partner to the point of death—she’d never felt anything beyond friendly affection for the man. 
 
    In fact, she’d never felt anything beyond friendship with anyone but Mir.  
 
    Just his name sent heat rushing through her veins. Her nipples pressed against her bra and every breath irritated the over sensitized skin of her body. She wanted to strip off her clothes, but that would be admitting defeat to her lust. Every time she had sex with Mir, she could feel the invisible bond strengthening between them, and she was afraid that it was already too strong for her to break. The throbbing ache between her legs increased until she was digging her fingers into her palms in an effort to calm herself.  
 
    Through a monumental act of strength and self-denial, she managed to get through lunch with Mir without ripping his clothes off. He’d made some of her favorite comfort foods, grilled cheese sandwiches with tomato soup and a couple hunks of ultra-rare meat for himself. They’d kept their conversation polite, careful, but she’d practically drowned in the sexual tension building between them. He’d smelled so good, and when she’d fled the room on the pretense of having to email her dad, Mir’s low growl had raced up her spine in little detonations of pleasure. 
 
    She sat in her bedroom with the door shut and locked. As if the little flimsy turn lock would stop Mir? The thought of him coming in and throwing her on her bed had her pressing the heel of her hand over her clit. She needed relief, but she’d get it without Mir. 
 
    After closing her laptop, she rose on unsteady legs and slowly walked over to her bed, each press of her thighs against her pussy making her want to beg Mir to take her. But no, she was stronger than that. Maybe. 
 
    Jerking open the drawer next to her bed, she pulled out her trusty purple bullet, a small vibrator that packed a punch. Usually all it took was playing with her clit and she could orgasm, but right now she craved a thick cock deep inside her oh so very wet sex. The thought of Mir sliding into her had her biting back a moan.  
 
    She’d set him up downstairs with a bunch of guns and knives to clean while he watched TV, so she should be safe.  
 
    The relief of stripping out of her jeans had her also tugging off her shirt and underwear until she was blissfully naked. A soft breeze blew through her open window and caressed her body like a touch. Rubbing her nipples with the lightest of caresses, she collapsed back on her bed and groaned at the feeling of the cool chenille comforter beneath her overheated body. A light sweat misted her skin and, when she slid her hand between her legs, she gasped. 
 
    Sensations rocketed through her nervous system and her pussy was so sensitive it hurt. She turned on her vibrator to the lowest setting and gently ran it over her clit, barely stifling back the scream that wanted to break free at the intensity of the feeling. Pleasure built and built, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t orgasm. Usually her demon would be feeding her sensual images and memories to heighten her arousal, but instead he restlessly prowled her mind in the background, completely dissatisfied with her play. When she pleaded with him for help, all he sent her was an image of an aroused Mir then retreated to the depths of her soul. 
 
    Rubbing frantically at her clit she began to cry as the hurt increased. Never in her life had she needed to orgasm as badly as she did right then, but it just wouldn’t happen. Instead, she remained so aroused she was mindless with need. 
 
    When the door to her room burst open, she barely flinched. Mir ripped the vibrator from her unresponsive hand, but she couldn’t even voice a complaint. Her entire world centered on the desperate ache eating her alive.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” Mir growled out, his stipes darkening and the gold in his eyes began to vanish as his slit pupils expanded.  
 
    She focused enough on him to watch him break the vibrator in half with barely any effort. When he looked at her, he wasn’t just angry and horny, he was wounded. Shit, she’d hurt his feelings. Her voice failed as she attempted to say something and another cramp moved through her, twisting her insides like the world’s worst period pains. 
 
    His voice softened and the floor creaked as he came closer, the bulge of his erection growing larger by the second. “Don’t you know that trying to ease the heat without your mate only leads to pain?”  
 
    He crouched next to her and moved her hair back so he could see her face. Their gazes locked, and she made a pleading moan at the hard male lust filling his face. He was there, her mate, and he could ease the soul breaking hunger for release. 
 
    His nostrils flared. When he spoke, his lip curled enough to reveal the sharp glint of his canine teeth, lengthened by the strong presence of his tiger. “Did you think I couldn’t hear you downstairs? That I wouldn’t smell your hot pussy begging for my touch? I could hear the moment you started playing with yourself, no matter how much you tried to stifle your cries. All you had to do was ask me, and I would have been more than happy to take care of you. But instead you chose that fucking piece of plastic over me. I should just leave you here to suffer to teach you a lesson.” 
 
    Tears leaked down her face, and she tried to reach for him, but her womb cramped up and she curled into a ball.  
 
    Mir sighed and the rustle of clothing filled the air a moment before he curled around her back. “It’s okay, sweetheart, I’ll take care of you. Look at you, your pussy is so dark, so swollen.” 
 
    The heavenly length of his thick shaft slid between them and he rubbed along the soaked slit of her pussy, lubricating himself with her abundant arousal. Blistering heat suffused Leaf and she cried out, arching into the slow roll of his hips. The throb of her sex was so strong, she swore he must be able to feel it. 
 
    “Mir! Please! I’m sorry!” 
 
    “I’ll never deny you, mate.” He placed a gentle kiss on her shoulder. “All you had to do was ask.” 
 
    In one smooth motion, he slid the first couple of inches of his hard dick inside her, and she just about died of pleasure. When he’d worked himself all the way in, she was sure she would have a heart attack. By the time he was gliding in and out of her body, she knew she had already perished and gone to heaven. The stretch of the flared crest of his cock stretched her deep inside with each churning thrust of his hips. 
 
    He lifted her leg and held it up, giving him a better angle to pound into her. Before he’d been gentle with her, but now he fucked her hard and deep, just how she wanted it.  
 
    “So fucking tight. You have the perfect cunt, my mate. A sweet little pussy made just for me.” His words came out in a guttural snarl that rumbled through her body as he flashed his fangs at her. “I can feel you tightening up on me, wanting me to give you my seed. Now I’m going to show you why you’re my mate.” 
 
    Her orgasm was barreling down on her, so she scarcely paid attention to what he was saying, instead losing herself in his body, his touch, his scent. The sight of her tanned leg against his creamy striped skin was so hot, the visual alone nearly set her off. Her heart felt like it was in her throat as their gazes locked and she lost herself in the exotic beauty of his bluer than blue cat eyes. For this one moment, she wouldn’t allow herself to think about losing him. Instead, she would give herself over to him and try to burn this memory into her mind for when he was gone.  
 
    Her mental shields softened, then melted away beneath the heat of his adoration as he purred. “That’s it, give yourself to me. I promise it will be worth it. Trust me.” 
 
    With a rush, the rest of the barriers around her soul crashed down. She screamed, clutching at the blanket beneath her. His body rocked behind hers, dwarfing her with his size and making her feel delicate, feminine, and yet powerful. With each thrust, Mir made this low growl and he buried his hands in her hair, tugging repeatedly at the long strands. The soft rasp of his downy fur against her sensitive skin was a blissful torture. When he began to play with one of her aching nipples, she was pretty sure her eyes rolled back in her head. 
 
    Mir’s human and tiger soul rushed at her like a warm wind. She began to come as his tiger rubbed against her soul. His pure love and devotion made tears stream down her face even as her pleasure peaked. For a dizzying moment, she was at once aware of her body and her pleasure, yet completely in the moment with his tiger spirit, cuddling the massive beast while it rubbed its cheeks against her body as it purred. The tiger withdrew, and she slammed back into her body with complete consciousness, her senses on fire as Mir pushed into her with a punishing strength. With a roar that made her ears ring, he began to come deep inside of her. The first hot blast of his seed triggered her orgasm, and her pussy clenched down on him. He bit her neck hard enough to break the skin, and she shivered as a trickle of her warm blood raced over her throat and down onto the comforter. 
 
    In her soul, Mir’s tiger resurfaced again to sooth her, to brush her spirit with his fur, to surround her in his wild musk. She had the oddest sensation of being licked, both inside and out, as Mir cleaned the wound at her neck with his tongue and the tiger bathed her spirit. She’d never, ever felt so loved. With the last of her energy, she tried to return the feeling, to let both man and beast know that she adored them.  
 
    “I love you so much, my little mate,” Mir whispered against her skin, still nursing the wound at her throat. “Go to sleep. I’ve got you.” 
 
      
 
    Something pulled Leaf from her pleasant dreams of Mir licking on her neck while he purred, and she frowned as she opened her eyes. To her horror, she turned to face a very awake Mir snarling low in his throat as her number one, all time dumbass, younger brother held a shotgun to her lover’s head. She immediately slapped her hand over the end of the gun, and shoved Seth back against the wall with a hard push.  
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you, Seth!” 
 
    Mir moved to no doubt pounce and rip her brother’s throat out, so she launched herself on top of him, grateful she’d at least put on a nightgown after she’d gotten up to use the bathroom. Or had Mir done that? Either way, it enabled her to sit in a most unladylike manner on Mir’s chest, one breath away from ripping her brother a new asshole, without flashing Seth. She was going to beat his butt for sneaking up on her like this, but first she had to keep Mir from killing him. 
 
    “Mir, wait. It’s my brother. He’s an idiot. One hundred percent pure country dumbass. Please don’t tear his throat out. It would annoy my mother and, since we’re mates or whatever, you might want to be on her good side. Her temper is even worse than mine, and she doesn’t have a demon to blame.” Darkness whispered in her head as her demon whispered her brother’s thoughts to her, and she glared at Seth. “And stop judging me about my sex life. You wanna talk about being ashamed? How about getting a blowjob in the dirty ass bathroom of a bar last night by some skank ass human? Yeah, my demon pulled that out of the cesspool of your thoughts easier than a baby sucks a tit. Give me a fucking break about any morality speeches, and work on your fucking mental shields.” 
 
    Seth gaped at her then flicked the safety back onto the shotgun and kept it pointed at the floor. He looked like he hadn’t slept last night, his black hair rumpled and the slight shadow of a beard darkening his square jaw. The stink of the bar and the cheap perfume of whatever skank he’d banged hung over him. She curled her nose in disgust then took an audible sniff. 
 
    “Dad’s downstairs,” Seth said in a remarkably subdued voice. Then he grinned and the mostly kind-hearted little brother that still loved her peeked through. “You mated Mir? Alpha of Shiraz Pride? The eighth richest man in Canada, and a guy most women would get their left tit for? Man, dad’s going to freak.” 
 
    Mir growled and slowly slid her off of him. He gave her hips a light squeeze before he let her go to glare at her smirking brother. “I need to speak with your father, alone.” 
 
    Seth shot Leaf an alarmed look, and she blinked rapidly. “That would be a bad idea.” 
 
    He sighed and gestured to her brother. “Know where she keeps some extra clothes? Mine are grimy from running through the woods with her yesterday. I’d rather not meet Esparanza looking like I’ve been rolling around in the dirt.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ve got a bag downstairs for you with a bunch of supplies.” His gaze flickered to Leaf and back to Mir, then he gave that smirking grin that made her want to punch him. “Mated, fuck. Well, welcome to the family, bro. Think I can get invited to one of your Harvest Moon parties? I hear all the Twin Soul females go into heat that night, and I wouldn’t mind offering my services.” 
 
    Rubbing her temples, she tried to sooth away her impending headache. “Seth, go get his clothes right now. I swear, if you don’t get out of my sight, I’m going to let my demon curse you with balls the size of grapefruits.” 
 
    Laughing, Seth headed out her bedroom door, but he left it open.  
 
    The moment he was out of sight, she leapt out of bed and slammed the door shut, fuming mad. “I am going to kick his ass! I’m so sorry, Mir. You have to understand—” 
 
    “It’s okay.” He stood from the bed and her sex ached at the sight of all that compact muscle and pale perfection. The striped patterns on his body gleamed in the sunlight, and she drank in his nude form like it was air. He leaned over then pulled down the bodice of her nightgown to touch the spot where the tattoo of his Pride marked her breast and he smiled. 
 
    “When we get back to my Pride, you will have more mithril ink added to your skin. Symbols that represent me as your mate. I am the founder of a Pride, so you will have more tattoos than normal to denote who I am and what I have done for my people.” 
 
    She arched a brow. “What makes you think I’m just going to get a tattoo because you want me to?” 
 
    He caged her against the door with one savage move, then lifted her so that her legs wrapped around his waist. The only thing between his cock and her soaking hot pussy was the thin fabric of her nightgown. Like a match thrown into a bonfire, she burned with arousal for him, needed him inside of her with something bordering close to desperation.  
 
    His gaze bored into hers, so undeniably different from looking a human in the eyes that she couldn’t help but shiver. Sometimes she forgot how much of a natural predator Mir was and the dominance games they would play. For at least the next week, or however long it took to get him home, he was hers and she was determined to make enough memories to last her a lifetime. 
 
    He snarled, but before he could say anything, Seth thumped on the door hard enough to vibrate it against her back. “Dad is waiting for you, Leaf. He said he wants your ass down here pronto. We need to move out pretty quick. Might have company on the way. I think we managed to banish the hellhounds, but those fuckers are persistent.” 
 
    Mir immediately backed up and she was gratified to see a serious expression darkening his features. She didn’t know if she could have resisted him if he wanted to sneak in a quickie. While she was all about pleasure, she was also all about staying alive long enough to experience it. Her demon brushed her awareness to let her know he was with her. She let him come to the forefront a bit, in order to give her an edge that might keep them alive. The thought of anyone harming Mir enraged her, and her demon soothed her, promising without words that they would protect her mate. 
 
    She jerked open the door and grabbed the long duffle bag before hefting it to Mir and closing the door again. “Feels like they packed some weapons for you. I trust you know how to suit up for battle?” 
 
    He gave her a droll look. “Considering I fought in the civil war in Canada, then again in Aztec Empire’s war against the encroaching Reformed States, I might have been in a battle or two. And there might be around two hundred videos of me in various fights on YouTube, and I might be in various history books for helping to lead my people to victory.” 
 
    She grinned. “Well, there is that.” 
 
    Dismissing him, she concentrated on getting dressed and putting on what was her own version of armor. A pair of black dragon scale leather pants, thin as a whisper but more durable than titanium, coupled with various sheaths strapped to her legs containing guns, knives, and potions, all black. Next came the silvery wolf spider silk shirt that would protect her soul from most spells, then a black dragon scale leather jacket stuffed with all kinds of fun toys. As she checked her jacket, Mir’s chuckle warmed her body. 
 
    “I don’t know what I did to deserve you, but you are the hottest piece of ass I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Giving him a coy look, she fluttered her lashes as she quickly braided her hair back. He was now dressed in a pair of jeans which were new enough that they didn’t quite fit his body yet. Soon, the fabric would mold to his thick thighs and the impressive bulge of his crotch. As her gaze strayed up to his dick, she bit her lower lip at the sight of his fierce erection pushing against the fabric.  
 
    “Might want to pull that shirt out of the waistband.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    He untucked the grey flannel shirt that looked big enough to fit Paul Bunyan, but it only hung down enough to barely cover the tip of his cock. His big, fat cock that she wanted inside of her, tearing her apart, making her come and come. In a desperate effort to stave off her impending sexual insanity, she jerked her gaze back to his face. Sure, she was a sexually aggressive and easily aroused woman by nature, but her lack of control around Mir was unnatural.  
 
    “Why can’t I keep my hands off you?” 
 
    His gaze softened. “For the next few weeks, you’re going to want to mate with me as much as possible.” 
 
    “What?” She checked each of her knives once more, making sure she wouldn’t have anything for her former Marine Drill Sergeant father to bitch at her about, uniform wise. “We can’t do that. We don’t have the time.” 
 
    He nodded sharply. “No, we don’t. You need to be strong, my mate, and trust me to take care of you.” 
 
    She caressed the gun inside the right front pocket of her jacket as she gave him a narrow eyed look. “Don’t worry, I think I’ll be able to control myself.” 
 
    The smile he gave her was sad, in a very mocking way. “No, you won’t. And I broke your vibrator.” 
 
    “I have more.” 
 
    “I’ll break those, too. The only thing that is going to make you orgasm is me. My lips, my fingers, my cock.” 
 
    Before she could respond to his sexually incendiary words, the door was thrown open and Seth stepped in with his hands over his eyes in an exaggerated motion. “You decent?” 
 
    Ignoring her brother, she watched Mir select from the weapons in the bag at his feet, picking only a few throwing knives and a honest to fucking Goddess short sword with a back sheath. 
 
    “A sword, Seth. Really? You had to give him a sword?” 
 
    Seth dropped his hands and grinned. “Dad says Mir is right wicked with a sword. Seems Pops and fur boy over there know each other.” 
 
    Her gaze snapped to Mir, who was suddenly busy checking out another knife. His shoulders tensed and she narrowed her gaze as Mir clearly avoided looking at her. “You know my dad?” 
 
    “We’ve met a few times in the past…and may have been in a battle or two together.” 
 
    “He means dad served under him when he was acting General for the Twin Souls Council and acted as a Liaison with the Tribes. Both Mom and Dad were part of Mir’s bodyguard/hosting detail when he visited Navajo Nation. This all happened before we were born, before Mom and Dad were even a thing.” 
 
    Staring at Mir, she noticed a cute pink blush darkening his cheeks. It was rather odd, knowing all the seriously bad ass shit he’d done, and actually finding out that Mir knew her parents when they were young…well it was pretty damn surreal. She had a hard time merging hero Mir with the man who’d pledged his eternal love to her. When Mir stalked across the room and swung her up into his arms, she didn’t flinch. 
 
    Leaning up, she rubbed her nose against his. “You’re adorable.” 
 
    He jerked back, and his scowl should have terrified her because of his wicked fangs, but she merely grinned. 
 
    Yep, he was totally adorable-in an apex predator type of way. 
 
    Her father’s voice came barking from the bottom of the stairs. “Leaf! Get your ass down here, pronto!” 
 
    Seth smirked as Mir set her down on her feet. Goddess, she was a grown woman yet she felt like a teenager about to introduce her first boyfriend to her dad. Before leaving the room, she shot another glare in Mir’s direction. “After your furry ass is safe, you and me are gonna have a long talk, buddy.” 
 
    His lips twitched into a smile, and Seth chuckled. Because she couldn’t decide who she wanted to kill first, Seth or Mir, she exited the room with as much dignity as she could muster, grabbing her extendable blood steel staff on her way out. It fit easily into one of her pockets and was only about four inches long. When expanded, it would be over five feet long and had proved to be the weapon that came most naturally to her. Kane had given it to her as a graduation present once she completed her Shadow training and it had saved her ass more than once. 
 
    Quickly descending the stairs, she found her father glaring at the shredded rug in the living room. His long grey-streaked black hair was pulled back into a braid, held in place by a turquoise beaded leather thong. Though he was in his sixties, he still stood strong and proud, his dark eyes locking on her the moment she entered the room. A slight frown deepened the lines around his mouth while he took a step closer. He ran his thumb over the knife sheath strapped to his thigh as he looked from her to the shredded rug and back to her again. Shame filled her at the sight of where Mir’s claws had destroyed the wood floor beneath, and she wondered if her dad could sense the magical residue of their hanky panky in the air. Sometimes, having an all-seeing wise man for a dad sucked.  
 
    Totally not wanting to talk about her sex life, she quickly said, “Who’s on our trail?” 
 
    Her father stared at her, and the anger in his gaze had her taking a step back. “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Mir. Did he hurt you?” 
 
    “Why the hell would you think that?” 
 
    “Haven’t looked in a mirror yet, have you?” 
 
    Glaring at him, she spun on her heel and stared into the mirror over mantel. The sight of Mir’s teeth marks, deep enough to have punctured the skin in several places on her neck, shocked her. “I hardly felt it.” 
 
    Her father’s gruff voice broke through her dazed touching of her wounds. “You can tell me the truth, Leaf. I’ll have no qualms with burying him out back.” 
 
    “Dad, it was totally consensual. Seriously.” She flushed and made a show of straightening her jacket while holding his gaze in the mirror. “Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “How can I not worry?” The pain in his voice made her turn to look at him. “You’re my sunshine, and I’m about to lose you.” 
 
    Her lower lip trembled, and she wondered if both she and her dad had lost their minds. “Have you suddenly become a prophet? Have you foreseen my death? 
 
    “No.” He took a deep breath and let it out, his face weary. The sun had deepened the lines around his mouth, creating deep brackets in the dark bronze skin. Pure Navajo, her dad looked every inch the wise old shaman. Well, in this case the wise, pissed off old shaman. “Seth said Mir called you his mate. Is that correct?” 
 
    She moved closer to her father, so they could lower their voices. Mir could probably still hear them, but she at least wanted the illusion of privacy. “He keeps saying that, but I only have a vague notion of what it actually means. Besides, we both know a Shadow and a Twin Soul can’t really be mates.” 
 
    For a moment, amusement gleamed in his eyes, but he quickly turned serious. “If the Goddess has truly singled you out as Mir’s mate, then you have no choice in the matter. It means you belong to him now. And just in case you haven’t noticed, there is no such thing as impossible when it comes to Her will. You’re his mate, Leaf, and no longer my little girl. You’re his now.” 
 
    “What? Oh, fuck that. No man owns—” 
 
    Mir’s voice cut through her rant. “The thought of being my mate makes you angry?” 
 
    “Mir, you had to do this to her now?” her father growled out through clenched teeth.  
 
    “Hello, Esparanza. I didn’t have a choice. You know that.” 
 
    The two men glared at each other while Seth clomped down the stairs with a big duffle bag full of the weapons she’d stashed around the house. He threw the bag onto the sofa with a thump and rubbed his shoulder. “Damn, Leaf. You have enough shit here to run your own gun store.” 
 
    She shrugged, glad for his distraction. “A girl’s gotta have her shiny things.” 
 
    Her father cut his gaze to her. “You’ll be traveling with Mir in your truck. Seth and I will follow in the Mastodon.” 
 
    Excitement lit through her. “Wanna trade cars?” 
 
    The bark of her father’s laughter eased something inside of her. “Are you out of your mind? I’d no more let you drive that beautiful piece of military machinery than I’d let a baby play with pot of boiling water.” 
 
    “Whatever.” She rolled her eyes, and Mir laughed softly from somewhere behind her. “How about I ride with you, Dad, and Seth can ride with the fur burger behind me.” 
 
    “Fur burger?” Mir growled out beneath his breath.  
 
    “No can do, Leaf.” He shot a narrow eyed look at Mir. “Didn’t Mir tell you about one of the side effects of mating? The heat?” 
 
    She flushed and swore she heard her demon snicker. “Uh, yeah. Kinda. But won’t I be a distraction around him?” 
 
    “If he isn’t nearby to…um, soothe you…” Her father cleared his throat and busied himself sorting through her bag. “Then you will be in increasing amounts of pain.” 
 
    The memory of the agony she’d endured while trying to orgasm on her own was still fresh, so she awkwardly nodded. “Uh, yeah.” 
 
    Snorting from the kitchen, Seth took obvious joy in their mutual discomfort. “Anytime you need to pull over to take care of business, just let us know and make sure you turn off your com links.” 
 
    “Blessed Mother, Seth,” her dad growled out. “Pretend you have some fucking manners.” 
 
    Her brother appeared chagrined as he popped his head out of the kitchen. “Sorry, sorry. Seriously, Mir, welcome to the family. I know if the Goddess chose you for my sister, it’s the right thing. But you better take care of her, or you’ll answer to me.” 
 
    Mir chuckled as he ran his hand through his thick hair. “Trust me, I’ll have to answer to her demon first, and I don’t think there’d be much of me left for you to kick around.” 
 
    “Good point,” Seth said with a small smile. “My sister is one scary bitch.” 
 
    She took a deep breath and tried to ignore all of them, reaching out with her senses to check her remaining wards. “I don’t have any movement near us yet. Who’s on our ass?” 
 
    Seth came back into the living room with four plates of sandwiches balanced on his arms like a diner waitress. “Who isn’t? There’s been a rather high pelt price put on pretty pussy boy over there.” 
 
    She moved herself between Seth and Mir, grabbing the sandwich loaded with roast beef before handing it to her mate. “Don’t call him that.” 
 
    “Touchy, touchy.” Seth handed a plate to his dad then slumped back in the easy chair by the brick fireplace. He lifted his eyebrows towards Mir. “So, you guys gonna get married?” 
 
    “Yes,” Mir said immediately. 
 
    “What?” She glanced at Mir and hated to see the hurt in his expression. “I mean, we don’t really know each other that well…” 
 
    Fuck. Mir’s look just grew darker and darker. She knew she’d offended him, but she couldn’t have her father and brother telling her mom that there was a wedding on the horizon. Out of everyone in her family, her mother knew Leaf’s heart better than anyone else and had held Leaf many times when she’d cried about her future and never having a family of her own. It would hurt her mother deeply to get her hopes up about Leaf finding a husband, only to have them dashed again when it proved impossible for a Shadow and a Twin Soul to remain mated. 
 
    Thankfully, her father filled that awkward silence. “Best way to tell if you can live with someone is to go through Hell and back with them. Which is what we’re probably going to have to do to keep Mir alive long enough to make it back to his Pride.” 
 
    Grateful to focus her mind back on less emotionally charged subjects, she wiped a crumb from her lips before saying, “So, once again, who’s after us?” 
 
    “A lot of people. They don’t know where Mir is, only that he was supposed to arrive in D.C. yesterday and never showed up.” 
 
    “Bet they were pissed.” She snickered. 
 
    “Indeed. But the people who captured him aren’t the only ones that want Mir. Having him stuffed and on display in their living room would be the ultimate prize to any Manimal hunter, not to mention the wizards that would like to harvest his organs for spells. The knowledge that he’s outside the protection of his Pride has made him a prime target.” 
 
    “That will never fucking happen,” she said in an angry growl that held a strong echo of her demon. 
 
    Her stomach seized up, and she set her plate down on the coffee table with a rattle. The thought of someone doing something so terrible to Mir, of having his corpse displayed like some sick trophy, made her want to burn the world down. To her horror, tears burned her eyes, and she wondered if she was losing her mind. It was like she was split down the middle, the rational part of her thoughts insisting that any involvement with Mir was a bad idea, and the irrational part that believed he was the missing piece in her life. Add to that her demon, with his strange reaction to Mir feeding into her emotions, and she was walking the razors edge of a major, throwing shit and screaming like a banshee, meltdown. 
 
    Mir’s arms came around her, and he turned her so that she could wrap herself around him and breathe in his scent. He was so big that he dwarfed her, but she relished his solid presence. She rubbed her cheek against his shirt, the low thump of his heart steadying her. He cupped her head and pressed it to his chest, his voice rumbling in her ear as he said, “Don’t worry, my mate. I won’t let anything happen to me or you.” 
 
    The fear she felt for Mir’s safety was overwhelming. She’d only been this scared once in her life, and it had been the event that led to her Shadow. She didn’t respond, couldn’t as the memory of being held in that horrible serial killer’s house as a teen tried to break through the mental barriers she’d put around it. As always, her demon helped keep those memories at bay, and she whispered a silent thanks in her mind. Her demon’s reassuring mental touch steadied her as much as Mir’s arms. The vast majority of Shadowed loved their demons, but Leaf’s relationship with her demon had always been standoffish on both their parts. In fact, he’d been more active now than ever before in her life. 
 
     Mir continued to stroke her, and she could practically feel her brother and dad’s stares eating a hole in her back. She wanted to turn around and fuss at them, but she also never wanted to leave Mir’s arms. However, their embrace was swiftly changing from comforting to erotic, so she reluctantly stepped back. 
 
    Mir winked at her and dug back into his food. “So, where are we and how far do we have to travel?” 
 
    Seth laughed while her father shook his head and rolled his eyes. “You haven’t even told him where we are? Fuzzy boy, we’re in northern Kansas, about to throw your ass on the Underground Railroad to get you out of here and back home. We’ll be with you as long as we can, but soon it’ll only be Leaf escorting you. Make no mistake about it, she’s a lot deadlier than she looks.” 
 
    “My mate is fierce,” Mir said in a deep, pleased voice. “She is as lethal as she is beautiful.” 
 
    Her father grunted. “We’ve got mercenaries screaming for her scalp coming over from the southwest. From the east, we have our good Wizards of the Reformed United States National Protection Agency doing their damndest to get you before you make it over the Canadian border.” 
 
    Seth laughed. “Let’s not forget the Prides, Clans, and Packs that are hostile against your Pride. You control a territory that has given your Pride insane amounts of wealth, and the world is a greedy fucking place.” 
 
    All business, her dad turned his attention to her. “Daughter, get the lead out of your ass and do a final walk. I want all traces of you gone from here. We need to be on the road, now.” 
 
    Nodding, Leaf took her plate into the kitchen, wanting one last look before she had to leave this place behind. Maybe someday, when the Dark Goddess released her from her service, Leaf would build a house on one of the Shadow owned islands with the money she’d saved. She wanted it to have a kitchen similar to this one, with its rough country charm. After putting her plate on the tile counter, she watered the violets growing in decorative pots on the window ledge above the sink. Sorrow panged through her as she regretted that these plants would soon die from lack of attention.  
 
    The men’s voices rumbled from the kitchen, so she poured the coffee either her brother or dad had made into four travel mugs and gave her temporary home one last look.  
 
      
 
    Six and a half hours later, Leaf gently eased her truck up a partially washed out gully, following her dad in the Mastodon which traversed the roads with ease. Not only was her dad’s vehicle a six wheel drive, but the body was segmented to move just enough to take particularly odd angles without tipping over. Even if it did tip, it had air blasters all over the exterior that would activate to steady the vehicle and right it again. It cost a shitload of money, but mercenary work was a lucrative business…if you could stay alive long enough to spend it. 
 
    She, on the other hand, had to use her experience to get her truck through without getting bogged down. Oh, she’d had her F150 upgraded with the most advanced technology and magic that money could buy, but it was still a truck. Having a Mastodon to tool around in would have been fun, but it wouldn’t have allowed her to blend in with the local population. Thankfully, she’d been driving trucks since she was seventeen and could handle just about anything. Well, usually she could. Right then, Mir’s presence was distracting her something fierce, and she’d almost gotten stuck twice. 
 
