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BODYGUARD WOLF’S FATED MATE: A PARANORMAL ROMANCE
_____


JASMINE
I thought I had it all under control, relying on sleeping pills to tame my restlessness. However, the dreams have become increasingly vivid, pulling me into an inexplicable realm.
A voice beckons to me, unfamiliar yet strangely captivating.
I feel an undeniable urge to listen, to unravel the enigma it holds.
Luke, the silent and enigmatic protector, barely registered on my radar until now.
He stands by my side, shielding me from my father's adversaries.
But there's something more in the way he gazes at me, a flicker of desire concealed within his depths.
An overpowering hunger courses through me, responding to the gentlest touch of his calloused fingertips against my skin.
And then I awaken, disoriented, finding myself beneath the bed.
What is happening to me?
LUKE
As a guardian of a billionaire's interests, my work is tireless yet thankless. However, it keeps me close to town where the body count rises with each passing day. I sense a lurking presence in the shadows, a hidden danger that must be confronted.
Jasmine, seemingly an ordinary girl, carries a profound secret buried within the recesses of her mind.
Unbeknownst to her, her actions have become the bait, luring the very creature I've been hunting closer to the surface.
She's nothing more than a means to an end.
But with each passing day, it becomes increasingly challenging to contain my emotions.
Jasmine emits powerful and irresistibly alluring pheromones, effortlessly drawing me nearer.
The line between restraint and crossing it grows thinner by the hour.
What will transpire if I succumb to this forbidden desire? Will it shatter the delicate equilibrium we've maintained, or will it unlock a deeper truth that binds us together?
What happens if I cross that line?
***






CHAPTER 1
_____
LUKE


Flex had done me a solid by giving me a glowing recommendation. He didn't know the reason why I was looking for gainful employment with Jules Stratus. It was a good thing he didn't ask because I was in no position to answer him. He was still miffed that I had left when they were just beginning to build a community in the middle of nowhere.
"I won't be gone long, and you can reach me at this number. Don't call it unless it's an absolute emergency. I trust you will make the necessary arrangements for my daughter. I'm leaving her in your hands. Don't say I didn't warn you." Jules closed his metal briefcase with a click.
His salt-and-pepper hair was coiffed to the side to hide a noticeable bald spot. He was vain about his appearance. Nothing was left to chance. This was a man that was used to having the world in the palm of his hands.
I stood at attention with my hands behind my back and my chest arched to give off the air of military precision. He needed to know my loyalty was with him. That nothing was going to come between me and protecting his daughter. She wasn't blood but you wouldn't know it from the way he doted on her.
I cleared my throat into my hand to get his undivided attention. "Is there anything I need to know that is going to affect the way I do my job?"
He looked up after closing his briefcase. "She can be rather stubborn. Don't let her get under your skin. She has a funny way of making people nervous around her. I would consider her a chip off the old block, but we are not related by blood. She's the daughter I never had."
I had only seen her in passing one time but there was something about her. The smile was disarming yet that was only the tip of the iceberg.
"What about her friends? I've done my own research, but I would really love your point of view. I want you to correct me if I'm wrong. Caitlin Pearson isn't exactly the type of friend I would want Jasmine to associate with." I referred to how trouble seemed to follow her around.
Jules placed the briefcase on his desk next to a transparent keyboard. He was a billionaire with all the latest toys money could buy. His daughter would want for nothing, but would that make her truly happy? The answer might surprise most, but it didn't surprise me.
"That girl is a problem. She's always smuggling in illegal substances. Her drug of choice is cocaine. My daughter can be her own worst enemy without proper supervision. Keep her away from any sort of trouble, including Caitlin. She can't be trusted. Everything else is under the umbrella of your purview," he said with both hands buttoning his jacket without a wrinkle to be seen.
"You can count on me. That name is going on the list. She won't get past the front gate without going through me first. The guard on duty has been given his orders. There will be no exceptions." I took a step back with his heavy cologne very distinguishable, assaulting me from across the room.
He was expecting the best and that was exactly what I was going to give him. It didn't matter we came from different backgrounds. Our first priority was the safety of his daughter. He would never leave without putting safeguards in place, including hiring me.
"I must say your security agency is getting rave reviews. Some of the most influential people are using your services discreetly. It might've started off small, but it has grown considerably in less than a year. You must be very good at your job," he addressed me with the jangle of his keys swinging from the end of his finger.
"I'm a man of many different skill sets. The safety of my client is paramount. I would take a bullet to save her from having one hair on her head out of place." I lied through my teeth convincingly.
It wouldn't help matters for him to learn the truth. Coming here wasn't by chance. Following its scent was what brought me to Miami. It certainly wasn't the horrendous heat or the eclectic people walking the boardwalk.
They just wanted to be noticed.
There was a bit of culture shock involved when I came to the town on the heels of the last dead body. The blood was drained but a fair amount was displayed in a familiar Jackson Pollock painting. The man was a transient and nothing more than an albatross around the neck of society. He was a forgotten toe tag in the morgue with the moniker of John Doe, despite wearing obscured dog tags.
"I admire somebody with your strength of character. My daughter should be down in a few moments. I would like to formally introduce you to her. She's not going to be very happy. The last thing she wants is a shadow following her."
He stood in front of me with this appraising look in his eyes. The man judged me with both hands holding onto my shoulders. He thought he was bigger than life, however, he was oblivious to the true king of the jungle standing right in front of him.
"That suit looks good on you. You make a fine addition. Let's hope we don't have to use your considerable gifts unless absolutely necessary," he said before checking his watch.
He tapped on it with reassurance he wasn't going to be late for his departure. His daughter was purposely late. This was her way of putting me in my place, but she was going to have to do a whole lot more than that to make me knuckle under to her pressure.
"I do what is required of me. There are times I have to go above and beyond the call of duty. We can discuss the parameters of my assignment with your daughter. I'm very good at becoming invisible. Just because she won't see me doesn't mean I'm not there watching her very closely for anything out of the ordinary," I related with my eyes staring out the window at the vast lawn of intricate topiary designs carved into the hedges surrounding the property.
"That's what I like to hear. Where have you been hiding this one, Father? He seems to know the importance of discretion. Where are you off to this morning? I'm sorry, I forgot you don't like to talk about business," Jasmine stated.
She was wearing this off-the-shoulder white dress with nothing between her and the fabric. In the right light, it could easily be seen through, to the chagrin of her father.
"I will be out of touch for a few days. I should be back before your party. All the arrangements have been made to your specifications. It is going to be quite a lavish affair." Jules hugged his daughter briefly before turning his attention toward me.
I raised a hand to object. "My name is Luke. I will be overseeing everything while he is gone. Please, do yourself a favor and do not test me. I have been given the trust of your father to keep you safe. This is not the time to show your teeth." It was a strange phrase of words, but it just came out of my mouth unexpectedly.
It felt perfectly natural.
"I don't like anybody telling me what to do. You might work for my father, but you still have to listen to me. I can easily have you fired with a snap of my fingers." Jasmine illustrated with her hand in the air with her thumb and forefinger together.
"That's more than enough. Try to play nice with one another while I'm gone. I will bring you something back from my travels but only if you are on your utmost good behavior. I don't want a repeat of last month," Jules said ominously.
"I promise that I will be a good girl," she said with her little finger stuck in her mouth while balancing on one foot. She was purposely showing how innocent she was but doing it in an ironic way.
"This is the last thing I need when I have business on my mind. Just try and not burn down the place. Can you at least promise me you'll try to make the best out of the situation? I should mention Caitlin is banned. Don't let me hear of you trying to ditch Luke to see her. He knows all of your secrets. I think he might be the devil." He put two fingers over his head with a smile on his face for emphasis.
"It's not like he has eyes in the back of his head. Just go and do what you need to do to make another million. How much is enough for you? When does your greed come to an end?" Jasmine expressed her displeasure with her arms folded and her upper lip quivering.
"I don't want to have the same argument every single time. This is what I do. I don't know how to do anything else. The one joy in my life is making a deal. Don't try and take that away from me. This leopard doesn't change its spots." He breezed past with this cold air of indifference.
"You say the same thing but never the same way. This obsession you have with money is unhealthy. It's the reason why the doctor told you to take a vacation to someplace topical to unwind. You don't know how to sit still for very long. Let's hope you don't drop before you figure out a balance," Jasmine warned in her own unpleasant way.
She was condescending and a little arrogant, but she was just trying to get through to her father. This was her way of telling him she cared without having to say the words.
They had a unique bond nobody could possibly understand. They loved each other in their own way without the intimacy most people showed their loved ones.
Her body language was screaming for a different kind of relationship with her father. Jules was oblivious to the signals. Typical of any man when dealing with the unpredictable emotions of a woman. They would say the same thing about a man.
I didn't get it and I didn't want to.
It was a wonder any of them could get together for any length of time to procreate.
He was gone to leave us to have this staring contest of wills. She wasn't budging with her eyes wide open. It was the first time in a long time I had found a worthy opponent.
Something flickered in her eyes for just a brief second. Nobody would have seen it but I did. It was a glimpse behind the curtain of her emerald eyes. It caught me by surprise and my heart stopped. It couldn't be, but there was no other way to describe what I had seen.
There was a reason why we couldn't stop staring at one another. It was quite clear she had no idea. The wolf had opened its eyes. It recognized something of like mind and wanted to reveal its presence even if it was fleeting.
Jasmine was like other girls except for one key difference. Underneath the pompous demeanor was a cold-blooded killer ready to strike.
She must've suspected something. She couldn't go her whole life without the wolf whispering sweet nothings into her ear.
The biggest stumbling block was how I was going to bring it up in casual conversation.
It was less than 12 hours before the full moon. It was going to be very interesting to see how she was going to handle the transition. Whatever she exhibited couldn't be witnessed by those under the same roof. She was getting to the age of maturity with everything that comprised including a taste for blood.
That unique trait was probably dormant and had only been aroused at certain times of the month. Her father told me her 21st birthday was on the weekend. That would explain the heavy dose of pheromones being directed at me.
It was mating season, and we were fated to collide in a tangle of limbs until we were both satisfied with guilty-looking grins on our faces.
Just how long she could hold out before jumping my bones was anybody's guess, but I was going to have to be on high alert.






CHAPTER 2
_____
JASMINE


I'm coming for you. There is no place you can hide.
A voice called out to me in a strange and compelling way. The words echoed on the wind through the trees. It caused me to stop in my tracks and listen intently. I was hungry to learn more. That anxious energy worked its way into the maze of my mind until I was no longer driving the bus, metaphorically speaking.
The sky was dark with foreboding black clouds converging until the moon was permanently blocked out. Wildlife became silent with only the sound of my beating heart penetrating the darkness. Putrid decay surrounded me from every angle.
It tickled my nose and I deeply breathed in the scent of death. It should have made me recoil in fear and repulsion. It didn't. It made me thirsty for knowledge.
You have nothing to fear from me. Everything will become clear. You will no longer feel alone. This is what you have been waiting for all of your life. The chance to be accepted. The life you lead isn't what it is supposed to be. All roads come back to your destiny.
"What do you want from me? I can't see you. Why won't you step out into the light and out of the darkness?" I asked on my knees on all fours somewhat disoriented having no idea where I was.
Living in a prison of my father's making was his only way to keep me safe from harm. Those around me breathed a little bit faster. They sensed the danger, but it didn't even register with me. Fear was an emotion abandoned a long time ago when I was adopted into a family of biting vipers.
A shadow formed in my peripheral vision, but I turned to find nothing waiting for me. It was definitely there but somehow it eluded me. My father told me several times this was a manifestation of my abandonment issues. My therapist was always stressing the importance of self-reflection.
It was their way to explain things away. Everything had to fit in a box.
A breeze wafted over me, and I shivered with my hands wrapped around my body. It was then I became quite aware of my lack of clothing. The feeling of vulnerability was nothing compared to the freedom and beauty of nature all around me.
Something was there waiting for me to make the first move. The voice was a direct route to the pathway of my past. It promised to fill in the blanks. The void left behind when they found me covered in leaves and blood never went away.
The blood wasn't my own but came from an animal that had the misfortune of crossing my path. The professionals stated that it was survival instinct that kept me from freezing to death when the temperatures dropped below zero. They were quite quick to declare that what I did was self-defense.
I wasn't so sure I believed that.
Nobody blamed me for feeding on the carcass of the dead deer. They thought it had already expired, but I suspected that I had somehow had my hand in its demise. There was no proof and just a very strong feeling I couldn't seem to shake, no matter how hard I tried.
This must be very confusing for you. Accept what you are. It's the only way you will live past the next few days. Listen to the voice in the back of your mind. It can be quite loud when it wants to be. Let it be your guide. Don't hide from the truth. You are destined for so much more.
"I don't understand. You're not making any sense."
A slight tremble shook me to my very core. The ground shifted until a visible fissure opened up a chasm into hell itself. Steam emanated from within. The heat was enough to take my breath away until I gasped for air on my knees.
I peered into the darkness with the added component of the heavy steam preventing me from seeing the reality. Something moved and I reached out to find nothing but air. It was getting closer, and the full moon was something to be avoided.
The pills drew me into a deep sleep, but I never really felt rested when I woke up in the morning under the bed.
This time was different. This time the voice was clear. It was trying to warn me to be on my guard at all times. What was the danger? Did it have something to do with the reason why my father hired an outside security professional?
He just started the other day, but my father informed me his duties would include looking after me in his absence. That his main focus was to keep me from getting into trouble.
That was going to be easier said than done.
I scrambled back from the crack in the earth. It seemed to be following me as if I was the intended target. The animal within had evolved over the years to include strange-looking piercing black claws. There were also large and terrifying canine teeth with a salivating tongue longer than my own.
My research into such a phenomenon concluded this was my animal spirit looking over me. Everybody had one even if they didn't know it. It was something to be discussed with my therapist but never with my father. The man was black and white. He didn't believe in supernatural nonsense.
Small droplets of blood dripped from one of my fingers or claws. It was warm and comforting until I could feel those same droplets streaming down my chin. Something was caught in my mouth.
A finger poked and prodded until it dislodged a piece of recently torn-away flesh.
I found myself licking the claw clean of any leftover residue. A very familiar copper taste was on the tip of my tongue. A very loud and intimidating howl came out of my mouth.
The clouds parted to reveal the winking moon in all its glory.
You don't see what I see. Never be afraid of where you come from. Embrace the change. Fighting it will do you no good.
I spun around until I was dizzy. That bad voice was all around me. Why did I think it was bad? It was only telling me the truth for the first time in my life. Nobody else could do that for me. They all had platitudes and psychological explanations for my sleepless nights and walking around in a fog.
"I know you're trying to tell me something, but I have no idea what it is. Why does it have to be such a secret? Why can't you just tell me without all of these riddles? My father is oblivious and doesn't want to believe something is wrong with me. He's not very happy I'm seeing a therapist. He probably thinks it's a reflection on him. I can't talk about these things outside of therapy," I replied with my head pounding with my hands placed on either side of my temples to drown out the voice getting louder by the second.
Most people got eight hours of uninterrupted sleep, but I was in the minority. Functioning on three hours was the best I could do. It was far from refreshing, but I still felt energized despite the lack of REM sleep.
You don't know where you came from, but you will. That's not up for debate. It's not my place to show you the truth when you have to learn it yourself. This voice is your own. It comes from deep within where you have feared to tread for too long. It awakens at precisely the same time every month. You know this but you refuse to see it.
The growling of an animal turned me on my heels to face the snarling beast. It was pure white with the most gorgeous fur. Its eyebrows were full. It was bigger than life and hovered over me in a way to bring to life something far beyond my imagination.
A dead deer separated us.
Its jaws were stained with its blood. We stared at each other for quite some time without blinking. We both tilted our heads to the side. It was almost like looking into a mirror, but we looked nothing alike.
This was an animal and I was a human being, but somehow I couldn’t make the distinction between the two. We were connected in a way nobody could explain. It was a primal need that nothing could satiate for very long.
It suddenly swiped a claw across the body of the deer. The wound opened up to reveal the innards. It yanked the intestines out with its claw and then grabbed it with its mouth before stretching it as far as it could across the ground.
I should’ve screamed in horror, but I couldn't seem to draw my eyes away from the spectacle. This was what was meant to be. The strong survived and the weak perished. It was the natural order of things.
I don't know why I did it, but something came over me in a moment of feral impulse. I crawled over to the carcass where the intestines had stretched as far as a football field. My hands touched the warmth of the blood coursing out of its veins.
My hands touched my face, and I closed my eyes to that special feeling of being connected to another animal. My fingers slipped into my mouth, and I sampled what was being offered to me on a silver platter.
I licked each one of them clean and never felt the need to lose my cookies. It was reminiscent of horror movies. Most people screamed when they saw something they didn't see coming. It was actually thrilling for me, but I had to hide my smile behind an expressionless feature on my face.
The blood was delicious, and I craved more than liquid nourishment. My mouth opened slightly with my tongue snaking across the last droplet on my lips. My hands acted with a life of their own.
My hands disappeared within the animal, and I began to surgically remove the organs one at a time. They were nicely laid out on the ground. The beast came closer with its fur raised. It wasn't long before the two of us sat on either side of the organs lined up on the ground.
We reached for the same one at the same time. It became a tug-of-war to figure out which one of us was going to be rewarded with the prize.
It was the still beating heart of the animal after being excised from the body.
It slipped out of my grip and the beast consumed it with a ferocity that would've made people run in the opposite direction. The strangest part of all was being able to taste exactly what the animal devoured.
It was in my mouth and we both began chewing in unison. It was a very odd synchronicity. The blood spurted out of my mouth. We both turned our heads to the compliant moon with a howl of euphoria.
I stared into its eyes and saw my reflection looking back.
Knocking on my door woke me from a dead sleep. The maid was strictly forbidden to come in under any circumstances without my express permission.
She didn't have to see me crawl out from underneath my bed to the blinding glare of the sunlight streaming through my curtain. The blood caked on my nails was something I got used to. If you can ever get used to something like that.
I needed a distraction. Shopping was the answer. Daddy was away and this little mouse wanted to play. He gave me his credit card, and I was going to put a serious dent in it. I would also need my fix and knew exactly who to call.