    The communication light on her dashboard flashed, and her father’s voice came rolling through the speakers. “’Bout another hour of this before we get to the safe site. We’re in Wyoming now, but one of my contacts said we’ve got heat on our tail.” 
 
    “Whose territory are we in?” 
 
    “Group of earth witches. You helped the coven leader’s daughter get out of a bad marriage in Detroit a couple years ago.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, the chick who’d shacked up with that Feeder.” 
 
    “What’s a Feeder?” Mir asked as he held onto the ‘oh shit’ handle above the passenger door. 
 
    “It’s just a term we use for supernaturals who drain those around them—either emotionally, physically, or spiritually—in order to survive.” Bitterness soured her heart, and she shot him a sardonic look. “I’m considered a Feeder because I survive on sexual energy.” 
 
    Her father’s voice came out strained. “Honey, you’re nothing like them.” 
 
    “But I could be.” She sighed. “Let me know when we’re closer. I need to concentrate on this washed out piece of shit someone had the audacity to mark as a road.” 
 
    Before her dad could respond, she flicked off the communication line and shifted in her seat.  
 
    Mir leaned over and brushed a stray strand of her wispy hair off her cheek with a gentle touch that made her burn. “You will never call yourself derogatory names in my presence again, Leaf.” 
 
    Anger churned in her stomach, and she tightened her grip on the steering wheel, watching the route her dad took with the Mastodon and following him as much as she could at a crawling pace. The scent of Mir filled the cab of her truck, and she wanted to open her mouth, to taste him on the back of her tongue like a horny cat in heat. Shifting in her seat, she tried to alleviate the growing throb of her sex. 
 
    “You don’t get to tell me what to do, Mir.” 
 
    His fangs gleamed in the afternoon light shining through the windshield. “Try me.” 
 
    She shrugged her shoulder to get his hand off her neck, but he ignored her. “I’ll do whatever I want.” 
 
    Even to herself, she sounded petulant and Mir laughed, then resumed stroking her neck with his fingertips. “I’m sorry I marked you so deeply.” 
 
    “I’ve had worse.” 
 
    His fingers stilled, and he rested the tips on her banging pulse. “Will you tell me how you became Shadowed?” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because…” She drew a deep breath and blew it out. “I’m afraid you won’t like me anymore.” 
 
    “Sweetheart,” Mir said with a low rumble in his voice. “There is nothing you could tell me that would make me stop loving you.” 
 
    She blinked rapidly, then yelped as she almost drove them into a tree. Jerking the wheel back, Mir grunted as he was slammed into the door. Her seatbelt cut into her and she wheezed as she let off the gas for a moment. 
 
     “Then tell me about yourself.” His expression grew dark and he looked away, enabling her to study the perfection of his profile, the way his skin glowed in the sunlight. “Whatever you say, I doubt it can be worse than what happened during my transformation.” 
 
    She hesitated and hunched slightly forward as she took them up the hill. “It is. Don’t try to humor me on this, Mir. What happened to give me my demon was terrible. Bad enough for the Dark Goddess to intercede personally.” 
 
    His breath hissed through his teeth. “You’ve seen the Dark Goddess?” 
 
    “No, not like her Blessed see her. I got more of an…impression? It’s the closest word I can use to describe it. For one brief moment, I was the focus of her attention and it almost destroyed my mind.” 
 
    “Tell me. Trust me, my mate. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    He scooted over and laid his hand on her thigh. Even through her dragon leather, his touch burned against her skin, but it also helped. It was as if Mir threw a blanket of calmness around her emotions, and she relaxed enough to let out a pent-up breath. 
 
    “I was sixteen. This was about two years before the choking plague and the world was still settling down into its new order. The US civil war had ended twenty years before, and the Tribes that had broken off from the rest of the Reformed States were still getting their shit together. Slowly, justice was being restored to the land, and people were starting to rebuild. Well, justice for anyone who was human.” 
 
    They breeched the hilltop. Faintly, in the far distance, she caught a brief glimpse of some cabins on a mountain ahead of them. Smoke came from the stone chimneys of two of the cabins, and she shivered as they passed through a shield. Not a very strong one, but enough to alert those ahead that company was on the way. A moment later, the cabins vanished behind the close growing trees of the forest again. Ahead of them, the Mastodon cleared a path. 
 
    “I lived in a small Tribal town outside of Boise, Idaho. We had our own sheriff, a working city council, the whole nine yards. People flocked to our area of Idaho because we were in a natural well of energy due to the ley lines. It enabled people to erect powerful shields around their homes that made them safe for the first time in forever. Plus, my Tribe—my former Tribe, that is—has a ton of shamans and some pretty strong earth and sex witch covens as well. We were about as close to safety as one could get in those nearly lawless days.” She let go of the wheel with one hand to rub her temples. Talking about her Turning always gave her a headache. “With that influx of people came an influx of crime as well. We tried to train our sheriffs as fast as we could, but the additional training in defensive magic took two years to master. We had shamans, but they were busy defending our land from real magical threats, like the Mimics and the Brethren.” 
 
    He continued to caress her thigh, giving her time to gather her thoughts. She didn’t want to talk about the next part. Hated it. 
 
    “Girls started to disappear from the area. Those years were hard, so it wasn’t unusual to have one or two girls either run off or just vanish. Sad but true. I was babysitting my next-door neighbor’s daughter the night the serial killer decided to snatch her. He wasn’t expecting me, but like I said, I looked young enough to pique his interest. I managed to get a few blows in, but I was no match for him. He was a wizard, stuffed full of power on the deaths of little girls. None of my training with my dad had prepared me for him, and he took me down with ease.” 
 
    Mir growled softly and she reached over, giving his hand a reassuring squeeze. “I’m okay. It’s the past and it can’t hurt me anymore.” 
 
    Lifting her hand to his mouth, he ran his lips over her knuckles. “You don’t have to tell me right now if it’s too hard.” 
 
    “No, you need to know.” She gently pulled her hand away so she could focus on steering, it was easier than thinking about what was to come-terrible memories that her demon kept locked up so they didn’t drive her mad.  
 
      
 
      
 
    She slowed down and drove them over the remains of a log that had been pulverized by the Mastodon. The next part of her story was never easy, and it took her a few moments to collect herself enough to continue. “I’ve been training with my dad since I was old enough to remember. Before the Awakening, my grandfather had been a Master Sargent in the United States Marines. When the shit hit the fan, he took his young wife, newly pregnant with my dad, and hauled ass back to his family’s ranch in Idaho. He brought along a dozen of his military buddies and their families with him, determined to make a defendable home where he could raise his family. Not only was the land easily defendable, it was blessed with good earth for growing food from the ley lines, and an endless supply of sweet water from massive natural springs below them. They succeeded in establishing what was pretty much a military base and soon had a thriving colony of survivors. All of the adults had to go through a Marine boot camp of sorts, so people knew how to handle themselves.” 
 
    “If you lived in a safe compound guarded by Marines, how did your neighbor get taken?” 
 
    “I was raised in the compound until I was thirteen. When we expanded, my dad was recruited to help set up the new town defenses. We moved into a recently established neighborhood on the outskirts of the compound to help keep the peace. The night the abduction happened, I knew something bad was coming. Our shamans kept sensing a darkness hanging over the city, and everyone was tenser than usual. By the time the sixth girl had vanished without a trace, we knew someone was preying on the children.” 
 
    She took an easy turn and sighed when the dirt road changed to gravel as they climbed a hill again. They were nearing the cabins, so she slowed and pulled off to the side of the road beneath a stand of mature pine and cedar trees. After flicking on the communication link, she said, “Dad, Mir and I are discussing something. We’ll be up in a minute.” 
 
    “Take your time,” her father answered while Seth snickered in the background. 
 
    She put the truck in park then turned in her seat to look at Mir. Without a word, he unbuckled her seatbelt and hauled her across the divide to sit on his lap. His arms closed around her and held her so tight, she had trouble drawing in a full breath. “Ease up there, please. I don’t want my lungs popping out of my mouth.” 
 
    His hold gentled, and he stroked her back. “I’m sorry. I’m just so angry right now, but not at you. At the man who makes you so afraid. I have to hold you, to touch you, to know you are alive and well. Please continue. My tiger is going crazy right now, but I’m listening.” 
 
    She closed her eyes, unable to face the bright light of day. Her demon stirred within, pacing restlessly in her mind. He didn’t like what came next. That made two of them. 
 
     “The guy who abducted us was a pedophile and a powerful wizard from North Carolina. The Reformed States sent him out west to cause chaos at the new cities rising out of the ashes of the former western states—one of their new breed of spies. They wanted to not only destroy us, but to use him to show people that you didn’t have to be born with a magical ability to use it. That humans could have magic, too. They just had to kill to get it. I guess he was kind of a recruiting tool, finding people with lack of compassion, those born with evil hearts, and showing them how to harness death magic in order to take down the Tribes from the inside out.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    She buried her face against his neck as she whispered, “He would do…terrible things to young girls. Terrible. And he’d show it live on the Internet, so he could teach his acolytes how to extract the most pain and dread from their victims as possible. Unlike most wizards in those days who used animal sacrifices to fuel their work, he’d harness the violent energy accumulated from his torture and eventual execution of his victims to power his magic. Because I was an unexpected bonus, I was kept alive for three days along with Miley, the girl I was babysitting. It took him that long to prepare for the sacrifice of her. He planned on raping, torturing, and killing her while I watched for a little added zing of my rage to his energy cocktail.” Her voice broke, and she was unable to stop the little whimper that escaped her throat. “We were nothing but objects to him. Things to be destroyed as easily as cracking an egg.” 
 
    “It’s okay, baby. I have you.” 
 
    She clutched at him, trying to crawl inside of his body, to escape her fear and sorrow. “He let me sleep in the same cage with Miley, said it would make her death all the more excruciating for me. I sang her to sleep every night, swearing I wouldn’t let him hurt her. I would find a way. I tried to keep her safe. I tried so hard, Mir.” 
 
    The fear, the helplessness, and pure terror of those three horrible days came crashing down on her. 
 
    Her sobs burst out and she moaned like a wounded animal as he held her close. He trembled beneath her and she tried to sooth him, even as she soaked his shirt with tears. Finally, her sobs tapered off, but her words came out hitched. “I couldn’t save her. The cage was too strong, his wards too powerful. He was going to take her and make her suffer, and I was helpless. So, I did the only thing I could think of, the ultimate last resort. I prayed. I prayed harder to the Goddess than I ever had, shoving my rage and disgust into the prayer, pleading with her to correct this injustice, straining with all my might to get past his shields.” 
 
    “I take it you got through.” 
 
    “Yeah. But it wasn’t the Mother Goddess aspect that my prayers reached.” 
 
    A small rumble went through his chest. “The Dark Goddess.” 
 
    “Yeah. She heard me. She offered the chance to save Miley, but the price was accepting one of her demon warriors into my soul.” 
 
    Mir tilted her head up so he could look at her, but she wouldn’t raise her gaze to his. “So, that’s how you got your demon.” 
 
    She nodded, her breath hitching in ragged gasps as her throat burned. “Yes. Thankfully the Dark Goddess has been satisfied with my work as a mercenary and doesn’t bother me very often with assignments, leaving me free to make my own decisions. I make sure to only take cases where I’m working on the side of justice. Where someone has been greatly wronged and has prayed for her help. I know as soon as I hear someone’s plea for help if she wants me to assist them or not.” 
 
    “That means she wanted you to come find me, to take that case.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He made a small chuffing sound. “How did you escape the wizard?” 
 
    “I…I don’t really remember when my demon came to me. He’d been starving us for two days, and I was light headed as it was. All I can recall is pain, never ending pain, as my demon pierced my soul, then an icy chill that froze me from the inside out. I felt…torn in two. It was not pleasant. Next thing I knew, Miley was trying to wake me up to tell me that Mr. Bad was coming. That’s what she called him, Mr. Bad.” She gave a mirthless laugh. “I told her to go into the corner and stay there, no matter what. To close her eyes and keep them closed until I told her to open them and to cover her ears. Except my voice came out different, huskier somehow, and Miley followed my commands like she’d been bespelled. At the time, none of this registered with me. All I could think about was the monster approaching us, and how much he had to pay.”  
 
    “Did your demon ever say anything to you?” 
 
    “No. Some speak, some don’t. Mine falls in the don’t category.” 
 
    “Could you tell he was there? Did you have any idea that something had happened?” 
 
    “I didn’t know then exactly who or what was inside of me, only that in the light from the bare bulb overhead, I caught the glint of metal as the wizard carried down his tray of torture devices. He’d spent the previous day showing us each blade, coring device, and smasher one by one, telling us where and how each one would be used. He must have sensed something was wrong, because by the time he reached the bottom step to the basement, his jolly smile had fallen. Did I mention that he looked a lot like the fairytale character from before the Awakening, Santa Claus? Well, he did. All round belly and jolly laughter as he tortured me with his needles. I can still hear that laugh in my nightmares.” 
 
    Her heart thundered in her chest, and she had to take a deep breath to calm herself while Mir soothed her. 
 
    “Everything to me at that point was clearer, crisper, and more focused. In a way, it was worse, because I could smell the suffering that had been soaked into the stones beneath my feet, into the timbers of the ceiling above. The land was offended by his desecration. When our gazes met, my demon came fully forward for the first time. I…I became possessed in truth. He totally took over my body, and it was horrifying. I guess I hadn’t really considered what exactly it meant to be a Shadow. The only thought in my mind had been to save Miley. But this? To feel my body being manipulated by someone other than me, it frightened the hell out of me.” She took a deep breath and blew it out. “The demon slaughtered the wizard in a rather…gruesome manner. Using my body, my demon pried the cage bars apart as if they were made of warm spun sugar and stepped through. The wizard managed to defend himself, but the demon didn’t care about any superficial damage to my body. He ignored the burn of fire, the freeze of ice, and the silken feel of a blade parting my skin. I was suffering from everything, but unable to do anything to stop the pain. He’d taken me completely over, and I had no free will.” 
 
    “My tiger does the same thing. I understand. Remember what happened to me during the Awakening?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you do understand.” She rested her cheek against the warm cotton of his shirt covering his broad chest, staring out the window without really seeing anything but her memories. “I slaughtered him, Mir. In the most vicious way a demon could possibly imagine. At some point, Miley woke up and fled. She managed to make her way out of the house and find a neighbor. The demon had put a shield around the house that not even the most powerful shaman could break through, and for the next three hours I slowly, excruciatingly killed the wizard while my would-be rescuers slammed spell after spell against the energy shield.” Her stomach lurched. “I’d like to say it was all the demon who was responsible for the whole bloody mess, but it was my idea to turn on the webcam. See, the wizard would broadcast his killings on the internet to generate more hatred, evil, and helpless rage. When those sick fuck acolytes of his logged on for the slaughter of a little girl, they instead found me skinning him alive. My demon knew exactly what to do to inflict the most pain, and we made the wizard confess to all of the killings he’d done, and the others who had been involved. I don’t know if anything was ever done, but some of those named were and still are Reformed States Senators and Congressmen. I hope at least some of them were brought to justice. I don’t think everyone in the Reformed States is bad, but I hope those monsters got what they deserved.” 
 
    Mir didn’t say anything, but he wasn’t throwing her from his lap either, so she took a deep breath and continued, wanting this story over and behind them. “When the shield finally fell and they were allowed in, my demon was still in charge of my body, but weak. He was dangerously spent and surrounded by people who could be a potential source of danger. If you know anything, know this. Demons do not like feeling weak and will do whatever is necessary to regain their strength.” 
 
    “He fed,” Mir correctly guessed. 
 
    “Yeah. I brushed past my father and grabbed the first woman that caught my eye and kissed her. My dad, of course, freaked out. Here I was, nude, covered in blood, almost slaughtered by a serial killer, and now I was molesting one of his sheriffs. When he went to touch me I…I threw him into a wall and broke a couple of his ribs. That horrified me enough that I was able to struggle with my demon in his weakened state and reclaim some control of my body. I begged my father to get it out of me, to do something, to help me. But he couldn’t. No one could. I’d accepted my demon of my own free will, and he was here to stay. Everything has a price.” 
 
    A sense of sorrow moved through her, laced with regret, and she sighed. “My demon was sorry about doing what he did. He was greatly drained from the battle and needed to heal me. Evidently I was his first host, his first Light, and he had no idea how being a Shadow really worked.” 
 
    “How did he manage to convey all of this to you?” 
 
    “Trust me, it took me over a year to accept him enough to listen to him. I spent one long, lonely year trying to exorcise him from me. I was now seventeen, my innocence had been destroyed, and I blamed it all on him and myself.” 
 
    “Baby girl, you know that’s not true.” 
 
    “Well, yeah, with my adult mind I know it, but I was still a kid in many ways, trying to deal with some very adult shit.” 
 
    The soft scent of soap came from Mir, mixed with his earthy essence. He smelled so good, and felt even better. It was his strength, his love, that enabled her to continue. She’d never told anyone this, not even Kane. Oh, he probably knew—it wasn’t like the story wasn’t common knowledge—but he’d never forced her to face her past. And she’d never volunteered to share out of fear of exposing a weakness, even to a man she considered a great friend. But with Mir, she felt safe, accepted, and a small relief filled her as she shared her burden with him. 
 
    She hugged him and relaxed the smallest bit. For whatever reason, she just couldn’t hold onto negative emotions around him. It was really, really nice. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this happy. Her demon sent her an image of her and Mir sleeping together, a picture meant to sooth her. It upset her demon when she was sad. In the mental image, Mir had his body curled around hers, dwarfing her with his huge frame, yet holding her so tenderly that her heart ached. She was snuggled up next to him, his bicep providing a pillow for her head as she smiled in her sleep. Sometime in the night, she had twined her fingers around his and they were holding hands as they slumbered together. 
 
    Mir shifted beneath her. “What was that thought? You suddenly smelled…happy.” 
 
    “My demon showed me what it looks like when you and I sleep together.” 
 
    “And this is his way of communicating with you?” 
 
    “Yep. He sends me images and emotions. I’ve gotten pretty good at figuring out what he’s trying to say and can usually understand him. Every once in a while, I can hear him laugh or snarl, but that’s about it.” 
 
    “Does he have a name?” 
 
    “Not that he’ll tell me.” 
 
    “And you tried exorcisms?” 
 
    “Yeah, like a dozen of ‘em.”  
 
    “Must have been hard having a demon that feeds off of sexual energy at such a young age.” 
 
    “It became obvious early on what kind of emotion fueled my demon, and if I didn’t feed regularly, I’d end up stalking down the first available man or woman.”  
 
    “Your demon likes women?” 
 
    “My demon loves women.” 
 
    “Have you been with a man besides me?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m still attracted to men, even if my demon isn’t. I’ve fed off men as well.” She looked up quickly, her old guilt coming rushing back as the memory of her best friend screaming at her to stop trying to seduce her boyfriend surfaced from her long buried past. “But I didn’t sleep with them until I was older. I’d do as little as possible to feed.” 
 
    “I don’t care how many people you’ve had sex with, Leaf.” He nuzzled her cheek. “Animals don’t feel shame for fulfilling their needs.” 
 
    She turned in his arms so she could look up at him. “How many women have you been with?” 
 
    “Enough.” 
 
    The innocent look on his face didn’t fool her and an unexpectedly strong possessive feeling seared through her heart. “How many?” 
 
    He lifted her so her head was cradled on his shoulder and their lips were inches apart. “Enough that I’ve learned how to please a woman and gained the skills necessary to satisfy her in every way. Skills that I will use on you and only you for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    She settled back into his embrace. “Oh, well I guess that’s okay, then.” 
 
    “Would you like me to show you some of the things I’ve learned? Do you want me to stroke my hands over your soft curves, to play with your greedy little cunt? Take the sadness from your beautiful eyes and replace it with pleasure?” 
 
    His lips brushed against hers and she moaned. “Please.” 
 
    “Please what, my mate?” 
 
    “Please give me more.” 
 
    “I wish we could, but I’m pretty sure your father would come to check on us soon and shoot me in the ass.” 
 
    With a soft chuckle she wiggled off his lap, her hormones expressing their intense displeasure at being taken from him. “Good point.” 
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    Mir couldn’t resist the lure of her body anymore, not when she was all soft and hot in his arms. “I have another idea.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “Come on.” He exited the truck and tugged her out after him, then set off towards the forest. When he realized she wasn’t behind him he turned. “Come with me.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Into the forest.” 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    A growl of impatience escaped him and she smiled. 
 
     “Keep looking at me like that,” she murmured as she strolled closer, “and I’ll be forced to take you up against the side of my truck like a horny teenager.” 
 
    The need in her voice called to him, and he lunged at her, his body vibrating with the desire to claim her, right here in the forest bordering the road. She took an unsteady step back, stumbling in an unusual display of nerves. “Mir, what are you doing? Stop looking at me like that. We are not doing that here. My father is up the hill from us for Goddesses’ sake!” 
 
    Licking his lips, he advanced another step on Leaf and took a deep breath, drowning in her arousal. “You’re so wet for me.” 
 
    Her jaw dropped slightly and she pressed a hand to her lower abdomen. “How did you know?” 
 
    “I can smell it. I can feel it, and your need is driving me insane.” He growled as she lowered her hands to the apex of her thighs and cupped her sex, as if that would protect her from him. “Now, you have a choice. We can leave the truck here and go a little deeper in the forest for privacy. They’ll probably still hear us, but they won’t see us. Or I can save us time and throw you up against a tree right now, then fuck you until you’re screaming my name.” 
 
    She whimpered and he inwardly smiled when her fingers began to press into her no doubt hot and swollen little sex. “Mir, I don’t want them listen to us. I mean, come on, that’s my dad. Yuck. And we’d never hear the end of it from Seth.” 
 
    That brought a little growl from deep in his chest. “Your brother is lucky you haven’t eaten his soul yet.” 
 
    “Right?” She licked her lips and stared at the bulge in his pants. “Do you think we could keep…quiet?” 
 
    The grin he gave her made her heavy-lidded eyes widen. “I think I can muffle you with my cock when you come.” 
 
    A soft moan escaped her then she sighed. “I don’t know if I can be quiet with you.” 
 
    He softened and reached out to her with one hand, tracing the fine line of her cheekbones, marveling at the delicacy of her body. “Open your senses, Leaf. Feel the world around us. There is no way the coven on the hill isn’t aware of our carnal energy. It’s practically sparking between us, and we’ve barely gotten started. We’ll bless the earth with our energy, and I’m sure they’ll keep your father occupied long enough for me to bury myself in that fucking hot little cunt of yours. I’m gonna fuck you hard and fast, so we don’t keep them waiting too long. See, sweetheart? I can be considerate.” 
 
    That drew a little laugh from her and eased the tension keeping her stiff and unyielding. As soon as her generous curves pressed against him, he knew he’d have no problem coming quick. The gentle touch of her hands stroking over him, the little sound of appreciation she made deep in her throat, had him throwing back his head and stretching beneath her touch. Unable to resist, he took a moment to just hold her, savor this sacred time between himself and his mate as she caressed him with such reverence. The land around him practically pulsed with energy, and it matched the throb of his heart as the need to fill her grew to an ache. 
 
    Her eyelashes fluttered as her energy flared, then encompassed him like the stroke of a thousand soft, female hands. Without thought he pulled her closer to him, his cat rubbing against the prison of his body, wanting to come forward. Here, surrounded by so much natural magic, his beast was especially strong, but gentled by the calm of the land. 
 
    “There you go, baby. See, we’re in a good place.”  
 
    He hesitated, then moved just the slightest bit so his thigh pressed between her legs against her sex. This would be their best chance to ease the need building between them before they faced the coven, and he intended to take full advantage of it. The last thing he needed was to be distracted by his mating drive while facing an unfamiliar and powerful group that could be a threat to Leaf. His tiger didn’t like that idea and forced his way forward.  
 
    If Mir felt possessive over Leaf, his tiger was downright feral. 
 
    The feel of her heat rocking against his thigh had him snarling. She looked up at him with pleasure dazed eyes and rubbed her hands along his chest, feeling his strength with an appreciative sigh. When she began to unbutton his shirt he shivered, and when she pulled it off and licked her lips it was all he could do to keep from shredding her dragon leather. Then again, he was more apt to rip out a claw than get through that damned stuff. Irritated, his cat snarled and the sound echoed up through his throat. The tiger wanted to be closer to Leaf, to love his mate, but Mir hesitated. 
 
    “My tiger would like to come forward a bit more. Can you handle it?” 
 
    She stilled and her delicious brown eyes refocused on his, a wicked gleam entering their depths. 
 
    Licking up the curve of his shoulder, she smiled against his skin. “I’m not afraid of your tiger. He likes me.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” he managed say in a choked voice as she began to nip at his chest, nuzzling his nipple with stinging bites that sent shards of painful pleasure through him. 
 
    She looked up at him, making eye contact as she flicked his hardened flesh with her wicked little tongue. “Mir, I like it rough. Besides, you won’t hurt me and my demon won’t hurt you.” 
 
    “Do not speak of him now.” Jealousy lit him up, and he struggled against his instincts to slay any man that was a rival for his affections. 
 
    To his shock, she bit him hard enough to almost break the skin. “Relax. At the moment he’s as far away from me as he can get, locked up tight. It’s just you, me, and your tiger.” 
 
    He felt like an ass for forbidding her demon’s presence when they made love, while she fully accepted his tiger. “I know he’s a part of you, beautiful, I just don’t want to share. You’re mine. My tiger would get territorial if your demon intruded. Don’t fight me.” 
 
    After wrapping her hair around his fist, he jerked back enough to cause a small nip of pain. She smiled, then softened against him. “For your tiger, I’ll be submissive. I understand the risks of provoking your beast, my mate.” 
 
    “Say it again.” 
 
    She leaned back, drunk with lust, and smiled at him. “My mate.” 
 
    He swept her into his arms and carried her into the forest, the golden light of the late afternoon sun burnishing the air around him with minute speckles of energy. The woodland was saturated with soft glitters of rose-gold and silver, manifestations of the power surging around them. Leaf busied herself with licking every inch of skin she could reach. The stroke of her tongue, the pheromones in her saliva hitting his nervous system, made him burn. His cock ached for her touch and he tried to steel himself against just taking her. 
 
    “Fuck me, Mir,” she murmured against his skin, squirming against him as the scent of her need drove him crazy. “Take me. I’m yours.” 
 
     He made it another two steps before he lost control. Turning to the left, he took them to a giant pine tree and set her on her feet with her back to the bark. Large bushes with bright pink flowers flanked them on either side, releasing a fragrance so sweet it was almost like cotton candy. Taking a deep breath, his hips pushed forward as the smell of Leaf’s abundant need mixed with the floral perfume, filling his senses and driving him crazy. 
 
    “Mir,” Leaf whined as she rubbed up against him. “Please. I need you.” 
 
    He busied himself taking off one of her boots and slipping off one leg of her pants. The sight of her tan skin against the dark bark of the tree, of her dusky rose pussy lips and soft dark hair drove him crazy. Then she widened her stance and held her pussy open for him, exposing all that secret pink. A hard burst of pure lust sizzled down his spine and shot straight to his dick, the bone hood flaring slightly as he strained to keep from savaging her.  
 
    She was so wet a slow drip of her arousal rolled down her plump inner thigh as she spread her legs. Before it could hit her knee he was there, sucking up the honey sweet and apple tart taste of her. She tasted better than sunshine. 
 
    Moving slowly, savoring the perfection of her skin, he let his cat take the lead. As soon as he ceded most of the control, he tipped his head back and tried to contain the roar that wanted to escape. The fact that he’d hurt her ears had him choking it back into a strangled groan. 
 
    Complete adoration filled him as Leaf stroked his face with a shaking hand. His tiger loved her in a way a human could never experience. He’d never felt unconditional love before. Oh, he understood the concept, but he’d never actually felt such…joy. A delicious thrill of energy vibrated in the very air around them, sensitizing their skin to each other, filling the air with their scent. 
 
    He lost himself in his animal and eagerly licked his way up her sexy thigh. She was so small, so strong, and yet soft in every way. Because she still held her sex open, he was able to lick directly over her clit and she let out a choked scream. 
 
    Purring, he took another taste and suckled the little bundle of nerves. She let go of her labia and it settled over his mouth in an ultra-soft kiss of skin. Her taste exploded in his mouth and he hovered on the edge of orgasm, caught up in her spiraling need. His cat refused to waste his seed by Mir coming in his pants so he tore his mouth away, his body throbbing with the need to possess this delicate creature looking at him with such love and trust. 
 
    He jerked his pants down just enough to free his erection and hauled her up about the waist so her back was to the tree, protected by the dragon leather jacket she still wore. She wrapped her legs around his waist and writhed against him, glorious in her sexual abandon. One thing was certain, she didn’t act like a human during sex. Animals didn’t feel shame about mating, it was the humans that were embarrassed by it, but not Leaf. She loved to fuck and wasn’t shy about letting him know how much she needed him.  
 
    A hard shudder made him lock his legs as he held her poised on the tip of his cock. The tiny entrance to her pussy made him pause and he tried to collect enough control of his body to speak. It took a moment, but his tiger finally relented. “Are you sore?” 
 
    “No.” She shifted and the head of his cock pressed into her, making them both groan. “Take me, Mir. Give me what we both need.” 
 
    Throwing his head back, he stared up at the sky between the trees with pleasure dazed eyes. The velvet fist of her pussy slowly spread for him, each inch making her mewl and arch. Her little nails scraped at his back and he growled, grabbing her hands and slamming them over her head. She didn’t know, but scratching him like that urged him to go faster, something he absolutely could not do if he wanted to last longer than a minute inside of her. When he leaned back and stared down between them, her sex looked like it was stretched to almost the breaking point as he slowly slid out, then back in, a little deeper every time. 
 
    “Oh sweet merciful Goddess,” Leaf moaned. “You’re destroying me with pleasure.” 
 
    “Just feel, baby.” 
 
    He was almost all the way in when she began to clench around him.  
 
    “Mir, I’m going to come!” 
 
    “Give it to me.” 
 
    Having his own orgasm triggered while he was still fighting his way into her body was a mind blowing experience. He had all the intense feelings, all the world darkening pleasure of his orgasm while he’d just begun to fuck her. As his crest flared he gave one more shove and was in Leaf as far as he could go at this angle. The head of her womb convulsed against his cock, almost feeling like a series of fluttering kisses. Roaring, unable to stop the primal sound pouring straight from his soul, he shot load after load of his seed into her. 
 
    Leaf moaned and twitched, her panting breath mingling with his as their combined scent saturated the air. He captured her soft lips in a gentle kiss and began to slowly rouse her. Soon her tongue was tangling his and their passion for each other built back into a roaring bonfire. She plunged her hands into his hair and turned his head to a better angle for her to deepen the kiss. This time she was the sexual aggressor, the one pulling herself up and down on his cock by his hair. The pain had his tiger growling in pleasure and it wasn’t until she pulled back with a smile that he realized he was also physically growling. 
 
    She smiled at him, then bit him, hard enough to sting, on his chest. “I’m going to fuck you now, Mir. Move your hands to my feet. Give me stirrups to ride you with.” 
 
    He almost went to his knees at the carnality of her words but quickly complied. The moment she got her footing, she began to pump her tight pussy up and down his iron hard cock, drawing instant cries of pleasure from them both. Her weapons pressed into him as she chased their pleasure, a reminder of the danger they were in. The bite marks on her neck stood out in the sunlight as her head rolled onto her shoulder and he snarled in satisfaction at the sight. 
 
    His arms began to tremble just the slightest bit from the awkward angle of holding her like this, but she felt so good on his dick that he’d endure until his arms fell off if that’s what it took to please her. She began to do a rolling motion with her hips that stole his thoughts, his entire world becoming the woman in his arms. The hot suction of her pussy tore at him and he began to slam up to meet her, needing to make her come before he did.  
 
    “Yes, Mir, like that,” she sighed and then whimpered. “Fuck, it’s like you’re stroking my clit from the inside. More.” 
 
    He worked that angle, his panting growls echoing through the air around them as energy built until his bones practically vibrated with it. She hunched forward and pressed her lips to his. The moment their tongues touched, Leaf began to come. Mir tore his mouth away so he could shout out his passion, to thank the Goddess for the blessing of love, for his mate. More energy built and a wave of dark power surrounded him, so strong it was like being suddenly plunged to the bottom of a coal shaft. He’d never been around a Shadow this strong before and he should have been scared, but this was his Leaf and he could never fear his mate. As soon as he relaxed the power did as well, turning from an overwhelming torrent to a soft breeze that kissed his skin.  
 
    The energy began to flow through him and into the gigantic tree behind him, running into the earth and spreading the decay of natural death through the ground. It was in that moment Mir realized, he was being used as a conduit for the dark power pouring out of Leaf, and that just because something was dark, didn’t make it evil. Death was as much a part of the world as life, each essential to the other. That didn’t mean he liked the feeling of mortality rushing through him, but it was a natural death. The kind that gave new life a chance to grow. It was both the end and the beginning of hope. It was peace, the kind of rest and relaxation he’d never experienced, an end to worry, to pain…to everything. Yet it was also just the beginning. 
 
    Trying to figure out the divine was a fool’s errand, and he shook his head to clear his thoughts and bring them back to his fabulous little mate as she came over and over again, milking his cock dry and making his whole body shudder. 
 
    At last, Leaf sagged against him and didn’t move. 
 
    “Leaf?” He gently lifted her off his still rampant erection and moved her into a cradle hold.  
 
    Her wary eyes looked up into his and she smiled. “I’m okay. I’ve just never had so much energy to gift the earth with before.” 
 
    “Can you stand?” 
 
    She nodded and he carefully set her on her feet. Tearing away her panties that were hanging off of one leg, he used the scrap of cotton and lace to clean her as much as he could before sliding her leg back into her dragon scale pants. The entire time he was caring for her she was humming, running her fingers through his hair, the melody weaving into the dwindling bird song around her. Animals and birds were getting ready to sleep while the nighttime predators were beginning to wake. 
 
    With a start, he realized that he was feeling more connected to the earth than he usually did outside of his Pride’s lands.  
 
    “That blessing we just did, I haven’t felt anything like that before. I feel…different.” 
 
    “Well, you’re about as much a creature of the earth as one can get. The magic we released is probably cycling back into you and enhancing your tiger. Energy is neither created or destroyed, it merely changes form.” 
 
    He frowned and took a deep breath of the air, his nostrils flaring as he faintly detected the scent of her brother in the distance. “But I’ve been part of the blessing of the earth rituals before, and it wasn’t anything like this.” 
 
    “Were you a conduit in those blessings?” He shook his head, and she gave him a sad smile. “Because of the darkness of my magic, I have to have a willing conduit who is aligned with the earth to channel the energy through. Uh, I hope you don’t mind that I used you. Guess I should have asked first.” 
 
    He wanted to grab her up in his arms and cuddle her close, to take away the old sorrow that darkened her soft brown eyes. “Leaf, you can do anything you want to me. You don’t need my permission. Though I draw the line at wearing women’s underwear.” 
 
    After blinking at him for a few seconds she giggled. “Awww, so I’ll never get to see you in a thong?” 
 
    “Banana hammocks are strictly on my no list. Seeing you in a thong, pulling it over to the side so I can lick your sweet pussy, interests me immensely.” 
 
    “Down, tiger. We need to get going, and if you keep looking at me like that, I’ll have no choice but to ride your face.” 
 
    “You’re not helping with the calming down part, Leaf.” His tiger prowled through the shell of his body, a little growl rumbling through is voice.  
 
    “Sorry, my demon is getting excited.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Who knows why he does anything? Don’t worry, he isn’t getting restless because of danger or anything like that. He tends to like earth witches.” She shrugged and stretched while he tried to shove his erection back into his pants. “Would you like some help?” 
 
    Chuckling, he shook his head and helped steady her while she put her boots back on then fiddled with her pants. “No. If you touch me, it’s game over. We’ll never reach the coven.” 
 
    She let out a weary sigh and held her hand out. “Wouldn’t it be nice if we arrived up there and they had dinner all made, a giant bath waiting for us, and a private cabin?” 
 
    Their combined scents flavored the air around him. “I don’t know about the bath. Smelling me on you is…amazing. Makes me hard.” 
 
    “Are you ever not hard?” 
 
    “Not around you, baby.” 
 
    She snickered. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” 
 
    When they came out of the forest, he saw Seth standing next to the truck with a disgusted expression. He tipped his battered black cowboy hat back and peered at them with narrowed eyes. “Really? Really? You couldn’t wait until you got into a bedroom or something?” 
 
    Leaf flushed scarlet and tightened her grip on Mir’s hand. “Would you rather me jump him during tea with the ladies?” 
 
    The grin that came over Seth’s tanned face was nothing but trouble. “Well, I think some of the ladies would rather you’d jumped them. There were quite a few cute pouty faces when your energy began to bless the earth.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Leaf hissed with a guilty look in Mir’s direction. 
 
    Mir glanced down at his little mate, amused by her obvious mortification. “Why would they want you to jump them?” 
 
    Seth opened his mouth to say something, but Leaf jerked her hand out of Mir’s grip and closed the space between them and Seth quicker than humanly possible. She got right up in her brother’s face and snarled. “Shut. Up.” 
 
    “You have bark in your braid,” Seth replied with a merry grin. 
 
    Mir shook his head and moved quickly to his mate’s side, pulling her into his arms before she killed her brother. “You do have a death wish, don’t you, Seth?” 
 
    Her brother shrugged, and the amusement fled from his eyes. “Death isn’t anything to fear. Life is the scary part.” 
 
    “Come on,” Leaf seethed. “Let me go so we can get up to the house and get this bullshit over with.” 
 
    He followed her to her truck and waited until they were inside to say, “What’s going on?” 
 
    The bed of the truck thumped as Seth jumped in the back. Leaf tried to check her braid for forest debris while she started the truck with her other hand. She blew out a harsh breath then and pulled the truck back out onto the gravel road leading to the cabins. “Did I ever mention my demon really likes witches?” 
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    After slamming her truck into park in front of the massive main log cabin, Leaf tried to ignore her brother’s laughter as he hit the back window of the truck with a slam.  
 
    “Don’t drive angry!” he yelled. 
 
    She started to jerk out her knife, but Mir put his hand on hers. “If you kill him, it will just take longer until I can get you naked and into a shower with me.” 
 
    Lust danced along her skin as his fingers caressed hers, easing them from the blade before slowly sheathing it again in a gesture both recognized as undeniably sexual.  
 
    Mir’s door jerked open and Seth popped his head in. “Stop making out and get inside.” 
 
    When Mir extended one claw and pressed it against Seth’s jugular with unerring accuracy, Seth paled. “While I respect your need to snipe at each other because you’re brother and sister, I would advise you that I will only allow you to go so far. No one insults her. Ever.” 
 
    Jerking his head back, Seth clenched his jaw. “Looks like you got yourself a guard kitty, Leaf.” 
 
    “No, she has a mate.” 
 
    Seth went to lip off, but before he could, a beautiful woman in her forties with long blonde hair and a lush figure appeared in the doorway. She was dressed casually in a flowing pine green skirt and white silk peasant top embroidered with green leaves around the bodice and sleeves. Only a hint of lip gloss colored her full mouth, and Leaf’s demon growled in appreciation. He was impossible around witches, but Joan, the woman on the porch smiling at them, was one of his favorites. Leaf wondered what her old friend was doing so far from her coven’s home in California. 
 
    “Joan! What brings you to this part of the world?” 
 
    Leaf jumped out of the truck and trusted Seth and Mir not to kill each other.  
 
    Tilting her head to the side, Joan smiled even as her eyes widened in shock. “By the Mother of us all…you really are mated. I didn’t think it was possible.” 
 
    Seth stomped past with a snort. “See if you can keep them from fucking on your porch. My dad would have a heart attack. Now, if you’ll excuse me, that lovely little brunette witch from New Orleans asked me to help her practice her tantric magic.” 
 
    Leaf gathered the other woman in her arms, ignoring Seth as he disappeared into the cabin. She looked up into Joan’s kind denim blue eyes and tried to smile as Mir stood behind her, dwarfing her with his protective presence. Not that she needed protection from Joan. The woman was one of the most powerful earth witches alive, but she and her coven usually stayed in the Los Angles area, not in the middle of nowhere Idaho. 
 
    The older woman smiled, wisps of her long blond hair floating in the light breeze. “The Goddess told me I was needed, so here I am.” 
 
    Sensing the amount of energy radiating from the massive cabin, Leaf arched a brow. “How many covens did you bring with you?” 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    Leaf let out a low whistle. “That’s a lot of witches.” 
 
    “I would have brought more, but too much power would alert the wizards to our presence.”  
 
    Joan and her network of covens still practiced the old ways, earth magic that had been a part of the human race for as long as they’d existed, born in the caves that gave them shelter in a time when the world was still being formed. They were the wise women of old, who’d found a valuable place in the new world. When the Goddess reawakened, so did their powers, and witches could do stuff that freaked Leaf out. They were powerful, and they had the ear of the Mother Goddess.  
 
    While the Tribes welcomed them, the Reformed United States enslaved earth witches to work for the government. Oh, it wasn’t referred to as slavery, but that was what it was. A bleak, joyless life doing magic for the government in one of their isolated compounds, often tortured into compliance and used up until there was nothing left but an empty husk.  
 
    Women like Joan risked imprisonment to bless the earth and enabled it to hide those that fled their abusers in enemy lands. It was the strength of the witch’s extended coven system that had allowed Leaf to successfully rescue dozens of people over the years from a fate worse than death. Leaf briefly worried that her enemies would track her here and attack the coven, then dismissed the thought. If the government of the Reformed United States sent anything but a full battle contingent of wizards against the earth witches and she sensed a few sex witches, they were in for a big, big surprise.  
 
    Deep inside Leaf’s soul, her demon stirred and sent her images of Mir watching her, slowly stroking his cock while she feasted on the energy of the coven. Damn demon was trying to get her to let him play with some of his favorite witches. She sent him an image of putting on a nun outfit along with a chastity belt, and he relented with his sensual onslaught. Though…he did send one final sexual image that she had to admit she was intrigued by.  
 
    Damn temping demons. 
 
    Mir’s gaze locked with Leaf, and she reached out and touched his cheek, unable to resist the need for contact. She couldn’t say those three words yet, mated or not, but she did care deeply for him and the heady feeling of first love couldn’t be denied for much longer. The gold striations around his pupil contracted and he turned to place a kiss on Leaf’s wrist, his body so much bigger than hers, yet gentled for her pleasure. 
 
    His full lips curved into a slow smile that practically melted her panties from her body, then he turned his head to kiss her palm. The distracting dark gleam of his stripes glimmered on his skin and a throaty purr rumbled deep in his throat. Somewhere along the way, they’d lost his shirt and she found herself distracted by the sight of his pale pink nipples. He’d loved it when she played with him there, and she wondered how hard she could bite him and if he liked some sting with his sex. 
 
    A sexual rumble came from deep in his chest. “I know one thing—if you don’t stop looking at me like you want to drink me down, I’m going to take you to the first available bedroom. I’m trying to hold onto myself here, but you’re not making it easy.” He leaned forward and audibly sniffed. “You are hot…wet.” 
 
    Joan cleared her throat with a small smile. “Contain yourself, Pride Leader. We must talk.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Leaf tried to gather her thoughts. Being around earth witches was always like this for her. She would come to them angry, hard, and brittle enough to break and worn down by the world. The moment she was surrounded by the coven, she felt as if she’d come home. Not as a member of the coven—she didn’t have the magical spark necessary to become an earth witch—but as a place of safety where both she and her demon could recharge in more ways than one. 
 
    A blush burned her cheeks, and Mir’s hard dick pressed against his jeans.  
 
    Resisting the urge to jump his bones was hard, but she managed to look away from Mir to Joan, who was watching them with sparkling eyes. “What do you need from me?” 
 
    “First, let me apologize for interrupting your mating. This is a sacred time between you, but the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few, in this case.” Joan blew out a soft breath. “I’m afraid what I’m about to ask will greatly endanger both of you, but I have no choice in the matter. We’ve foreseen that you will encounter a girl on your journey north that will need your help. It is imperative you give it to her, but it will come at great risk.” 
 
    For the first time in her life, Leaf tried to talk her way out of her duty. “Isn’t there anyone else that can rescue her? Please, Joan, I need to get Mir back to his Pride.” 
 
    Joan shook her head, her blue eyes kind, but firm. “No, my darling, it must be you—both of you.” 
 
    Mir stood and raised Leaf to her feet from the steps. He held her hand and the cold, predatory look in his eyes both scared and aroused her. “Who is she?” 
 
    “The girl that needs your help is a Twin Soul,” Joan added in a low voice. “We think she recently turned in a Purist compound.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” Leaf sighed. 
 
    The Purists were a splinter group that practiced a form of Christianity that was anything but loving and kind. Those born with a magical spark were either kicked out or put to death, and rumors had it that wizards controlled the hierarchy of the church. They practiced public executions that would fit right into the wizard’s need for death magic and would often try to torture the ‘evil’ out of people. If this girl had indeed become a Twin Soul while in a Purist compound, the chances that she’d be tortured then killed were almost certain. 
 
     Mir growled out, “Is she nearby?” 
 
    “Close, but not quite.” 
 
    Leaf closed her eyes and took a deep breath, not liking the idea of the danger Mir would be in if they accepted this task from the Goddess. “I don’t have a choice in this, do I?” 
 
    “Darling, we always have a choice. The question is, can you live with your decisions? In this case, can you live knowing you’ve condemned her?” 
 
    “That’s not fair.” Mir growled as he pulled Leaf into his arms. “Don’t try to guilt Leaf into doing your bidding.” 
 
    “It isn’t my bidding she’s doing,” Joan snapped out before calming herself again. “If I had my way, you two would be granted sanctuary here, and we’d care for you during your bonding time. Believe what you want, but I love Leaf as if she were my own. I want only the best for her. I know exactly what she’s had to sacrifice to become a Shadow, but everything has a price, Alpha of the Shiraz Pride. You should know that better than most.” 
 
    Leaf wiggled until Mir released her. “Is my dad inside? Have you told him about this yet?” 
 
    “Yes.” Joan hesitated then fiddled with one of her jade bangles. “He will be returning to your Tribal lands tomorrow. Your cousin will be having her baby soon.” 
 
    Mir kissed the top of Leaf’s head. “Congratulations.” 
 
    Giving a fake smile, she tried to move away from him, but he grabbed her hand. “Yeah. Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re not pleased by the birth?” 
 
    “No, I’m very happy for her.” She looked up at him then glanced away again, unable to take the compassion in his gaze. “I just miss them. I miss being able to be there for things like births and birthdays. Being a mercenary is a very solitary life.” 
 
    Giving her palm a kiss before holding her hand, Mir said, “Not anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, Leaf found herself cuddled up in a fluffy pink robe, fresh from a shower and stuffed full of delicious fried chicken and mashed potatoes. Mir was sprawled out next to her on the couch in the massive common room, his presence like that of a tiger among doves. All around them, members of the coven sat on the cabin floor on giant cushions or occupied one of the many chairs and sofas scattered around the immense fireplace with its cauldron. The scent of smoke mixed with incense flavored the air, and soft notes of different perfume drifted to her from time to time. Leaf rested her head on Mir’s chest, watching the flames dance as the women gathered. 
 
    In typical Joan fashion, she’d insisted that both Mir and Leaf be well fed and comfy before they spoke to the coven. Mir had been silent during their meal, but then again both had eaten as quickly as possible while the coven flitted about them. The girls were overjoyed that Leaf was mated, and they’d been curious about Mir, but had respected his privacy. Being among highly empathetic women was both nice and a pain. They’d picked up on the sexual heat building between Mir and Leaf, despite her best efforts to ignore the memories of him taking her up against the tree. She’d seen more than one set of women disappear in a flurry of kisses and giggles. Sure enough, when she looked around the circle she found many of the women cuddling together in big, loving puppy piles. Everyone was happy, calm, and relaxed. 
 
    She hadn’t been able to take a breath this deep in a long time.  
 
    A dull ache went through her bones and settled in her pussy. With her other hungers fed, her desire was building to an epic level, and she hadn’t even kissed Mir. She knew he could scent the change in her body, because he grunted and pulled her a little more onto his lap to hide his erection. He looked down at her with a mock frown, his lip curling slightly to show a hint of fang. Behind Leaf, a few of the coven members sighed like love-struck girls. A possessive feeling ratcheted through her body. She lifted her hand, allowing her demon to assume control of her mind momentarily, constructing a distortion shield around them that would give them a small amount of privacy. 
 
    A groan of disappointment came from outside the shield, along with giggles. She sighed at the coven members, trying to hide a smile at their good-natured antics, then turned her attention back to Mir. The firelight painted golden shadows on his skin, highlighting the broadness of his nose and the harsh lines of his cheekbones. His full, kissable lips were velvet to the touch and she wanted that talented mouth against her own. 
 
    As she stared at him, she wondered if he was nude beneath his black robe. She sure was beneath hers, and she couldn’t help but think how good it would feel to straddle him on this couch and ride him until he soothed the ache inside of her, the hunger for him that mixed with her demon’s desire for the coven around them. Her demon kept showing her flashes of having sex with Joan, and she knew his gentle urges would soon become demands. Fuck, she wondered if Mir could handle her feeding her demon. 
 
    “Mir,” she murmured directly into his ear despite the shield, needing the intimacy that could only come from whispering. “My demon’s hungry.” 
 
    “Didn’t he just feed from me?”  
 
    “He kind of does, but it’s more like surviving on crackers and water than an actual meal. Don’t get me wrong, he isn’t starving, but he does have needs. Basically, he’s a truly heterosexual man trapped in a woman’s body. Kind of messed up when you think about it. I sometimes wonder if the Goddess is punishing him for something by making me be his host.” 
 
    He arched a brow and tilted his head just the slightest bit, the perfect angle for kissing. “You care about him?” 
 
    “Yes, kinda like you care about your tiger. At first I hated him, blamed him for ruining my life, but I got over it and grew up enough to realize he wasn’t going away and I needed to adjust. He’s a part of me and, so far, he’s never done me wrong.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s waiting for the perfect moment.” 
 
    She snorted. “No, he had the chance to kill dozens of high ranking witches, and take me over completely, and do all kinds of shit, but he never has. The only time I give him free reign is when he’s indulging himself with the coven or if we’re fighting. I don’t allow him to fully possess me, but I let him enjoy what I’m feeling. He feels these women through me and, when he’s in control, I’m…super attracted to them. Like, I’m myself, but not myself. More like living in a dream.” 
 
    He frowned. “Do you love them? These women your demon has sex with.” 
 
    “No. Well, yes, but not like that. More like…I don’t know. I guess I love them as friends while my demon loves them like his harem? It’s hard to explain. Take Joan, for example. She’s a beautiful woman and a very skilled lover, but I don’t feel romantically attached to her beyond our physical interactions, while my demon thinks she’s the cat’s meow.” 
 
    A small smile twitched on Mir’s full lips. “Do you think I’m the cat’s meow?” 
 
    “Fur boy, you’re the meow, the purr, and the growl all wrapped up in one big, sexy package.” 
 
    His laughter held the edge of a roar. Joan walked past them, tapping her finger on the shield and making it collapse like a soap bubble. “The Goddess has encouraged me to extend to both of you the offer of a blessing.” 
 
    Excitement sizzled through Leaf’s veins as she caught the smiles of the coven. “What kind of blessing?” 
 
    “The best kind, of course.” 
 
    Joan laughed and slowly pulled off her blouse, exposing her pretty pink bra encasing her full breasts and her soft belly with its silvery marks leftover from pregnancy. The rest of the assembled coven followed suit, revealing lovely bodies of all shapes, colors, and sizes. Her demon snarled in hunger at the display. He viewed these women as his women, but Joan was clearly a favorite.  
 
    With no wonder. Despite being in her eighties, Joan had the body a woman in her prime with full, tight breasts and lusciously curved hips. The golden down between her legs shielded what Leaf knew was a very pretty pussy and Mir shifted behind her with a low growl at the sight of all the female flesh.  
 
    Mir cleared his throat. “Um, why are they all taking off their clothes?” 
 
    She turned to him, her pulse racing as she bit her lower lip, then released it in a slow drag of flesh that Mir watched with a pained smile. With the demon running hot in her veins, her inner seductress tended to wake up. Especially when presented with a veritable feast of feminine arousal. She’d been with many of these women before and had found solace with various covens when she’d had nowhere else to go. They were her friends with benefits, never judging her and always giving her the comfort and companionship she needed in a world that shunned and feared her kind. 
 
    She traced her fingers along his lips, loving the feel of him. Her demon rumbled in contentment, savoring the feeling of her love. Her demon was so…happy for her. She didn’t bother to puzzle over the sensation of his approval, instead tuning him out and focusing on Mir. His blue eyes traced over her face with such reverence that her breath caught in her throat. 
 
    “Do you know that I’ve never noticed how beautiful your chin is?” 
 
    Blinking at him, she tilted her head and touched her chin. “Nope, haven’t heard that one yet.” 
 
    “Well, it is. Small and sweetly made, just like the rest of you.” He jerked her closer and rubbed his lips against her throat as he spoke. “Now, far be it from me to complain when I suddenly find myself the only male among dozens of naked women, but what are we doing?” 
 
    “Are you familiar at all with Earth witches?” 
 
    “Yes. My Pride rents out land to a large number of covens. Never hurts to have Earth witches protecting territory that we don’t have the manpower to cover.” 
 
    “Have you ever taken part in a blessing of the earth ritual?” His big, shit eating grin had her rolling her eyes. “I’ll take that as a yes.” 
 
    “I might have helped out once or twice. But most of my covens don’t go nude…or what do they call it?…sky-clad. Too cold in Canadian winters, even with spells.” 
 
    “I bet.” 
 
    He glanced over her shoulder, then back to her again. “Don’t worry, I’m a Twin Soul. Seeing a bunch of tits is no big deal.”  
 
    She turned and bumped his face away with her cheek. “Don’t make me claw your eyes out. I could always blindfold you. Besides, I bet you’ve never seen anything like one of Joan’s rituals.” 
 
    The warmth of his breath brushed over her face as he slowly dragged his lips along her jawline to her chin. “As if I could have eyes for anyone other than you.” 
 
    The honesty in his voice raised goosebumps along her arms. “Come on, shed your robe. We’re going sky-clad tonight.” 
 
    She stood quickly and removed hers, the excitement level in the room climbing. Soft hair and bare limbs brushed casually against her as the women began to link arms then hum a chant. Mir opened his mouth to say something, but she placed her finger against his lips and shook her head. He growled against her and she rubbed her finger over his exposed fang, careful not to cut herself. 
 
    With a burst of movement he grasped her by the back of the head and jerked her ear to his lips before whispering, “I’m aroused. Are you sure you’re okay with the women seeing me like this? Humans are odd with their jealousy and I don’t want you being angry with me.” 
 
    “First, I’m not strictly human. I have a demon who associates sex only with lust, not love, so trust me when I say jealousy isn’t usually an issue. Hard to cast stones when your hungry demon can literally incite an orgy if he’s feeling particularly famished. Second, they can look all they want. I understand their fascination with you, but they can’t touch.” The magic of the coven brushed against her and she opened herself to it, welcoming the sensual enchantment that made her demon purr. “So, yes, maybe I’m a little possessive when it comes to you, but what woman in her right mind wouldn’t be? You’re so fucking hot.” 
 
    He grinned at her and lifted his lip in a full snarl. “And you’re so sexy when you’re territorial.” 
 
    Joan’s clear voice whispered over Leaf’s skin as the other woman brushed her hair back over her shoulder and smiled up at Mir. “Come, the Goddess awaits.” 
 
    Mir quickly stood and removed his robe, making the chanting die off to a soft melody of whispers and giggles as the women in the room took in the glory that was Mir, nude and aroused. 
 
    Joan swallowed and ran her hand through Leaf’s still damp wavy hair. “Oh my. You are a lucky girl.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Leaf whispered back with a soft laugh as she bit her lower lip and stared. 
 
    Glad that she wasn’t the only one physically stunned by the sight of Mir, she took a moment to admire her mate. With his winter pale skin and dark stripes, he was a delicious feast for the female senses. Confident, masculine, he stood naked before them, every inch a virile male and powerful Alpha. The pink tip of his cock bobbed as he grew harder and her body burned for him. When their gazes met, Mir slowly smiled and warmth filled her chest. His eyes never left hers, even as Joan whispered in her ear, “Come, daughter of darkness, son of light, the Mother is eager to give you her blessings and we don’t want to make her wait.” 
 
    Mir held out his hand and Leaf took it in her own, a sense of completeness settling in her soul. Just being with him, feeling him next to her as they made their way out of the cabin and into the cool night air was everything she’d ever wanted. Noble, masculine, wild, and more than a little bit dangerous, he was her perfect mate. She brought his hand to her mouth, pressing soft kisses on his knuckles, trying to let him know without words how much he meant to her. 
 
   


 
  

 Chapter 11 
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    Mir turned his face to the darkening sky and breathed in the cool twilight in this part of the world. The first scent that filled him was of his mate, all fresh from the shower and smelling faintly like wild flowers. The mint soap he’d used had left his skin tingling and he felt truly clean for the first time since his abduction. No doubt his tiger was just responding to the coven’s magic, but even his inner beast had relaxed. Hell, his tiger was overjoyed just being able to savor the simple freedom of walking without chains.  
 
    A burst of anger sizzled in his gut at the thought of the chains, but he held it back—negativity over his time with the slavers had no place during a blessing.  
 
    Around them, the encroaching night air had cooled and stars began to dot the sky above. Leaf carefully navigated the ground in her bare feet, her steps delicate and graceful as she leapt over a fallen log. His own feet were calloused enough to allow him to walk unfettered. Fairy lights darted here and there in the distance, the tiny spirits too shy to come any closer, but still no doubt fascinated by the sight of a group of witches leading a Shadow and a Twin Soul through their woods. 
 
    All around him, women’s laughter and excited whispers spun like a song of happiness and he found himself swept away by the magic of the Goddess. 
 
    They reached a glen in a circle of ancient oak trees. The grass beneath his feet turned as soft as silk and he sucked in a quick breath of air when he caught sight of the altar in the center of the circle. Made of a pure, white stone, it shone in the light of the rising moon. Energy radiated from its smooth surface and magic sparked like glowing gold and lilac flecks dancing among the trees. 
 
    Without even thinking about it, he linked his fingers with Leaf’s, instant love flooding him. Here, in the presence of the Goddess, there was no artifice, no need for walls between them. His tiger rubbed along her soul, and he swore her demon briefly scratched his cat’s ears before fading back into the depths of Leaf’s body, watching and waiting, but distant. Even stranger, he felt like his cat was sad that the demon had withdrawn and was irritated with Mir for chasing him away. 
 
    Abruptly, he realized that the demon was waiting for permission from Mir. The idea came to him in a flash of images. A man dressed in old fashioned robes kneeling before another man with his head bowed. A hand knocking on a door. And a white tiger poised on the edge of a field with a herd of antelope before him. The last one confused Mir and the image faded, becoming instead a picture of a dark-haired man sitting on a silken pillow while a bevy of women pleasured him. Then the image flashed to Leaf in the man’s place, and back again. Obviously, the demon wanted to come out and enjoy the witches, but he was asking Mir’s permission first. 
 
    He sent a thought back, showing instead Leaf with one, faceless woman. 
 
    That woman’s face changed to Joan’s and Mir grunted in agreement. If Leaf had no problem with the demon surfacing enough to feed off Joan, Mir had no problem either. It was impossible to be jealous there, in the embrace of the Goddess. There was no room for petty anger or misunderstanding, only love.  
 