CHAPTER 3
_____
LUKE


I was reluctant to let Jasmine go shopping until she reminded me where my paycheck came from. She was definitely going to keep me on my toes.
"You don't have to come in with me. They might feel a little pressured when you are standing by the door glowering." She pointed out with a finger touching my strong masculine chest.
She gasped when that muscle flexed in response.
I gently applied enough pressure to pry her finger away from me. "You will not be out of my sight. Do I make myself clear?"
"It's your funeral. This place caters to the most discriminated tastes. It's a boutique for women with money to burn on a variety of different credit cards. I don't need one. Everything is billed to my father without even bothering to look at a price tag. You have no idea what it's like to feel superior over others or maybe you do in your own way," she said from the back seat with her legs crossed in a way to remind me she was young and impressionable.
A part of me wanted to climb into the back seat and show her what a real man could do. That she wasn't dealing with a little boy. It would've been fun to make her squeal with her high heels punching holes into the ceiling of the limousine.
"I know what you're thinking. It's what all of them are thinking when they look at me."
"I don't know… I don't know what you're talking about," I stammered with my mouth dry and my pants tightening from the mere notion of getting physical with her.
"You have your eyes on my father's money. This job is easy. Nothing exciting ever happens."
She smelled like sex, and she didn't even know why they were panting after her like lovesick puppies. It wasn't their fault. They were drawn to the fire and didn't care if they burned alive just to be near her. It was a good thing that anxious energy could be stifled inside of me courtesy of the wolf.
I cheerfully navigated around oncoming traffic to greet her at the door when I opened it. Anybody else would think I was a driver. That was exactly what I wanted them to think until it was too late.
The black leather skirt hugged her hips and barely covered her unmentionables. The slight slit on the side revealed more than her father would be comfortable with. The boutique had mannequins stationed at the window in different provocative poses to attract the attention of a certain clientele.
The white plunging material of her shirt exposed a fair amount of her cleavage. It was highly restrictive, and she wasn't wearing a bra. Her nipples pressed against the material when she was aroused.
There were only a couple of hours before the full moon. We still had time to get back home where I could monitor her condition. It wasn't like she tried to hide, but she didn't know enough to pull back on the reins of the wolf.
Drugs were the last thing she should be pumping into her veins. The wolf would derive a certain pleasure from the chemical dosage. It could easily use the effects to take control of her until she didn't know whether she was dreaming or not.
I followed from behind quite alarmed by the steady pressure between my legs. The head on my shoulders was nothing compared to the overheated dilemma the other head between my legs faced. It wanted out in the worst way possible, and I had to constantly slap some sense back into the wolf at the risk of putting everybody in danger.
The ding over the door announced her entry into the boutique. "I don't have a lot of time. Show me the latest trends. Let's not dawdle. We don't have all day. Somebody bring me a bottle of water. It better not be a domestic brand," she ordered with a snap of her fingers.
Nobody saw me standing at the door with my hands in front of me. It was the perfect position to go for my gun in case of any trouble. She became a whirlwind with the clerks following her around with dollar signs in their eyes.
There was no point in using my enhanced hearing when I had no interest in what were the latest trends. They were having a conversation that was completely over my head. It didn't make any sense to covet wearing the latest creation by Gucci or Calvin Klein.
My sense of style came from what looked good on me despite the price tags.
She gave me a passing glance over her shoulder before going into the dressing room. They waited patiently while handing her different items of clothing to try on. Nobody was manning the shop at the front desk.
I lifted one price tag next to me with a careful exam of the soft material with my fingers. It had to be chiffon or silk. There was something sensual about touching the fabric. A sudden flash of her wearing the green silk garment came over me before I had a chance to push it away.
She stood in front of me without moving a single inch. The slight tremble when she felt the material rip to expose her naked body to my hungry eyes was an aphrodisiac. Those of my kind could sense my unfettered desire.
I swallowed hard with a lump in my throat. It didn't matter where she came from. This was a girl in her element tossing money around like it was confetti. She had no problem telling people what to do. There wasn't even an inkling she might be stepping over some sort of invisible line in the sand.
The woman entering the shop wearing over-sized sunglasses and a scarf around her head wasn't exactly subtle. She might as well have been wearing a neon sign over her head.
I saw through her disguise and knew exactly what the point was of coming out at this late hour. Jasmine made me believe shopping was her only goal.
I grabbed the girl with one hand on her wrist and the other over her mouth before drawing her into a darkened alcove within the boutique behind a display of scandalous lingerie.
I frisked her with one hand until I easily found the small plastic packet of drugs in her possession. Cocaine was deadly. It could make you feel any number of things depending on the circumstances. It would amplify sounds and tastes. It was possible to hallucinate after taking a large amount.
Jasmine wanted to lose herself in the drug.
"This isn't going to happen on my watch. Take this bag and leave. Don't ever come back again. This is a card. You can take it or leave it. A friend will meet you at the door. It's an exclusive rehabilitation center. You will be clean in three days. I don't know your story, and I really have no interest in learning it. This is a lifeline. Take it before you drown." I offered the card, but she looked right through me.
"You can't stop me from seeing her."
"I beg to differ. You won't get any more than a couple of feet away from her before I intervene. Take the card. I'm being far more magnanimous than I have to be. This is your one chance. Don't blow it." I wagged the card under her nose.
I had been in town for almost six months getting a lay of the land. Drugs were peddled on every street corner. It was a real pandemic. Nobody had any solutions other than one experimental treatment center. The owner was a previous addict and had come up with a unique system to become clean and sober with no need to fall off the wagon.
"I don't need your charity. This is a free country. Nobody is going to censor me." She opened her mouth to scream, but I saw it coming moments before it was about to happen.
Two fingers pressed against her throat to silence the words coming out of her mouth. Her mouth was moving but nothing came out.
"Get out of here. Don't make me ask you again. Your voice will come back in about an hour. Maybe that will give you enough time to think about your decisions. You have some influence on her, but you are using it in the wrong way. She's not your friend. You have become her dealer. You gave her a taste and now she wants more. The worst thing you can do is feed her habit." I showed her to the door and gave her less than a subtle nudge to the sidewalk.
She stumbled and lost one of her heels. The crack was heard around the world. She cursed me without even knowing my name. She was strung out on something stronger than cocaine which was coming out of every pore of her body.
Caitlin gave me the finger. She used one hand to flag down a taxi with Hispanic music coming out of the windows. The man behind the wheel wore dreadlocks. It wasn't the scent of potpourri I detected. He must've been waiting around the block for her signal.
A cloud of exhaust followed in the wake of their driving around the block and out of sight. It didn't mean she wouldn't find another way to get her fix. They were enabling each other. That didn't make for a lasting friendship.
It wasn't any of my business, but I couldn't afford her habit to get out of hand. That would defeat the purpose of the wolf community staying in the shadows.
It was precisely at that moment that Jasmine came out of the dressing room. She had several different items displayed on her arm on her way to the counter. She looked around, obviously expecting an arrival that wasn't going to come.
I showed no outward signs of having a hand in getting rid of her friend.
"It looks like you have had a productive evening. Let's wrap this up. I don't feel very good about being in the open like this. Anybody would have a hard time ignoring a chance to hurt you to get to your father," I said when the hairs on the back of my neck stood up.
The wolf warned me to keep my head on a swivel.
The glowing yellow light reflected on the tinted glass of the window behind me was a sure sign something bad was going to happen.
Jasmine was busy with her back toward me and slightly bent at an angle to show me the curvature of her delicious-looking spine. That spot always got to me. It was my Achilles' heel when it came to feminine persuasion.
The roar of the engine made me turn on my heels. The glare of the yellow lights blinded me temporarily. The pupils of the wolf dilated. They shrank in size until it was like looking through a coke bottle.
The dark blue sedan jumped the curb. The clang of one of its hubcaps rolled down the sidewalk into oncoming traffic. A chorus of horns honked in protest. Brakes squealed and voices were raised, completely blind to what was really going on.
Shards of glass came at me through the shattered remains of the display window. Those mannequin heads and other assorted body parts went flying everywhere.
The bumper struck me with such force I was literally blown out of my shoes. The bones cracked as I flew deeper into the store.
I had no idea what it was about, but I feared it was some sort of retaliation from her father's enemies directed at her since they couldn't get to him. I was reluctant to let Jasmine go shopping until she reminded me where my paycheck came from. She was definitely going to keep me on my toes.
"You don't have to come in with me. They might feel a little pressured when you are standing by the door glowering." She pointed out with a finger touching my strong masculine chest.
She gasped when that muscle flexed in response.
I gently applied enough pressure to pry her finger away from me. "You will not be out of my sight. Do I make myself clear?"
"It's your funeral. This place caters to the most discriminated tastes. It's a boutique for women with money to burn on a variety of different credit cards. I don't need one. Everything is billed to my father without even bothering to look at a price tag. You have no idea what it's like to feel superior over others or maybe you do in your own way," she said from the back seat with her legs crossed in a way to remind me she was young and impressionable.
A part of me wanted to climb into the back seat and show her what a real man could do. That she wasn't dealing with a little boy. It would've been fun to make her squeal with her high heels punching holes into the ceiling of the limousine.
"I know what you're thinking. It's what all of them are thinking when they look at me."
"I don't know… I don't know what you're talking about," I stammered with my mouth dry and my pants tightening from the mere notion of getting physical with her.
"You have your eyes on my father's money. This job is easy. Nothing exciting ever happens."
She smelled like sex, and she didn't even know why they were panting after her like lovesick puppies. It wasn't their fault. They were drawn to the fire and didn't care if they burned alive just to be near her. It was a good thing that anxious energy could be stifled inside of me courtesy of the wolf.
I cheerfully navigated around oncoming traffic to greet her at the door when I opened it. Anybody else would think I was a driver. That was exactly what I wanted them to think until it was too late.
The black leather skirt hugged her hips and barely covered her unmentionables. The slight slit on the side revealed more than her father would be comfortable with. The boutique had mannequins stationed at the window in different provocative poses to attract the attention of a certain clientele.
The white plunging material of her shirt exposed a fair amount of her cleavage. It was highly restrictive, and she wasn't wearing a bra. Her nipples pressed against the material when she was aroused.
There were only a couple of hours before the full moon. We still had time to get back home where I could monitor her condition. It wasn't like she tried to hide, but she didn't know enough to pull back on the reins of the wolf.
Drugs were the last thing she should be pumping into her veins. The wolf would derive a certain pleasure from the chemical dosage. It could easily use the effects to take control of her until she didn't know whether she was dreaming or not.
I followed from behind quite alarmed by the steady pressure between my legs. The head on my shoulders was nothing compared to the overheated dilemma the other head between my legs faced. It wanted out in the worst way possible, and I had to constantly slap some sense back into the wolf at the risk of putting everybody in danger.
The ding over the door announced her entry into the boutique. "I don't have a lot of time. Show me the latest trends. Let's not dawdle. We don't have all day. Somebody bring me a bottle of water. It better not be a domestic brand," she ordered with a snap of her fingers.
Nobody saw me standing at the door with my hands in front of me. It was the perfect position to go for my gun in case of any trouble. She became a whirlwind with the clerks following her around with dollar signs in their eyes.
There was no point in using my enhanced hearing when I had no interest in what were the latest trends. They were having a conversation that was completely over my head. It didn't make any sense to covet wearing the latest creation by Gucci or Calvin Klein.
My sense of style came from what looked good on me despite the price tags.
She gave me a passing glance over her shoulder before going into the dressing room. They waited patiently while handing her different items of clothing to try on. Nobody was manning the shop at the front desk.
I lifted one price tag next to me with a careful exam of the soft material with my fingers. It had to be chiffon or silk. There was something sensual about touching the fabric. A sudden flash of her wearing the green silk garment came over me before I had a chance to push it away.
She stood in front of me without moving a single inch. The slight tremble when she felt the material rip to expose her naked body to my hungry eyes was an aphrodisiac. Those of my kind could sense my unfettered desire.
I swallowed hard with a lump in my throat. It didn't matter where she came from. This was a girl in her element tossing money around like it was confetti. She had no problem telling people what to do. There wasn't even an inkling she might be stepping over some sort of invisible line in the sand.
The woman entering the shop wearing over-sized sunglasses and a scarf around her head wasn't exactly subtle. She might as well have been wearing a neon sign over her head.
I saw through her disguise and knew exactly what the point was of coming out at this late hour. Jasmine made me believe shopping was her only goal.
I grabbed the girl with one hand on her wrist and the other over her mouth before drawing her into a darkened alcove within the boutique behind a display of scandalous lingerie.
I frisked her with one hand until I easily found the small plastic packet of drugs in her possession. Cocaine was deadly. It could make you feel any number of things depending on the circumstances. It would amplify sounds and tastes. It was possible to hallucinate after taking a large amount.
Jasmine wanted to lose herself in the drug.
"This isn't going to happen on my watch. Take this bag and leave. Don't ever come back again. This is a card. You can take it or leave it. A friend will meet you at the door. It's an exclusive rehabilitation center. You will be clean in three days. I don't know your story, and I really have no interest in learning it. This is a lifeline. Take it before you drown." I offered the card, but she looked right through me.
"You can't stop me from seeing her."
"I beg to differ. You won't get any more than a couple of feet away from her before I intervene. Take the card. I'm being far more magnanimous than I have to be. This is your one chance. Don't blow it." I wagged the card under her nose.
I had been in town for almost six months getting a lay of the land. Drugs were peddled on every street corner. It was a real pandemic. Nobody had any solutions other than one experimental treatment center. The owner was a previous addict and had come up with a unique system to become clean and sober with no need to fall off the wagon.
"I don't need your charity. This is a free country. Nobody is going to censor me." She opened her mouth to scream, but I saw it coming moments before it was about to happen.
Two fingers pressed against her throat to silence the words coming out of her mouth. Her mouth was moving but nothing came out.
"Get out of here. Don't make me ask you again. Your voice will come back in about an hour. Maybe that will give you enough time to think about your decisions. You have some influence on her, but you are using it in the wrong way. She's not your friend. You have become her dealer. You gave her a taste and now she wants more. The worst thing you can do is feed her habit." I showed her to the door and gave her less than a subtle nudge to the sidewalk.
She stumbled and lost one of her heels. The crack was heard around the world. She cursed me without even knowing my name. She was strung out on something stronger than cocaine which was coming out of every pore of her body.
Caitlin gave me the finger. She used one hand to flag down a taxi with Hispanic music coming out of the windows. The man behind the wheel wore dreadlocks. It wasn't the scent of potpourri I detected. He must've been waiting around the block for her signal.
A cloud of exhaust followed in the wake of their driving around the block and out of sight. It didn't mean she wouldn't find another way to get her fix. They were enabling each other. That didn't make for a lasting friendship.
It wasn't any of my business, but I couldn't afford her habit to get out of hand. That would defeat the purpose of the wolf community staying in the shadows.
It was precisely at that moment that Jasmine came out of the dressing room. She had several different items displayed on her arm on her way to the counter. She looked around, obviously expecting an arrival that wasn't going to come.
I showed no outward signs of having a hand in getting rid of her friend.
"It looks like you have had a productive evening. Let's wrap this up. I don't feel very good about being in the open like this. Anybody would have a hard time ignoring a chance to hurt you to get to your father," I said when the hairs on the back of my neck stood up.
The wolf warned me to keep my head on a swivel.
The glowing yellow light reflected on the tinted glass of the window behind me was a sure sign something bad was going to happen.
Jasmine was busy with her back toward me and slightly bent at an angle to show me the curvature of her delicious-looking spine. That spot always got to me. It was my Achilles' heel when it came to feminine persuasion.
The roar of the engine made me turn on my heels. The glare of the yellow lights blinded me temporarily. The pupils of the wolf dilated. They shrank in size until it was like looking through a coke bottle.
The dark blue sedan jumped the curb. The clang of one of its hubcaps rolled down the sidewalk into oncoming traffic. A chorus of horns honked in protest. Brakes squealed and voices were raised, completely blind to what was really going on.
Shards of glass came at me through the shattered remains of the display window. Those mannequin heads and other assorted body parts went flying everywhere.
The bumper struck me with such force I was literally blown out of my shoes. The bones cracked as I flew deeper into the store.
I had no idea what it was about, but I feared it was some sort of retaliation from her father's enemies directed at her since they couldn't get to him.
 