    “It’s okay, darling,” he whispered softly. “Let him feed.” 
 
    Leaf tensed for a moment and stopped, letting the women behind them flow around them like a river sliding past a rock. While they didn’t touch him, they did caress Leaf as they moved by. Nothing outright like reaching between her legs, but light strokes over her arms and chest that aroused his mate nonetheless. The sight of so many soft and curvy bodies of all shapes and sizes turned him on, but they all paled in comparison to his woman. 
 
    “Mir, just to be clear, my demon wishes to be with Joan. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Yes.” He’d wondered if the conversation he’d had with her demon was private, but now he knew that Leaf couldn’t hear them. “You have my permission to touch her however you want, my mate.” 
 
    She searched his face, and whatever she saw there reassured her. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. You are mine and I am yours. Nothing and no one can change that.” 
 
    Without another word, they slipped through a gap the coven had left open in the circle now surrounding the altar. Joan stood beside it, her blonde hair bleached to pale gold by the light of the almost full moon, her skin pale as cream. Power radiated from her and he felt slightly intimidated as he stood before the powerful witch with his mate. The altar itself was a massive affair, easily ten feet by eight feet across. Symbols had been etched into the surface and they glowed with a faint blue light, the energy within strong enough to manifest itself.  
 
    He’d never been around this much magic before and his tiger was slightly antsy, constantly sniffing at the air and taking stock of the situation. Movement came from around them and one by one the women of the coven joined hands until the circle was complete. A vortex of magic began to build and Leaf climbed up on the altar, then motioned to him. “Come here, handsome.” 
 
    The stone was smooth and slightly soft beneath his hands, and warm...almost like a woman’s skin. Little sparks of energy burst over his body and he bared his teeth at the teasing sensation. Joan pulled herself up as well and crawled over the smooth surface to join them. Leaf knelt and Mir followed suit, never letting go of her hand as they formed a triangle. While the strength of the Goddess was both terrifying and awe inspiring, the love growing between himself and Leaf was what made him purr as Joan placed one of her hands over each of their hearts. 
 
    “Mir, do you agree to receive the blessings of Mother Earth of your own freewill, to allow her to use your body to bless the world just as she blesses your soul?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    Relaxation soothed his muscles even as his cock stood hard and proud between his thighs. Joan softly stroked her fingertips over his chest and while the touch was sensual, it wasn’t aggressive. More like she was simply enjoying the feel of a male chest in a similar way to how she would touch a soft sweater or silk gown. 
 
    Joan asked Leaf the same question. Once Leaf gave her consent, the world seemed to tremble around him as he sensed Leaf’s demon rushing to the surface. 
 
    The pupils of her eyes had expanded almost all the way, hiding everything but the thinnest ring of brown, but still she managed to hold on enough to say, “Are you sure you’re okay with my demon feeding?” 
 
    His laughter rang through the air and his inner tiger chuffed in agreement. “I’m sure, little mate. Let your demon feed.” 
 
    Leaf practically leapt at the other woman and buried her hand in Joan’s golden hair. The blonde woman gasped then made a whimpering sound as Leaf slowly pressed their bodies together. Light and dark, both curvy, they made such an erotic scene that he was pretty sure it would fuel his masturbation fantasies for the rest of his life.  
 
    A tortured groan rose from him at the sight of his mate so thoroughly enjoying herself. Unable to resist touching her, he ran his fingers along the silken fringe of her hair. It was as soft as dreams beneath his fingertips and when she thrust her ass out at him with an eager shake, Joan broke their kiss with a soft laugh. 
 
    It was odd touching her when her demon was in control. Her skin felt…cooler somehow and like satin beneath his rough fingertips. Very, very vaguely he could feel her inner darkness, but it was closed off from him somehow. Or maybe it was eclipsed by the warmth of Leaf’s deep affection for him. She might deny it, and resist the idea of being his mate, but she couldn’t fight her heart and her loving nature. 
 
    Joan broke their kiss, then smiled at Mir. “Control your woman, Pride Leader. We need a nice, slow buildup. With Leaf in charge, we’ll be at the finish line before we even begin. Think of it as a spiral of energy, a whirlpool, and our desire is the vortex. Build it too fast, and it will collapse before it reaches its full potential.” 
 
    The dim moonlight seemed to amplify on the altar, making the stone shimmer with hidden flecks of granite, and he allowed his senses to reach out. For all the erotic decadence surrounding him, he could feel the power building deep, deep within the earth. His heart beat with the pulse of the earth, and it fueled his desire.  
 
    With a low growl, he bent over and nipped at Leaf’s neck, hard enough to sting. “Relax, my love. Let us take care of you.” 
 
    She yelped and gave him a good glare before Joan took her hair in a surprisingly strong grip. “There we go. You’re too much of a handful for me to control, but your mate will keep you in line for me. I’d like to blame it on your demon, but you do enjoy your orgasms. Always ravenous for immediate satisfaction. You’ll not force my hand tonight, sweet Leaf. Your man will see to that.” 
 
    Something inside of Mir tensed as Leaf struggled between them, but soon she was shivering as he slowly stroked her body. After a moment Joan added her caress, their hands brushing as they teased and tormented his woman. She ground her plump ass against his cock as Joan ever so softly licked at her nipples, the low growls coming from Leaf’s throat making his cock pound with the need to fuck her. As she reached back and clawed at his arms, the energy built, aided by the mixing flavors of earth and demonic magic mixing into the cool night air like incense. With a soft wiggle Leaf pressed her butt back into him, her breath catching in her throat as Joan began to kiss along her neck. This close to the two women, he would feel the occasional brush of Joan’s body, but the focus was all on Leaf. 
 
    The darkness rose in his mate until he could barely discern her natural scent from that of the demon. Joan must have felt the change as well, because she pulled back with a smile. Gently, she cupped Leaf’s cheek and rubbed her thumb over his mate’s full lips. 
 
    “Hello, lover.” 
 
    A subtle change went through Leaf’s delicate frame, and he found himself with an armful of aroused and aggressive woman. With one hand she pushed Joan so the other woman rocked back onto her well rounded butt while she clawed at his arm with the other. Leaf snarled at him when he gripped her hair and pulled her head back, but she arched into his touch as well. 
 
    “Listen up, demon. You want Joan, I understand that, but Joan wants a long and slow build tonight. Don’t disappoint her.” 
 
    The hair on his body stood on end as Leaf’s gaze bled totally black. He’d heard of the midnight gaze of the more powerful Shadows, but to see his mate’s soft brown eyes overtaken by pure black disturbed him. Before he could move, Leaf released her grip on his arm and grasped his throat instead. While there was implied violence in her move, her touch was gentle, even as she tightened her grip. His tiger gave an irritated chuff, but wasn’t alarmed in the least.  
 
    When Leaf spoke, it wasn’t her pretty voice that came out, but rather a sigh of the wind through the trees, and exhalation that had the edge of impassioned moans. He’d heard of demons with succubus like powers before—or, in Leaf’s case, incubus powers—but he’d never actually had that magic unleashed on him. Even though he was heterosexual, his balls still drew up tight with pleasure as the demon spoke. 
 
    “I never disappoint, Pride Leader.” 
 
    Joan gasped, but instead of recoiling from Leaf, he leaned closer and brushed his lips over hers, registering her soft shudder as she gave into the tugging on her hair, exposing her neck for him. He set his teeth against the softly throbbing pulse on the side of her neck, scraping against her hard enough to sting the tender skin. The need to mark her filled him and he raked his fangs again, enough to raise her flesh. 
 
    Around them, the coven continued to chant and take pleasure in each other, but he only had eyes for his mate. She turned and the darkness was still there, but so was she. For this one moment he was looking at a Shadowed in perfect balance with her demon and a deadly power radiated from her. She held out her hand and he took it without a second thought, his tiger settling as soon as they touched.  
 
    With a soft sigh Leaf wrapped her hands around his shoulders and said in a husky voice, “The Goddess is among us.” 
 
    He glanced over at Joan and flinched back, puzzled by the sight before them. She was still Joan…but more. Her skin glowed with a golden light that matched her flowing hair, but her eyes…they kept changing. Brown, gold, green, blue and every combination of hazel possible. Old eyes, young eyes, innocent and wise, but always filled with strength and wisdom. He’d heard of powerful witches channeling the Goddess before, becoming a vessel for her, but to see it made him want to prostrate himself before her. 
 
    Around them, the coven’s chant rose and fell, seemingly in time with the hard beat of his heart. 
 
    An unexpected, masculine power thickened the air around them and he closed his eyes as energy seemed to press into his skin, mixing and whirling with the earth magic surrounding them. A renewed rush of desire thickened his already aching cock and Leaf rubbed up against him with a little whimper. He wanted to fuck her, to rut and claim her, to watch her take her pleasure and give it in return, to let her know without a doubt that he was willing to do whatever it took to help her feed her demon.  
 
    He liked how Leaf searched his face, making sure he was truly okay with this before she kissed him briefly on the lips and smiled, the love in her gaze better than anything he’d ever felt. Caressing her cheek, then down to her heavy, dark tipped breasts, he smiled and enjoyed the way she twitched at the flash of his fangs. “I want the witch on her back and you between her legs. You can touch her, lick her, use your magic on her, anything you want. But you don’t come until I tell you.” 
 
    Without a word, Leaf obeyed him and he had the delicious sight of the perfectly round ass of his mate rolling as she crawled over to the witch watching them with a small smile. Joan gently drew Leaf in for a kiss and he loved the slide of Joan’s pale legs over the dark tan of Leaf’s slender back. Leaf pressed forward so Joan was forced to open her legs fully. To his surprise, Leaf moved down so that she was between Joan’s thighs, then placed a gentle kiss on the other woman’s rounded belly. 
 
    She turned and grinned at him, then slowly lowered her face between the witch’s plump thighs, angled so he could see what she was doing. “Are you going to join me or just sit there and stare?” 
 
    He snarled at her, his cock hard and aching. Watching her slowly lick around Joan’s clit, and the gleam of arousal on Leaf’s pussy had him struggling to not tear into her. Instead of going right for Leaf’s soft, slick flesh he satisfied himself with caressing her shoulders, then her back, then the crease of her buttocks as she tormented Joan. When he took a deep breath, he could taste Leaf’s arousal and the sweet tang had him growling low in his chest. 
 
    It was a battle between his rational mind and his animal lust as he finally allowed himself to caress the distended lips of her inner labia, wet with her desire. A snarl rent the air as he pushed Leaf down so her face was buried in the golden down covering Joan’s pink sex, then yanked his mate’s hips up so she was bent into a deep arch with her pussy fully opened to him. 
 
    Curling his hands into fists, he moved forward so he could ever so slowly run his tongue along the slick entrance to Leaf’s soaking wet pussy. She moaned and that in turn made Joan cry out with passion as Leaf no doubt did something naughty to her. Her addictive taste exploded on his tongue and his muscles tensed as he took another lick, loving the way she pushed back with her hips, greedy for more. 
 
    At first, he was able to separate his arousal from the women’s, but soon it all became one large force of sexual energy that held him in its thrall. The spell tightened about them, then spread out to the coven where the energy went through the circle before cycling back again. The magic spiraled through him again and again, each time taking him higher. He pulled back from Leaf’s pussy and sank his teeth into the top of her butt hard enough to leave teeth imprints. 
 
    She yelped, but Joan hauled her face back to her sex before Leaf could move. 
 
    “Mine,” he growled out over her flesh, a little bit of guilt cooling his desire at the sight of the blood welling in the shallow marks from his fangs.  
 
    “Yours,” she sighed and pulled at Joan’s hips and said in a deeper voice, powered with her demon’s need, “Come here, beautiful witch. I want to kiss you while they mate.” 
 
    He found himself surrounded by a tangle of female legs as he lined his cock up with Leaf’s swollen little cunt. She was still on all fours, braced over Joan who was flushed with pleasure. Placing his legs outside of hers, he found Joan’s feet caressing his thighs while he rubbed the aching tip of his shaft around Leaf’s wet entrance. The sensation was arousing and he gave himself over to the power of their combined pleasure. Leaf was tighter than before and he had to fight to work his way into her, to get her pussy to open up. Soon he’d worked his cock in and he had to stop, stroking Leaf and cooling her arousal until she wasn’t so close to coming. 
 
    Joan, on the other hand, was trembling with the need to climax. He could feel it in the other woman’s restless movements, sense it in her panting breath, and feel it in his bones. Holding back became impossible as Leaf bucked beneath him, pressing back on him and taking more of his cock with little, whimpering moans. He clasped his mate’s hips, thrusting into her as she took Joan’s large, milky white breasts into her hands and began to tease the other woman’s nipples. 
 
    The clutch of her body was perfect as he stroked in and out of her willing flesh, delighting in the clutch of her tender flesh against his erection. With a low grunt he slammed himself all the way into her, pounding her until the sounds of skin slapping against skin blended in with the chanting. The sense of being a predator, of being an alpha male roared over him again and he removed his hands from her hips, afraid he would pierce her delicate skin with his claws as his tiger snarled within. Using just his hips he fucked her until the sexual tension, the tightening before release, was strong enough to choke the breath from him. 
 
    He looked down and watched as Leaf and Joan shared a frantic kiss, all tongues and soft lips. The sight proved to be too much for him and he started to black out as the rush of fire from the center of his body to his cock ripped through him like an inferno of lust. Twin feminine screams rent the air, blending with his roar now echoing out over the forest. Energy slammed into him and he shook as his orgasm ripped through him. Leaf’s pussy continued to convulse around him, drawing out his orgasm, making him deaf and blind with pleasure. 
 
    His body continued to try to give her more of his seed until there was nothing left, but still the power of the earth roiled through him and into his little mate. Leaf’s demon absorbed a remarkable amount of magic, but even the demon couldn’t contain the energy of the earth and it slowly drained away through the stone altar and into the soil. All around him, the world seemed to sigh as the new magic reinvigorated the land. The chanting of the coven had fallen to a soft murmur of whispered thanks to the Goddess. 
 
    Like a puppet with its strings cut, he slumped against Leaf, moving just enough so that he didn’t crush her and Joan.  
 
    Joan rolled to the side and smiled, then caressed Leaf’s cheek. “Thank you, my dark lover.” 
 
    He had a feeling she wasn’t talking to Leaf, but the demon within, and he wondered at the relationship between the coven leader and the being that shared Leaf’s body. Unfortunately, his mind seemed to have gotten blown away with his orgasm, so all he could really do was cuddle Leaf into his body on the hard stone and nuzzle her hair. The scent of her skin mixed with his was the smell of home, of everything good and right. He’d been blessed beyond measure by being given his mate and he would do everything in his power to keep her alive.  
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    Fear swamped Leaf’s dreams as she was thrust into a nightmare realm that had her whimpering in terror. She was in an underground room that smelled like the wet rot of old cement mixed with the sour stink of vomit, shit, and agony. Thick shackles made of pure silver burned her wrists. She startled when she noticed her body was a faint orange color with black stripes covering her arms, and that her nails were black and cut into blunt tips. Her whole body ached, yet felt oddly unfamiliar. She was curled on her side against the dirt floor, watching some man in a white robe yell down at her. He had thick blonde hair and would have been considered handsome, if his face wasn’t beet red with rage and blue eyes bulging as he castigated her. 
 
    Feeling weak and unbalanced, she reached out to her demon but discovered only a void in her soul where he used to be. As her mind cleared, she realized this was no ordinary dream, but rather a vision. Fear tried to muddle her thoughts, but she ruthlessly pushed it away. Now was not the time for cowardice.  
 
    Often the pleas of the wounded and dying would reach Leaf from as far as a hundred miles away, prayers that she heard because she was a Shadow and her particular brand of justice was needed. She had no control over her host, who was continuing to pray as hard as she could past the yelling of her captors…Leaf startled as the woman’s memories rushed through her. The man condemning the woman, Rebekah, to burn at the stake was the young woman’s former fiancé. Images flashed before Leaf like the flipping pages of a book, showing a girl raised in a Purist society from birth, a woman forced to endure living among people who treated their females like chattel, like possessions with no thoughts or feelings of their own. Her private shame of loving females instead of men. 
 
    To the hardcore Purist factions, women were nothing more than objects to be used and discarded as the males of the household saw fit. While the girl, probably no more than eighteen or nineteen, cringing on the dirt floor hadn’t been raped, Rebekah had been abused in every other way possible by the sadistic bastard who was slowly unraveling a white leather whip from his side. The man looking at the girl hated her with an anger so deep it staggered Leaf. Then she was slammed by shame as the woman praying tried to curl herself into a smaller ball, but the chains kept her restricted. According to the girl’s memories, his name was Earl, and he hated her because she’d been given a Twin Soul. An abomination and it was a direct reflection on his standing in the community—and not in a good way.  
 
    Leaf sent out a small mental reassurance to the girl, who screamed in a shattered voice as the first lash of the whip struck her already bruised and cut flesh.  
 
    A man’s voice came from the other side of the room, cold and powerful. “We have an intruder.” 
 
    Earl paused and adjusted himself. To Leaf’s horror, she realized the man had attained an erection at the sight of the girl’s suffering. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I sense something…” Icy fingers sought out Leaf’s soul, and she pulled back, evading him as long as she could while trying to get some idea of where she was. “Dark.” 
 
    The girl turned her head enough to try to look at the other man. As she did, Leaf caught a glimpse of where they were, and she mentally stumbled at the sight of the wizard. Even if he hadn’t been dressed like a weird priest who favored robes covered in diamonds and gold, Leaf would have been able to see right away that she was in big fucking trouble. This guy glowed with the deaths of hundreds, maybe thousands of people that now fueled his magic. 
 
    And there was something wrong with him. Wrong on such a fundamental level, that if Leaf had been there in person, she’d be trying to claw through the wall to flee. Evil poured from him in sickening waves, making her want to scream and scratch her eyes out so she didn’t have to see him anymore. He was a fanatic, completely insane, and warped to the point his soul was barely human. 
 
    Older, maybe in his late sixties with salt and pepper hair and hazel eyes, he smiled at the girl as he crouched down and stared into her eyes. “Well, what do we have here?” 
 
    “What’s going on,” Earl demanded in a petulant voice. 
 
    “We got us a visitor.” He almost touched Leaf’s soul, but she managed to evade him. “Come here, you little bitch.” 
 
    Leaf became suddenly very sure that if the man touched her spirit, she would die. Already, his energy was focusing into a razor-sharp barb, immense and strong enough to rip her from the young woman’s mind and into his world. A scream tried to bubble up in her throat, but she managed to choke it back. She had to tell her father and her mentor, Kane, about this man. The Shadowed Council had to know that there was a wizard out there with enough souls to potentially become a demigod and rival the Goddess herself. 
 
    One of the blindingly white psychic barbs descended into the depths of the girl’s mind, and Leaf barely dodged it, sprinting as fast as she could, trying to gather herself enough to go back to her human body. With the wizard’s magic surrounding her on all sides, she screamed and a roar answered her in the distance. 
 
    The white light shivered and withdrew slightly, enough for her to run towards the roaring sound. It wasn’t like Mir’s tiger’s roar, this was a little higher pitched but still rumbled through the darkness. Something large streaked past Leaf in the depths of the girl’s mind, and she had a brief impression of ferocious feminine strength combined with a thick animal scent that Leaf couldn’t identify.  
 
    A second, or a century, later and the wizard shouted, “You fucking cunt!” 
 
    She looked briefly through the girl’s eyes and watched as the wizard examined his hand which had been scratched with four parallel claw marks deep enough that they dripped blood all over his pristine outfit. He looked back at the girl, and she saw the promise of death in his eyes. Locking her gaze with his, she promised him the same thing before shifting back into her body. 
 
    “Leaf!” 
 
    She came to with a start, blinking up at Mir as he held her in a room just beginning to brighten with the dawning sun. He shifted to put her back on the bed and she freaked out, clinging to him and taking in deep breaths of his scent. For whatever reason, be it biology or magic, she felt safe when she was with him. She hadn’t felt safe for a long, long time. 
 
    She shook so hard, she could barely form the words as she panted, “Please, don’t let me go.”  
 
    “Baby, it was just a nightmare.” 
 
    “No, no, I had a vision.” She blinked back tears and looked up at him, wanting to drown in the gold rimmed blue of his beautiful cat eyes.  
 
    He stroked her hair back from her face, and she grasped his hand in hers. A stabbing pain went through her stomach as she imagined the torture the girl was now enduring. The need for vengeance, to bring the Dark Goddesses’ wrath upon the wicked, stirred in the depths of her soul. With a rush, her demon filled her mind, showing her images of peril bearing down on them from all sides. They had to stay mobile, they had to move.  
 
    “We’ve got some big fucking problems. Get dressed, I need to see my dad, Seth, and Joan right away, but first I have to contact someone.” 
 
    “What’s going on? What vision did you have?” 
 
    She gently pushed her way out of his arms, then moved from the bed before he could tempt her to stay. “There’s a girl in what looks like a Purist compound. Unfortunately for her, it looks like she recently turned furry. If I had to guess, I’d say her spirit animal is a tiger.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because I was in her mind, and it defended me when the wizard was trying to capture me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Digging through her bag, she pulled out a pair of panties and jerked them on. “This girl, she’s being tortured by a wizard, a very, very powerful wizard, stronger than anyone I’ve ever encountered. There’s something about him, Mir, something…wrong. I don’t know how to explain it, other than that. He is out of his mind crazy. Oh, and he’s so chock-full of death magic, he was powerful enough to have ripped my soul from the girl’s body and destroyed me.” 
 
    “That’s not possible…is it?” 
 
    “My demon seems to think so.” She gave him a humorless smirk. “I mean, a Twin Soul and a Shadow becoming mates isn’t possible either…yet, here we are.” 
 
    Mir’s swearing filled the room as she went into the small pink and white bathroom. In less than ten minutes, she’d managed to shower, brush her teeth, and suit up for a special ops mission. Examining her reflection in the small mirror above the sink, she activated her glamour, turning her dragon scale armor into a pair of jeans and a worn green flannel shirt and concealing her weapons. Thanks to the ceremony the night before, she should be bloated with extra power, but her encounter with the wizard had nearly drained her. A shudder ripped down her spine as the terror she’d felt soured her stomach. If she hadn’t had that blessing, if Joan hadn’t stuffed her demon with power, she’d be worse than dead right now and Mir would be left with nothing but her soulless husk. 
 
    If they were going to rescue this girl, that meant they had to go deep into Purist territory and Mir was going to stand out like a sore thumb. The glamour he used to appear human was strong, but it might not be strong enough to stand up to the anti-magic charms the Purists surrounded their towns with. If that happened, they were as good as dead.  
 
    She hated to admit it, but she was going to need backup if she was going to keep her mate safe. 
 
    As she checked her weapons, the anal retentive training Kane had drilled into her kicked in. She took a deep breath and centered herself before returning to the empty bedroom kneeling in the middle of the room, facing southwest. If she concentrated, she could feel an impossibly faint tug toward Kane. Tweaking that thread, she waited impatiently for her mentor to lower the shields between her and his devastatingly strong and brilliant mind long enough for her to send a message. 
 
    Kane, you need to gather the Shadow Council as soon as possible. There is a Purist who’s close to attaining what I can only describe as demigod status. That would be really, really bad because this man is a psychopath of epic proportions. I’m en route to the location right now. A girl living in one of the Purist towns transformed into a Twin Soul, and they’re going to sacrifice her soon. The Goddess has tasked me with saving her, but I’ll need your help. 
 
    He was silent for two long moments before his deep, dark voice vibrated through her soul, tinged with shock. You’re mated? 
 
    Pardon me? 
 
    By the Dark Goddess, you’re mated to Pride Leader Mir. 
 
    Yes, wait-how did you know? Panic tried to worm free, but she squashed it. I know it won’t work. I’ve tried to get him to head for Canada, but he won’t do it. He thinks he’s in love with me. 
 
    Instead of condemnation, she heard amusement in Kane’s thoughts. And you love him.  
 
    But it can’t work between us— 
 
    Little Shadow, for whatever reason, the Goddess has blessed you with a mate. Don’t abuse that gift, and don’t throw it away out of what you think can’t happen. You know how pissy she gets when that happens. 
 
    Swallowing hard, she forced herself to calm, to relax. The air in the room still hung heavy with the unique scent that she made with Mir while they slept. Incense and moonlight, then sunshine mixing with the scent of spring and the promise of new beginnings. Yes, sir. 
 
    Show me your memories. 
 
    She opened herself to him without hesitation. His touch was as gentle and soft as ever while he dug through her mind. To her chagrin, he paused at a mental image that she’d taken into her soul, one of Mir snarling softly at her, nude as the day he was born and heavily aroused. It wasn’t the image that stopped Kane, but the emotions associated with it. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    Shut up. 
 
    Leaf… His mental voice became soft and coaxing. I know you think you don’t deserve love, that you’re doomed to wander the earth alone, but that’s obviously not true. You’ve found your mate, your chance at happiness, and there is no one I know that has earned it more than you. Think about it—you’ve worked so hard for the Goddess, sacrificed so much. Don’t you think she’d reward you for your tireless efforts on her behalf? Everything has a price, and you’ve already paid it over and over again.’  
 
    That had to be one of the nicest things anyone had ever said to her, and to hear it from the man she’d sworn to kill about six dozen times during her training as a Shadow made her throat close up. Damn, give her a few days with Mir and suddenly she was going all girly and emotional on everyone. This was such bullshit.  
 
    In an effort to get them back on track and off her love life, she sent Kane her memories of what had happened while she was in the girl Rebekah’s mind. Right away, tension and a trace of fear surged through their connection before Kane shielded his emotions from her. Reliving those memories had her fairly shaking with fear and her demon tried to reassure her in his own way. 
 
    Kane was silent for a long time before he said, Inform your father that we have a Code Brimstone Nine. 
 
    What? 
 
    I need to talk with your demon. 
 
    Fine. 
 
    His mind roared into hers, and she found herself locked inside of a cell in her own soul, suspended like a bug in oil. She fucking hated it when he did this, stuck her in the corner like a naughty girl while he spoke directly to her demon. They would never tell her what they’d discussed, and it always pissed her off that they’d keep secrets from her. 
 
    Within a matter of seconds or hours, she was back in control and her link with Kane was closed tight. She could bang on the mental door to his mind all she wanted, but she wasn’t getting in. As she stood and quickly stretched out the kinks from kneeling for so long, she wondered what the hell code Brimstone Nine was and knew the answer lay with her father who was somewhere in the cabin. 
 
    She could feel time running out as she moved quickly to the main room. Women were scattered everywhere, and her brother had two giggling brunettes snuggled up against him. A moment later, Joan handed her a plate mounded with fruit, eggs, and bacon.  
 
    “Eat and talk.” 
 
    She spied Mir dressed for the day in dark jeans and a tight blue t-shirt then sat next to him on one of the couches, only to have her father sit down at her other side at the same time.  
 
    The scent of the bacon filled her and her stomach rumbled. 
 
    “Eat,” Mir and her father said at exactly the same time. 
 
    With a low growl at both of them, she ate a forkful of eggs and told her dad, “I’ve been Summoned. A girl in one of the Purist colonies had the bad taste to turn furry, and they’re going to burn her at the stake. I have to rescue her.” 
 
    “Did you contact Kane?” Her dad asked as he warmed his hands on his steaming mug of coffee. 
 
     “I did.” She swallowed her bite then turned her total attention to her dad, wanting to be able to read his face when she shared the news. “Kane said to tell you code Brimstone Nine.” 
 
    While she’d expected some type of reaction, her father dropping his mug then clutching at his chest wasn’t one of them. Nor was Joan falling into a dead faint among her coven. When Mir let out a snarl loud enough to shake the windows, some of the coven screamed. Chaos erupted, and Leaf could only stare in shock as she shoved her plate onto the table then reached for her dad as he gasped, his eyes wide with fear. The sight of her stalwart, solid as the earth father filled with terror scared her on some deep, fundamental level—where she still believed her dad was the bravest man in the world with the blind faith of a child. 
 
    “What the fuck!” Seth shouted as he leapt over the couch and looked between Joan’s limp form and her father’s stunned expression. “What the hell did you just do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said in a faint voice as she watched her father pray, his lips moving so fast that she couldn’t make out the words. “Dad?” 
 
    “I’m okay,” he whispered. “Just give me a second.” 
 
    Mir shifted behind her, and she shot a glance at him, taking in his almost panicked expression before he noticed her looking. Instantly, his face smoothed out and she frowned at him, hating how quickly he could shield emotions. Still, when he held her hand, Mir’s grip was shaky as he trembled. On the floor, one of the witches waved a small vial beneath Joan’s nose, causing the other woman to wake up coughing. 
 
    Her father leaned forward. When he slipped his hand into his shirt, she realized he was gripping his medicine bag. She’d only seen him touch it with his hands twice, once when her mother was trampled by a horse, and once when a dragon had escaped the confined areas of its heavily protected territory, intent on taking out the elementary school for a snack.  
 
    Joan spoke first, her voice faint but growing stronger by the second. “Leaf, you have to save that girl. We’ve believed for a long time that the burnings the Purists do are actually sacrifices to fuel their death magic.” 
 
    Finally her father spoke, looking older than she’d ever seen him. The lines around his mouth deepened and in the illumination of the rising sun she could see the wrinkles that creased his bronzed face like dried out creek beds. He reached out and grasped her shoulder, his grip warm and strong. 
 
    “Daughter, you must not fail at this mission. Brimstone Nine is a code set up among the Tribes, the Twin Souls, the Shadowed, and the Covens.” 
 
    “The Twin Souls?” She looked at Mir, wanting to run her fingers along the side of his neck even as irritation spiked through her blood. “Do you know what’s going on?” 
 
    Mir looked to her dad, then back to her. “Free will in its most terrible form.” 
 
    Seth gave a harsh laugh and crossed his arms. “Do you think, for once, someone can give a straight fucking answer?” 
 
    “Quiet!” her father barked, and Seth complied almost instantly with a scowl on his face. “Stupid boy, so eager to engage death. Your sister needs you right now, the entire fucking world needs you, so for once shut up and listen to your elders.” 
 
    Irritation twitched through Seth’s broad shoulders, but he nodded. “Does this mean I have to listen to Mir as well? Because I think he’s older than you, Dad.” 
 
    Leaf threw a piece of cantaloupe at Seth while her dad made a sound somewhere between a mournful sigh and an outraged groan. Joan had fully recovered by this point and was pacing across the room, her long peach skirt molding to her legs with each rapid stride. All around them, women huddled together in small groups, whispering as they watched their leader with fearful eyes. 
 
    “Leave us,” Joan snapped. 
 
    As soon as the women had scattered, Joan erected a shield around them. 
 
    “Code Brimstone Nine,” Mir said in a low, growling voice, “is the designation we give to enemies that have the potential to destroy the world. It’s like one of those old 911 calls that you see in movies, a signal to everyone that something majorly bad is on the horizon.” 
 
    “What?” Leaf said in a shocked exhale. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Majorly bad? Can you please be more specific?” 
 
    “Once,” her father said in a low, thick voice, “Code Brimstone was used to signal the coming of Hitler. Before that, the onset of the Bubonic Plague.” 
 
    The spit in her mouth seemed to dry up, and her throat was tight as she swallowed before saying, “Okay, that’s majorly bad.” 
 
    “It is.” Joan stopped her pacing and turned her attention to Leaf. “Will you please show me who we’re up against.” 
 
    She nodded and opened her mind the tiniest amount, just enough for Joan to get a visual on the men who’d been torturing the Twin Soul girl. 
 
    “I’ve seen him, the older one, somewhere before,” the other woman said in a soft whisper, her gaze distant. “But there is something different about him now. Different hair color maybe? No, something more subtle. Just enough to alter him but not enough to draw attention. Where do I know him from?” 
 
    “Tell me what you see,” Leaf’s father said as he sat further forward, studying her face.  
 
    As Joan described Leaf’s memories, Mir pulled Leaf closer to his side, rubbing a hand up and down her dragon scale armor in a soothing manner. A sense of calm, however false, began to invade her. She let out a tense breath, her muscles unlocking to the point that even her jaw relaxed. She leaned her head on Mir’s solid shoulder, linking their hands together while Joan and her father talked.  
 
    Mir looked down, his expression grave as he whispered, “If anything happens to me I want you to take asylum with my Pride. It’s your right as my mate.” 
 
    Fear seized her, and she held his hand tight enough to hurt. “Nothing is going to happen to you. I won’t allow it.” 
 
    Faint lines around his eyes deepened, and he smiled at her with a flash of fang. “You are so ferocious. I find it highly arousing.” 
 
    Deciding that she wasn’t going to indulge the need to jump Mir in the same room as her dad, she shoved the last of the food into her mouth while Joan continued to debate with her father about who the wizard in Leaf’s vision could have been. 
 
    After wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, she leaned into Mir and whispered, “I don’t think you understand. My demon is attached to you now through me. If anything were to happen to you, I’d lose my mind with rage. I’d burn and salt the earth to avenge your death.” 
 
    He softly rubbed his lips against her cheek as he gave her feather soft kisses. 
 
    Her demon hovered near the surface, and it almost felt like he was trying to calm her down. Well, she didn’t want to be calmed down. She had this fucking mating heat mixing with the anxiety that always haunted her before a mission. With every woman she rescued, her heart would break anew at the cruelty of the world. She had no idea how many mortal blows her soul could handle, but some days it felt as if the entire universe was out to get her. 
 
    Instead of snarling at her, Mir destroyed her defenses by holding her close and resting his palm against her head. This forced her to lean into his chest and put her ear close to his heart, absorbing the healthy warmth of his body. The heavy, steady rhythm helped to slow her own pulse and her anger drained away, leaving only tension and…some beautiful, intense emotion she wasn’t going to name right now behind.  
 
    Joan’s voice was a balm to Leaf’s heart as she said, “Don’t worry about the Alpha. I assure you he can take care of himself. It’s you I worry about.” 
 
    “Me?” Leaf turned in Mir’s arms, and raised an eyebrow in Joan’s direction. “I’ve manage to survive so far, haven’t I?” 
 
    With a snort Joan shook her head. “Your mate has decades of experience as both a Twin Soul and a warrior. He’s proven himself more than capable.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Seth added with a snort, “if he’s so capable how come Leaf had to rescue his ass?” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Mir snarled. “I would have gotten myself out of there.” 
 
    Seth rolled his eyes, “Yeah, right.” 
 
    Mir snarled at Seth, and Leaf placed her hand on Mir’s chest to keep him from lunging at her brother. “Seth, not helping.” 
 
    Her brother shrugged. “Just sayin’.” 
 
    Shaking his head at Seth, her father gave him a disappointed look. “If Mir guts you, I’m going to let him.” 
 
    “Like he could-” 
 
    Before he could finish his statement, he found himself unable to speak, gagged by a spell while Joan raised her hand. “Enough. Mir is an asset to Leaf, not a burden. Besides, trying to talk him out of protecting his mate is a fool’s errand and a waste of time.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Mir said while Joan broke her spell and Seth muttered something no doubt unflattering. 
 
    A chill raced down her spine as the memory of how powerful the mad man in her vision had been. “You don’t understand what we’re up against. This wizard, he’s strong. Stronger than anything or anyone I’ve ever encountered. Strong enough to worry even the Goddess.” 
 
    Mir settled his hand against her chest, over her racing heart. “All the more reason that I should come with you.” 
 
    “What can you do against a wizard with demigod like powers?” 
 
    “I have enough enchantments that I could easily get close enough to slay him.” 
 
    “What if those enchantments fail?” 
 
    “I have faith in my Goddess. They won’t fail.” 
 
    She cupped his face in her hands, staring into his gorgeous eyes and trying to make him understand. “If something happened to you, I would never forgive myself.” 
 
    He purred softly and stroked her arms, his nails gently dragging over her skin in a delicious scrape. “Nothing will happen to me.” 
 
    Frustrated, she tried to wiggle off his lap, but he wouldn’t let her. “Why are you making this so hard? I’m trying to protect you.” 
 
    “I don’t need your protection. Don’t you understand? I’m an asset, not a liability.” He growled, the vibrations rumbling through her body. “What can I say to make you believe me? What can I do to prove myself? I don’t want you worried about me in a dangerous situation. I want you to concentrate on keeping yourself alive. I can handle this, mate. Believe in me.” 
 
    “I do believe in you,” she lowered her voice to a whisper. “You weren’t there, Mir. You don’t know how powerful he is.” 
 
    He gave her a smile that was more of a snarl. “Powerful or not, he won’t be the first or the last wizard to meet his end on the tips of my claws.” 
 
    “I’m not going to talk you out of this, am I?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then I have one condition that you have to meet before we leave.” 
 
    “Tell me and it will be done.” 
 
     “I want to blood mark you.” 
 
    With a low growl, Mir whirled her around to face him, then lowered his face until they were almost nose to nose. “I will not accept that.” 
 
    She tried to keep the sting caused by his rejection from her voice. “It won’t harm your soul, either one.” 
 
    “I know that, but giving away any bit of your essence will weaken you, make you more vulnerable.” 
 
    “But my blood mark will help keep you safe. It will make your scent confusing, even if they have enough magic to break through your glamour. Don’t think for a second that the Purist colony we’re going to is anything even vaguely close to benign. It’s going to be a fucking shithole stocked with wizards and whatever the hell else finds refuge there.” It wasn’t the right time to admit that she’d fallen in love with him, but she had to let him know how important he was to her, that she didn’t make this offer lightly. “You’re my heart. I would die from the inside out if anything happened to you. Take a piece of my essence, please. A good part that you can protect for me and return if I one day need it.” 
 
    He slowly removed her hand from his lips and studied her. She had to fight the urge to squirm under his probing gaze, but she shifted only a little bit. When he wasn’t being all nice and romantic, Mir could be a real scary bastard. The blue surrounding the pupil of his iris began to pale into frost and he let out a low, menacing growl that made her heart skip a beat. Before she was even aware of him moving, he had her pinned to the floor with his weight resting on her pelvis while he held her hands to the cool wood. 
 
    “I don’t like this, at all.” 
 
    She took a shuddering breath, more aroused than afraid, and leaned up, licking his fangs as he froze. “Please, Mir. I’m begging you. Please do this for me.” 
 
    “Fine, but when we reach my Pride, I’m having my name tattooed in dragon’s egg gold right across that perfect ass of yours.” 
 
    While she wasn’t a fan of carrying anyone’s brand on her, she had to admit on a primal level she loved the idea of being clearly marked as Mir’s for the world to see. Or at least anyone that got a glimpse of her ass. “Deal.” 
 
    Joan softly cleared her throat. “I hate to interrupt, but time is of the essence. If we are going to do this, we need to do it now.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Leaf sat next to Mir at the kitchen table. They stared at each other while Joan mixed a bowl of Leaf’s blood, a special ink made from spider squids, and a variety of herbs. It smelled nasty and the idea of Joan tapping that ink into Mir’s skin made her flesh crawl. Instead of using a tattoo gun, Joan had a curved piece of moon bleached ash wood with a wickedly sharp tip that narrowed into the perfect taper. Being an earth witch had its advantages, like being able to get natural elements to shape to the witch’s will. After dipping the needle sharp tip into the ink, Joan nodded at Leaf. 
 
    “Keep eye contact with him. Do not break it, no matter what. Am I clear?” 
 
    “Got it.”  
 
    Staring into Mir’s gorgeous eyes had her belly doing flip flops. She could tell the moment the blood ink hit his skin, because he hissed. Guilt curled through her at the thought that she was making him feel pain, but the more ruthless part, the facet of her that made her a survivor, only cared that this would help make her mate safe.  
 
    Slowly, a tentative connection formed between them. The shape of the blood mark always varied depending on the person whose blood was used and she had to admit she was curious as to what would come out. She’d seen everything from flowers, to city skylines, to abstract swirls and waves. Everyone said the symbol always meant something, but they usually kept quiet about it. The mark would gleam like a fresh wound on his wrist, even though it would be perfectly healed.  
 
    As she looked at him, warmth suffused her at the first faint connection between their souls. Her breath froze when she felt the brush of his spirit against hers, and a moment later the warm welcome of his tiger. She could feel fur beneath her fingertips as she scratched the big cat behind the ears through their metaphysical link. The psychic purr of the tiger’s pleasure at her touch translated through Mir’s body, and she couldn’t help but smile in delight, a smile Mir returned. 
 
    In her mind, Mir’s tiger bit her gently on the ass and she batted him away with a laugh. Cats, big and small, didn’t like to share attention. A searing pain roared through her as the blood bond pulled on her essence, taking a piece of her soul. She moaned in agony, but continued to hold Mir’s gaze. The hurt was debilitating and to her surprise, her demon rushed forward, cradling her in blessed darkness as her spirit adjusted to the missing fragment, but they weren’t alone. Mir’s tiger wrapped himself around her, and she buried her face in his fur, inhaling the musky scent. He was so big, dwarfing her and making her feel safe as her demon embraced them both. 
 
    Slowly, her demon withdrew. When he did, she felt a numbing emptiness within, but the more Mir looked at her, the better she felt until her heart seemed…lighter somehow.  
 
    “Done.” Joan said with a tired sigh. “Wasn’t expecting this.” 
 
    “Can I look?” Leaf asked while smiling softly at Mir. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Mir and Leaf looked down at his wrist and stared in confusion as Mir began to laugh.  
 
    “What… what is it?” 
 
    The curved shape puzzled her, even when she looked closer and tilted her head to the side. “Um, is it like a partial moon?” 
 
    “No, mate. Your mark is a tiger’s fang.” 
 
    “Oh.” A hot flush hit her cheeks. “Well, I guess we were kinda meant to be, huh?” 
 
    Joan gasped and they both turned to face her. She was staring at Leaf with a look of almost horror. “Mir, what did you do?” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me! I’m not blind, I can see the change in her. Tell me you didn’t do what I think you did.” 
 
    He shrugged, his jaw clenched at a stubborn angle. “I gave her a piece of my soul in return.” 
 
    “What? You can’t do that!” Leaf leaned back and shoved at his chest, almost pushing him out of his chair in her shock. “You take it right the fuck back!” 
 
    “Oh,” he snarled and stood, planting his fists on the table. “So it’s all right for you to sacrifice part of yourself for me, but I can’t do the same? Bullshit. I could not and will not risk you running around without your full strength. No, mate, I will protect you with the last bit of life in my body, with my last breath, with everything I have—including my soul.” 
 
    She wanted to claw his eyes out and fuck him until he couldn’t walk, not necessarily in that order. No, with the dominant way he was glaring at her, the testosterone coming off of him in waves, she was pretty sure she just wanted him between her legs. 
 
    Now. 
 
    Joan stood and began to clean up, clearly displeased. “You should have told me, Pride Leader.” 
 
    “Why, so you could stop me? I’m her mate, witch, never forget it.” 
 
    “No,” Joan snapped, “Because I could have messed up and exchanged your souls entirely.” 
 
    “You can do that?” Mir asked with interest. 
 
    Leaf grabbed a handful of his shirt and attempted to drag him closer, but he didn’t move an inch. “Well, you should have asked me. At least I fucking asked you!” 
 
    To her surprise, he nodded and placed his hand over hers, gentling her violent hold. “You’re right, I should have. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She grasped his face between her hands, shoving aside the now vacant table with her hip. “If I get hurt bad enough, I could kill you. I will drain you of your life so that I can live. Don’t make me do that, Mir. I wouldn’t survive it, and if I did, I would have to be put down like a rabid animal.” 
 
    “The same could happen if I was dying and drew on your life force.” He snarled at her, the sound rather intimidating. “Don’t you know what that would do to me? To know that I killed you? I would go feral, Leaf. I would be one of those poor bastards that had to be put down before they killed everyone and everything around them.” 
 
    She hadn’t considered that, but her emotions were running so high that she wasn’t in the mood for admitting any shortcomings. “Mir, if someone captures me, they can find you. I could endanger your pride. Trust me, you don’t want some of the bastards trying to kill me anywhere near your people.” 
 
    “No one will ever take you from me, mate.” His eyes flashed and the gold flared like the sun. “You are my everything, and if you die, I want my soul to be there with yours as we make the journey to our next life together.” 
 
    Her lower lip trembled as she realized she’d never be alone again. A small, selfish part of her was happy about that, despite the terrible cost to them both. “Mir…” 
 
    “You’ll be able to scent things better.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You have an echo of my tiger in your mind now. A shadow of him, if you will. I sent him to you when I sensed your pain.” He tugged her up against his body, the thick bulge of his crotch pressing into her. “I cannot bear your discomfort.” 
 
    He knelt and picked her up, her legs automatically sliding around his waist. Her clit hardened in a pulse pounding sensation, but she had no idea if her excessive sexual reaction was the mating heat or just him. Now that she was settling down, her soul becoming accustomed to the subtle changes, she became aware of her demon’s happiness. Lowering the shields between her mind and his, she reached out to him. He sent her a mental image of a black mist formed hand rubbing the pelt of a tiger and a surge of relief accompanied by thanks that shocked her.  
 
    Dark Goddess…her demon had been lonely. 
 
    It took her a moment to admit that she’d never even wondered if that was possible, and she felt terrible. For the first few years of her possession, she viewed her demon as something to be gotten rid of at all costs, but when nothing would remove him, they’d established a strained relationship. Yeah, she knew most Shadows got along with their demons, considered them a weird sort of family, but to her he’d always been the thing that represented the loss of her innocence and the life she’d thought she’d have. 
 
    Mir made a soft, soothing rumble as he gripped her ass. “I need you.” 
 
    “I need you, too.” She glanced around and spied the bathroom at the end of the hall. “In there. It’ll need to be a quickie, but I’m starting to burn. You know, this mating shit is really inconvenient.” 
 
    He rocked beneath her, the firm muscles of his abdomen stroking her just right. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of you. I promise, once we’re safe I’ll make it up to you. I plan on fucking you until you pass out. You’ll be exhausted and sore the next day, so I’ll have to cosset you and pamper your body until you’re well enough to take me again. I will always hunger for you like this—always.” 
 
    The rest of whatever he was going to say was lost in a kiss of such intensity, she was pretty sure she had a couple mini orgasms that left her gasping in his mouth. Her butt hit the counter, and she helped him push his pants down enough to free himself without breaking lip contact. Mir made these deep growls that echoed in the small bathroom, vibrations of air that caressed her even through her armor. A frantic need to have him inside of her tore through her, and she let out a low scream as emotions tore through her. Joy, desire, fierce determination, and love spun through her soul and she could actually feel her demon relax, as if a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders even though he was only spirit, not flesh.  
 
    She had barely taken a breath before Mir had her flipped around so her upper chest was on the counter and her hips dangling off the edge. With an odd sound that was like a groan combined with a growl, he unfastened her pants and pulled them down to her knees. In this position, her legs were pressed together and she arched back, begging for him to take her. 
 
    The thick roughness of his fingers swept through her wet sex. “Mmmm, nice. You’re dripping for me.” 
 
    “Please” she murmured.  
 
    Hot and hard, the head of his cock slipped into her pussy, driving her crazy. He stroked into her with short, jabbing motions, slowly working his cock through her heavy inner muscles. She couldn’t help clamping down, trying to draw his full length into her, to soothe the ache that he’d created. His energy poured into her, and she screamed anew, feeling him inside of her. Their minds brushed and intertwined while their bodies moved quickly, each seeking their pleasure. He picked her up by her hips, lifting her with his incredible strength until her feet were totally off the floor and her fingers barely clutched at the counter. This new angle drove shards of hot passion through her veins, enough to tighten her body to the point of pain. 
 
    “My mate,” Mir growled. 
 
    “My mate,” she breathed back. She burst into an orgasm so hard and deep that she writhed in his grip, milking him as he snarled and bucked against her, extending their orgasm until black spots danced on the outside of her vision. The hard ridge of bone extended and pressed into her, triggering another climax that threatened to overwhelm her mind. Slowly, ever so slowly, Mir rocked into her, riding out his orgasm and extending hers. 
 
    When the last shudder of release ripped through her, she managed to pant out, “Stop, going to faint.” 
 
    He stilled, then slowly withdrew from her in a pussy clenching sensation. “Can you stand?” 
 
    She wanted to mock him and say something snarky, but her knees were visibly shaking. “Maybe?” 
 
    With a soft chuckle, he moved her against the counter so it supported most of her weight. A moment later, he gently cleaned her. She took a deep breath and swore softly. “Damnit. Now I have to get a new pair of panties.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because sitting around in wet panties for eight hours while I get the lay of the land isn’t comfortable.” 
 
    He laughed and licked the crack of her butt before pulling her pants back up and helping her stand.  
 
    “Leaf, you know I’m just going to make the new ones wet as well.” 
 
    Pushing away from him with a frown that wanted to turn into a grin, she straightened her hair in the mirror, liking the happy woman looking back at her. Mother Goddess, it had been a long time since she’d looked into the mirror with anything but anger or guilt. Trying to keep the past from robbing her of the present, she lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    “Arrogant much? What if I don’t want you to make me wet?” Giving him big, innocent eyes she lied her ass off. “Unlike you, I have control over my libido.” 
 
    His loud burst of laughter brought a smile to her lips. She let his joy wash over her as he wrapped his arms around her. The healing tattoo containing her blood sparkled on his inner wrist like rubies against the snow, and she placed a gentle kiss there while he purred. Contentment, warmth, and a sense of belonging she’d thought she’d lost forever eased through her body like a good massage. 
 
    Giving him a teasing glare, she said, “When we get to safety, I’m going to take off my dry panties and gag your mouth with them before I tie you up and tease you until your balls feel like they’re going to explode.” 
 
    “Want to make a bet, mate?” 
 
    Her competitive side rose with a vengeance, and she looked over her shoulder at him, catching him staring at her ass with an absorbed, hungry expression. Her body wanted to react, but she cooled her rising arousal with a series of images. A paper boat, cherry blossoms, a piece of broken green-stained glass in the sun. One of the things she’d learned during her training was to control her body’s desire, and those images triggered her mind to dampen her arousal. 
 
    Mir abruptly looked up at her with a frown. “Why did you go cold?” 
 
    “Because I’m not a slave to my hormones,” she replied in a haughty tone. “I told you, my panties will be as dry as the desert tonight. Still want to make that bet?” 
 
    He flashed his fangs at her, and she almost grew damp right then and there. “Yes. But if I win, I get to take you in that pretty little asshole. Maybe not tonight, but soon.” 
 
    She blinked at him, then nodded. “You’re on. I look forward to teasing you until you’re crying for release.” 
 
    A little shiver of unease went through her as he lowered his head until they were eye level, his warm breath misting over her lips. “Bring it.” 
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    Much to her disgust, Leaf’s panties were soaking wet as she pulled into the Purist city of Logan on the northwestern edge of South Dakota. Their glamours were fully in place, and they were posing as a newly married couple hoping for a fertility blessing from the Purists. It was quite common for newlyweds to stay in Logan for their honeymoon. There was a huge Puritan Colony on the outskirts of town where they would pay an obscene amount of money for a fertility blessing. It was like a resort for religious extremists out there, and even fifteen miles away she swore she could feel the negativity pouring out of the distant colony and saturating the land in misery. 
 
    They could have stayed in the Colony’s resort, which was open to outsiders, but they’d be under increased scrutiny there, and Leaf didn’t need the extra burden on her spells. Her psychic shields were strong, they would hold, but Kane had always taught her to treat them like they were fragile. In theory, it was supposed to keep her from doing something stupid. Never really seemed to work. 
 
    She glanced over at Mir and grinned at the sight of him in his human glamour. He had dark hair and that delicious golden Italian skin along with a set of brown eyes that would make any women part their thighs with a sigh. When she’d asked him if this is what he looked like as a human, he’d nodded and told her his human form was close to his current glamour, but not quite. He said looked more like his brother than himself. Either way, she wanted to eat him up with a spoon. 
 
    They’d changed on the road into clothing that would help them blend with the Purists—worn jeans and a button down plaid shirt for Mir, a long denim skirt and high necked cream blouse for her that covered her armor. She could have used a glamor, but going into an unknown situation she’d rather have an old-fashioned disguise that wouldn’t set off any spell detectors. Kane’s control of glamours was powerful enough to evade almost any magic, but creating illusions wasn’t one of her greatest strengths. Better to keep it simple and blend in.  
 
    Shifting in her damp underwear, she pulled into the lot of a dumpy motel with a large, cracked asphalt parking lot sitting on the edge of a forest. The foundation of the building was cracked in places, and the curtains hanging in the windows looked dingy with age, but it was the kind of place that couldn’t afford much in the way of high tech magical detection, and she’d bet it was old even before the Awakening. Despite its rundown appearance, there were plenty of cars in the lot, and she hoped they could get a room. 
 
    Mir let out a little growl. “Every hotel we’ve passed looked almost full. Is this area that popular of a resort?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” She slid her truck between a minivan with a ‘Prophet Saves’ bumper sticker and a slightly rusted white motorcycle painted with a burning woman on the side along with the words ‘Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.’ 
 
    Arching a brow, Mir said in a dry voice, “Well, this seems like a nice, wholesome family establishment.” 
 
    That impression was further enforced when they entered the small lobby of the hotel. Every inch of available space on the walls was covered with religious paraphernalia, and a particularly vivid cross depicting the crucifixion hung larger than life on the far wall. The matronly owner shot them a disapproving glare from beneath her thick eyebrows as she stared at their linked hands. A moment later, the woman looked back up at them, her already narrow dark eyes slitting further until they looked like two raisins in the fleshy dough of her pasty face. She wore a frilly and worn white gown and around a dozen crosses around her neck, none of them powerful enough to even show up on Leaf’s internal radar.  
 
    “We don’t allow sinners here.” 
 
    “Pardon me?” Mir said in a clear warning tone.  
 
    The woman flushed but lifted her chin. “You’re holding onto each other, but I don’t see no wedding band.” 
 
    “Oh.” Leaf tried to blush and look innocent as she quickly thought up an excuse. “No, ma’am, we’re rightfully married. We aren’t wearing our wedding bands until they’ve been properly blessed by the Prophet.” 
 
    “Well, that’s different.” She smiled at them with yellowed teeth. “You’re lucky ‘cause we just got a last minute cancelation, otherwise we’d be full up.” 
 
    Mir glanced out at the full lot. “Is it usually this busy this time of year?” 
 
    The woman’s beady eyes gleamed. “We got something special planned for tomorrow night. How long you folks in town?” 
 
    “Only a few days. We need to get back to our farm.” 
 
    While Mir paid for their room, Leaf tried to appear meek as she said, “Is there somewhere around here you could recommend for dinner?” 
 
    “My brother owns the diner across the street, though if you want something to eat, you might want to get there quick before the supper rush.” 
 
    “Thank you, and Prophet bless.” The words tasted like ashes in Leaf’s mouth, but she managed to keep her smile. 
 
    Mir echoed her then they left the office, both of them tensing as soon as they were out of sight. 
 
    Leaf followed Mir to their truck, the very air around them heavy with a sense of impending misfortune. “What do you think is going on tomorrow?” 
 
    “Not sure.” He helped her with her luggage and glanced around, tension evident in his every move as he whispered, “But I’m guessing it’s not good. Something is wrong with this place. My tiger hates it.” 
 
    After unpacking and hiding their weapons with illusion and repulsion spells in the clean but shabby hotel room, they made their way across the street to a diner made of gleaming glass, chrome, and neon.  
 
    As gently as possible, she extended her energy and the signature that she briefly brushed against was as clear as her own name. “Kane is here.” 
 
    “Your…friend?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    As soon as they entered the diner, she spotted Kane. He’d subtly altered his appearance to something less attractive than his usual dashing good looks and was dressed in jeans and a button down corduroy shirt. At least his illusion was. In reality, he wore dragon scale armor similar to hers, but shaped for his muscular frame with dual holsters at the back for his machetes. His skin was a deep, cinnamon brown and his eyes were a beautiful pale amber that made more than one woman sigh and flutter her lashes.  
 
    Much like her own demon, Kane had a lust-based Shadow, and he was a master at seduction. In another life, Leaf would have been attracted to him…if he hadn’t been her Trainer. He’d put her through so much shit during her training that she swore she’d kill him a thousand times over. While he’d been hard on her, he’d never been cruel and his harsh methods had paid off. She used to think that he only did it so he could use her as a pawn to rise within the Shadow Council, but she’d realized long ago that Kane trained his protégés so severely because he cared about them. He wanted them to have every chance they could at survival and would do whatever was necessary to make that happen.  
 
    Hell, he’d taken her, half-insane and borderline suicidal, and somehow managed to turn her into a kind of well balanced, self-sufficient killing machine. 
 
    Next to Kane sat Jennifer, another one of the Shadows that Leaf considered a friend. With long red hair and lightly tanned skin, she was an odd combination of looks that drew a person’s attention. Almost fey-like in her delicacy. Much like Leaf, Jennifer used her fragile, feminine appearance to her advantage and had a kill count that easily tripled Leaf’s. While Leaf and Kane’s demons fed off of lust, Jennifer’s fed off of violence and she had an appetite for killing those marked for death by the Dark Goddess second to none. 
 
    When their gaze met, the raw fear she saw in Jennifer’s pretty emerald eyes made her stomach clench. 
 
    “Over here, guys,” Kane said in a loud voice and waved his hand with a smile. 
 
    The moment they sat down, a harried waitress gave them their menus with a promise to be back as soon as she could. 
 
    Setting the menu down, Leaf smiled at Kane. “So, how are you, cousin?” 
 
    He leaned back in the booth and casually draped his arm over Jennifer’s shoulders, no doubt just to annoy the other woman. Jennifer had a thing about personal space, but couldn’t fuss about it here, so Kane took the opportunity to annoy her. Leaf could see Jennifer fighting the desire to throw Kane across the table, but she hid it well beneath a simpering giggle as she leaned into Kane’s side and pinched him hard enough to make him drop his arm from her shoulders. 
 
    Smiling at Leaf, Jennifer said, “We just came back from the afternoon prayer session.” 
 
    “Darn, I was hoping to make it in time, but we just got into town.” They paused to order their food and Leaf leaned forward as the waitress left. “How was it?” 
 
    Jennifer said in a breathy voice, “It was amazing. The positive energy was off the charts. I thought for a moment there I was going to faint when the Prophet appeared.” 
 
    After taking a sip of his water, Kane locked his gaze with Leaf and Jennifer started to make small talk with Mir. In less than ten seconds, Kane sent Leaf a rush of information that her mind quickly absorbed. Smiling along with whatever Jennifer and Mir were saying, she tried to process what he’d shown her. As she’d suspected, the man called the Prophet was the one she’d seen in her vision. He’d briefly appeared at the prayer meeting Kane and Jennifer had attended, and he was so stuffed full of destructive energy that she was surprised his soul didn’t burst like a ruptured cyst. As her mind sped through the meeting that Kane had attended, she caught a hint of her Trainer’s worry and even a shadow of fear. If Kane was afraid, that meant shit had hit the fan in epic proportions. 
 
    Next, she had a glimpse of the man she’d seen in the basement—Earl, the younger one that had done the whipping—striding onto a stage with enough glamour to blind the average human with a sense of awe. The audience had gone insane for him, and she learned he was the newly elected High Priest of the Logan Colony. Baskets were being handed through the audience and the money was pouring in as he ranted and raved about the evils of the world.  
 
    Kane leaned back and hooked his arm over the back of the booth in a deceptively relaxed manner as he studied Mir with a narrowed gaze. Though their minds were now shut to each other, she knew her friend well enough to tell that while he was happy she’d found someone, he didn’t trust Mir. In many ways, Kane was like an overly protective big brother, and she hoped that he’d realize now was not the time to start shit. She coughed, trying to get Kane’s attention so she could give him a ‘you leave my man the fuck alone’ look, but he ignored her. 
 