CHAPTER 4
_____
JASMINE


I didn't know what was happening, but it couldn't have been good. A car careening out of control into the shop was hard to turn a blind eye to. The others dove for cover and shrieked in angry denial.
Everything moved in slow motion indicative of a silent movie from back in the good old days. The car hitting Luke made me jump.
I didn't know how I did it, but I grabbed the collar of his jacket. Luke was in the air at the time. Luke would have crushed his spine against one of the exposed beams if it wasn't for me intervening on his behalf.
Display racks had been turned over. The car was in the middle of the shop slightly dipping from the incline of the road. The hood had smoke billowing out from underneath it. There was nobody behind the wheel, but the door was open, indicating somebody had made a very discreet exit without being noticed.
Luke was about to pursue when he thought better of it. He should have looked frazzled from the experience, but it was as if nothing had happened. Being that remarkably cool under pressure came with seeing things most people would never understand.
He was hardened like steel, and he remained vigilant at my side with his body between me and whatever danger persisted.
"It must've been the adrenaline rush. You could've gotten seriously injured. I'm glad I was here to save your life. You do know that means you owe me a debt of honor? You can start paying it back by calling Caitlin and apologizing." I handed him my phone, but he refused to take it.
"This isn't some sort of joke. Somebody purposely targeted you," he addressed the elephant in the room.
"It's not the first time and it won't be the last time. This is just another typical Tuesday in my world. You get used to people seeing you a different way than you see yourself in the mirror. I find it exciting, but I have no idea why." I picked up my bags and moved around the smoking hulk of the car.
One hubcap had come loose.
They should've waited until I came out to exact whatever revenge was on their minds. The car was devoid of license plates. Somebody had gone to a lot of trouble not to have this incident come back to bite them in the ass.
"I don't want to take any chances. This could've been a diversion to get you out into the open. Stay behind me. I won't hear the end of it if something happens to you on my watch." He directed me to the exit in the back to a darkened alley.
We had taken one step when there was a crack of thunder. That was followed by several more with chips of concrete spitting into the wind. He had his hand out pressed against my chest. There was nothing sexual about it but that didn't stop me from bringing to life a variety of different scenarios where we were wearing far less clothing.
"I was right. This was an orchestrated event to get you out into the open. Take cover behind that trash bin. They can't get to you without coming down the alley. I just need to even the odds. Keep your head down low and don't get too curious for your own good," he warned.
I blinked and he was gone.
Sparks from bullets bounced off the steel refuse container in green. The shooter had me pinned down. Making a mad run would only put me at a disadvantage. There was no telling where the shots were coming from. It could have been one or many shooters, depending on the angle of entry of every bullet.
I somehow slowed things down in my mind and figured there were two shooters They had boxed me in. They had easily anticipated what our next move was going to be. The alley was too damn predictable, and we should've been thinking outside of the box.
I cringed when my foot came in contact with an errant banana peel. It was slimy and brown. My stomach turned when I quickly shook my heels loose. They were expensive, but I could never clean them enough to wear them again. Somebody would profit from my loss.
It actually made me feel good to think this might be a window of opportunity for somebody to turn their life around.
A scream came from above followed by a wet slap to the pavement. I hazarded a glance around the corner of the trash bin. A man in black lay there in the middle of the alley with his head twisted.
I craned my head up toward the roof line. Something was happening but I was going to have to get closer. Luke told me to stay hidden, but I couldn't exactly do that when sound judgment and reasoning went out the window.
A flash in the night sky came from a gun raised during a scuffle. If I was right about the trajectory of the bullets, then he had somehow made it from one roof to the other with 12 feet of open space between them. It wasn't an impossible feat, but the odds of making it in a single bound were astronomical.
I came out of my hiding spot expecting another bullet with my name on it to find me unaware. There was no forthcoming attack. He had the last assailant in a duel to the death on top of the roof. They were fighting for control over the weapon.
I hauled myself up onto the garbage bin with my bare feet coming in contact with the lid. I got a hold of the rusted ladder of the fire escape. My climb to ascend to the heavens started with one hand over the other.
I wanted to call out to warn him, but he already had his hands full.
Another man had crossed the street. He almost got run down by a silver SUV. He slammed his hand down on the hood with the gun rattling off the metal and into the street when he lost his grip.
He couldn't shoot at me but that didn't stop him from producing a very menacing blade. He was breathing faster than normal when he lumbered down the alley. His belly protruded over his waist. He wasn't in the best shape of his life, but he knew the punishment for failure.
That was all projected from his eyes when he climbed onto the fire escape in pursuit of me.
I continued to climb but this time there was a matter of haste. Slowing down for even a second would require stitches. He swung the blade a few times. It sliced my heel but not very deeply and it didn't even bleed.
"You have to pay for what your father did. It's the only way to settle things. I take no pleasure in this. None of us do. You know what the Bible says about an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth. This will hopefully stop him from doing this to anybody else." The man wheezed in protest to something my father did that I wasn't privy to.
"I'm getting tired of being used as some sort of pawn in a deadly game. Keep me out of what my father does. He doesn't consult me. He knows that I wouldn't agree with his methods. Violence only begets violence." I stressed the importance of doing things a different way.
"That doesn't sound like him. We are not the bad guys. We are just trying to rectify an injustice. You can put the blame squarely at your father's feet. This could have been avoided but now we have come too far to go back to the way things were," he answered with his nostrils flaring.
I was halfway to the top when Luke's face came into focus. His eyes widened when he saw me. It wasn't like he could do anything to stop me. That ship had already left port for a destination unknown.
It was a good thing I didn't listen to him. The man pursuing me would've easily cornered me. It was to my advantage to get to higher ground as fast as possible. He was already out of breath and lagging behind. The knife could no longer reach me which made me breathe a sigh of relief, despite getting out of the frying pan and most likely into the fire.
I had pinned all of my hopes on Caitlin. Ironically, being hampered by a cocaine fix would've made it less likely to escape the clutches of those with a grudge against my father.
I was almost to the top when I suddenly had this intense pain. It radiated through my stomach until I could barely hold on with any degree of success.
Luke was once again looking over the side a few feet away from me. "You don't know what you're doing. Nobody has trained you. Nobody has prepared you for this day. It's not something I would want to wish on my worst enemy. You look positively pale which is expected."
"You don't know me. Don't pretend to," I argued, with the pain fueling me into a premature red-faced rage.
"I think I might know you better than you know yourself. Certainly better than your father knows you. Definitely better than the drug connection knows you," he stated when he was pulled away from the edge.
I poked my head up over the ledge. The amazing sight of him fighting somebody three times his size inspired me. He took a blow to the kidneys and then trapped the man's arm and pummeled him repeatedly with the top of his head to the bridge of the man's nose.
A startling blur came toward him while he was in the throes of battle. It was moving so fast that it was hard to slow it down in my mind. It was a gift I thought everybody had until I realized they didn't. It made me special but now I was wondering why I had that particular talent.
The blur separated them in the most extreme way possible.
The man Luke fought tooth and nail flew into the empty space several feet away from the building. It was almost cartoonish the way he flailed madly in the air before coming back down to reality the hard way.
Luke crashed into the metal air conditioning vent. He didn't get back up. He did whimper under his breath something similar to a dog getting hit with a rolled-up newspaper.
The black mass turned with yellow eyes staring right at me.






CHAPTER 5
_____
LUKE


It felt like a sledgehammer smacked me up against the side of my head. It should've dawned on me that I might've had its scent, but it also had mine. The hunter had become the hunted after I had lowered my guard to protect the innocent life of a fledgling wolf.
My ears rang and I could barely focus with the left side of my head numb. It was so big and overpowering. I didn't even get a chance to get a few licks in myself.
I struggled to release myself from the fog of disorientation. My whole body rebelled against me. The pain convinced me to stay down for the count, but I wasn't about to do that. It went against everything I believed.
She was my charge and nothing was going to happen to her unless it was over my dead body. Forcing myself to move took every ounce of willpower. It hurt so bad that I actually saw spots in front of my eyes.
I groaned and grunted while frantically shedding out of my clothes.
I managed to move my head and got on all fours. That strange balance between beast and human was temporarily lifted. The animal within made no bones about taking over control. There was no consultation to determine the best course of action without alerting people to our presence.
The change was more physical with the pain of my injuries swimming upstream against the familiar cracking of my bones. They formed and shifted in my body to morph into something quite intimidating. My back arched and my spine rippled with dark hair coming out of every part of my body.
My nose became long and regal with my sense of smell enhanced a hundred times over. Pushing myself out of the way to make room for that sweet release of endorphins was easy when I didn't have the energy to resist.
"I can't do that. You can't make me do that," Jasmine protested.
Seeing things through the eyes of the beast made it difficult to focus. The wolf inside me didn't attack but stayed on the fringes waiting for the right time to bring the fight to the enemy.
"Don't threaten me. You can probably fool other people, but you can't fool me. There is no point in even trying. Kill me if that is what you are going to do, but I don't think you can do it. I dare you to prove me wrong. Go ahead. What are you waiting for? Nobody's going to stop you," she said with her hands outstretched and her chin turned up into the sky.
The wolf stumbled but remained standing. It circled behind the beast. It was hard not to respect the black mass. It was truly in a league of its own.
A large hand appeared at the ledge a few feet away with a multitude of different gold rings affixed to his fingers. He was about to see something out of the realm of possibility. It would forever change his perspective and make it difficult for him to go back to a normal life.
The wolf must've thought the same thing. It hurled a snowstorm of tiny pebbles from the rooftop with its feet kicking them at him. The man didn't have a chance to see anything when he was bombarded by those tiny little rocks.
His hands came free of the ledge, instinctively shielding his face. He didn't realize his mistake until he plummeted to the ground below. The agonizing scream proved beyond a shadow of a doubt the man lived to see another day.
The beast incarnated realized there was an enemy sneaking up on it from behind. Tendrils of swirling black extended in a wide arc until it was around my neck. The necessary oxygen to breathe was impossible to extract from the air.
"This is between the two of us. Leave her out of it," I communicated telepathically.
It's not my fault. You brought me a tasty little treat. Do you know how long it has been since I have sampled a power like hers? So pure and untainted. Why should I deny what my appetite deserves? Maybe I should start with you before I indulge in the main course.
"If you were going to do that, you would've done that already. Something stopped you but I have no idea what it was. I intend to find out. It's a weakness that I need to capitalize on."
Something like her only comes around once in a lifetime. It's wasted on those like you completely blind to her potential. Just let me have one taste. It's not like you can do anything to stop me. This thing between us can wait but rest assured, the day is coming when one of us is going to live and the other is going to die screaming.
"I couldn't have said it better myself. The one thing we can agree on is humans are ill-equipped to deal with the likes of us. They will be here any second. You can't be seen. Neither can I. We have a tentative cease-fire."
The tendrils of black smoke retreated, but I could see something menacing hidden within. It was using the black smoke to hide its natural appearance. It leaped from the building and easily landed on the other side.
The wolf shook its head, and I watched through his eyes the path the beast made from one building to another before disappearing. It had somehow followed me without leaving any tracks.
I had practically led it to a food source that was going to keep it fat and happy for quite some time.
Jasmine lay in the fetal position with her legs curled up underneath her. She was literally sucking her thumb. It didn't make any sense until I realized the wolf was still infantile in nature. That it was waking up to the real world instead of the imagined one in her head.
I changed back but it took longer than usual. The wounds sustained crippled me. The pain was a suffering of a different kind. It burned like fire with the temperature rising every few seconds. It was a wonder that I was even able to function without screaming.
I gathered my clothes and put them on the best I could. The shirt was inside out and the pants undone with the belt hanging loose.
Footsteps getting closer meant that we were going to have to take our leave. I fought my way to my feet with my ankle turning in the last stages of the transformation. It refused to turn all the way, but I didn't have the time or inclination to force the issue.
I knelt by her side and scooped her up into my arms. She was surprisingly heavy, but it was dead weight. Thankfully, that was only a turn of phrase. She was very much alive but how long that would last depended on how fast I could get her away before the bright lights of justice came knocking.
Jumping from one roof to another didn't pose a problem in the beginning. That was before the splitting pain in my side and the blood caked on the side of my face. The wolf wasn't at its best, but it wasn't the only one.
There was no telling what was waiting for me on the other side. The beast could be laying in wait. It didn't want human interference but that didn't mean it was gone to lick his wounds. What wounds? I didn't even lay a finger on it. It could've torn me apart, but it didn't.
What stopped it from filleting me was beyond me. It had something to do with her untapped potential. My recollection of events was spotty, but I seemed to recall the beast mentioning it was a power, unlike anything it had seen for quite some time.
Radios squawked from down on the ground and in the stairwell leading to the roof. They were about to make an interesting discovery. It was better to be elsewhere when that happened. They already had two bodies, but they would find blood from different sources once verified by forensics.
They would have questions and I didn't want to be on the receiving end of the glaring fluorescent lights to answer them.
It was going to take a running start but how far I would get with my ankle twisted was going to determine success or failure. It hobbled me, but the wolf inside helped me to achieve the unattainable.
I screamed inside when I jumped from one ledge to the other. My feet landed and skidded across the surface until I landed on solid footing. She was still in my arms, sleeping soundly, most likely her body's way of dealing with the trauma of seeing something beyond belief.
She survived where the good detective hadn't had the good fortune of walking away. His death still haunted me from beyond the grave. His face visited me at night when I closed my eyes and was there when I opened them in the morning.
A flashlight beam almost pinpointed my location. Flattening myself to the roof came at the expense of her body being pinned underneath me. It was unavoidable to leave a trail of my blood at the scene of the crime. The only saving grace was that my DNA wasn't on file anywhere in any database, foreign or domestic.
I waited longer than usual for the beam of light to cease searching for me without really knowing what it was searching for. My chief purpose was to get her home. My teeth showed my displeasure when I made it to the next roof.
Flex had mentioned something about the wolf and the human part working in tandem. I thought for sure he was delusional but now I was experiencing the same thing. Nobody said it was going to be easy.
Life was always tossing me grenades and expecting me to know what to do with them. This new power was hugely underrated. It wasn't just a mindless freak of nature. This was the evolution of our kind. It was everything we aspired to be.
Somebody had unlocked the secret to our DNA. They had awakened a prehistoric being from the past. It was more than the past. It was also our future. There was a sentient being inside the creature. It made decisions. It wasn't just violent by nature.
Killing it was going to take a lot more consideration. No longer could I abide by the rules when they didn't apply. Research was the key. What I needed was an authority on the subject. It was time to think instead of act on instinct alone.
There were still so many unanswered questions, but I didn't know where to begin.
This time I used the stairs after breaking the handle with sheer brute force. We got down to the street level a few hundred yards away from the cordoned-off area of the scene of the crime.
"I don't know what he was going on about, but it would be a good idea to have that information going forward. We need to talk when you wake up. Get some rest. I have this funny feeling, you are going to need all the strength you can get in the coming days," I referred to her birthday and the shedding of one skin for another.
Each full moon must've been agonizing. She was under a doctor's care. The pills might've been good in the short-term, but she would have grown a tolerance for them. The dosage would have been modified over the years.
Keeping the wolf in its cage wasn't a good idea. It needed the freedom to roam even if it was just in her dreams. It had awakened but wasn't fully aware. The scary part was yet to come.
I would have to be there to guide her, despite the growing attraction, courtesy of whatever power was building inside of her.
I walked through the valley of death. I feared no evil. The only exception was the beast incarnate. It was highly advanced but still primitive. We were destined to meet in battle. That was going to happen. There was no getting away from it.
She opened her eyes and looked at me with my hair blowing in the wind. "Are you my hero? Maybe you are damned. We both are and we don't even know it."
"I don't want you to worry about anything. I have you and I'm not going to let you go."
She touched my face and I grimaced from even the slightest contact. "If you have me, then who has you? We are both lucky to be alive. It wants me to grow. What the hell am I saying? I hear the words coming out of my mouth, but I don't recognize them. Everything is very confusing."
"I will try to explain when we get back home. Try to keep an open mind." I had a feeling the conversation wasn't going to go smoothly.
"I can't even keep my eyes open. Everything is out of focus. It's like a dream, but I know it's real even though it can't be. I just need some time to process this new information. Don't be mad at me. I can't live with your anger." Her eyelids fluttered in protest to closing them.
"You didn't know. Nobody can fault you for that. I could never be mad at you. We haven't known each other very long, but I feel so damn close to you," I said with a tiny little kiss to the top of her head.
Telling her the unvarnished truth days before the transformation on her birthday at the strike of midnight wasn't going to sit well with her. It was going to be a milestone to remember.
Two days wasn't a lot of time to prepare her for a life-changing event. The beast was still out there, and it now had a new target.