    Kane leaned forward, resting his heavily muscled forearms on the faded tabletop. “I heard you were having some trouble at your farm.” 
 
    With a soft laugh Mir shook his head. “No real trouble.” 
 
    “Hope you’re treating my cousin right.” 
 
    “Rest assured, I take care of my wife better than you ever did.” 
 
    “Boys, boys, boys,” Jennifer broke in with a laugh and waved her hands at them as the men silently snarled at each other. “If I have to hear one more time about how Kane accidentally broke Leaf’s arm when they were kids, I’m going to have to leave the table. I don’t want to hear that gory story right before we eat, please.” 
 
    Kane grunted as Leaf exchanged what hopefully looked like an amused, instead of pissed, smile with the other woman.  
 
    It was Mir’s turn to assume a relaxed pose, but his included a possessive arm around Leaf’s shoulder. “Sorry to bring up the past. We have had some trouble around the farm, but I’m sure it’ll be taken care of.” 
 
    Jennifer gave Mir a sympathetic look. “Need us to come out and give you a hand?” 
 
    Mir shook his head, but tension radiated from him. “Nah, we can take care of it.” 
 
    Kane glanced at Leaf with his unreadable gaze then back at Mir. His lips thinned and Leaf could practically feel the testosterone filling the air. Stupid Alpha males, tiger or demon, they always had to have some kind of pissing contest. Sure enough, what Kane said next had Mir tensing as the sounds of the diner flowed over them. 
 
    “You sure my cousin shouldn’t come back home with me until the trouble blows over? We can keep her safe until you deal with your issues.” 
 
    “No,” Mir said in a rumbling voice one step from the growl.  
 
    “You may not have a choice.” 
 
    Leaning forward, a slight rumble echoed through Mir’s voice as he whispered, “I’ll kill anyone that tries.”  
 
     This conversation was rapidly getting out of control, and her heart raced as she quickly glanced around to see if anyone noticed the two supernatural titans getting ready to throw down. Morons. In the middle of a diner full of humans in Puritan lands was not the place for a fight.  
 
    Kicking Kane beneath the table, she said in a tight voice, “The nice lady at the reception desk of the hotel said there was some kind of event tomorrow. Are you going to be there? Do we need to buy tickets or anything?” 
 
    For a long moment, Leaf was afraid Jennifer was going to lose her shit as she glared at Kane, but the other woman rallied and smiled. “You hadn’t heard? They’re burning a sinner tomorrow, some Manimal who managed to sneak her way into one of the Grand Council’s families. I heard she tried to seduce the High Priest and corrupt his soul, but that the High Holy One, the true Prophet, revealed her before she could.” 
 
    Pretending to shiver in fear when it was actually rage, Leaf rubbed her hands over her arms. “I hope they have her carefully guarded. Those abominations terrify me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Kane said with a chuckle. “The Temple is about as safe as you can get. Ain’t no one leaving that place alive if the Prophet doesn’t want ‘em to.” 
 
    Mir clenched her hand in his below the table, and she gently stroked her thumb over his velvety skin. Their food came and they ate in relative silence, chatting about the weather and other bullshit. After paying their bill, the two couples stood outside of the diner and Leaf pressed her hand to her stomach with an exaggerated groan. There didn’t seem to be anyone nearby, but Kane always harped that when she was out on a mission, she was never truly alone. She had to stay in her role until she was in her safe zone. 
 
    Jennifer patted her back with a concerned look. “Are you okay, sweetheart?” 
 
    “Uh, I don’t think those French fries are agreeing with me.” 
 
    “Are you ill?” Mir asked and pressed his hand to her forehead. “You don’t feel warm.” 
 
    “I’m okay, honey. Just a long day on the road followed up with rich food. If I lie down for a bit, I should be all right.” She rubbed her belly. “I wouldn’t miss the Prophet’s blessing tomorrow for anything in the world.” 
 
    Jennifer gave her a quick hug. “Take care of yourselves. I think Kane and I are going to call it a night after we attend a prayer meeting in town.” 
 
    They waved and went their separate ways, the evening air cool against her skin. Mir held her hand tight while they crossed the street, both of them noting the busy traffic and exchanging a worried glance. She wanted to look beneath his glamour, to see the beauty beneath, but she didn’t want to draw any attention to them. Once they reached the parking lot, Mir let her pick up the pace to a brisk walk, complaining that her stomach was cramping. They got a sympathetic look from a passing elderly couple, but other than that, no one took any notice of them. The giant crowd in the parking lot was too busy screaming, yelling, and singing songs about the burning fire of God before hopping aboard a bus with the words ‘Promised Land’ written on the side in gold paint. 
 
    Their shouts and prayers rang throughout the courtyard of the dumpy little hotel, stinging against her shields like sparks from a fire. Leaf sighed with relief once they were inside their room. Her undetectable shields would hold long enough for them to arm themselves and escape before anyone managed to breech them. Yet, she couldn’t help but struggle to breathe, like she was standing at the bottom of the ocean, surrounded on all sides by body crushing depths. 
 
    Mir pulled her close, holding her as her trembles subsided. “What did you learn from Kane?” 
 
    “This is bad, really, really bad.” She took a deep breath and tried to collect herself. “The Shadow Council is meeting right now about that Brimstone thing, and they sent Kane and Jennifer here on recon and backup for us. They wanted to send more, but that would be pretty much announcing our presence, and they don’t want the Prophet to know they’re onto him. And he said something about an ancient enemy, something about being outside of time.” 
 
    “Shit, I was hoping I was wrong.” Mir sighed and stroked his hands down her back. “How much do you know about the Outsiders?” 
 
    She frowned and tried to scrape together the bits and pieces she’d learned. “The Outsiders? Not much. It’s considered top secret by the Shadowed, and I’ve only heard vague rumors. Something about the other side of reality and creatures of pure hunger. To be honest, I always thought they were a rumor, a boogeyman used to scare good little Shadows into doing what they said.” 
 
    “I’m afraid they’re real, very real. What I’m about to tell you is classified information.” 
 
    “Uh, okay.” 
 
    Leading her to the bed, Mir sat on the thin mattress and pulled her down beside him. “Do you know why the Goddess went to sleep?” 
 
    Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, she said, “No, no one knows that. I mean, there are theories, but nothing certain.” 
 
    “That’s not entirely true.” He lowered his voice and held her hands in his own, seemingly taking comfort from her touch. “Did you ever hear about the end of the Mayan Empire? How the entire civilization seemed to collapse, how millions of people disappeared?” 
 
    “I vaguely remember something about it, but not much.” 
 
    “Well, they didn’t disappear. They were slaughtered.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The Mayans became involved with death magic, major sacrifices where they killed thousands of people a day. In doing this, they managed to open a portal to the Outsiders.” 
 
    “The who?” 
 
    “The Outsiders are ancient deities, like before the beginning of time and Creation. Beings who once ruled the darkness. When the Creator made the universe, he locked these old gods away in their own dimension, dooming them to endless famine.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Their hunger is immense. It’s like…imagine starving for all of eternity. No matter how much you eat, you’re never full. Well, they feed on the life force that runs through every living thing. In some old religions, they were called the eaters of worlds. Some say black holes are actually portals leading to their dimension, weaknesses in the fabric of the universe. The Mayans managed to open such a portal and the Goddess went to battle, barely managing to defeat the evil that seeped through before resealing the hole and cleansing the land. While she won, she was so badly hurt and drained of power that she drew almost all of the remaining magic from the world into herself and went to sleep, resting for thousands of years in an almost coma like state in her enchanted cocoon before she was strong enough to awaken again.” 
 
    “That’s why the magic disappeared…” Leaf said in a soft voice, her mind racing. “Dark Goddess, that’s terrifying. What does that have to do with what’s going on here?” 
 
    He blew out a harsh breath. “Despite our best efforts, information about the Outsiders has slipped through the cracks, and there are those that for their own insane reasons seek to reopen a portal between our realm and theirs.” 
 
    “Shit, can they do that?” 
 
    “The Mayans did, though I don’t think they were expecting to become just another meal to the Outsiders.” He gave her a humorless smile. “From what you showed Joan, she believes that the Prophet is using death magic to establish a connection to what we refer to as the Hell dimension, a small rip in the fabric of reality that allows them through. Not all the way, but enough to be very dangerous.” 
 
    Her stomach cramped for real, and she fought the urge to be sick. “You mean one of those things is here?” 
 
    “No, no. If one actually managed to break free of its prison and open a true black hole here, we’d know it, because we’d be dead.” 
 
    “But what about the Goddess? Surely she could defeat them again.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. She never defeated them, only banished them back to their dimension. They are Gods and Goddesses, but ones so ancient they make our Blessed Mother look like she’s still in the nursery. Even the Creator was unable to defeat them, only exiling them to someplace outside of our time and space.” 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “And this Prophet guy seems to be working on opening a portal. How do we stop them?” 
 
    “We need to keep the Prophet from being able to complete whatever spell he’s using to try and establish a connection between the dimensions. I’m guessing that the Prophet is fueling his attempt with death magic like the Mayans, but on a smaller scale. He doesn’t have an empire willingly giving him their citizens to sacrifice by the thousands. Just like every spell, a certain number of steps must be taken before the completion. The girl you’re supposed to rescue may be the final death he needs.” 
 
    “But why her?” 
 
    Mir shrugged. “Who knows? She may have a certain blood type, come from a specific family, have a set of skills or emotions that fit the key ingredients needed for the spell. The only thing we do know for sure is that you’ve been sent to rescue her. If the Goddess wanted her entire army to go against the Prophet, she would have alerted her leaders. There must be some reason she’s picked us. A tactical advantage great enough to risk everything.” 
 
    Taking his large hand in hers, she lifted his blood mark to her lips and kissed the thin skin of his inner wrist. “I won’t let anyone hurt you, I promise.” 
 
    “Ditto.” A low, rumbling purr came from deep in his chest. “But don’t worry about that right now.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He grinned, a flash of fang that stirred her libido. “The Goddess will provide, she always does. She brought you to me, didn’t she? When I needed you most, she answered my prayers.” 
 
    The conviction in his words warmed her from the inside out and tears filled her eyes. “I will destroy anyone that tries to harm you and bathe in their blood.” 
 
    Deep and rich, his laughter seemed to echo through her soul. “There’s my terrifying mate. But don’t worry about that right now.” 
 
    He stepped back and began to remove his shirt. After checking that the curtains were closed tight on their room, Leaf let her second sight grow until she could see through Mir’s glamour. The sight of him in his natural glory sent a tingle of arousal, and she tried to ignore it. 
 
    “Don’t worry? I think facing a wizard gorged on death magic trying to rip apart the fabric of the universe to release ancient and ravenous Gods is a valid concern.” 
 
    He ignored her snarky tone and grinned. “You need to be worried about something else.” 
 
    “And what would that be?” 
 
    “Are your panties dry? As dry as the desert?” 
 
    “Um…” She took a step back. “I have to use the bathroom.” 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t.” 
 
    He tackled her onto the bed, and they wrestled with each other. To her surprise, he got the better of her in less than thirty seconds, beating Kane’s record by a good bit. He had his hand shoved down her pants and cupping her pussy before she could blink. Embarrassment mixed with arousal singed through her as he massaged her sex beneath her soaked panties. 
 
    “Mmmm, nice and wet for me. So warm and soft, such a perfect little pussy.” She arched and tried to grind herself into his fingers, to make him give her relief, but he pulled back with a smile. “You’re mine now, little girl. Mine to torment, mine to please.  
 
    “Hey, we weren’t really serious about that bet. It was just a joke, right? I mean how the hell am I supposed to control this insane reaction I have to you?” 
 
    “In time, mate, you’ll learn to deal with it, but for right now, our bond makes you burn for me and I love it.” 
 
    Her nipples pebbled into hard tips, and she wanted to taste him, to feel the velvet of his body stroke across hers, to have his insanely good tongue vibrate her clit while he licked her.  
 
    “Besides, you never told me we’d be meeting a man you’ve had sex with tonight.” 
 
    “Kane? How did you know?” She stilled beneath him and cocked her head. “Are you jealous?” 
 
    He pinned her and shoved her legs apart before wedging himself against her. “Insane with jealousy. I knew by the way he looked at you and how he touched you that he’d been with you. I don’t like it, my tiger doesn’t like it, and it was hard to keep from giving in to the urge to claw that smug smile off his face.” 
 
    “You want me to apologize for having sex? For my training and how I feed my demon? Forgive the hell out of me. How about we talk about the women you’ve fucked, Mir? But you didn’t do it to keep alive, did you? You did it for pleasure.” 
 
    “Are you saying you didn’t enjoy sex with Kane?” 
 
    “Of course I did, but it was part of my training—nothing more. He taught me how to feed without killing, how to satisfy my demon with as little sexual contact as possible.” Her temper flared, and she smiled sweetly up at him. “Where do you think I learned to give blow jobs?” 
 
    A warning growl spilled from him, and she gasped as his hips flexed against hers, stroking her just right. “Be careful what you say, little girl. Don’t push me right now.” 
 
    Perversely enough, the angrier he got, the more aroused she became. “And what are you going to do if I keep reminding you?” 
 
    He smiled at her and lowered his head to drag his fangs along her neck, making her moan and writhe beneath him like a wanton thing. “I’m going to have to claim you, in every way, so when we seem him again, there won’t be a spot on you that hasn’t been marked by me. You’ll be saturated in my scent, inside and out. Now, are you going to behave or do I have to tie you up?” 
 
    A rush of heat went to her clit, and she moaned for him while trying unsuccessfully to push him away. “Piss off.” 
 
    He grinned and rubbed his cheek against hers as his happiness tingled against her skin like snowflakes. “You’re a bad little girl, aren’t you?” 
 
    Nodding emphatically, she leaned up on her elbows and watched as he rummaged in his bag before drawing out a pair of long black men’s socks. “Stand up, take off your clothes, then go stand by the clothing rod.” 
 
    With every piece of armor she shed, the sexual tension built in the room until she was shaking with desire. Mir began to remove his shirt, and she licked her lips, aching to reach out, to touch him and rub herself against his body. Her skin begged for his caress, and she groaned when he pulled his pants down, revealing that he’d gone commando beneath the worn jeans. A hard contraction of lust tightened her lower body, just shy of pain. He had such a lovely cock, and that bone hidden beneath the wide, pink crest…her clit throbbed as she stared at him with raw hunger. 
 
    “Leaf, get your ass over there, now.” 
 
    She spun on her heel and stood beneath the metal clothing rod that was in a door-less closet near the faded amber porcelain sink of the bathroom. In the clean mirror next to her, she had the visual orgasm of watching Mir stalk across the room, his lips drawn back in a snarl while his erect cock swayed with his movements. He was so fucking sexy that her pussy creamed heavily enough to wet her inner thighs. 
 
    When he reached her, his nostril’s flared and another growl had her pussy flooding with her arousal. 
 
    “Reach behind you and grab the clothing rod.” 
 
    She did as he asked, then bit her lower lip while he tied each of her hands to the rod. The soft fabric of the socks binding her wrists slid easily over the metal surface and she relaxed a little bit, knowing she could get out in a hurry, if she needed to. Mir began to lick her face and she froze, her breath stuttering in her throat. His scent filled her, and she moaned in delicious agony as her soul began to feed on his arousal. 
 
    “I love all of you,” he whispered. “Every glorious inch.” 
 
    She’d never had a man lick all of her body before, but that was what Mir did. From the backs of her ears, to the sensitive hollow of her armpits, to the skin between her toes he worshiped her with his mouth, but he saved the best for last. When he returned to her breasts he began to work them with gentle rasps of his sandpaper tongue, awakening every nerve along the way and throwing her into absolute bliss.  
 
    All the blood in her body seemed to drain to her aching sex while he tormented each nipple in turn, leaving them painfully erect and sore.  
 
    “Hold onto the rod,” Mir whispered against her stomach as he kissed his way across her stomach, pausing to play with her belly button ring before moving back to her hips. 
 
    He lifted her legs and put them around his shoulders, her sex now at the perfect level for his mouth. Instead of going right for her pussy, which she was begging him to do in breathless little pants, he gripped her ass and tilted her hips up. A moment later the decadent sensation of his tongue stroking her from the crack of her ass all the way to her clit rocketed through her system. She arched into his grip, undulating her wet sex against the rough friction of his tongue. 
 
    Her whole body tensed as her orgasm came rushing towards her, but before she could go over, Mir stood and wrapped her legs around his waist. 
 
    “Watch us in the mirror, baby girl. You look so beautiful when you’re about to come.” 
 
    She managed to turn her head, resting it on her stretched arm to look at their reflection. Backlit by the low watt lamp at the front of the room, Mir took her breath away. He focused on where his cock was slowly beginning to push into her tight sheath, his intense expression sending shudders of need through her. It seemed like no matter how many times he took her, she was still virgin tight as the thick head of his erection spread her body around his. The little burning, stinging pain of being forced open mixed together with her pleasure until she was doing everything she could to shove him the rest of the way into her body. 
 
    “Easy. Just watch. Let me take care of you.” 
 
    It was hard to keep her eyes open as delicious sensations pounded through her blood, but he was so fucking sexy, it made her ache. The muscles beneath his mithril etched skin rippled as he thrust and retreated, filling her up until she was bursting then leaving her feeling so empty that she wanted to scream. He didn’t move like a normal man, and he sure didn’t thrust into her like one. His body was a sinuous glide of motion, a sensual display of male power that overwhelmed her. 
 
    Love filled with a healthy dose of animalistic lust, stroked her body in psychic waves. 
 
    Soon the orgasm that had momentarily cooled hovered just out of reach. She cried out as Mir stepped closer and gripped her ass with one hand and the back of her neck with the other. The need to touch him suffused her, but she couldn’t because of his bloody makeshift bondage.  
 
    “Look at me.” She met his gaze and lost herself in the gold and swirling blue of his exotic cat eyes. Her climax began to tighten her body, and he had to fight to move within her. “I love you.” 
 
    Tears filled her eyes even as the most exquisite feeling of contentment filled her. “I love you so much, Mir, it scares me.” 
 
    His pleased smile and deep purr had her gasping as exquisite pleasure tightened every muscle in her oversensitive body. With a low growl, he thrust his hand between them, pinching her swollen clit and rubbing gently. “Come for me, my mate.” 
 
    The force of her orgasm burst over her, throwing her from her body and into a dim place filled with her cries and his snarls while the boney part of his cock pushed out and locked him inside of her. With each spurt of his seed, she jerked and shuddered, the intense sensations at once too much and just right. Together they gasped and shuddered, her legs holding tight to his waist while he rubbed his face against her neck, whispering to her how much he loved her, how blessed he was to have found her, and how he would never, ever let her go because she was his, the one thing in the universe that belonged to him alone. She whispered back that she loved him more than she even knew was possible, that he was her perfect mate, her man, and that she would never, ever let him go. Slowly, he eased his hold, her legs barely staying around his hips as her body tried to melt into a puddle. 
 
    His voice came out rough with emotion as he said, “Let’s get you down from there.” 
 
    He had to support her with one arm while he untied her. The ability for her brain to command her body had been blown away by her massive release, and she dreamily mused that it was really nice having a crazy strong mate. A mate who loved her. 
 
    That thought brought her around and, when he turned off the lights and lay in the sagging hotel bed with her, she turned on her side to face him. “Mir, I’m freaking out a little.” 
 
    He sighed and stroked her hair back from her face. “I am, too.” 
 
    “Really? You don’t seem scared.” 
 
    He rolled on his side to face her fully, propping one arm beneath his head as he looked down on her. “I’ve been alone for a very, very long time, baby girl. All these years, I’ve yearned for someone to love who would love me in return just as I am. Then I finally find you, and the Goddess seems determined to test our relationship in every way possible. But we will prove that we are worthy of her blessing.” 
 
    An ache went through her, and she placed her hand over his heart, lightly stroking the velvety skin there as she whispered one of her deepest secrets. “I never thought anyone would love me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    She looked down, idly tracing one of the spells etched into his skin. “Probably for the same reason as you. I’m different.” 
 
    “You are amazing. Beautiful, fierce—” 
 
    “Don’t forget possessed,” she muttered. 
 
    “It is only one facet of who you are.” He tipped her chin up, studying her in the light coming in from the streetlights in the parking lot around the edges of the curtains. “I carry a piece of your soul, baby girl, and you have the sweetest spirit of anyone I’ve ever met. Nothing can change that.” 
 
    She couldn’t help the pleased smile that seemed to warm her from the inside out at his compliment. “You’re not so bad yourself.” 
 
    They lay like that for a long time, just touching and occasionally making a content sound. For her it was little sighs, but for Mir it was a low purr that soothed her more than anything she’d ever experienced. Kane was right. Love was a gift, Mir was a gift, and she would do whatever it took to keep him alive. 
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    Leaf’s screaming woke Mir from a confusing dream about darkness and chaos. Her shrill shrieks pierced his sensitive ears, rousing both man and beast. His eyes snapped open and he grabbed Leaf, holding her to him while he said in a loud voice, “Leaf, wake up. Come on, baby girl. It’s a dream, wake up.” 
 
    The low moan that she made, reminiscent of a dying animal, worried Mir’s tiger enough that the cat reached through his blood bond with her to rub against her soul. She let out a series of shuddering breaths before her tremors subsided enough that she could talk. 
 
    “We have to move, now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because,” she shuddered again, “something seriously fucking bad is coming.” 
 
    A sliver of grey sky shone around the edges of the faded motel curtains and a quick glance at the clock showed it was a little after five am. He helped her sit up, hating the stink of her fear saturating the air. She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath then let it out slowly, repeating the motion until the pulse racing along her slender throat had slowed. 
 
    He cupped her face and stroked her cheekbones with his thumbs, letting the natural healing of a mate’s touch sooth her. “Shhh, you’re okay. Tell me what you saw.” 
 
    “It…it was abstract. I saw a map of the world and it narrowed down to South Dakota, to where we are. As my gaze followed the roads leading in and out of the city the map began to bulge, to almost morph. It’s hard to explain but I felt like something was pushing at the other side of the map from the outside, trying to get in. I felt like if whatever it was managed to break through, we’d be fucked.” 
 
    “Outsiders,” he whispered, his empty stomach filling with nausea.  
 
    “Yeah, I think so. It must have been a warning from the Goddess, because I had this odd sense of people…fleeing the area. Like this was a general warning she broadcast to all of her people. Telling them it was time to abandon ship.” She rubbed her face. “I could see where Rebekah was being held. Her soul burned with a bright light, like a star that fell to earth. The Goddess is with her, but time is running out.”  
 
    A sick feeling washed through him. “Contact Kane, now.” 
 
    They both froze as a knock came from the front door. 
 
    Mir leapt from the bed and crept towards the door in a crouched stance. He tried to scent who was out there, but Leaf’s shields kept everything out, including smells. Hesitating, he debated grabbing a weapon, but in his experience those that were a threat usually didn’t knock first, they kicked doors in or blasted them off their hinges with a spell. 
 
    Kane’s voice came from the other side, “Cousin, open up. I have doughnuts and coffee. We don’t want to be late for the celebration.” 
 
    Leaf rose from the bed and grabbed her gun from the side table, her long sheaf of midnight black hair partially obscuring her face. The sight of her soft bronze skin, the deadly way she held herself, made him hard. At the thought of Kane seeing her like that, he snarled. 
 
    “Put some clothes on.” 
 
    She blinked at him and her aim wavered slightly. “What?” 
 
    “I do not want him to see you naked.” 
 
    “For fucks sake, Mir, if it’s Kane, he’s seen me naked before. If it’s an enemy, I’ll be the last thing he sees.” 
 
    He snarled at her and she snarled back before grabbing his shirt off the ground and shoving it over her head before resuming her shooting stance.  
 
    A moment later, Mir cautiously opened the door and Kane stepped through, all arrogant smiles and menace as he set down the coffee cup carrier on the chipped table near the door. “I have seen her naked before, dozens of times, and the sight is always sweet.” 
 
    Before Leaf could say anything, Mir slammed the door then grabbed Kane by the throat, letting his claws sink into the skin just enough to sting. “You will not talk about my mate like that.” 
 
    “Mir, drop him right now.” 
 
    He looked over to find Leaf pulling on a pair of jeans while scowling at him. “I mean it, Leaf. I will not allow him to disrespect you that way.” 
 
    Something cold slid across his stomach and he froze, knowing without having to look that one of the knives Kane had strapped all over his body now pressed against his guts. 
 
    “Temper, temper,” Kane said with a sneer. 
 
    “Kane, grow the fuck up.” Leaf stomped over to him and jerked him from Mir’s grip before smacking him upside the back of his head hard enough to make the other man wince. “Why are you antagonizing him like this? We’ve got big enough problems to face without you two going at each other’s throats.” 
 
    Kane sheathed his knife, then set the coffee and a bag of what had to be doughnuts down on the battered wood dresser while Mir jerked on his clothes.  
 
    “Let me guess,” Kane said with a low sigh as he sat on the edge of the rumpled bed while opening the lid to his coffee. “You saw a map of this area then it either began to burn, had a hole punched through it, or saw something pressing against the other side.” 
 
    “Yes,” Leaf said while Mir said, “No.” 
 
    “What did you dream of, Pride Leader Mir?” 
 
    He ignored the other man’s sardonic tone. “Death, chaos, destruction, but no map.” 
 
    Leaf rooted around in the bag before pulling out a chocolate glazed donut. “Where’s Jennifer?” 
 
    Kane’s mocking smirk fell off his face, stark worry taking its place. “She’s on her way back to the main island. Everyone has been called back home-everyone.” 
 
    Leaf stared at him, shock making her brown eyes huge in her face. “All of them? Why?”  
 
    “Because, boys and girls, we are in a shitload of trouble.” 
 
    Leaf grabbed a chocolate doughnut from the bag. “That’s you, Master of the Obvious. Can you enlighten us any more than that?” 
 
    The other man sighed, then took a big drink of his coffee. “I’ll explain it while we’re on the road. I have a car ready to go. We just need to pack up and get out the hell out of here before this whole thing blows up. The Dark Goddess has indicated that anyone left in this area is as good as dead. No rescue attempts will be made, if you’re still here in about…mmmmm eight hours you’re toast.” 
 
    “Wait,” Leaf said and took a step closer to Kane. “I can’t leave.” 
 
    “Yes, you can, and you will. The Shadow Council has canceled all contracts. You are to return with me, now. We need everyone we can gather for the fight to come.” 
 
    “No, I can’t.” She began to braid her hair, watching Kane in the mirror. “I have work to do.” 
 
    Kane shot him an exasperated look. “Mir, help me save your stubborn mate.” 
 
    Anger poured into Mir from Leaf, but he tried to keep it from affecting him. “Leaf, if the Goddess is telling us to get out, we have to get out.” 
 
    “She may be telling you to leave, but not me.” Her chin lifted at a stubborn angle. “I was sent here for a reason, and I’m not leaving without her.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Rebekah, I can’t leave without her. I was sent here to rescue her, Mir. I’m her only hope.” Mir could see right away that she wouldn’t be dissuaded, but Kane didn’t look convinced. “I don’t care what the Council says, I know what I’m supposed to do. It’s my choice how to live my life, my choice how to risk it, and I’m willing to take that risk to save Rebekah.”  
 
    Kane almost crushed his coffee. “Leaf, you don’t understand. In less than a day, this whole region could be a smoldering pit, a direct link to another dimension—a hell dimension like nothing you can imagine. Evil in its purest form.” 
 
    The instant fear pouring from his mate made Mir’s hackles raise. Instead of giving in to her fright, she lifted her chin and squared her shoulders. “So, one of the Outsiders is going to break through?” 
 
    Kane shot Mir a look. “That’s classified information.” 
 
    With a casual shrug, Mir began to pack up their supplies while laying out weapons. “She’s my mate.” 
 
    “Fucking Twin Souls,” Kane muttered while Leaf glared at him. “You could be killed for sharing that information with her. You know the rules.” 
 
    Ignoring them both, Leaf began to pull out her dragon scale armor. “It doesn’t matter who or what is coming; my mission is clear. I am not abandoning her.” 
 
    “I’m going to fucking knock your ass out and take you with me.” 
 
    Kane stalked towards her but Mir intercepted him before he could lay a finger on his woman. “Back off. Leaf isn’t the child that you trained, Shadowed. She’s her own woman now, and strong enough to handle whatever may come. If she feels the Goddess has given her a task, it’s our job to help her, not stop her.” 
 
    For a second he thought Kane might try to start a fight, but the other man threw up his hands and stepped back. “If she’s your mate, you need to protect her. Get her ass out of here while you still have time. This is a fucking suicide mission!” 
 
    A large part of him wanted to do exactly as the other man said, but he knew his mate would resent him if he even tried, and maybe beat his ass. Besides, he had absolute faith in his Goddess. If he was here with Leaf, then it must be for a reason. Maybe they could even stop whatever trigger was needed to let an Outsider break through. As soon as he made that decision, a sense of rightness came over him, an inner peace that showed him on an instinctive level he was making the right call.  
 
    His tiger agreed and, to his surprise, he felt the cool brush of Leaf’s demon against his mental shields, requesting his attention.  
 
    When he lowered his shields, the demon said, Everything has a price, Pride Leader, everything. Are you willing to pay it of your own free will? 
 
    He glanced at Leaf, trying to see if she knew he was speaking to her demon, but she was still bickering with Kane while getting dressed. If it means protecting my mate, yes. 
 
    Good, because she can’t do this alone. She will need all of your strength, all of your courage, for the time ahead. You must do what she cannot, go where she cannot. 
 
    To his irritation, the demon withdrew from his thoughts, leaving him wondering what the fuck that was about. 
 
    Leaf tried to keep her expression blank as she turned to face him, but he could sense the fear beneath the surface. “I’m sorry, Mir, I have to stay. You need to go with Kane. He’ll help you get back to your Pride.” 
 
    Ignoring her, Mir began to get dressed while Kane drank his coffee. “If you think I’m leaving you to face this alone, you’re crazy.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    He crossed the room in two strides, taking her by the arms and forcing her to look up at him. “You are my mate, the keeper of my soul, my beloved. I will not let you face this alone. If we die, we die together.” 
 
    Kane muttered something unflattering about fools, and Leaf turned to glare at him. “Do you have anything useful to tell us before you scamper off?”  
 
    Mir would have found the way Kane gritted his teeth funny, if he wasn’t so worried. “I don’t know much, but I can tell you that I received word this morning that our spies and seers think the Prophet has amassed enough deaths here to open a portal via the ley lines that run through this shithole and converge beneath the Purist compound.” 
 
    Clearing her throat, Leaf gave Mir a quick hug before stepping away and resuming getting ready. “A portal to the Outsider’s dimension? Is that even possible?” 
 
    Mir moved to the other side of the room and took out his bag packed with weapons supplied by Leaf’s family. “Among the Twin Souls, we call it the Chaos Dimension, to the Shadowed it’s a Hell Gate, but it all means the same thing. A name for that which cannot be named, a word to represent the place outside of space and time where the Outsiders rule and nightmares thrive in the darkness. Even if they don’t manage to open a portal big enough for an Outsider to get through, there are plenty of really-really bad things that could crawl out of their world and into ours.” 
 
    “A Hell Gate? Holy shit.” Her dark eyes widened and her hand shook as she pulled her hair back and began to braid it. “How the fuck would the Prophet figure out how to make a Hell Gate?” 
 
    “There have been books written on it, ancient scrolls, that kind of shit,” Kane said with a shrug. “We thought we’d managed to collect and destroy them all, but where there’s a will there’s a way.” 
 
    “I guess you missed one.” Leaf snapped while she shed her pants beneath Mir’s long shirt, showing only a flash of thigh before pulling on her dragon scale armor. “It doesn’t matter. I have to save Rebekah, and my demon agrees.” 
 
    Kane began to pace the room. “Think about what you’re doing, Leaf. Your death will kill Mir.” 
 
    She stilled, then looked up at him with tears in her eyes. “I’ve been inside of her mind, her soul. I know what it’s like to lose all hope, to face so much fear that you are debilitated by it like a mortal wound. I can’t leave her. I’m her only chance.” 
 
    “She’s going to die in a few hours anyways, like the rest of us if we don’t get the fuck out before that portal is opened.” Kane’s hands clenched and unclenched as despair scented with love flowed from him as he looked at Leaf. “The only hope we have is to rally our defenses and try to contain whatever threat emerges.” 
 
    “You don’t know that. Maybe we can stop it.” Leaf turned on her former trainer and, while Mir had no idea what was on her face at the moment, Kane almost took a step back. “It is never too late. She’s praying for a rescue, for someone in this universe to give a shit about her. She’s a young country girl raised on a farm, treated like an object fit only for breeding, who had the bad luck of turning Twin Soul among a group of Purists. I have to at least try.” 
 
    “We’re not going to talk you out of this, are we?” 
 
    “You can club me over the head, throw a spell at me, or do whatever it is that has you slowly reaching for the side pocket of your jacket, but if you do that, you might as well kill me now. I’ve been Summoned, and you know what happens when a Summons is ignored. I don’t believe the Dark Goddess has kept me alive all this time only to abandon me now. I have to have faith in her.” 
 
    “What happens if you ignore a Summons?” Mir said in a low voice as he drew her into his arms, unable to bear her pain.  
 
    “I’m forced to relive the suffering of the person I was supposed to save over and over until it either kills me or drives me insane.” She gave a humorless laugh. “Come on, did you really think the Dark Goddess would like her will being ignored?” 
 
    With a defeated sigh, Kane rubbed his face with both hands. “Fine. If you’re staying so am I.” 
 
    Leaf strapped a wicked looking knife to her thigh. “No, you should go. I understand why Mir has to come with me. I would go with him, if our situations were reversed, but the Shadowed need you.” 
 
    Ignoring her, Kane tossed a computerized metallic chip the size of a half dollar on the table and a hologram map of the area appeared above it. “They’re holding the sacrifices in a compound prison that is pretty much impossible to get into without an all-out assault. We believe that the girl, Rebekah, is going to be transported to the Burning Grounds early this morning. Getting her out of her heavily secured prison will take more manpower and time than we have. Our best bet will be to set up an ambush somewhere between here and the Burning Grounds. They’ll have to transport her there, and the Prophet along with his strongest wizards will already be at the Burning Grounds, no doubt whipping their faithful up into a frenzy for power. I can’t imagine a spell of this magnitude will be easy, so they won’t be worrying about mundane shit like the transportation of their sacrifices. We’ll be alone on this, no backup, so we have to be smart.” 
 
    Leaf strode over to the map, examining it from a few different angles before saying, “What about this rocky outcropping?” 
 
    “Too close to the Burning Grounds. That area is about as heavily warded as you can get. They’d sense us before we even got close.” 
 
    Joining his mate, Mir studied the map then pointed to a location about halfway between the prison and the big coliseum where the burnings took place. “We could set up here, and do something to disable the vehicles on the turn right before. Using the cover of the trees, we could snipe them off. Do you think they’re expecting an attack?” 
 
    Kane shook his head. “No, but we don’t know what kind of magic users they’ll have. And don’t forget, at any time, the world as we know it could end. While it would be nice to think that if we manage to free Rebekah, the Prophet would fail, we don’t know that. She could merely be a distraction, or the first sacrifice to the Outsiders, or any of a thousand insignificant things.” 
 
    Leaf gave Kane a narrow-eyed look. “No life is insignificant. How much time do you think we have?” 
 
    “I’d say probably six to eight hours to rescue her and get far, far away from here, but who the fuck knows.” 
 
    Leaf brushed her fingertips over the map, turning it and zooming in. “We’ll need to take the lead vehicle out right around here to block the rest of the convoy. I don’t know what kind of shape she’s going to be in, but if they’ve been torturing her like I think, she won’t be able to go far on her own at all.” 
 
    Kane’s fingers brushed Leaf’s as he manipulated the map and Mir had to hold back a growl. “We’ll stash my Raptor back in this underbrush. It’s cloaked, so they’ll have a hard time tracking us.” 
 
    Leaf absently leaned back into Mir’s arms as she studied the map. “Let’s do it.” 
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    Leaf blew out a tense breath, which did nothing to ease her tight muscles as adrenaline pumped through her veins. The prison bus, with its two escort vehicles, moved through the twisting dirt roads leading to the west, where the ley lines converged beneath the coliseum. The overcast skies hung dark and heavy, constantly threatening a storm with distant rumbles of thunder. To her right, Mir crouched on the thick limb of the tree they’d picked as their hiding spot. Kane was situated across the road from them to provide cover fire, hidden among the upper branches of a big pine tree. 
 
    A faint rumble combined with the thunder echoing through the storm clouds, then got louder as the convoy rolled their way. An old modified SUV was in the lead position as they drove up the narrow gravel road. When she activated her distance vision, she could see that the men inside of the SUV were laughing and appeared relaxed. Behind it came the bus, and her heart clenched when she saw the runes painted all over the sides. Death magic radiated from the vehicle, and she shuddered at the thought of what it must be like to be trapped in there. Her demon paced restlessly inside her soul, his eagerness for bloodshed making her twitchy. 
 
    Kane’s voice came through the com link in her right ear. “When I take out the lead vehicle, Mir, you’ll need to take out the rear one without hitting the bus. Leaf, wait until we can provide cover fire for you then tear through those wardings and get your girl out. Understood?” 
 
    “Roger that,” Leaf muttered as she rolled her ward breakers around in her palm. The small balls, no bigger than a golf ball, contained a big enough blast of psychic energy to rip apart the death wards on the bus without killing the occupants, or so she hoped. Without examining the bus, she really had no idea what kind of magic she was up against, only that it was incredibly strong and fortified with pain and sorrow. The thought of all the people that must have suffered to make them had Leaf’s innate sense of justice flaring to life. 
 
    “On my call,” Kane murmured. “Five, four, three, two, and go.” 
 
    Three things happened at once. Kane fired a rocket at the first vehicle, causing it to flip and instantly burst into flames, a second rocket shot from Mir’s position and a fireball flared to life behind the bus where the other escort car was located. The driver of the bus tried to keep from plowing into the burning lead car, and the bulky vehicle flipped just as Leaf threw her first warding. To her horror, the warding missed and burst harmlessly against a tree. 
 
    “Shit,” she hissed. Before either man could reply, she was scrambling down the slope, pausing only to throw the second warding, which hit the bus. A black sheet of energy rippled and wavered over the bus, but remained firm.  
 
    “Leaf, get back here,” Kane roared through the com link, but she disregarded him as her demon urged her to go faster. The flames from the lead vehicle were engulfing the front of the bus and she could hear a woman screaming from inside. Terrible images of Rebekah burning alive filled Leaf’s mind, and she had to hold back her own scream of horror. Mir followed her down the slope, barely keeping up as she went to shadow form and streaked to the now burning bus. Black, smoky clouds obscured her vision, and she held back a scream of pain as the flames roared towards her. 
 
    To her shock, Mir ran past her into the inferno, slashing at the wardings with his claws while his hair began to smolder. She tried to follow him, her soul shrieking in horror at the pain coming through their bond, but Kane grabbed her from behind before she could move. 
 
    “No, Leaf! No!” 
 
    “Let me go!” She tried to claw at his arms, but he held her too tight and her body was weakened by Mir’s pain.  
 
    With a roar, Mir broke through the bubble around the bus and smashed out a window, his blood sizzling in the increasingly hot air. The fire was mere inches away now and the interior of the bus was filled with darkness. Her heart stopped when her mate pulled himself through the broken window and all the strength left her body, leaving Kane to hold her upright. 
 
    She only became aware that she was screaming Mir’s name when her voice broke and nothing came out.  
 
    “Leaf, we have to go,” Kane yelled into her ear, but her mind refused to hear him. “Honey, we have to go now. Guards are on their way from the Purist compound.” 
 
    “No.” Her voice came out in a cracked whisper, and she clawed at the arms holding her, unable to penetrate the dragon scale armor that Kane wore. 
 
    Just as he was dragging her away, movement came through the smoke. Her heart stopped at the sight of Mir staggering towards them, his skin red and blistering in places, his hair burned to nothing and his eyes swollen shut. In his arms he held the form of a small female Twin Soul, Rebekah, her tiger striped body limp and crusted with dried blood.  
 
    Kane released Leaf with a gasp, and she raced to Mir, trying to brace him without touching his damaged skin. His pain roared through her and she bit back a moan as her mind threatened to blackout at the overwhelming sensation. Her demon fed her strength, giving her everything he had to keep her upright. Their blood bond kicked in and managed to ease the strain enough for her to catch and hold Mir as he sagged. A moment later, Kane appeared and took Rebekah from Mir’s arms a moment before her mate dropped the small woman. 
 
    “Mir,” she croaked out, searching for some place on his body that she could touch. His right side seemed to be the most damaged so she moved to his left and helped him stagger away from the burning wreck. 
 
    “Hurry,” Kane shouted over his shoulder. “It won’t be long before the guards are here. If they catch us like this, we’re fucked.” 
 
    Mir picked up his pace, even though she knew each step for him was agony. To her horror, the blisters on his skin burst open with his movements and her stomach tried to throw up its contents at the smell of charred flesh. Her demon came to the forefront, and she didn’t fight him, knowing instantly that he could do what she could not. Mir’s pain had crippled her through their bond, and all she could think was that they needed to stop so she could ease him. 
 
    A surge of strength moved through her as her demon took control. She began to walk faster, urging Mir on even though she wanted to beg Kane to stop. After an eternity, they reached the Raptor hidden on the side of the road, the smell of the fire coating the air. Kane slid the still unconscious woman into the backseat and secured her, then opened the rear hatch and helped Leaf get Mir inside the spacious cargo hold.  
 
    “There’s a med-kit to the left and blankets beneath you,” Kane said before he shut the doors. 
 
    Less than ten seconds later, they were on the road, driving away from the burning wreckage fast enough that Mir slid across the cargo hold and gave a horrible animalistic scream as his body touched the wall.  
 
    “Hold on, mate,” she sobbed out as she removed the med box from the wall and began to dig through it. 
 
    She found the large tube of cellular reconstruction cream and twisted the cap off. Before she could apply it Mir whispered, “Spit, mix it with your saliva.” 
 
    Instead of questioning him, she did as he asked, squeezing out a generous handful into her shaking palm covered with his blood. The stench of burning flesh filled the interior of the Raptor and Kane made a gagging sound from the front, but kept driving. The vehicle hummed as the cloaking device went into place, the metal beneath her knees sending up a vibration that shook her bones.  
 
    After rubbing her hands together to mix it she tried to figure out where the most damage was and her mind momentarily blanked at the sight of so much burned skin. She started with his hands, rubbing the cream in as gently as possible, her palms tingling as the healing balm tried to repair any damage to her skin. The tube was almost gone by the time she reached his shoulder, leaving her with the agonizing decision of healing his face or his torso. 
 
    Mir panted and she chose his face, starting with his eyes that were swollen shut. 
 
    The pained noise he made had her own cries breaking free, and she tried to stifle her sobs as she worked on him, knowing she had to be strong, had to endure this. No one could help her mate right now but her. Her beautiful, strong, courageous mate, who risked his own life to save a woman that should have been Leaf’s responsibility.  
 
    “How are you doing back there?” Kane called out. 
 
    “I’m almost out of cream,” she yelled back, her voice hoarse and breaking. 
 
    “Fuck, use your saliva and blood. It has healing properties for your mate. Save a little bit of the cream for Rebekah, she has some pretty serious injuries.” 
 
    A small, selfish part of her wanted to use every drop on Mir, didn’t care about the woman she’d come to save, but her sense of honor and justice wouldn’t allow her that. She set the tube aside with a small amount left in it and bit her lip hard enough to make it bleed then spit into her palms. Mir had passed out and she shuddered in relief as the pain coming through their bond lessened enough for her draw a deep breath.  
 
    Already the cream was working on the worst of his injuries, and pale, pinkish skin was beginning to grow beneath the blackened exterior. Her heart lightened as the burned surface flaked away at the brush of her fingers, revealing healthy, lightly furred skin beneath. Working as quickly as she could she covered the remaining parts of his body with the mixture of her blood and saliva, gasping in astonishment as the mixture of her body fluids seemed to heal just as well as the cellular reconstruction cream. 
 
    With a grunt, she lifted his heavy bulk as best she could and took care of his back, picking the burned fabric off his skin so it could heal right. His breathing had eased and when she placed her hand gently over his heart it beat steady and strong beneath her palm. When she was sure he’d sunk into a healing sleep, she arranged some blankets she’d found around Mir, thanking the Goddess that Kane was prepared for anything, as usual. 
 
    Satisfied that Mir was as protected as he could be, she grabbed the med kit and clambered over the seat and moved over the still form of the battered young woman. Her heart ached anew at the sight of all the damage done to Rebekah’s body. Cuts, bruises, burns, missing skin—just about every kind of damage that could be wrought on a person had been inflicted on Rebekah. Over every one of her beautiful tiger stripes, someone had cut her so she would have a pattern of scars over her body resembling the stripes, degrading her beauty with thick scars. Leaf wanted to scream with rage at the horror Rebekah had experienced, but she couldn’t touch her with anger. On some level, Rebekah might feel it, and the last thing Leaf wanted to do was add to her sorrow. 
 
    “How is she?” Kane said in a low voice from the front seat. 
 
    “Bad.”  
 
    Kane grunted and the Raptor rocked slightly as they took a steep incline. She went to wipe her hand over her face to get rid of her tears, but paused when she saw her blood covered hand dotted with flakes of Mir’s burned skin. Her stomach roiled and she sucked in a quick breath, trying to ignore the scent of blood and suffering. 
 
    “How long until we reach safety?” 
 
    “About another hour.”  
 
    “Are we being followed?” 
 
    “Yes, but they’re far behind us and slowing down. Their vehicles aren’t equipped to travel the way we are.” 
 
    “Thank the Dark Goddess,” Leaf whispered then said in a louder voice, “Where are we going?” 
 
    “A coven compound.” He took a deep breath then slowly let it out. “I’m sorry I tried to make you leave. You were right, we needed to wait. There’s something…special about her. Rebekah you said her name was?” 
 
    “Yeah, her name is Rebekah.” She was still angry about the memory of Kane trying to drag her away. “We’ll talk about it later. Right now I need to get in a good headspace before I touch her.” 
 
    “When I spoke to Joan earlier, she said you had a piece of Mir’s tiger in you now. Think you can coax it forward to try and connect with the girl’s animal?” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that.” She concentrated and reached deep into her mind. Instantly, her demon rose to the surface, along with a mental brush of fur. The musk of a tiger filled her and the girl in front of her moaned. Emotions that weren’t her own raced through her. Love, empathy, sorrow, need, compassion, and a possessive hunger from Mir’s tiger that took her breath away. 
 
    Her demon showed her spitting into her palms with her blood again, but this time while running her hands over the girl’s body. She tried to argue with him, that she wasn’t mated to this girl or a Twin Soul, but he fought her to the point where he forced her to bite her lip again to reopen the wound. To make it worse, Mir’s tiger began to roar and snarl with displeasure, banging against the fragile walls of her soul. 
 
    “What the fuck is going on back there?” Kane asked in a strained voice. “My demon is going apeshit.” 
 
    Earth. She needed the earth beneath them. Right now. 
 
    “Pull over,” she snarled, her voice holding a hint of the tiger’s roar ripping through her mind. 
 
    “What? Have you lost your mind? We can’t stop now.” 
 
    “Pull over!” The very air around her shuddered with the strength of her command, the darkness of her demon lending her voice an intensity that turned her words into a rolling echo of power. 
 
    “Fuck,” Kane whispered in a strained voice, but he did as she asked. 
 
    She had no idea what the hell she was doing, but if she didn’t listen to her demon and Mir’s tiger, they were going to destroy her mind. 
 
    The second the Raptor came to a stop, Kane leapt out of the front seat and jerked open the side door.  
 
    “What do I need to do?” 
 
    “Carry her and put her on the ground. I need a connection to the earth.” 
 
    He did as she asked. When she scrambled out after him, she found that they were on a high ridge just below the snowline on a mountain. Straggly pine trees grew here and there, but the ground was rocky. She spied a small patch of mossy grass to their left and pointed to it. “Put her there.” 
 
    Rebekah moaned when Kane set her down, and he leaned over, whispering something to her that eased the tension on her face. The orange and black of her stripes stood out in stark contrast from the creamy white of her exposed belly. The white extended up her torso, ending below her throat with hints of white on her cheekbones and forehead like a true tiger, leaving the rest of her body with a reddish orange cast.  
 
     To Leaf’s surprise, the only place on the woman not damaged was the area around her genitals. “It doesn’t look like she was sexually assaulted. Why wouldn’t they do that? It’s the quickest way to break a woman.” 
 
    “They needed her to remain a virgin,” Kane said in a soft voice and stroked back Rebekah’s blood-matted hair.  
 
    Before she could question him further, her demon forced her body to move closer and she mentally snarled at him while Mir’s tiger snarled back. Not liking being outnumbered in her own head, she promised both tiger and demon that once they were safe, she was going to lock them both in a mental box. They ignored her and, as she knelt next to the still form of the Twin Soul woman, the overwhelming urge to kiss her came over Leaf. Not in a sexual manner, but like a kiss she would give to a beloved sister, or a mother to her child. Love, a pure and strong adoration unlike anything she’d ever felt, encompassed her and brought a sense of peace that washed away all her doubts and fear as the power of the Mother Goddess filled her. 
 
    A feminine voice that shook her very bones whispered in her head, Everything has a price, and the price has been paid. 
 
    A breath of the divine moved through her, strengthening her demon until he seemed to be bursting from the confinements of her soul. Suddenly, she felt like she was wearing too many clothes, too many layers between her and the earth, and before Kane’s astonished eyes she quickly stripped until she was nude, her blood racing in her veins as she crouched on the grass, feeling the magic of nature racing through her and settling into her bones. Her mortal body ached at the onslaught of magic and she tried to shake off her dizziness. It was as if she was more an observer than anything else, as she slowly leaned down and pressed her still bleeding lips to Rebekah’s. 
 
    At first nothing happened, just the faint feeling of the other woman’s breath against her mouth, then a roaring inferno of magic began to build between them where they touched. She tried to jerk back, but it was as if her body was fused in place, her knees glued to the cold ground and her lips fastened to the other woman’s. From deep within, her demon began to race to the surface, filling her like he never had before, possessing her until blood began to pour from her nose, ears, and mouth as her body strained to hold him. Spice mixed with the mineral taste of blood coated her mouth and her soul shuddered then quaked, the sensation of being torn asunder leaving her screaming inside of her head. 
 
    Just before she passed out, a pair of strong hands gripped her and the scent of Mir soothed her mind and body. He held her together while her demon fought to free himself from her mortal cage and Mir’s tiger tore holes in the barrier around her soul. For an eternity, she was savaged between two forces, her mind struggling to stay whole and sane. Beneath her, Rebekah began to arch and shake, but they never broke their kiss. 
 
    For the first time, Leaf clearly heard her demon’s voice, as ringing as a bell and more powerful than an earthquake. 
 
    Thank you, Leaf, for bringing her to me. You have served the Goddess well, but our time together is over. I wish you well, my Light, on your new path with the spirit fate always intended for you to have. 
 
    Before she could comprehend what was happening, a terrible emptiness filled her while her demon left her body and soul. She screamed out in agony as her spirit hung in tatters, the strength of her demon that she’d taken for granted all these years leaving her an empty husk. Insanity beckoned, as the world around her became a strange and frightening place. Swirling in darkness, spinning out of control, her mind plummeted towards chaos. She reached out, trying to find something, anything to keep her from descending into madness. Darkness, no sound, no scent, no ability to even tell time overwhelmed her. She was nothing and no one, every bit of what had made her Leaf slowly fading away. Rallying her strength, she mentally screamed out a prayer to the Goddess, begging her for help. 
 
    In the wasteland of her mind, her fingertips brushed fur and she clutched onto it. Straining with all of her might, she fought to hold onto the warmth in this empty place, to embrace the sensation of life where there was only death. The musk of a tiger surrounded her, and she cried out as claws slashed at her, the pain a welcome sensation after the horror of nothingness. Far, far out in the darkness, something vast began to roll towards them, and the tiger sank its fangs into her throat and growled. 
 
    She went limp, preferring the death the tiger offered to the eternity of nothingness before her. To her surprise, she began to sink into the tiger, or the tiger began to sink into her. As their souls brushed, she realized that this was Rebekah’s tiger…no, wait…not Rebekah’s tiger.  
 
    Leaf’s tiger. 
 
    Joy burst through her, and she wanted to cry out in happiness as her tiger roared. 
 
    The spirit animal filled the void left by her demon, shored up the cracks in her soul with its strength and pushed back the darkness. That massive sense of chaos and evil was trying to reach her, searching for her tiger, but the distance between them was growing as Leaf’s soul fought to return to the land of the living, to the light of creation and her human body. A voice, a scent called to her, guiding her back to herself through the void. As she slipped through something her mind could only identify as a veil, she raced through the universe towards her mate. 
 
    Awareness of her body returned in small increments, starting with the beat of her heart. Next came the ache of torn muscles and a burning sensation along her skin almost like a really strong sunburn. Weakness threatened to chase her into unconsciousness, as the frailty of her human form merged with the eternal power of her tiger’s soul. A moment of sorrow tore at her heart at the loss of her demon, but it was quickly replaced by pure love and happiness as her tiger butted its head against her spirit.  
 
    In her mind, she found herself in a fragrant green jungle alcove next to a small waterfall, looking at a beautiful orange and black female tiger stretched out on a water smoothed stone. The big cat let out a gruff purr and stood in a humbling display of grace and muscle that made her breath catch in her throat. She reached out and the tiger leapt off the ledge, coming eagerly into her arms and almost knocking her over as it purred and rubbed against her. 
 
    Using a form of communication similar to her demon, yet different, the tiger showed her emotions mixed with simple images, all of them conveying a sense of love and of coming home, of pure acceptance and devotion. She buried her fingers into the soft fur and hugged her tiger, a sense of completion filling her that she’d never had with her demon. Another pang of sorrow moved through her that she’d denied both herself and her demon this kind of bond, but her tiger assured her that her former demon was where he was meant to be. A complicated series of images flashed before her that she had trouble understanding, but the overlying message was that everything happened for reasons within reasons, choices within choices, her mortal mind could not even begin to comprehend. 
 
    But everything the Goddess did was out of love for her children. 
 
    Even if humanity, like typical spoiled kids, were too dumb to appreciate it. 
 
    A giggle escaped her as she caught the faintest echo of divine amusement. 
 
    The sun shining through the leaves above began to dim and around them the jungle came to life with the sounds of the night creatures stirring. Peacefulness invaded her, dragging her down until she was nuzzled against her tiger’s side as her cat purred and snuffled at her. The welcoming embrace of the earth surrounded her, and she barely had the strength to look up when a second tiger stepped out of the forest, this one white with black markings. Her tiger continued to purr and chuffed out a greeting when the second tiger—Mir’s tiger, her mind whispered—began to nuzzle her. She could somehow feel Mir’s worry, his pain and sorrow through his bond with his tiger, and she pushed herself up and away from the comfort of her big cat. 
 
    “I have to go to him. He needs me.”  
 
    Her tiger gave a growl of discontent and placed a large paw over her waist, effectively pinning her to its side when she tried to stand. 
 
    She pushed at the paw with irritation. “Let me go, he needs me.” 
 
    Two sets of images bombarded her mind, and she held up her hands. “Wait, wait, I can’t—I don’t understand.” 
 
    Her tiger gave Mir’s tiger an irritated snarl and Leaf gasped as her mind showed her images of a wounded cub trying to escape its mother’s care. She frowned at her tiger. “I’m not a wounded cub.” 
 
    Mir’s tiger snorted and lay down next to her, adding his big pale paw over her tiger’s orange and cream. They both, however, had razor sharp black claws that they were very careful with. Like she imagined they would be with a cub. Pinned between the two of them, surrounded by their warmth, she unwillingly relaxed. “He needs me.” 
 
    They ignored her and began to gently nuzzle her, their warm breath further lulling her into rest. Cradled between the tigers, surrounded by their scent mixed with Mir’s, she gave up fighting them and snuggled against her tiger. As soon as she stopped fighting them, a peacefulness came over her, similar to what she felt while communing with the earth, but far stronger than she’d ever experienced. In a way, it felt like being sheltered in her mother’s arms. She let out a long sigh as her thoughts faded and a darkness filled with divine love overtook her. 
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    Mir held Leaf’s limp body on his lap in the cargo hold, staring down at his mate in disbelief as Kane drove them through the outskirts of eastern Montana. The sun had set hours ago, but a full moon was on the rise, giving Mir more than enough light to see the astonishing changes in his mate. His stunned mind was still trying to make peace with what had happened, and all he could do was stare. 
 
    Somehow, Leaf was no longer a Shadow. 
 
    She was a Twin Soul. 
 
    It was impossible, unheard of, and completely against everything he thought he knew, yet the proof was in his arms. 
 
    Her once bronze skin now held a distinct orange hue, and black stripes covered her in an exotic pattern. Beneath the blanket, her belly and chest was a creamy color, following a Bengal tiger’s pattern, and he wondered if her beautiful brown eyes would become catlike when her inner beast was in control. While on the outside, he was calm and steady, inside he was freaking out.  
 
    He was pretty sure something impossible had happened, and was more than a little shaken at this turn of events. 
 
    A soft moan came from his other side where Rebekah slept, and her appearance had also been radically altered. When he’d first seen her, chained and caged in the burning bus, she’d had the same colorings that Leaf now had. But after whatever had happened with his mate and the girl, she looked drastically different and her appearance had Mir suspecting something that couldn’t be true. Instead of black hair and orange skin, she had light brown hair and freckles, and her skin was pale, but still covered with scars and bruises. Kane explained that Leaf had healed her, but the girl would live forever with her scars.  
 
    And she smelled like a demon now, Leaf’s demon. 
 
    So far, she’d shown no signs of waking, and Mir wasn’t sure what the hell they were going to do with her when she did. 
 
    Or how she was going to react when she found out she’d traded her tiger for Leaf’s demon. 
 
    From the front seat, Kane said, “We’re almost there. The coven will be waiting for us. The coven leader, Joan, she said you know them? She said to tell you she’d make sure Rebekah was taken care of, that she’s been waiting a long time for her arrival. Any idea what she’s talking about?” 
 
    “Not really.” He stroked his mate’s beautiful black hair, and marveled at the way her facial stripes complimented her strong bone structure. “But I’d trust her to keep Rebekah safe, if that’s what you’re worried about.” 
 
    Kane let out a bark of laughter. “Hardly, and it doesn’t matter what Joan wants, because I’m not leaving Rebekah’s side. I had a talk with both her demon, and mine, and we’re all in agreement that I need to stay with her as a guard. She’s going to be…a little traumatized by what happened, and there’s no better place for her than with a coven as powerful as Joan’s.” 
 
    He hated to think of the other man with Leaf, but he had to ask. “Are you going to be her…Trainer?” 
 
    “No, I’m not the right gender.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Rebekah only likes women. She’s a lesbian.” 
 
    “Oh, right. I can see why that wouldn’t work.” 
 
    “No, I’m there for emotional support, and she’s going to need it.” 
 
    Before Mir could respond, a huge, rumbling boom came from behind them and Kane slammed on the breaks, making Mir and the women slide into a heap in the cargo hold as he tried to brace himself without hurting them. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    Kane scrambled out of the front seat while Mir gently set a still sleeping Leaf down and followed suit. 
 