CHAPTER 6
_____
JASMINE


Faith in something bigger than me was something of a constant in my life. It was tested many times, but I persevered to find the light at the end of the tunnel.
My father could never vocalize his internal feelings. He threw himself into his work to forget about the pain and loss.
It didn't matter that he wasn't my father by blood. There wasn't anything he wouldn't do to keep me safe. Luke was by far a special man. He was there when I needed him the most. Nobody was going to accuse me of being blind to the reality.
It all felt perfectly natural to wake up and remember in vivid detail what had happened on the roof. The attack and his protection revealed they were not mutually exclusive.
Luke and that thing had a connection. In what way remained a mystery, but I was determined to find those answers and put them to rest.
I don't remember much about the beast except for brief flashes that came to me when I least expected them. Tossing and turning through the night wasn't exactly giving me the required slumber to face what was coming.
My father was expected back later in the afternoon. It wasn't like me to keep things from him, but this was hard for me to understand. Luke promised to explain. It was better to have all the information than to be blindsided by it later. This was always my father's mantra.
His advice was usually good, but he never followed those wise words of wisdom. He didn't know it, but I understood why he was away from home so often. It wasn't that he was embarrassed by me. It was that he didn't understand what was going on and needed some distance to think things through.
Having a daughter hooked on sleeping pills and other assorted recreational drugs made him think it was his fault.
A light tapping on my door was followed by Luke entering without waiting for a response. He had a tray of freshly squeezed orange juice. There was also a mysterious silver cloche covering the food. My heightened sense of smell was instantly attracted to the subtle aroma.
He was dressed in a black suit perfectly molded to his muscular frame. The white tie gave him the appearance of old Mafia. He set the tray down next to me and took my hand with a gentle grace to make me shift nervously under the sheets.
"I prepared you something. Don't turn your nose up at it. It will nourish you and what is in its infancy stage inside of you." He lifted the cloche to reveal to my hungry eyes a steak still bleeding on the plate.
I tried to grab it, but he slapped my hands away. The sting was temporary, but his dominance was highly arousing.
I shook my hand and bit back a pompous retort about him being our employee.
"We are still civilized. Manners are important if you intend to blend into your surroundings. The main point I'm trying to make is camouflage is your friend. It doesn't mean wearing army fatigues. You can hide in plain sight by pretending to be normal." Luke handed me a white linen napkin monogrammed with my father's initials on it.
The sterling silver blinded me when it hit the light in just the right way. He fluffed my pillows and helped me to sit up to enjoy the meal offered to me. My breasts came out from under the sheets unencumbered by lingerie or any other scandalous attire.
Sleeping nude was better than feeling trapped in clothes. This was the first time to my recollection I didn't wake up under the bed. Things were looking up.
He didn't even blink at my sudden nudity. I wasn't sure if I should be insulted or admire his restraint while he continued to look me in the eyes.
I tugged the sheet to my chin with my stomach rumbling. Famished was the understatement of what I was feeling. My body craved sustenance. A fleeting thought of rolling around on the mattress with him showing me what a real man was capable of came and went with a flutter of my eyelids.
"I gather your father doesn't know."
"I'm not sure I know and I was there," I answered with this electrifying feeling touching the tip of my tongue when the blood dripped into my mouth.
"There's so much I have to tell you, but I don't know where to begin. The one thing I can tell you is that you are at the age of maturity."
"I have no idea what that means. I'm still trying to come to terms with what I saw on the roof. You leaped over to the other building without even thinking about it. That might not be an extraordinary feat, but you were holding me at the time." I sampled the next couple of pieces and found them extremely flavorful with an abundance of spices to tempt my palate.
"I think we can both agree that I'm not like other guys you know. I've thought about this all night. Coming up with the right words is never easy. Sometimes you just have to take off the Band-Aid quickly. You are a wolf-shifter. I sensed it the moment I met you, but I didn't know until last night," he revealed with a hand brushing the side of my face.
He moved his finger around my lips to capture a small droplet of blood.
I didn't know why but it was so damn hot the way he sucked it into his mouth with his eyes growing as big as saucers. There was nothing I could say but enjoy his euphoria when he tasted the fresh blood of the animal.
"There is nothing quite like a fresh kill to make you feel alive in the morning. I took the liberty of hunting for food this morning. You might notice a difference in taste. The deer didn't even see it coming. You have no idea how exhilarating it is to put those skills to the test against a worthy adversary." He smiled with his back straightened.
I wasn't sure whether he was talking about the beast from last night or the animal he hunted down with no mercy this morning. The property was acres and acres of unspoiled land. Wildlife could be heard in the distance howling at the moon or scavenging for food at all hours.
He looked around at the inside of my sanctuary. It was a little girly with Barbie dolls and brocades of pink and white everywhere. He walked around, touching splashes of pink fabric draped over the bed.
"You must've thought you won the lottery when they adopted you. He was left with the inevitable task of watching you transform. Neither one of you understood the importance of this great gift you have been given. Nobody was around to give you insight and to teach you what you need to know to survive," Luke said from the window with his hand on the cold pane of glass.
The last morsel was devoured with a guilty little sigh of contentment. Something compelled me to get out of bed. My feet touched the radiant heat of the floor. I practically floated until I had my hands wrapped around his midsection. It felt right to be close to him despite barely knowing anything about him.
It didn't even bother me how my naked body was pressed up against him. The excitement overruled my good sense and judgment. A growl of defiance came from deep down in the recesses of my soul. A hunger having nothing to do with food came over me.
I tossed him onto the bed with pinpoint accuracy. He landed softly on his back with a smile stretching from ear to ear. It wasn't like me but something inside felt privileged to be with him.
Pouncing on my prey had me separating the chasm between us with one extremely easy jump to the bed on top of him. Inhaling his essence was an aphrodisiac. Tasting his skin with the tip of my tongue opened up a pathway of possibilities.
"This is what I'm talking about. Those urges are going to get stronger the closer we come to your ascension. It's what I call the final stages of the transformation. You can't expect me to take advantage of you when you have no idea what you're doing." Luke rejected me, but in a kind and humane way.
He rolled out from underneath me, but I could see a certain part of his anatomy didn't share the same sentiment. It had grown considerably inside of his pants until they became tighter with the outline of his member.
My mouth watered with a little bit of drool running down the corner of my lips. That was something I could sink my teeth into. It created a spark, and I pursued the flame by stalking him across the bed until my face was touching the fabric of his pants.
"That's just it. I know exactly what I'm doing for the first time in my life. I don't know why but I think what is happening isn't much of a revelation. It's a license and freedom to be what I was meant to be. Let me show you. This is no time to be shy," I teased with a finger running down the starched dark black shirt before grabbing his tie until it was twisted around my hand.
He grabbed my hair and forcefully made me look at him. "This isn't you talking. The wolf can be very convincing when it wants to be. It wants to mate with another wolf. That's perfectly natural. I would be more than happy to comply, but we still have to deal with the pesky human side of you."
I bunched up the sheets with my fists while sniffing his crotch. That was where his essence was more powerful. It drew me to him like a moth to a flame. There was no disguising the heat of his cock. A desperation to see him in the flesh made me recklessly pull at the zipper.
The shape and size of him rivaled anything I saw by accident in the boy's locker room in high school. It was a dare, and I was fearless when it came to taking chances. Seeing them dripping wet with the water cascading over their pronounced muscles turned me on. They didn't know I was there and had no clue what my finger was doing while I took in those specimens in their natural habitat.
He rubbed his arm when he thought I wasn't looking. There was this slight odor coming off of him. Nothing specific. It was just this strange thing, but it was very faint.
Being with Luke was nothing like that. The chemistry crackled with anticipation. That hunger overwhelmed me until I reached into his red silk underwear and held it temporarily. It was hard and hot to the touch. There was no whisper of condemnation, but he did step away, even though I suspected he didn't want to.
I squealed in protest when he put me over his shoulder and carried me kicking and screaming into the bathroom. He adjusted the water and placed me underneath the chilling spray to extinguish the blaze within my loins.
"Stay there for five minutes and then join me downstairs. This isn't up for debate. Preparing you is paramount, but your father can never know about this. Do I make myself clear?" he asked, but the only thing he got for a reply was a meek nod of my head.
He left while I was getting a cold dose of reality literally and figuratively. The cold water reminded me of my humanity. It was foolish to throw myself at him. It was also unbecoming of being my father's daughter. No man had ever elicited those kinds of sensations from me.
It was better than any drug, but I felt dirty and in desperate need of scrubbing my skin raw with a purple loofah on a stick. It did nothing to eliminate the feeling of his masculinity in my hand. That phantom presence made me turn and ache to take the next step in the natural evolution of our relationship.
How could he ask me to keep this from my father when all I wanted to do was shout it from the rooftops? He was once again in protective mode.
I stayed under the water until my fingers were prunes. A semblance of my sanity returned but there was still a flicker of something lurking behind the eyes when I looked into the mirror.






CHAPTER 7
_____
LUKE


I stared at it for quite some time.
It was ugly purple but fading fast. Someone had drugged me. It was the only logical explanation for the injection site. That would explain why I thought the beast was trying to grab me with shadowed tendrils. It was a manifestation of the drug pumped into me. Its effects were short lived. Gone by morning but the reminder made me realize that I had to be more careful.
Jasmine didn't need to know everything.
It wasn't a good idea to tempt fate. She was exceptional in so many ways but still wanting to walk before she was able to run. Impulsively tossing her into the shower saved us both from doing something we were going to regret.
The front door slammed hard enough to echo through the house. The staff made themselves scarce. It appeared the Master was miffed about something. They had no recourse other than to continue with their duties but under the radar.
The tension in the air was palpable when he walked into the kitchen. He pulled off his tie and tossed it over his shoulder without caring where it went. His face was flushed, and he was constantly flexing his fingers into fists.
"I take it your trip didn't go the way you wanted it to. Is there anything I can do?"
"Can you get them to take their heads out of their asses? They have no idea what a good thing I offered. A little bit of bargaining at the beginning of any negotiation is normal. They just pushed me too far. It was one concession after another until I finally had to walk away from the table. Letting them think on it will hopefully make them see my offer is the best they are going to get," he fumed indignantly while rummaging around in the fridge looking for something he couldn't find.
"It sounds like they need a little bit of convincing. Say the word and I'll have their signature on the dotted line by the end of the day," I promised with no hesitation.
There were some skilled negotiators on the payroll. Most of them were of the female persuasion. One newbie was waiting to use her claws.
Mercedes was a class act and knew how to speak the language of negotiation.
Jules looked up from the fridge. "How much will that cost me?" he asked without even discussing how I could possibly get it done when he couldn't.
"We can discuss financial compensation when the job is done. Let me make a phone call. She might be busy, but I'm sure that I can get her to juggle some things around. It will be a hefty price but worth it considering this deal is going to net you millions of residual income for the next 10 years." I presented him with a golden opportunity.
"Give it until the end of the day. They still might call. Let's keep your proposal on the back burner for the moment. How is Jasmine?" He addressed the elephant in the room without even knowing it.
"She's a little on edge. I think it has something to do with her birthday. She didn't tell me as much, but I sense she is not comfortable with the attention. Maybe we can make it a little more low-key," I suggested with my fingers fiddling with the gun in the holster.
My eyes were constantly moving from him to the window. It was a direct line of sight and anybody worth their marksmanship would have a clear shot from 300 yards away.
They could easily use the cover of the trees to make their escape after putting one between his eyes.
"She's just going to have to buck up. There are a lot of influential people coming to the party. It's a chance for me to network with some of the movers and shakers in this town. A lot of deals are made socializing during celebrations and events. The preparations have already been made. She signed off on everything. There was nothing I didn't consult her on." He protested the need for a more intimate gathering.
The crowd would make her feel an itch she couldn't scratch all night long. Midnight would come faster than expected. Nobody could be there when she finally learned to accept the wolf into her life.
The first hunt was the most important, and I was going to be there to teach her the ropes.
The price for the celebration was thousands and thousands of dollars. It seemed like a waste of money for a party, but nobody was asking for my opinion.
Her scent came into the room before her. This vision in a white terry cloth robe cinched at the waist came strolling in with her hands in her pocket. Her shampoo intoxicated me, but it was more of a combination of her natural scent and chemical additives.
"It looks like somebody came home early for a change," she addressed her father in a casual, noncommittal kind of way.
I thought for sure he would play along and give her positive reinforcement.
"I was sick and tired of the posturing. If I stayed any longer, I would have screamed and throttled somebody. That wouldn't be good for business," he told her the truth without mentioning her birthday celebration.
It was being held in a fancy hotel in the middle of the urban jungle. That would not make a good hunting ground unless she had a taste for human blood. That was the one thing I had to avoid at all costs. The first 24 hours were crucial.
"You always get this way. Try to relax a little and take your mind off of business. Getting rid of the tie was a good start. Go upstairs and change into something more comfortable. Join me at the pool. The temperature is perfect. Don't let their stubbornness ruin your day," she said without having a temper tantrum about his lack of fatherhood skills.
They treated each other like colleagues instead of father and daughter. It wasn't my place to say anything, but I could sense she wasn't very happy about his dismissive attitude. She could see he was running hot and wanted to do something to diffuse the situation before it escalated.
I stepped away to get in contact with Mercedes. She was a recent hire from a rival pack, but she had sworn her fealty to us. It was primarily what was considered a mutual transfer. They received somebody from our camp in return for somebody from theirs. It was basically a way to keep tabs on each other without being intrusive.
The phone rang a few times before she finally picked up. "I hope this is important. You are interrupting my spa day. You have no idea what I had to do to get reservations for this place. Being pampered is a luxury."
"I just wanted to give you a heads up. I might be sending you to work out a deal. Nothing is concrete, but I suspect you'll be on the first flight out later today. Pack a bag and be ready to leave at a moment's notice," I said in my business tone without making it personal, despite knowing her father and his influential role within the pack.
There was a momentary silence before she finally spoke. "I'm always prepared for a last-minute trip. Send me the particulars. You might want to consider accompanying me. It would be a good chance for you to see me in action. That's if you can get away for a few hours. Let me know as soon as you can. I will need a packet," she referred to a detailed dossier on everybody involved in the deal including social habits and business acumen.
"I'm already compiling everything you need to know. Let me get back to you. Enjoy your spa day. Don't get too complacent. I might need you for something else." I hinted about the beast but was reluctant to share anything more until absolutely necessary.
"It sounds juicy. I'm already salivating," she said, before ending the conversation with the dial tone screaming in my ear.
"…to hear it. You are my daughter and with that comes a responsibility to keep your nose clean. The last thing I need is more headaches. Don't do anything embarrassing. It will reflect badly on me. You represent this house with everything that entails. Remember that before you decide to make things difficult for me," Jules said with his nostrils flaring.
"I haven't touched the stuff in weeks. I don't know why you are getting your feathers ruffled. I just mentioned I need a refill on the sleeping pills. You wanted me to keep you informed. That's exactly what I'm doing and yet you chastise me for keeping you in the loop. You can't have it both ways."
"I don't want to hear this. I don't understand why you need them. Don't I give you everything you need and more? You should be sleeping like a baby." He threw his hands in the air and walked out of the room.
"Don't walk away from me. We are not finished with this conversation," she said before pursuing him, but I was standing in front of her to prevent her from getting into it with her father.
My hand pressed against her thumping chest to prevent her from navigating around me. "It's not you talking. The wolf can be rather obstinate. It lives for confrontation and will pick a fight by using your voice. It loves nothing more than a heated argument to get its blood pumping a little bit faster."
"These are things I should know. It might be a good idea to have you write down these little tidbits of information. If you are going to teach me what I need to know, the best way to do that is with cue cards. Don't stand in front of me." She breezed past me with a cold gust of air to send a chill down my spine.
A crack of thunder reported something of a weather anomaly. There wasn't a cloud in the sky. The trees in the distance rustled. Somebody was moving within the canopy of leaves to get a better vantage point.
My eyes narrowed and I was able to ascertain a man dressed entirely in black carrying a very intimidating rifle with a powerful scope.
This was an attempted assassination.






CHAPTER 8
_____


JASMINE


I barely made it out of the room still seething with furious indignation when I sensed a foreboding presence. Something hit me from behind. Glass tingled above me with the speed of sound being penetrated by a lead projectile.
"Stay down close to the floor and don't move a single muscle," Luke warned me with a heated whisper into my ear.
Having his body over me in a protective gesture should have terrified me. The only thing I could think about was how fast I could get him out of the suit. The wolf was anxious and its presence was growling for some action.
"What the hell is going on?" I asked when there was another echo of gunfire from the other side of the house.
Luke had me by the neck and I couldn't move. "I have to get to your father. This has nothing to do with you and everything to do with him. Somebody hired an assassin to take him out, and I'm the only one standing in his way."
He ran from me in a zigzag formation with the bullets flying around him. He was mistaken. It wasn't just one assailant. Two others had taken up positions to keep me pinned down. They didn't care that I was innocent.
I was still his daughter. It was about time to act like it.
I crawled backward into the kitchen on all fours while staying close to the floor. The cook was huddled in between the stove and the fridge. His face was white, and he was muttering something in his native Russian tongue.
Jansen Romanoff was an exceptional culinary master.
His bald head shone in the overhead pot lights. He gripped a string of rosary beads. My Russian was a little weak, but I had learned a lot while listening to him scream obscenities at the staff. He prayed for some sort of divine intervention.
"Stay where you're at. Moving is the worst thing you can do in this situation." It was hypocritical for me to suggest anything when I was dead set on being part of the action.
Normally, I would shy away from life and death decisions, but these were extraordinary circumstances. It was also a good way to stretch the enhanced senses of the wolf.
The door at the bottom of the stairs would take me out of the side of the house. A maze of stonework on the pathway would give me a modicum of cover as long as I stayed out of the line of fire.
It was highly arousing to face the specter of death.
Opening the door was a bit of an ordeal. It weighed three times a normal door. It didn't look like anything special, but it was fortified with metal to keep unwanted visitors from getting in.
I almost expected somebody to be there to greet me with a gun in my face. It was a relief when the only thing to assault me was a cool wind blowing through the trees.
I mapped out a path of least resistance in my mind. The circular stone pathway got me closer to my objective. It was just a matter of waiting but that wasn't my strong suit. Being in a robe was a little conspicuous. Taking it off was a bold move but allowed me to move freely through the foliage completely naked surrounded by nature.
Three more cracks of thunder were followed by the clicking mechanism of somebody reloading. It was slow going until I relaxed enough to let the wolf play a part.
Scaling the tree to get a better view was easier than expected. My fingers pierced the bark with the sticky sap sliding over my nails.
I felt more alive than ever when I got higher and higher in elevation. Being perched on the highest branch let me see where the gunfire originated.
A flash of light revealed the location of one of the gunmen.
Tiptoeing across the branch should have broken it underneath my weight. It didn't even tremble under my feet. It was as if I was feather-light and moved with the grace of an alley cat.
They were expecting guards to converge on their location. They were not disappointed. The guards were ill-equipped when they were out in the open in plain sight. Those guns in the woods could easily decimate their ranks by picking them off one at a time.
I moved from tree to tree without anybody the wiser. I had this contagion for adventure. It was enlightening to be that close to nature and to feel connected to everything, including the trees standing tall and majestic.
It was a simpatico relationship.
"I have the guards. Herd the target toward the front exit. Number 3 will be waiting for him. It's a shooting gallery and not even he can miss from that point-blank range. We just have to keep this up for a little while longer. We have five minutes before the police arrive. Plenty of time to finish this and get out of here unseen." The radio squawked underneath me.
"I've got the living room but there's no sign of the daughter. She must've crawled into a hole waiting for it to be over. They are so predictable. God forbid they would actually put up a fight. It's like shooting fish in a barrel. We have our orders. We get a shot and we take it. It looks like they're going to be in need of a new maid," he responded with an indication he was about to kill somebody that had been there since I was adopted and brought into the family.
There was no decision when I dropped instinctively from the sky onto his back to set off a chain of events.
The gun went off, but his aim was thrown way off. It hit one of the upstairs windows in the master bedroom. The bullet created a pockmark but didn't penetrate the double-reinforced bulletproof glass.
It was one of two spots in the house where it would take more than one shot. The other was my bedroom. It was something I took for granted, but now I understood the importance of being vigilant when his enemies could come out of the woodwork whenever they damn well wanted to.
Being behind him gave me an advantage. Taking the gun out of his hand and throwing it into the trees left him at a major disadvantage. He turned to receive a straight punch to the throat. That was immediately followed up with a standing front kick to the solar plexus.
An influx of strength was imbued on me until I had him flying over my shoulders. He landed with his legs leaning up against a tree with his feet pointing to the sky.
He scrambled to his feet only to receive a roundhouse kick to the jaw. This was a different form of self-defense. The wolf sent me signals. Every move was choreographed to play with my food. It would've been easy to bring him down to my level, but I was having fun teaching him a lesson he was never going to forget.
Maybe the wolf was the one having fun. It was hard to make the distinction.
I doubted seriously Luke would approve of my methods. He would've called me reckless and dangerous. He wouldn't be wrong, but I really didn't care since he wasn't around to police my actions.
The man bled from his hairline and from a very deep cut on the corner of his mouth. It swelled while he continually moved his jaw back and forth with his teeth scraping together. It was similar to the raking their nails down a chalkboard in school.
"What do we have here? You think you are a big girl, but you have no idea how to play in my sandbox," he retorted with a blade moving back and forth from one black-gloved hand to the other.
My eyes followed it, but I used all of my other senses to alert me to the unseen danger. It came with a quick draw of some kind of mechanism underneath the sleeve of his black pullover.
A smaller version of the blade he was using to keep my attention came toward me. My hand reflexively knocked it out of the air. Another one followed and this time, I caught it between two fingers and sent it back to him. It was his fault for underestimating me.
He grunted from the impact to his shoulder. The spray of blood cutting a swatch through his black shirt became even darker when it spread quickly down his arm until it dripped from his fingertips.
"Damn, I can count on one hand how many people saw that coming and they usually have far more extensive military training. This is going to be fun. Killing you is going to be slow. That's a promise I intend to keep," he muttered under his breath.
The blades kept coming one after another, but I slowed them down in my mind's eye to predict where they were going to go. Every second one was sent back to him.
Time came back to normal with him teetering on his feet sputtering with blood staining his teeth.
He died before he hit the ground face first with several of his own instruments of death penetrating his body. The first thing I did was check for a pulse. A small part of me regretted my contribution to his demise. The other part was positively thrilled.
That was one down and at least two more to go. Playing with my food while my father was being hunted like a wild animal reminded me there was still work to do.
I stripped the man down to his skivvies before covering my nudity with his clothing except for the black pullover soaked with his blood. He was wearing a black T-shirt underneath the body armor. Those blades he had tried to kill me with had punctured the armor.
He was just the tip of the iceberg.
The wolf was in her element. She used me as a conduit for her primal urges.
A tactic used in the military came in handy. Dressing like him made it easier to sneak up without announcing myself. The best thing I could do was use the trees to mask my arrival.
"I can't get in touch with number two. Does anybody have eyes on him?" A female voice registered alarm when she signaled the others through her walkie-talkie attached to her collar.
"I don't see him. His position must've been compromised. We can't worry about him. We have a job to do, and we are being paid extremely well. We all knew what we were signing up for. This is what we live for. It's the only thing we are good at. We can mourn later." A man with the tone of discipline and leadership ordered them to continue.
This time it was about expedience. She didn't stand a chance when I came at her from behind. There was absolutely no noise. A swift kick to the back of her knee crippled any chance of fighting back. Two hands pressed against the side of her head. A quick jerk to the side ended any possibility of protest.
The crack of her neck satisfied the primal beast inside of me. The human part delegated all the heavy lifting to the wolf. It was strange sharing a body with something with a penchant for violence.
Searching her clothing with my hands moving through the folds came across a variety of different implements. Each one had a purpose. They fit nicely in a variety of hidden compartments within the clothing I wore close to my skin.
She had died doing what she loved most in the world. Not many could say that with a straight face and mean it. Process of elimination confirmed there was only two left on the premises that remained any sort of a threat.
Getting to them was the only thought I focused on until I heard the unmistakable crunch of a branch underneath a heavy boot behind me. That wasn't the most disturbing. It was the bolt action of a shotgun getting ready to blow me to smithereens.