    When he joined the other man on the side of the road, it was all he could do to keep breathing. 
 
    They were in a valley between the mountains that gave them a clear view to the east, and what he saw there had his jaw dropping. 
 
    A single needle line of blackness, darker than the night sky, seemed to be coming down from the heavens and pulsing in broken, sickly fragments of energy into the earth. Bits and pieces of glowing green sparks rushed down the pillar of darkness and the very earth beneath his feet seemed to groan. As abruptly as it started the vortex vanished, and a profound silence settled over the land. 
 
    Kane let out a strangled sound, “We have to go, fast.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    With a shaking hand, Kane pointed to the horizon. “They’re coming.” 
 
    Mir blinked, then focused on the distance and swore. A billowing cloud of darkness stretched across the horizon, rolling forward like a fog bank, or a sandstorm. 
 
    He ran after Kane, throwing himself into the cab as they sped away. 
 
    Mir clambered into the backseat of the moving vehicle, gathering a still sleeping Leaf and Rebekah against him as Kane floored it and he strapped them all in as best he could. “What the fuck is that?” 
 
    “If I had to guess, I’d say the Prophet succeeded in opening a portal. Didn’t look like a big, or powerful one-but something sure as fuck came through.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Kane gave a shaky laugh. “That about sums it up.” 
 
    Looking through the back window, Mir’s heart raced as the fog bank drew closer, creeping across the land like a blight. 
 
    “Can you go any faster?” 
 
    “Not unless you want us to crash.” 
 
    Fear, thick and cloying, had him clutching the women to his side as Kane drove, an endless stream of prayers to the Goddess pouring from him. 
 
    After what seemed like forever, the inky black darkness finally stopped advancing, far enough away that he could see the faint streaks of dawn breaking over the top of the massive fog bank, but still too close for comfort. 
 
    “I think it’s stopped,” Mir said. 
 
    “We’re almost to the coven,” Kane replied. “We’ll decide what to do next when we arrive.” 
 
    In his arms, Leaf began to stir and he switched on an overhead light, not wanting her to wake up in the dark. 
 
    Slowly, ever so slowly, her eyelids fluttered open. When he got his first glimpse of her gorgeous, tiger-like amber eyes, even the terrible events of the past few hours couldn’t dampen his relief and happiness. 
 
    “Mir?” she whispered, her voice deeper and raspier than before. “What happened?” 
 
    Unable to help himself, he cuddled her close and rubbed his face against her cheek, a deep purr coming from his chest. A moment later, Leaf began to purr as well, then abruptly stopped as she gasped. Pushing against him, she tried to sit up then groaned. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    “Leaf,” he stroked her gently, trying to sooth her. “Relax, you’re okay.” 
 
    “I…” she held up her hand, staring at her orange and black striped skin. “I…I have a tiger? I’m a Twin Soul?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She rubbed her eyes and let out a low, mournful sound. “My demon is gone.” 
 
    “I suspected as much. I think you—well, you traded with Rebekah.” 
 
    He helped her sit up enough to see the woman still sleeping next to them and Leaf reached out with a trembling hand, carefully stroking the other woman’s cheek, her voice weak as she said, “He’s where he was always meant to be, the Light he was created to serve.” 
 
    Mir looked from Leaf to the sleeping girl and back again. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered and her voice came out slurred. “Tired.” 
 
    “Sleep, my mate. I have you.” 
 
    She said in a voice so soft he had a hard time hearing it, “Everything has a price, and my price has been paid. Tell Kane that he needs to train her. She’s the key to ridding the world of the Blight.” 
 
    Mark said from the front seat, “The Blight?” 
 
    Her voice came out layered with power as she said, “The darkness that wants to eat the land, a blight upon the earth. Death to any who enter it. Death to any who pass through its mist. Evil dwells within, and the wicked will be drawn to its worship. Be strong, my children, for the time of trial is at hand.” 
 
    Before he could ask her what she meant, she was sleeping again. 
 
    “Well, shit,” Kane muttered from the front seat. “This is gonna suck.” 
 
    Mir could only nod in agreement as he wondered how he was going to protect his people, and his mate, from the evil that had been released into their world. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The soft scent of lavender, mixed with the spicy musk of man and tiger, tickled Leaf’s sensitive nose as she slowly stretched out on smooth, soft sheets. She was still tired, but her mind managed to surface past her exhaustion, slowly waking from a deep sleep. The first thing she became aware of was the warmth of a body next to hers, and the second was her inner tiger giving her soul a rub of greeting. 
 
    That thought brought her fully awake, and she sat up in bed, her eyes stinging in the bright sunlight streaming through an unfamiliar window. 
 
    She was in a room with pale blue walls and deep oak floors, in a large sleigh bed covered with a blue and pink quilt. A hefty wood pentagram decorated the far wall, and she could…smell other people in the house. Her nose twitched as she took another sniff, and when she rubbed it, she startled as her sharp nail…no, her sharp claw scratched her skin. 
 
    A gasp escaped her as she looked down at her hand. Familiar yet strange, the skin of her arm was now orange and black striped like a tiger. 
 
    In a rush, the events of the past few days raced through her mind, but her inner tiger calmed her. 
 
    “Leaf?” 
 
    When she looked over at Mir, lying next to her in the bed, her breath caught in her throat. Her vision was better, much better than it had been before, and the sight of her mate struck her dumb with lust and love. He was magnificent, a creature of beauty and power, and he was hers. 
 
    Without a thought, she leapt on him, tearing back the covers so her nude body could rub against his. She stroked her face all over his neck and chest, the fine fur on their bodies rubbing in an unexpectedly decadent way. The new sensations thrilled her, and she made this happy little meowing sound that shocked her. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    His happy chuckle broke through her instinctive marking, and he happily rubbed his cheek against hers, their purrs mixing together. 
 
    “I’m happy to see you too, mate.” 
 
    Her voice came out husky, deeper than she was used to hearing from herself, as she happily cuddled into him. “Mir, my mate.” 
 
    “Your mate,” he agreed. 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “Staying with a coven just south of the Canadian border in Montana.” 
 
    Frowning, she pushed up and looked down at him. “What are we doing here?” 
 
    “For the moment, staying until you’re strong enough to travel.” 
 
    A small pang of regret went through her as she instinctively tried to contact Kane, but found the way blocked. “I can’t reach Kane.” 
 
    “You’re not a Shadow anymore, sweetheart.” 
 
    She blinked, trying to process the information, even though she already knew it was true. “My demon…he’s Rebekah’s demon now. And her tiger is mine.” 
 
    “Can you tell me what happened?” 
 
    “You were hurt, hurt so bad, and so was Rebekah.” She frowned, trying to gather her vague memories. “Rebekah hated her tiger, feared it…fought her. Like I did with my demon. We weren’t meant for each other…it’s hard to explain, but I think my demon was supposed to be hers all along-and this tiger is as much a part of me as my head or heart.” She rubbed her closed eyes as her mind began to ache. “This is my tiger, she was always supposed to be mine, but the Dark Goddess gave me the only weapon that could save me-my tiger couldn’t have saved me. That changed my destiny, my fate, but providence has a way of asserting itself—of making things right again.” 
 
    He rubbed her lower back, soothing her with his touch. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Tired, but good.” She inspected her body and traced her claws over her stripes. “I need a mirror.” 
 
    Looking worried, he helped her out of bed, holding her steady as her legs became accustomed to holding her weight. As she looked up at him, she frowned. “Am I taller?” 
 
    “You are.” 
 
    Skimming her hands over her body, she found more muscle than she remembered, and less curves. “Mirror, now.” 
 
    He led her into the bathroom, her sense of equilibrium still off as she stumbled after him. Once they were before the mirror, she gasped and had to steady herself against his body. She wasn’t sure what she expected, but it still shocked the hell out of her to see her familiar face, now orange with cream coming up from her throat to her chin, and with stripes. The dark lines rimmed her amber eyes, streaked over her cheeks and formed a pattern similar to Mir’s as they continued down her body. Her skin was now covered in an almost invisible down of fur, and her canine teeth were sharper as well. 
 
    With a shaking hand, she reached up and touched her fang, turning her head this way and that as she examined herself. 
 
    Mir, looking worried, smoothed her hair back and rubbed his cheek on top of her head.  
 
    “I’m…I’m beautiful.” 
 
    He smiled, the tension going out of his body, and she swore she could smell a change in his scent that reflected his good mood. “You are.” 
 
    “We match. I mean our stripes are almost the same. Is that normal?” 
 
    Tracing the tip of one finger along one of the strips trailing over her collarbone, he nodded. “Considering you’re one of only two people to ever have a Shadow and a Twin Soul, I think you’re rewriting the rules on what’s considered normal.” 
 
    As he stroked her belly, she watched his hand in the mirror as he caressed her, making all kinds of delicious tingles race over her. “I feel…everything.” 
 
    “Wait until we go outside. It’s a little overwhelming at first, but you’re going to love going for a run in the forest.” 
 
    Her tiger let out a little happy chuff at the idea of running with her mate, and she smiled, still a little startled by the sight of her fangs. “By the Goddess…my dad is going to freak out. Does he know? Has anyone told him yet?” 
 
    Mir abruptly sobered and gathered her into his arms, turning her away from the distraction of their reflection. “Yes, he knows, and he would be here if he could, but he’s been busy. Something happened while you were asleep.” 
 
    “What do you mean? And how long have I been unconscious? Is he okay?” 
 
    He led her back into the bedroom, and she had an easier time walking, finding her rhythm in a body a couple inches taller and a few pounds heavier than she was used to. After seating her on the bed, he searched her face, his blue and gold eyes filled with some emotion she couldn’t put her finger on. His smell changed as well, becoming slightly bitter. 
 
    “He’s okay, but he’s busy working with the Tribal Council to shore up your people’s defenses against the Blight. It stopped hundreds of miles from your border, but that’s still too close for comfort” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    Gripping her face between his hands, he looked into her eyes as he said, “The Outsiders…they kind of broke through. At least momentarily. We think the spell didn’t work as it was supposed to, because we managed to rescue Rebekah, but the Prophet had enough power to at least temporarily open a gateway between our world and theirs. Where the town of Logan used to stand, and for about a fifty-mile radius around it, now stands the Blight.” 
 
    A full body shiver rocked her and she scooted closer to Mir, needing his strength. “What’s inside the Blight?” 
 
     “We’re still unsure, but the general consensus is that it’s a concentration of evil, an unholy place shrouded in a black mist that we’ve been unable to penetrate. Witches, shaman, Twin Souls, Shadowed, and pure humans have tried. When they enter, they either get lost and stumble back out or they never return. And, there are…things in the mist. Creatures of nightmares. So far, from what we’ve been able to observe, they’ve stayed to their new territory, but who knows if they’re bound there or just biding their time.” 
 
    “Has the Goddess said anything?” 
 
    “Yes and no. We know that Rebekah, the woman you rescued, is somehow key to cleansing the Blight, but we don’t know how or why. And there have been reports of new creatures being sighted.” 
 
    “What kind of creatures?” 
 
    “Unicorns, gryphons, manticores, and other beasts from legends. And something has happened to the dragons. They’ve started…bonding with humans the way a loyal dog would bond with their owner. We think the Goddess is giving us whatever weapons she can for the time ahead.” 
 
    She rubbed her face, careful not to scratch herself with her new claws. “Holy crap.” 
 
    She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then scooted over onto Mir’s lap. “What do we do now?” 
 
    “Now, my mate, we go home to our Pride and ready our people for the fight to come.” 
 
    Rubbing her cheek against his chest, she nodded. “What about Rebekah?” 
 
    “She’s staying with Joan’s coven right now while she recovers, but eventually Kane is going to take her to the Shadow Lands to train her. Only a handful of people know who she is, and what she’s supposed to do. It’s safer if she just passes as a regular Shadow for now.” 
 
    “My demon…is he happy?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Rebekah hasn’t woken up yet. The damage done to her was extensive.” 
 
    Tears burned her nose, and she tightened her hold on her mate. “That poor girl.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Kane will take care of her.” 
 
    He stroked her hair and she sank into his arms, the slow caress of his hands soothing her, making that soft purr rumble in her throat again. “I have a tiger.” 
 
    “Yes, you do,” Mir replied with an amused tone to his voice. “A very beautiful, very fierce tiger.” 
 
    Happiness filled her, chasing away her fear and allowing her to shove her racing thoughts to the back of her mind as her inner tiger sent her a wave of affection. “That means we really are mates.” 
 
    “Beautiful girl, we’ve always been mates.” 
 
    “Yes, but now your Pride will accept me.” She suddenly sat up in his lap, her smile no doubt stretching from ear to ear as her body burst with joy. “Oh my Goddess, Mir, we can have children!” 
 
    “As many as you want.” 
 
    Overcome by emotions, she couldn’t help the tears spilling down her face. “Babies, Mir. We’ll have a family. It’s all I’ve ever wanted and I thought…for so long, I thought I’d never have the chance.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    And he did. His love poured through their mating bond, filling her with so much joy she could barely contain it.  
 
    With a giggle and a huge smile, she pushed Mir back onto the bed, straddling him and raining kisses all over every inch of skin she could reach. “I love you, I love you, I love you.” 
 
    “My mate,” he purred. 
 
    “My mate.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Love steamy Paranormal Romance? Continue reading to check out chapter one from ‘Dreamer’, an alternative reality fantasy world where the Gods and Goddesses of the ancient religions meddle in the daily affairs or mortals. 
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    Arrogant, powerful and dangerous, Devon King is one of the world's greatest warriors. Yet even he is helpless against the evil that is stalking the children of Washington DC. When the gods assign him to protect Shan Harrison, he can't believe that the beautiful and spirited Goth girl is the key to defeating the nightmares that haunt the city. Shan has the potential to become one of the strongest dreamers in history, if she can survive long enough to come into her full powers. Devon is used to getting what he wants and he wants Shan. Her submissive nature, hidden beneath her tough exterior, calls to the dominant side of his nature like a siren’s song. 
 
    Ashamed of her cravings, Shan fights her attraction to Devon and tries to convince herself that what they have is only physical. Sensing her vulnerability, the servants of evil use her insecurity and self-doubt to try to tear Shan and Devon apart. If Shan doesn't learn to accept her desires and Devon's love, darkness will triumph and everyone she holds dear will be destroyed by terrifying nightmares come to life. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Waiting to be greeted and admitted by a Novice, Shan Harrison shuffled in line at the Temple of Aphrodite in downtown Washington, D.C. Daisy, her best friend, was completing her training as a Priestess and had asked Shan to come visit. She'd rather have spent the day in her studio working on a new jewelry commission, but Daisy had sounded desperate on the phone. 
 
    A girl standing in line behind Shan whispered to her friend in a snarky tone, “Is she wearing her Halloween costume? Did I miss the email we were supposed to wear costumes today?” 
 
    Her friend told her to shut up, and Shan pretended not to notice. It seemed like because she was a short Asian girl people expected her to dress up in pastel froofy dresses and giggle a lot. The fact that she loved gothic clothes and elaborate makeup just didn't mesh with preconceived notions, so people stared. She had long ago perfected her sneer of disdain and a list of cutting remarks that embarrassed even the most ignorant people, but she just ignored the crowd while she stood in line. The last thing she wanted to do was piss off Aphrodite and have her sex life cursed any more than it already was. 
 
    Maybe she had gone a bit overboard with her 1940s pinup girl look today, but she had just broken up with the latest in a string of controlling asshole boyfriends and needed the pick-me-up she got from looking nice. Or at least she thought she looked nice. Her ex-would hate her outfit and makeup. At first he’d seemed to like her style, but slowly he’d begun to manipulate her into dressing how he wanted. When she resisted, they had horrible fights, but when she gave in, he was so nice to her that it was hard to remember what a douche he could be. In an effort to please him, she had pretended to be someone she wasn't. The final straw came when he demanded she remove the blue streaks in her long black hair and get a French manicure before he would introduce her to his parents. After that she’d finally dumped him and a day or two of crying later she realized she was a lot happier without him. 
 
    To celebrate her independence, she had dressed to please herself, picking out a vintage Dior black polka dot dress with a full skirt and shiny black patent leather belt. Thigh-high black patent leather boots disappeared beneath the knee-length hem of the skirt. In an extra little bit of “fuck you” to her ex, she had added a cobalt blue patent leather choker that matched the streaks in her waist-length black hair. She’d also gone heavy on her eye makeup, accenting her exotic eyes with dark eyeliner and wearing bright red lipstick. 
 
    The crowd murmured as the line moved forward. Aphrodite's Temple was always a popular stop in the Greek Temple District. Everyone wanted to have a good love life, and gods knew she could use the help. Her choice in men seemed to be going from bad to worse. The elderly man in front of her received his blessing to enter the temple, and the Novice guarding the entrance turned to her with a smile. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Shan,” the bronze-haired novice said in a pleasant voice. Her white tunic emphasized her breasts and a wide leather belt around her waist made the tunic flare around her hips in a pleasing manner. Shan was amused to see the tips of the novice’s pink sneakers peeking out from beneath the robe. 
 
    “Hi, Alyssa. I'm here to see Daisy.” 
 
    “She's waiting for you in the Reflection Room.” Alyssa gently took her hand, turning her wrist and admiring the skull and crossbones charm bracelet. “Did you make this?” 
 
    Shan grinned. “Yep. On Saturday I'll be selling my jewelry at the Egyptian Temple Bazaar. If you want, I can bring one with me.” 
 
    Someone behind them cleared their throat, and Alyssa blushed. “Thanks.” Closing her eyes, she took Shan's hand, put it over her chest, and said the ritual words. “Welcome to the Temple of Aphrodite. Enter with an open heart.” 
 
    Shan shivered as the incantation worked its magic and allowed her to step through the heavy wards that guarded the inner sanctuary of the temple. 
 
    Her boot heels clicked on the cream marble floors as she walked the familiar path to the Reflection Room. Daisy's mother was the High Priestess of the temple and Shan had spent a great deal of time here while she was growing up. While she wasn't drawn to Aphrodite's worship, the temple still filled her with a mellow peace. It was impossible to be surrounded by this much divine energy and not absorb some into your soul. 
 
    The doors leading to the Reflection Room opened with a smooth hiss, and she couldn't help but smile at the sight on the other side—Daisy reclined on a mound of oversized pillows at the other end of the room like an ancient Greek sculpture come to life. A long and shallow pool of clear blue water shimmered in the sunlight coming through the clear glass ceiling. Potted plants grew thick and lush between alabaster statues of couples in erotic poses. 
 
    Shan shut the door behind her and hurried across the room. Despite her tough and put-together exterior, her heart was easily wounded and her latest ex had left his mark. She needed the unconditional love of her best friend, and a good bitch-fest about what a loser he was and how better off she was without him. A conversation they seemed to be having with disturbing regularity. She pushed these thoughts out of her mind and forced a smile as she reached the spread of pillows. 
 
    “Hello, sweetheart.” Daisy rose and pulled her into a hug. Tall and thin, Daisy would have fit on the cover of any fashion magazine if it wasn't for her long blonde dreadlocks and the sparkling diamond of her beauty mark piercing above her upper lip. She wore a white robe that hung off one slender tattooed shoulder, secured with a simple bronze pin. When Daisy achieved full status as a Priestess, she would get to wear a silver seashell broach in the pin's place. “You look amazing. Love those boots, very fierce.” 
 
    Shan kissed her cheek, careful not to smear lipstick on her friend. “Hey, sugar. What's so important that you had me drag myself out of bed before noon?” As an artist, Shan had the luxury of making her own work hours. Not that her life was easy. She pushed herself hard and rarely took a day off. 
 
    Shan took a seat on a fuchsia pillow across from Daisy then let out a long sigh as the peace of the temple sank into her soul. She had always loved this room. Outside, it was the middle of October and the leaves were changing. In this magical space, summer reigned eternal. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Daisy looked her in the eyes and squared her shoulders. “I'm staging an intervention before you commit emotional and sexual suicide.” 
 
    It took a few seconds for her words to get through to Shan's stunned brain. “You're what?” 
 
    Smoothing her hands on her robe, Daisy took on the serene look that Shan thought of as her “Priestess face”. As a favorite of her goddess, Daisy had a deeper connection to Aphrodite than the average worshiper, and the goddess often used the stunning blonde to bring love to those who needed it most. “Aphrodite wants me to help you find yourself.” Daisy's blue eyes sparkled as she added, “And I want you to stop dating arrogant, narcissistic, controlling, self-centered, overbear—” 
 
    Shan put her hand over Daisy's mouth. Great, she’d been hoping for Aphrodite's help, but this was a little much. Her parents’ warning about being careful what you prayed for made her grimace. “I know I've made some bad relationship choices, but—” 
 
    Daisy removed Shan’s hand and smiled gently. Something other than Daisy, more than Daisy, looked out from her bright blue eyes as she said in an unexpectedly lyrical voice, “Shan, stop lying to yourself. Embrace who you are, and wonderful things will happen.” 
 
    Divine energy moved through the air like a perfumed breeze, and Shan hugged her knees to her chest. “I know who I am.” 
 
    Daisy considered her. “Would you like to know what I see when I look at you, Shan?” 
 
    “No.” She hadn’t seen this coming and felt trapped. One of the last things she wanted to do was piss off a goddess, bad things always happened when someone did that. The sound of Daisy's chuckle raised the hair on her arms. It caressed over her body and sped her heartbeat. Power, as rich and warm as melted butter, rolled over her. 
 
    “I see a woman who craves dominance but is afraid to surrender herself to a worthy master. I see a woman who fights who she is and mistakes submission for weakness. I see a woman who deserves the love she needs but is afraid to ask for it. What you need to ask yourself is; How do I want to live my life? What’s important to me? Who loves me? Is it some man you hide the dark side of your passion with? Or will you admit to yourself that you like spice with your sex, it’s no big deal, and you’ll be with some hung like a bull man, blissfully happy in the kind of relationship that will always challenge her with someone she trusts with everything she has.” 
 
    Shan's breath left her body in a rush, and a tear trailed down her cheek as her hidden needs were brought into the light by the gentle touch of a Goddess. Denying her dark needs, those forbidden and perverted desires she hated herself for craving, was less than useless. Good girls didn't want their boyfriends to hit them. Nice girls didn't masturbate to BDSM erotica. Her parents had raised her to be a strong woman, to take pride in who she was, and to never, ever, let a man abuse her in any way 
 
    As these thoughts raced through her mind, Daisy watched her without judgment, only compassion so immense Shan had trouble meeting her gaze. She lay open, exposed to the core, before a hint of the divine. 
 
    “There is no shame in your desires. It is who you are.” 
 
    “I don't want to be like this,” Shan said angrily and dashed away her tears. “I wish I could make love like normal people, but I can't orgasm without pain”—her voice dropped to a whisper as she confessed her darkest secret—“without being owned. It’s like I was born to be a victim.” 
 
    Daisy smiled and patted her hand. That touch soothed Shan and chased back the shame with understanding and endless love. The touch of someone communing with a goddess was a small reflection of being in the presence of the divine, and Shan’s heart lightened, some of the sorrow from her breakup easing, leaving her feeling remarkably clear headed. “You’re only a victim if you allow yourself to be. You can be strong and fierce to the outside world, but submissive and cherished in the security of your relationship. Submissive doesn't mean weak.” 
 
    Shan clenched her hands into fists as she struggled to keep her frustration under control. “I've tried that! I'm so sick of either being with a nice guy and faking orgasms because I'm afraid to let him know what I need or putting up with an asshole because he gives me what I want.” Her anger drained away as Aphrodite's power soothed her and she took a deep, shivery breath as she struggled to control her rage. She’d always had a bit of a temper and it got worse when she was stressed. If thinking about her love life wasn’t stressful, she didn’t know what was. 
 
    “Look, the pretending? It never works. Any guy who gives me what I require in the bedroom tries to run my life or turns out to be an abusive douche bag.” 
 
    “That's because you choose unworthy men.” Shan couldn't argue with that, so she kept her mouth shut and watched the sun shimmer off the water. “You need to find the right Dominant. One who will love your fierce spirit and cherish it instead of trying to break you.” 
 
    Shan crossed her arms and looked back to Daisy. “Yeah, ‘cause guys like that exist outside of books.” She flushed and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. “I’m sorry, that was rude of me. I really do want your help. It’s just...hard.” 
 
    “I understand more than you know, Shan.” Daisy ran her knuckles over Shan’s cheek and gave her a gentle smile that warmed Shan from the top of her head to the tips of her toes. “You don’t have to do this alone. Let me help.” 
 
    She would have to be a fool to turn down an offer like that, even if asking for help from anyone made her feel weak. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    A bit of Daisy surfaced through the sparkling energy in her eyes. It was odd, like watching an ocean of power drain from her pretty blue eyes until only Daisy’s joyful spirit shone through. “Besides, I'm tired of having to sit through endless rounds of drinking wine and watching ‘80s movies every time you break up.” 
 
    “You love Pretty in Pink!” 
 
    “I loved it the first five times I watched it. Not the twenty times after that.” 
 
    Sighing, Shan played with her hair. “It's a classic.” Daisy raised an eyebrow and waited for Shan to stop avoiding the issue. “So how do I find the right Mas—guy?” 
 
    An odd sense of the pressure in the air lessening around her made her body feel lighter somehow and the power that had filled the room slowly drained away like water pouring from a glass. Shan couldn’t help but let a small sigh of relief escape. While having the attention of a goddess was wonderful, it was also terrifying. One wrong word and Aphrodite could have smite her, though considering how bad her love life was, she couldn’t imagine it getting much worse. Knock on wood and all of that. 
 
    “I'm going to help you find a Top,” Daisy said in a peppy voice that broke Shan out of her morose daydreaming like a slap in the face. 
 
    “You're what?” 
 
    “I'm going to help you get comfortable with your submissive side.” Daisy practically vibrated with excitement. “I'm not naturally dominant enough to be a true Mistress, but I can teach you about BDSM and help you until you find the right Dominant. I'll give you what you need in order to relax and take your time finding the perfect Dom, inside and outside of the bedroom.” Daisy grabbed her hands and gave her puppy dog eyes. “Please, Shan. I've been researching it, and I apprenticed with a fantastic Mistress.” 
 
    Shan jerked her hands away and said through clenched teeth, “How long have you been planning this?” 
 
    Daisy avoided her eyes and looked at the wall behind Shan while toying with the clasp on her gown. “My mother—” 
 
    “You told your mother about this! Your mom knows I want to be spanked while I have sex?” Shan buried her face in her hands. “How the hell am I supposed to ever look at Nina again knowing that she thinks I'm a pervert?” 
 
    Daisy snorted. “Shan, I hate to break this to you, but my mom is the High Priestess of a Sex Goddess. Being a submissive doesn't even come close to being perverted. Besides, it's not like we discussed your crappy sex life in detail.” She ignored Shan's glare and gave her a hopeful smile. “You're…you’re my, ah, final test for making full Priestess.” 
 
    Shan narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms again. “I’m your what?” 
 
    Daisy held her hands out in a pleading gesture. “Well, I’m supposed to help you find love. Erin… you remember Erin, right? You met her at the harvest party my mom threw last month, beautiful blonde with the body of a porn star and the face of an angel? Anyway, Erin said if I can’t help my best friend find love then I need to spend more time learning how to recognize love in all of its forms, to help those who have a hard time seeing it. If I fail at this, it’ll be another ten years before I can try again. I don’t want to push you—you’re like my sister, and I love you to death—but I really really think I can help you.” 
 
    The uncertainty in Daisy's hopeful voice broke down Shan's last barrier. If it had been just about her, she could try to get out of this. But it was about Daisy now, and she couldn't crush her friend's dreams because of her own fears. She’d been raised with Daisy and they were as close as sisters. Crap, she had to do this for her friend. Bring on the embarrassment of Daisy’s matchmaking. 
 
    “Fine,” Shan snapped and sat up straight. “How do we begin?” 
 
    Daisy grabbed her in a hug and gave her a big loud kiss on the cheek. “Excellent! Oh, you won't regret this, Shan. I have it all worked out, and I've set up the perfect place to begin your training and get you used to the BDSM community. It’s called the Steel Chalice, and it’s an elite BDSM club.” 
 
    “What?” Shan said in a faint voice. She’d imagined some kind of blind date or maybe a shopping trip to a fetish store first, not an elite BDSM club, whatever the hell that was. 
 
    Daisy snickered. “For you, it's best that I take you to a safe place where you can see the different styles of the D/s relationship. You need to see some established relationships and experienced Dominants. I thought about watching some BDSM porn with you, the instructional kind, but that just seemed kinda...weird. I think we’d both end up making fun of the movie, and that wouldn’t help you at all.” 
 
    “I don't know...that's a little scary.” She hated admitting her fear, her weakness, but this was Daisy. She hadn't judged Shan when she went through her unfortunate Hello Kitty phase, and she wouldn't judge her now. “And I don’t know how I feel about random strangers knowing about my…needs. I mean I’m a private person about my love life, I don’t like to even kiss a guy in public let alone let them do stuff to me in a freaking club. And what if they see me on the street and recognize me? That would be too weird.” 
 
    Crossing her legs, Daisy leaned closer. “I've thought of that too, well, not grocery store molestation, but protecting your identity. I got these awesome masks for us to wear. They're leather and custom-made. A lot of people in the club wear masks and all kinds of awesome outfits. Some even make their own, real pieces of art.” 
 
    A flicker of real interest surfaced. “What color are the masks?” She had an extensive collection of leather and latex dresses, not to mention a drawer full of corsets that she wore to the clubs. Mentally flipping through her clothing, she tried to decide what to wear. 
 
    Daisy tossed one of her dreadlocks over her shoulder. “Shan, you're going to love this place. No one will judge you for your needs, and you will adore all the effort people put into creating a scene. It's really almost like a theater performance...with orgasms.” 
 
    Excitement, worry, and anticipation flooded her body with a heady mixture of adrenaline. She took a deep breath and prayed that she was making the right choice. 
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