CHAPTER 9
_____
LUKE


Ironically, the one person I wanted to have my back disappeared with his twin. Jasper could be handy in a crisis despite his silence. The man was deadly and could be a force to be reckoned with but there was no point in dwelling on things out of my control.
Leaving her wasn't exactly part of my duties.
He hired me specifically to keep her safe, but I was doing the exact opposite against his wishes. That could signal a quick end to my employment with the Stratus family.
The one thing he didn't understand was how she could handle herself without even knowing it. It was bred into her from the moment she was born. It might have been latent, but it was still there waiting to be activated. There was no telling when she would finally accept how special she really was.
Those bullets created holes in the downstairs windows. They were bulletproof but these were metal jackets designed to penetrate the steel skin of a tank. It was like they were throwing stones, but those bullets were far more deadly.
Jules was on the floor behind his desk. He had somehow flipped it over with what I could only assume was an adrenaline rush. The desk was quite heavy and antique. It took the brunt of the bullets coming through the tiny window.
"Do you know this is the very same desk my father did most of his business on? I kept it for sentimental value. He filed his taxes and spent a lot of time making deals. I learned a lot from him, but I also never wanted to be like him. Looking in the mirror, I see his face and I realize with some degree of guilt that my daughter suffers from the same alienation." He rambled with his body twitching every time another bullet hit the desk.
"Take my hand. You can't stay there. On the count of three." I issued my order with three fingers raised with one coming down every second passing.
There was a lull in the barrage of bullets meant to make Jasmine an orphan. She had already lost her adopted mother. Her real family had forsaken her. The antiquated notion of a male heir might have been the cause for her abandonment issues. It wasn't right, but some people still held onto traditional old family values.
Jules ran to me when my fist was raised in the air, no fingers protruding with my face an impassioned plea for him to follow my orders to the letter. It was a grave situation, but it was nothing I hadn't faced before. It was all about preparation and having the best exit strategy possible.
"Where is Jasmine? Don't tell me you left her alone. It doesn't matter what happens to me. She is the future of this family and nothing can stand in the way of her inheriting my legacy. Leave me." He pointed to the hallway.
"I don't think I can do that. She would never forgive me if something happened to you. That's not a conversation I want to have. Stop this nonsense and let's find you someplace to ride this out. What about your panic room?" I asked, already knowing the layout like the back of my hand.
"How could you possibly know about that? I made sure the architect signed a nondisclosure agreement with the threat of litigation over his head. The blueprints were burned including the originals." He focused on what I knew and no longer concerned himself about his daughter for the moment.
"If you haven't guessed, somebody is using this house as target practice to get to you. You hired me to protect your cherished possession. The true definition of my duties is family protection. You fall under the umbrella of that. I have resources. Let's just say I know this place better than you do and leave it at that," I said while leading him deeper into the house away from the incoming projectiles of hot lead.
There were no windows which gave us a few moments of peace. He had difficulty pressing the four-digit code to get into the room. The panel was located behind a hidden compartment. He breathed deeply but still, the nervous energy took its toll.
"I want you to think clearly and take a few deep breaths. Nothing can reach you here without going through me first. That's it. Remember the digits in the right order. Don't let anything disturb you," I spoke over his shoulder to become that little voice in his head.
A hiss of a hermetically sealed door opened. He used his fingers to slide the door back along the track to gain entry to a room equipped with everything money could buy. There was a very sophisticated camera system to give a view from a variety of different angles in and out of the house.
I toggled the zoom function to verify there were at least four of them. Something was happening, but I couldn't quite make out what it was. A struggle ensued with the gun going off toward one of the bedroom windows on the second floor.
It appeared I had an ally fighting the good fight, but I was nowhere near in any position to help them. That had to change. This person had gone to extreme measures to even the odds. It was nice to have somebody on my side, but I didn't even know who to thank.
It had to be one of the other guards patrolling the grounds. My specialized field was more of a private venture. Jules hired me to keep her safe.
Jules sat down in a leather swivel chair next to me and spun around to face the monitor. He didn't say anything, but I could tell from his eyes that he was looking for her by scanning through every camera. He got increasingly agitated and bolted for the door only to find himself on the floor handcuffed to a metal post in the corner.
It happened so quickly that he didn't even know he was restrained until he tried to get up after becoming dizzy and disoriented. The speed at which I restrained him was something that made me acutely aware of my skills.
"Let me go. I'm ordering you to release me. Don't you dare leave this room," he blustered with his face red.
"You can fire me after I bring back your daughter to you. The last thing I need is you running around half-cocked. Stay out of my way. I work better alone. You have one guard worth whatever you are paying him. He can't do it alone." I walked out while he was screaming profanities and calling me every name in the book.
It wasn't good for my career, but I had more important things to worry about. The panic room wasn't on any plans. It was self-sustainable with its own air conditioning and heat source. There was a full pantry and a kitchen in the next room. All the modern amenities were at his fingertips.
No money was spared in its design despite taking up at least 400 square feet.
I recalled every single hallway in the house. The wolf had a very good memory. It was one of the many gifts bestowed on me when I was brought into the fold. Being purebred was a luxury and a rarity, but we were making inroads in mating with those of our kind.
I couldn't help but think our babies would be revered and beautiful.
They expected him to run out of the house for the safety of one of his armor-plated cars. What they got instead was a cold-blooded killer with both guns blazing. There wasn't a wasted motion.
One bullet hit my upper arm, but it did not affect my aim. He had fired on me without realizing his mistake. How could he possibly know the wolf could sustain the maximum amount of damage and still recover? It must've been a sight to behold to see me walking with indifference toward him.
He didn't panic and resorted to small arms to fight fire with fire. Another bullet grazed my left cheek with the heat shaving off a piece of skin. The only indication it hurt was a slight twitch of my eye.
He came out of hiding with technical precision. He had the patience of a surgeon with somebody's life in the palm of their hands. My bullets found their mark with his arms flying akimbo.
He didn't let go of the guns while being peppered repeatedly with a customized arsenal. The lack of blood on further review confirmed he wore sophisticated body armor. It seemed cowardly but I guess, he didn't have any designs on dying today.
My bullets could easily penetrate that plating with a few well-timed shots in the same place. That kind of marksmanship came with a keen eye for detail. The wolf zeroed in on the target, and I became a willing participant.
"It's too bad we didn't meet some other way. I could've used you on my detail. A lot of money can be made by changing sides. We are both of like minds. Money is not always a good motivator when we both have a moral objective to obtain. You have five seconds to think about your future." I stopped shooting while he reloaded.
He had only those few seconds before the die was cast.
"You're right about one thing. I'm not getting paid enough for this shit. Make me another offer, quite lucrative, and I might consider it." He negotiated without mentioning a price.
There was a fine line between insulting him and making him an offer he couldn't refuse.
One of his men took a different approach when they walked up behind him and placed the barrel of his gun against his head. "I would seriously consider taking him up on his offer. The others were not as fortunate. I hope you didn't have lifelong friends following you into battle. This shotgun was taken out of the man's cold dead hands."
It wasn't one of his men, but I think deep down, I already knew that. It wasn't just the way she filled out the T-shirt. There were also those pheromones in the air. One deep whiff was all that it took to make me hungry to consume her under the cover of the sheets.
Danger was going to be my downfall. The blood-pumping action turned me into a panting puppy neutered by the adrenaline in my veins. She could easily have her way with me, and I would have gladly submitted to all the bad things she wanted to do to my body.
The man thought twice before dropping his weapons at his feet. He would live to fight another day but this time, he would be by my side. That kind of fortitude was born from battle and the atrocities he had seen when facing overwhelming numbers.
A man of his conviction could be useful in the grand scheme of things.
The only stumbling block was his previous employer. We needed that information and the only way to get it was to go through him. He might be reluctant but convincing him it was in his best interest to cooperate would come at a premium. Hurting him would defeat the purpose of having him become a full-time employee of the security agency.
He wasn't exactly down on his luck. The man understood what self-preservation was all about. He weighed his options and figured it was better with the devil he knew.
One look into her eyes revealed the calculating depths of depravity she was capable of. Blood stained more than her hands. Jasmine needed something more than a good stiff drink to wash away the memory.
The party was going to have to wait until she wrestled with the mating cycle of the wolf inside of her. There was no escaping how she fantasized about me. It was almost as if I could feel her lips over the crown of my excitement. It pulsed with this unspoken need to have her on her knees and compliant in a position to serve me.
The heat of the moment made me want to comply with the eager look in her eyes.






CHAPTER 10
_____
JASMINE


He was busy debriefing the man behind the attack on the house. No doubt my father was standing next to him listening in on every word. It was a wonder Luke could tear himself away from me when we both could feel that pull to do something nasty behind closed doors.
I foraged in my closet for something suitable to wear for our first time together. It had to knock his socks off and erotically charge him until he couldn't resist. It turned out nothing was right. There was something but it would need alterations to give him brief glimpses of my flesh with slices to the fabric in strategic places.
Without even thinking about it, a curved claw came out of my right index finger. It hurt for a split-second, but it was nothing I couldn't handle.
I went to work on the garment slicing and dicing to my heart's content. It only took a few minutes to become satisfied with the results. It was the perfect color for romance. The alterations would easily convince him to rip it off of my body. That's what I was looking forward to.
I wondered how long it was going to take him to join me in the boudoir and close the door to our own private love nest. A lock wasn't necessary. The staff knew better than to barge in without knocking first. My father could abuse his privileges, but he was rattled from the attack to interrupt me in a post coital celebration.
The material ignited a firestorm of anticipation within my tight little body. Arranging myself on pillows with the ambient light of a lone candle was more than required.
His soft footsteps soon had him standing in appreciation for what waited for him. He closed the door and unbuttoned his shirt. Those muscles delivered on the promise of a lengthy stamina to take my breath away.
"He didn't know who hired them. None of them had any idea. They were all designated with a number. The financial transactions were through an anonymous proxy. They never met in person. We still don't know who is behind the attack. I don't have a lot of time. My flight leaves in two hours. It shouldn't take me very long, and I'll be back in plenty of time for the party." He walked toward me while I lay there admiring his body of work.
He was an artist’s wet dream come to life. Painting him with my tongue would be a pleasure for both of us. His eyes ran the length of my prone body. He focused on the plump cheeks of my ass high in the air with my feet locked at the ankles.
"I'm in no mood to talk about business or tonight's celebration. You feel what I feel. There is no disguising the insatiable appetite in your eyes. Why don't you feast on this?" I moved around on the bed until I spread my legs inviting him to come a little closer.
"I don't blame you for what you did out there. It would've been nice to see you in action for the first time. There will be time for that later. I give you fair warning the transition isn't going to be easy. The pain is terrible, but I can help alleviate it with an injection of endorphins straight from the source." He patted his crotch for emphasis.
"Get that cute little butt of yours over here," I commanded in a growl.
He looked back and then at me with a huge smile on his face. "Come to think of it, I've never had any complaints, but I do appreciate the compliment." He was inches away from my mouth and daring me to do the unspeakable underneath my father's nose.
I opened his pants with the sound of his zipper louder than expected. He didn't stop me from extracting his dripping cock. It was rather intimidating at first glance, but then I felt this compulsion to see how much I could fit into my mouth.
I never took my eyes off of him while devouring those inches one at a time. There was a delicious afterthought concerning my father walking in on us. It didn't bother me, and I stared at the door between his legs wishing it would happen.
"Don't do anything you're not comfortable with. I have to stress the importance of thinking with the human side of yourself. It's going to take effort, but you'll thank me for my unsolicited advice. You have to know if this is what you really want or if the wolf is influencing you. You'll know the difference. You might not think so but you will," he stammered through his teeth while looking down at me in the middle of pleasing him with my mouth.
It wasn't like I could respond when my mouth had a mind of its own. Luke was right about the wolf influencing me. It was having a little bit of fun at my expense. She wanted him and I was going along for the ride.
I worked his flute back and forth in and out of my throat. He played a symphony of moans and groans to encourage me to pull out all the stops. My hand cradled his family jewels, warming them to my touch before squeezing slightly to distract him from the moment of truth.
The joy came from the look of pure ecstasy on his face. He couldn't hide the pleasure derived from having his member in my mouth. It made it that much more delicious when I sensed that he was about to burst.
I thought he would last longer, but I took it as a good sign we were compatible. The vein down the back throbbed with insistence. It demanded to release the heavy load stored within those heaving balls.
His hands ran through my hair until he had a firm grip to make sure I was in the right position. The heat of the first burst cascaded over the surface of my tactile tongue. The taste rivaled anything I had ever had in my mouth including my favorite dessert when I was a child.
I didn't swallow right away but let it shoot across the bow of my tongue several times. The last few shots were not as strong as the first ones. They died out on the heels of his orgasm. There was freedom in the music of his bellow of release.
The invisible barrier of my lips sealed around the shaft bulging at the seams. Nothing escaped, not even a little dribble down the corner of my mouth. My tongue formed around him to clean every inch before popping him clean and polished from my lips.
"I can't remember the last time somebody took me over the edge in less than five minutes. I think I might've been obsessing about this for a little too long. Why don't you let me show you what my tongue can do in return? The competition is fierce, but I think I'm up to the task," he said with a show of his oral talents with a flutter of his serpent tongue.
It unfurled longer than most and rivaled a certain celebrity rock star. It was bigger than some appendages. His was almost a carbon copy in length to what he possessed between his legs. Those 9 inches satisfied more than my sweet tooth.
Luke dropped to his knees with my ankles locked in his hands. He opened me up to see the warm blood of my lips glistening with more than a casual interest in what he was about to do.
The panties had a customized hole made in them for this purpose. The red peignoir was ripe with my breasts heaving in the fabric.
He wasted no time in ripping it off of my milky flesh. My squeal of delight signaled him to continue.
The fabric was in tatters and torn beyond any form of recognition. The only thing he left on me was the panties but that held no obstacle for the length of his impressive tongue.
"I hope you don't pass out. It's been known to happen. It's not bragging if you can back it up with actions." He slipped the pointed end of his tongue into me until that long oral appendage stretched me out like never before.
I didn't want to admit it yet the truth was inevitable. His tongue could do things that other more formidable pieces of anatomy couldn't even fathom. He had this insatiable thirst, and I was more than happy to provide something to quench it. My juices flowed freely from between my legs while he plugged my hole with his tongue repeatedly.
I tried to keep it down to a dull roar by muffling my exclamations of appreciation for his talents into a pillow over my head. I bit into the pillowcase until the stuffing was flying everywhere while I chewed on it like a wild animal.
He had a firm grip of my ass cheeks with his fingers digging into the pliant flesh. I had no further thought of the transition at midnight. The wet sound coming from between my legs was courtesy of the way he consumed me.
A ravenous dog after a bone had nothing on him. The man completely focused on my pleasure. He wasn't just going through the motions for appearances. This was a man consummate in his abilities.
The dam burst but he never relented for even a second. He held me down while I was bucking and jumping off of the bed. My body had turned inside out with an immense amount of pressure releasing. He gulped several times and yet never came up for air until I finally settled down.
He stroked his organ but there was no need for manual stimulation. The head was an enormous battering ram. It was a different shade from its normal pinkish pigment. A fair amount of sticky sauce dripped down the head and over the shaft while he massaged it into his glands.
"That was delicious. How many times did you climax? I counted at least two, but I really wasn't paying attention. You just kept pulsating. I need to be with you. It's not a matter of want, but I think you know exactly what I'm talking about," he said before shuffling forward with his knob leading the way.
"I can't even express what this means to me. I'm speechless for the first time in my life. Don't take my word for it. Ask anyone on the staff. I am never at a loss for words." I sighed with my legs limply spread open and my feet planted on the floor.
He touched me with the head and moved it around my clit in a circular motion one way before going the other way. The inside of my legs quivered, and those lips sodden with a sticky dew welcomed him. It was a tease before the main course was delivered.
He grabbed my shoulders and prepared himself to lunge against me.
My two hands slapped against his chest to leave a temporary imprint of my fingers. "This is what I need in my life. You are the missing piece of the puzzle. Where have you been hiding yourself all of these years? It doesn't matter. You're here now and we can make up for the time we wasted being apart."
He used his thumbs to spread me open to witness the wet and hungry hole begging to be stuffed. The light in his eyes shone brightly. He moved toward me with a less-than-subtle nudge.
"Are you sure about this? I don't know if I can stop once we begin. This is your last chance to bow out gracefully. There will be no hard feelings. Have you listened to the little voice or is this a conscious decision on your part? I need to know before we go any further." Luke held his position.
I touched his face to get his undivided attention. "The will of the wolf is strong, but I know exactly what I'm doing. I feel like a born-again virgin. My first time wasn't magical. It was over too quickly and left me disappointed. I would like to strike that first time from the record books. Let's do it right."
He powered forward when the doorknob turned. Luke was too far gone to give a damn.
The excitement of getting caught in the act was doubled when my father walked in unannounced. He only had himself to blame for not knocking. This would teach him to show me a little bit of respect.
"I hope I'm not disturbing you. I just wanted to check in…" My father stood there completely stunned and shocked to see his little girl about to be deflowered for what he thought was the first time.
Luke was already in motion when my father came in at the most inopportune time.






CHAPTER 11
_____
LUKE


It wasn't a good idea to make the boss angry. Everything about the situation was complicated, but her father didn't know half of it. He saw what he saw and there was no taking it back.
Jasmine didn't seem afraid, but she was cautiously keeping her tongue while her father paced back and forth in front of the roaring fireplace. The logs crackled and embers floated up into the chimney.
Jules looked rather intimidating holding the fire poker, but he didn't know about the secret. One wrong move could easily be his last if he decided to act on his emotions by escalating into violence.
"Can I say something?" Jasmine asked with her father turning with a glaring gaze of disappointment and righteous indignation.
Jasmine raised her hands and sat back deeper into the leather upholstery. My place was next to her, but I didn't want to make anything worse. The best I could hope for was to be fired but that would leave Jasmine to fend for herself on the age of her maturity.
"I want to use this fork to poke out my eyes. A father should never see his daughter like that. Haven't you ever heard of some discretion? Maybe even locking the door would've prevented me from walking in to see that." Jules knelt by the fire without bothering to look at us.
It wasn't like I could defend our actions when there was nothing I could say to smooth things over. Sleeping with her was impulsive and a little reckless, considering we were like-minded in so many ways. It wasn't right, but it felt so damn good to release those sexual endorphins in a more constructive way than manually stimulating myself with my hand.
"I trusted you to protect her and this is the thanks I get. I'm wrestling with a lot of emotions at the moment. How can I in good conscience stand and smile when my daughter is sneaking around behind my back? She doesn't respect me enough to talk about these things before doing something that's going to reflect on me." He continued to prod at the fire to release its full potential until the light flickering from within illuminated the rest of the room.
I wasn't sure when it was safe to talk when he was obviously hell-bent on making us listen to his tirade. It was his right as her father to be upset, but this was as natural as breathing. He couldn't see her as a woman when she was still his little girl buzzing with girlish enthusiasm up and down on his knee gleefully screaming and shaking her fists in the air.
"There's been a lot of planning that went into the party. We can't just call it off because we have family drama. I want you to leave the two of us alone, Jasmine. Don't say another word. If you don't want to be removed from my will, then you'll do as I ask without question or delay," Jules fumed in a whisper.
The crickets outside put in their two cents worth. They were drawn to the light underneath the thin gauzy material of the white drapes.
Jasmine stood up and cinched her robe a little tighter than it already was. The white material was erotically formed to her body and barely went below her waist. There was something different about her. The girl I had protected was no longer innocent. She had stepped into womanhood with me guiding her every step of the way.
Jasmine brushed my shoulder on the way out.
The creaking of the stairs with every delicate footstep confirmed she was willing to let the boys have a frank discussion. It wasn't a conversation I wanted to have, but there was no avoiding the inevitable accusations and condemnation.
The soft click of her bedroom door gave me a license to stand up without shame to address the elephant in the room. "I know it looks bad, but I didn't set out to hurt you this way. We haven't known each other very long. I gave you my word to keep my eye on her. She is a desirable woman, deserving of your pride and respect, regardless of what you walked in on unannounced without even bothering to knock."
He glanced from the fire to me with his teeth bared. "Is that how you see this? That this is somehow my fault for checking in on my daughter before I retired for the evening. You have the unmitigated gall to stand there with a straight face and make it seem like you are the innocent party."
"I never said that. Don't put words into my mouth. My biggest pet peeve is people assuming the worst about me without knowing all the facts. I'm not perfect. I make mistakes like anybody else." I almost said I'm human, but that would've been contradicting the way I grew up on the fringes of society hidden within the shadows.
"God forbid that you could actually keep it in your pants. I bought your loyalty for an extremely high price. Counting on you was a mistake." He walked up and stood nose to nose with me.
"I meant it when I said you don't know all the facts. It's not my place to tell you, but I think you need to know before this goes any further. I advise you to unclench your fist. Taking a swing at me isn't a good idea even though you might feel justified." I stood my ground without bothering to try to cover up.
He raised his fist and shook it in my face for added emphasis on how much I had betrayed his trust. He wasn't wrong, but he wasn’t right either. Some men would think it was cool to sleep with the boss’s daughter, but I wasn't one of them. This went against my moral code but trying to fight it was impossible when she drew me to her magnetically.
Jules punched his fist with his face bright red down to the collar of his shirt. "I've always considered myself a reasonable man. I would love nothing better than to beat you to a pulp. I know everything there is to know about my daughter. There's nothing you can say to prove otherwise."
"Are you totally sure about that? You must have sensed on some level she's not exactly like other girls. The sleeping pills. The mood swings. Not to mention what happens during a full moon couldn't be lost on you. You are not the type of man to stick your head in the sand and deny what is right in front of you."
"She has a medical condition. Some call it anxiety attacks, but others are more inclined to believe she suffers some sort of trauma before she came to live here underneath my roof. What the hell do you know about it?"
"I think the answer might surprise you. I'm still reluctant to tell you anything without consulting her first. It's not my secret but we share the same affliction. It's not a disease or some kind of virus, but it does cause unusual side effects when the moon is full." I turned my attention to the cloud-covered sky through the crack in the white curtains blowing in the breeze of the ajar window.
"I admit it was a little unnerving to hear her howling at the moon. She has the freedom to express herself. I almost envy the way she's in touch with her inner child. I lost my innocence a long time ago to ever go back to when things were simple." He checked his watch for the fourth time.
I grabbed his shoulders. "This is more important than any conference call. You have to listen to me. This is a matter of life and death. She's in transition and the final phase is when the clock strikes midnight at the party this weekend."
"I don't want to hear this. Get out of my house and pray that I never see your lying face ever again. Don't make me say it again. I'm not above calling for security to drag you out of here by bodily force." He retrieved his phone and began punching in the code to reach the guards at the gate to intervene on his behalf.
"You don't have to bother calling anybody. I'll leave, but I want you to remember one thing. Not everything is what it seems. Talk to her. I don't mean about the weather. Get her to open up to you and maybe then you'll understand what I have been trying to say." I stepped away from him when I saw something out of my peripheral vision.
I barely ducked in time. The whistle of the fire poker flew past my head until it embedded itself in the wall underneath the smiling face of his daughter's portrait. It was tempting to let the beast answer his unprovoked attack, but I swore to myself to keep her secret for as long as possible until she was able to tell him the truth.
He had some of the facts, but she was going to have to convince him that her change didn't consist of her voice getting higher.
"I think it's fair to warn you that you will never work in this town again. It might not seem like it, but I can be very vindictive. My enemies know better than to cast stones at me. You will learn by example how my arms have a very long reach. Shattering your illusion of me is going to be a pleasure. You have no idea how I can make your life a living hell, but you are about to find out," he threatened with a finger pointing to the front door down the hall.
The butler was already there to open it without being summoned. She must've heard the argument and understood the importance of getting me out safely before things turned ugly.
The door slamming behind me made me flinch. It was done for effect to let me know my services were no longer required. That wasn't entirely correct. There were certain services I could provide that his daughter would readily agree to while biting on her bottom lip.
My fingers suddenly went numb and the wolf inside growled. Something was out there. It had to be my old friend watching me from afar. It meant it could be reasoned with. My assumption it was primal and uneducated was incorrect.
Its voice, even though it was in my head, made me realize there was nothing fair in this world. That it was intelligent and sentient with an extensive vocabulary to draw from.
I didn't know what it was waiting for, but I had a feeling I wasn't going to have to wait long to find out.






CHAPTER 12
_____
JASMINE


Being my father's daughter came with the pitfalls of being a little brooding and impetuous. He wasn't going to get through to me when all I wanted was one more minute in Luke's arms.
One second of pure bliss was worth any embarrassment to my father.
Ironically, the full moon coincided with my coming-of-age party. Luke called it my age of maturity. I wasn't sure which one I liked more, but I understood the importance of this significant milestone in my life.
Luke gave me the skinny on what was going to happen. It wasn't hard to believe him when the beast within spoke volumes in a language only I could understand. It was no longer mute and this nagging voice in the back of my mind.
"You will follow my rules. This party is very important to both of us. All of your friends will be there to celebrate this big day. Their families will be in attendance. That is the kind of influence I need in my life to get things done. Your indiscretion is something that we will talk about later," he raged while trying to burn a hole in the Persian carpet in his study.
"I think the best thing you can do is calm down before you give yourself a heart attack. You have my word I’ll be on my best behavior." I lied to save face when I knew tonight could unmask something more than human behind the pretty packaging of my porcelain features.
"Let's forget about this until after the party. I'm going to let you decide on a suitable punishment. It has to fit the crime. Give that some thought and get back to me after the party. I hope it was worth it."
"You have no idea," I stuttered with my finger touching my lips.
"I'm so happy for you. You're never going to see him again. I forbid you from making contact with him in any way. You might think it's unfair, but I'm doing this for your own good. You'll understand when you have a daughter of your own. That kind of unconditional love will make you bend over backward to protect them." He rattled on.
I barely listened with only the first few words striking a chord with me.
"Sex is beautiful and natural. I'm not exactly innocent in all of this. It does take two to tango. You mentioned earlier about locking the door, but you made it quite clear this house has an open-door policy. It didn't matter how much I told you I wanted my privacy."
"You can't possibly make this my fault. Luke tried the same thing, and it didn't work for him. Why in hell would you think it was going to work for you? I don't want to hear any more excuses. I'm going out for a while to get some air. Don't even think about sneaking out." He grabbed the keys to the Lincoln with more than the average horsepower under the hood.
He didn't have to tell me when I already knew his habit of occupying his time consisted of driving at dangerous speeds. My father liked nothing better than the adrenaline rush of having his life flash before his eyes.
"You can't just walk out like this. There's still a lot more to say."
"As far as I'm concerned we have said more than enough. Don't wait up for me. I have no idea when I will be back, but I think it will be past your bedtime. Rest assured, your safety is still important to me, but I will personally take over your protection detail. There won't be any place you can go where I won't be your shadow.  I want you to chew on that while I'm gone. I have no idea what goes through your head." He swung the keys on the end of his finger with them jiggling.
"I'm a werewolf," I blurted out without even meaning to.
He stopped with his hand on the front door handle. "You have always been obsessed about werewolves. You have books dedicated to the topic of its mythology. Is that what Luke told you? How gullible can you be? Don't answer. It was a rhetorical question."
"I know it's hard to believe but it's true. I think I've known on some level, but I didn't want to admit it to myself. Waking up under the bed isn't normal. Having blood and tissue under my nails after a full moon isn't normal. A craving for blood isn't normal. He is exactly like me which is the reason why we couldn't keep our hands off of one another."
My father placed his hands over his ears and began humming loudly. "I'm not listening to this. You can't make me. Why are you saying these things? He's a predator. Nothing more than a man willing to say anything and do anything to get into your pants. That might sound crass, but the truth often hurts the ones you love. He got what he wanted when you gave the milk away for free. Don't you have any sort of dignity for yourself or me?"
"That's nice. That's very nice. That's how little you think of me. I shouldn't be surprised when the only thing you care about is money and power. That I should fit into some sort of box, but I am beyond explaining myself. Stay in denial. That's where you are safe from those things that go bump in the night. I'm one of them." I admitted to being different with something strange and beautiful clawing at my subconscious to get out.
Slamming the door was his way of getting the final word. He was never going to accept my fabled excuse of being a werewolf. It wasn't something you hear every day.
"He doesn't understand you but I do. You need the freedom to be what you are meant to be. This is your chance to shake off the shackles of normal society. There's power inside of you that I covet. Give it to me and I won't have to take it over your cold dead body. The only thing you need to do is give me permission and I will do the rest. You don't want the headache that comes with the power."
"Stay out of my head," I screamed with both hands pressed against my temples.
"You have so much to learn to prepare yourself for the day of your unveiling. You can choose to live with it. The power that is about to be unleashed has the potential of changing the way people look at things. Why burden yourself with that responsibility? You have enough to worry about. You'll understand soon enough what I mean but I hope by then it's not too late to turn back the clock. Let me give you a small taste."
"I don't want anything from you. Haven't you done enough already? Luke doesn't know what to make of you, but I think you are power-hungry." I backed away half expecting the door to fly off the hinges in his attempt to get at me.
Shadows stretched across the wall with some ungodly thing stalking me. It moved in the darkness, but I sensed it only wanted to open my eyes. It wasn't consciously attacking me when it was still concealed within the darkness it resided in.
Being afraid wasn't even something to be considered. The wolf offered me its strength and conviction. She was my biggest advocate if I didn't include Luke in the same breath. This wolf was for all intents and purposes a female protecting the host. It reminded me of my adopted mother.
She was the one to introduce me to the folklore of werewolves and other supernatural beings. Did she know something? Could it have been a coincidence or was she trying to prepare me for the day when I was finally going to emerge from my cocoon as more than a butterfly stretching its wings?
The flames leaped from the fireplace. It set the couch ablaze.
Something emerged from the corner of the room. It wasn't tangible. It wasn't the wolf to warn me of impending danger. It was something more primal with its origins draped in the mystery of the past.
This swirling mass hit me so hard that I crashed through the double doors leading to his study. The flames followed me over the couch and in a straight line until I was looking into the flickering life of something alive.
It didn't hold any sort of pattern and didn't follow the primary rules when it concerned a fire out of control.
It moved with a gesture of my hand, and I could control the essence of the flames with my thoughts.
"Miss Stratus…"
I put my hands in the flames and moved them about while they licked at the hem of my skirt and attempted to burn me alive from the inside out. It didn't hurt, but I could see where the skin cracked and peeled before blistering on the inside of my thighs and on the back of my hands.
I extended the palms to send the flames back to where they came from inside the fireplace. They refused to obey almost as if they wanted to become part of me. My whole body shuddered at the implication.
"Stand back, Miss Stratus." A guard with the name of Tony stenciled on his blue shirt directed the spray of the fire extinguisher he had gotten from the kitchen.
He busily made short work of the trail of fire leading to the study. He was joined by another in the same shirt but definitely a lot bigger than his predecessor. They battled together to snuff out the burning embers before they could spread to other parts of the house.
"I called for an ambulance. It should be here shortly. You must be in shock. The best thing you can do is sit down and wait patiently for the paramedics to arrive. Let me address the burns. I used to be a medic in the Army." Tony had a first-aid kit, but he couldn't seem to look me in the eyes.
There was no pain, but the damage to the outer layers of the skin was quite extensive. It could've been shock or something far more disturbing taking a hold of me and not letting go. This had to be the power that thing had referenced and somehow it gave me a brief glimpse behind the curtain of my future.
I didn't like what I saw staring back at me with its jaws unhinged.
Maybe it was better to steer clear of the powers he mentioned. Was it that simple? Could I really just make a conscious decision and have my life back? The temptation was strong, but I was curious to learn more before I made an educated decision one way or the other.
They all thought something bad had happened and that I was completely unaware of my injuries. That was the furthest thing from the truth. Just because I didn't feel the pain didn't mean it wasn't there on the fringes of my consciousness.
It made me wonder what would happen when the effects of the power diminished until I was able to think clearly. It would've been nice to have Luke holding my hand, but he was forbidden to set foot in the house.
I had this funny feeling he was going to be at the party whether I saw him there or not. He would never let me go through this alone even if my father beefed up security to make sure he didn't crash the festivities.






CHAPTER 13
_____
LUKE


Two battles were being fought on two different fronts. Coming to that conclusion made me understand the importance of having people I trusted around me.
I had no interest in fulfilling my obligation to Jules, but it was a matter of principle.
Mercedes understood better than anybody how we had to complete the mission without his permission.
"I've done my due diligence and there's something you should see. We might have a problem." She directed me to the laptop in her lap as she punched the keyboard repeatedly to bring up the required information.
"I don't have a lot of time. The party is tomorrow, and I need to be there to oversee every single detail. Nothing can escape my observation. Jules doesn't have to believe me but that doesn't negate the fact she still needs our help. I don't think this is going to change anything, but this is something I promised, and I don't back down from a challenge." I turned the corner and came to a stop at the curb in front of a very tall building made of tinted glass.
A man was busy cleaning the windows with a squeegee. Nobody could hear the screech of the glass, but the two of us twitched. It was painful and caused my knees to buckle.
"It's always the sounds that get you. We are so hypersensitive that it's hard to drown out the normal everyday music all around us. The whistle of the wind through the trees. The honking horns and people screaming obscenities to get to where they want to be. Dogs howl for their masters to come home. They don't hear the distinct tones, but we do." Mercedes kept pace with me to the front door but stayed a couple of feet away to indicate she was my assistant.
She was far more important than that.
"I don't need to be reminded about things that I can't control. That's what bothers me the most. You said you had something to show me before we go in." I pulled on the glass door and was hit in the face by a cool blast from the air conditioning.
The wolf inside whimpered from the change in ambient temperature, but it remained vigilant, ready to act when I called upon it. This was a different tactic involving words as weapons.
"I stumbled on a contract to assassinate Jules Stratus. The amount of the bounty is $5 million. People have done a lot more for far less. Humans are so damn predictable. There is no paper trail. Everything was done anonymously but there is an expiration date," she said before bringing up the date of the party, which incidentally would have some of the most influential people on hand.
"I have to wonder if there is more than one on the hit parade. This gives an assassin the golden opportunity to hit fast and hard to take out multiple targets. I want you to comb the Internet for any names associated with attempted assassinations in the past six months." I signed in at the front desk, and the guard didn't look up from his steaming cup of coffee.
"One thing at a time. Let's go and talk to Stuart Adams. He's going to need some convincing to help us, but I think I found something useful. I'm running a program right now in conjunction with my research into Stuart Adams. The program is of my own making and is primarily a rootkit to dig out what others are trying to hide in the dark web where people fear to tread for obvious reasons." She had two windows open with her lacquered red nails moving seamlessly from one task to another.
"Don't look now but we have already overstayed our welcome. Somebody must be watching us on a closed-circuit television somewhere in the building. They thought it was a good idea to sic security guards on us. Silly boys pretending to be men with guns and a baton. They have a license to use extreme measures," I announced when I turned on my heel to address the issue.
Mercedes stood with me, but I shook my head to indicate this was my fight.
"We shouldn't separate. That's what they want us to do, and we are playing right into their hands. It looks like the origin of the assassination comes from this building. It explains why it was so readily available to me." Mercedes twirled locks of her red hair around on one finger.
"Go on without me. If anybody can get through to Stuart it's going to be you and not me. Your methods are your own, and I would never pry to know your secret. I think it might have something to do with a certain body of work." I stressed with my hand making direct contact with one man's sternum.
His whole body vibrated with the impact, which propelled him into one of the other guys coming up from the rear holding onto a baton. They must've been ordered to be discreet and to take us some place private for an intense conversation.
I jumped on the wall and brought my leg out with not-so-surprising results. This man's job was to detain me, but he was going to be eating out of a straw for at least a couple of weeks.
"Fellas, you really should know your audience before you attack from behind. I'm well-versed in many techniques of hand-to-hand combat." I spoke at the same time, disarming one man of his taser and placing it in his midsection at the highest setting.
I retrieved his baton and swung it in a wide arc to take out two at the same time. They both went down in a heap, searching for their front teeth. One looked at me incredulously as if I was some alien able to predict their every move.
I had a countermeasure in place to make them regret ever putting a hand on me.
"I think we have a failure to communicate. We are not your enemies, but you insist on following orders without knowing where they come from. What you need is to be taught a lesson in manners, especially in front of a lady." I pointed my thumb to Mercedes, and she flippantly wiggled her fingers before the door closed.
A big man somewhat of a muscle meat head decided cracking his knuckles would intimidate me. His white shirt bulged with his overeager idea that being bigger made him better than others.
"This isn't going to end well for you. Look at your friends and make an educated decision," I warned with my eyes narrowed to allow the wolf some measure of control over the situation.
"You could've come quietly, but you had to make it hard for all of us. I hope you like pain. This is going to hurt you a lot more than it's going to hurt my knuckles." He swung and would have taken my head off, but the wolf in his infinite wisdom took gentle control of my body.
It moved gracefully underneath the extended arm. My reaction was to grab his hand and pull it down while at the same time thrusting my palm into his elbow at an awkward angle. The bone broke with a satisfying crack and his face changed until he became ghostly.
I brought my elbow around to strike him in the throat. It was enough to seriously bruise his vocal cords. He doubled over clutching at his throat, and I used his body to give me enough leverage to take out the remaining guard.
Both of my hands were on the bigger guy's back with my feet extended as far as they could go. His sternum was seriously affected. He came off of his feet with the telltale streak of shoe leather across the linoleum floor.
It was actually nice to stretch my wings and make sure that I was battle ready for anything. Five of the seven were unconscious. The other two, including the big guy, whimpered in response while assessing their injuries in a state of shock.
"Don't tell me I didn't warn you. Those injuries will heal in time. Let that be a lesson that outside appearances can be deceiving. Just because I'm wearing a $10,000 suit doesn't mean I can't beat the living hell out of you. Stay down if you know what's good for you," I said before turning around and going to the elevator that just opened.
I was a little perturbed to find a small rip in the sleeve of my sport coat. I prided myself on my appearance and this little imperfection tarnished my image. It was a good thing I wasn't a vindictive man. Somebody else might've gone back and made them aware of their faux pas.
I listened to the melancholy drone of the elevator music playing in the background of my mind. It was surprising to find there wasn't a contingent of guards waiting for me when I walked onto the main floor. Nobody seemed to know anything and wasn't even phased by a man dressed in a $10,000 suit walking with confidence past the reception desk.
The woman was chewing gum and her mouth gaped in stunned appreciation for my attire. The placard with the name Stuart Adams was embossed in gold italics.
"You can't go back there without an appointment," she stammered with her gum sticking to her teeth.
"That's very good. Just say that a little bit louder so everybody can hear you," I advised when I opened the door and closed it behind me to mute her objections.
"You can't go back there without an appointment." She repeated the same dire warning but this time a little bit louder.
"Have we reached a verdict?"
Mercedes was sitting on the edge of his desk playing with his cobalt blue tie. Her eyes were crackling with some sort of electrical discharge. Stuart had his mouth hanging open and his eyes glued to her cleavage.
"Mr. Adams has been very helpful. He won't have any memory of this after we are gone. It's too bad. I hate to do it, but the last thing I need is for my name to be on the tip of his tongue. This is what we came for. It's more than enough leverage to change their minds. Mr. Stratus will be getting a phone call later this afternoon to iron out the details. Let's go. My job is done here," she said matter of factly, and then she released the man's wrinkled tie before spinning his chair to face the view out the window.
She handed me a sky-blue flash drive.
It was too bad that I didn't get the chance to see her in action. There was no doubting the results when she showed me the damning evidence against the president of the company. He had done a good job of hiding his embezzlement,
I was already in the process of drawing up an anonymous email. We couldn't leave the same way. Mapping an exit strategy was easier when I knew my limitations.
We climbed the stairs by leaping each landing until we reached the roof. We crashed through the door and didn't stop until we were diving off the edge. My suit jacket became a casualty as it flapped in the air currents.
To the casual observer, it would look like a suicide pact, but we had far more respect for ourselves than that. There was no parachute to slow down our descent. We spread open our arms and used the wind currents in a way that was somewhat unusual and fascinating at the same time.
It was a matter of concentration without letting fear cripple us into making a mistake.
We landed with point-blank accuracy on the next building several yards to the east. My balance was a little off and I stumbled but remained standing.
Mercedes clapped and I looked back to see her leaning against the door to the stairs. "It's been quite some time since you have dusted off the old skills. You should always follow a daily regiment to the letter. I can work up something for you if you are interested."
"I'm not above learning new things. Go ahead and make something challenging, custom-made just for me. I'm sending the message to the president of the company. He is going to be in for a rude awakening when he sees his crimes right in front of his face. You are more than encouraged to take a vacation, but I could use a second pair of eyes. I will warn you this is something you have never seen before." I followed her down the stairs without even having to catch my breath.
"You had me at something I have never seen before. Color me curious."






CHAPTER 14
_____
JASMINE


The tension was thick enough to cut with a knife. My father was the consummate businessman. Putting on a fake smile was part of his arsenal when dealing with people he wanted to do deals with.
It felt like I was a stranger at my own party. It all seemed superficial and ridiculous. These people were sheep without a leader. They ran around in circles trying to find their purpose and didn't mind stepping over the little guy to get what they wanted.
I saw her from across the room and my body craved the white powder in the plastic bag. Knowing what I knew, I was not going to go down that road again. It shut down my mind and made me forget but the wolf was always there.
Caitlin fingered her purse and played with the clasp as she made her way over to where I stood by the abundance of food catered for this event. I just wasn't hungry. Everything seemed pedestrian compared to a nice juicy steak still bleeding on the plate.
"Where is your bodyguard? I don't mind telling you he scared the shit out of me." She showed me the packet of the good stuff.
"Luke is a little rough around the edges and is what I would describe an acquired taste. That doesn't justify you being here. I haven't contacted you in days. I didn't even send you an invitation. Do you think there might have been a good reason for that?" I hinted about going on the wagon without coming out and saying it.
She was a smart girl and could figure it out without me having to paint her picture.
"Good for you. This stuff will kill you. I'm not going to judge you. If this is about money, I can give you a very sweet discount. Call it my friends and family rate." She dangled the white packet with the powder moving back and forth inside almost putting me into a trance.
"I swear you don't know how to take no for an answer. Don't call me and I certainly won't call you." I took a deep breath and inhaled Luke's masculine essence.
"I'm just trying to be a good friend. It's not like I need the money when I have a variety of clients begging for what I have. You're missing out. This stuff is the purest I have ever sampled. Don't worry, I'm leaving, but I won't be surprised when you call me in the middle of the night looking for something to take the edge off. You can have this one on the house." She slipped the packet into my black Gucci purse, and I didn't try to stop her.
The red dress made her stand out from the crowd. It was long and slinky, easily able to attract attention from the room.
I had chosen something understated in white. It was an off-the-shoulder number with plenty of skin showing. Luke was in the room, but I sensed he wasn't alone. I wondered what my father would do when he saw him, and I didn't have to wait very long to find out.
Instead of making a scene, he left the room with a couple of influential young bankers. He didn't want to be bothered to give Luke a piece of his mind when everything that had to be said was already said.
The redheaded temptress on his arm was anything but subtle when it came to her intentions. Hating her, at first sight, made my blood boil. That should've been me making eyes at him. Why he thought it was a good idea to bring another woman to the party was beyond me. Could it be that he wanted to make me jealous? If that was the case, then he was doing a remarkable job of it.
The awkwardness I felt was made even worse when he brought his date over. She had this certain something I couldn't put my finger on. The plunging neckline revealed more than an eye-opening experience for the men and some of the women attending the party.
"I want you to meet Mercedes." Luke introduced the woman who had replaced me.
"I have to use the little girl's room. Will you excuse me for a moment?" I stated sarcastically while brushing past him with an icy stare of red-hot anger.
I fought my way through the crowd with the faint voices of familiar faces congratulating me and wishing me a happy birthday. I just couldn't get the woman's face out of my mind. She was exceptional and made me feel inferior, despite my lineage and status.
The man I loved had stomped on my heart. Accepting defeat wasn't one of my strong suits. Luke was everything to me and my feelings meant nothing to him. My father was right. He used me for his pleasure and then discarded me without a second thought.
I pushed my way into the bathroom slightly flustered and feeling like the room was spinning. My hands grabbed onto the counter with my purse sitting there calling my name. There was one surefire way to make all of my troubles float away in the ether.
It just so happened Caitlin had provided me with the perfect way to drown out my disappointment in him. We never promised each other to be exclusive, but I thought we had an unspoken arrangement.
I took out the plastic bag and no woman freshening her makeup in front of the mirror batted their eyes. My fingers trembled when I pulled the bag open. Spreading it out in three distinct lines on the counter would be more than enough to dull my senses.
"Don't let me stop you, unless, of course, you are doing this because of jealousy. There's nothing like that between me and Luke. It's funny when guys are totally oblivious to the pain they cause others. You didn't give him a chance to explain, but I understand." Mercedes stood next to me, applying a gloss of lipstick.
"What is there to explain? He moved on and I'm going to have to do the same thing."
"I can't believe I'm hearing this. I can't let you do this over a misunderstanding. He hasn't stopped talking about you. I had to put on the in-flight movie and drown him out. The man has it bad for you. Don't do something you're going to regret," Mercedes advised.
"You work with him?"
"You could say I'm his secret weapon."
"What do you do for him?"
"I'm not sure that I can explain it. Let's just say that I have a unique skill set. I'm what you would call a specialist when every other method fails. Your father doesn't even know about my contribution to his latest success. He fired Luke, but he couldn't let it go. You don't need pharmaceutical aid. What you need is some time alone with Luke. I'm not in the business of telling somebody what to do. You have all the facts and what you do with them is your business." Mercedes walked out of the bathroom with several young ladies panting after her.
That's why I felt threatened. It wasn't because she was more beautiful than I was. The wolf inside me recognized a kindred spirit. She exuded this raw power. Something about her was very compelling. She could've asked anybody anything and they would've jumped at the opportunity to please her. That was the feeling I was getting from her when she walked away in this cloud of aromatic endorphins.
I gazed upon my vice until I swept it into the sink without even touching a granule. A deep breath was soon followed by a newfound conviction to make Luke mine.
She didn't have to tell me any of that, but it did save me from taking the path of least resistance. The only drug I wanted was the release of pheromones when we expressed our feelings physically. Earth-shattering orgasms were better than any drug on the market.
Some people said I had an addictive personality. It dawned on me that maybe I was trading one drug for another, but Luke was the man of my dreams. That was the kind of addiction I could get behind or in front of.
This time nothing was going to stop me from having my cake and eating it too. Luke could be a little aloof, but I was no longer willing to be a pawn in the game.
Voices raised and screams ensued.
I dashed from the bathroom in time to see Luke fighting with Caitlin. She had a hypodermic needle filled with some unknown liquid pressed against his neck.
My father was unconscious at their feet in a pool of his own blood.
Caitlin and Luke went over the railing, plummeting to the street below. My heart jumped out of my throat.






CHAPTER 15
_____
LUKE


Going out onto the balcony to get a breath of fresh air only made things worse. Jasmine was clearly upset. Mercedes shook her head and called me a typical man, but I had no idea what she was referring to.
I wasn't expecting company until he spun me around to face him.
"My daughter is off limits. I'm not going to tell you again. This party is for her, and I won't have you bothering her. Why can't you take a hint?" Jules asked with a fistful of my shirt.
The smell of alcohol was pungent on his breath. "I'm not here for her. I know you fired me but coming here is my way of giving myself some peace of mind. I found out you have a serious bounty on your head. The attempt on your life is supposed to take place here." My attention was drawn away from him with several men and women dropping like bags of potatoes inside the lavishly decorated ballroom.
Balloons of different colors hung from streamers across the room.
They were twitching on the floor with white foam bubbling between their lips. It had to be something they all ingested. The food was the natural suspect.
"What have you had to eat?"
"I haven't been able to eat or drink anything. I just didn't have an appetite. What business is that of yours? I'm asking you nicely to leave."
A woman in red navigated around the bodies writing on the floor. The perfume followed her out onto the balcony. Caitlin fished into her purse and suddenly had a hypodermic needle.
I shoved Jules out of the way and grabbed her hand before she could inject him. He lost his footing and cracked his head against a potted plant. The clay shattered with fresh blood adorning the surface.
"I'm not going to be denied. Your girlfriend is already dead. It was so easy to tempt them. You would think they would be suspicious of somebody offering something for nothing.  Jules is the only one that didn't take the bait. It just meant I was going to have to get a little creative." Caitlin confessed to being a cold-blooded murderer with no remorse.
The needle was dangerously close to puncturing my neck.
I was able to pull her toward me off-balance until we both tumbled over the railing. The last thing I saw was Jasmine staring in abject terror.
The needle pricked my skin but didn't go any further before she had to let it go. Caitlin screamed on the way down. It was a good thing I was able to snatch the bottom of the railing. The fall probably wouldn't have killed me, but I wasn't exactly thrilled by the prospect of bones breaking.
I hauled myself up with my own strength to find Jasmine right there to lend a hand. Time stood still until she turned her attention to her father.
"You saved my life." Jules held the back of his head where there was a nasty gash.
"All in a day's work. Make sure you tell your friends about my services. Word-of-mouth is the best advertising," I said glibly.
The clock struck midnight with the chimes ringing in a new era. Jasmine suddenly had these all-over-body seizures. The full moon bathed us in light. There was one way to help her with the final phase of her transformation.
"What's happening to her? Was she injected?"
"I think you already know the answer but are afraid of what you don't understand. Let me get her out of here. I will do what I can to help but this is on her to weather the worst of it." I lifted her onto my shoulders while she punched my back.
We left the ballroom and went down the hallway until I found a vacant room. There was no discernible heartbeat coming from behind the door. A swift kick broke the lock and gave us the necessary privacy.
She was totally out of it until I kissed her neck and bit lightly. Her sigh of satisfaction brought her back to reality. Relieving her of her dress made me appreciate the curves underneath including the virginal white panties to go along with the outfit.
I planted the flag of my tongue between her legs.
She stood over me with fistfuls of my hair. The feeling was so damn intoxicating that I felt giddy with enthusiasm. Her juices dripped onto my outstretched tongue. She had her eyes closed reveling in the thunder in her ears. This was my idea of heaven, but it had a different purpose than just touching the right buttons.
I was going by feel with my fingers gliding along the inside of her thighs. My eyes were closed to fully immerse myself into the sexual experience. Going on instinct made me realize our bodies were doing all the talking for us.
"What do you want me to do?" I asked with a growl.
"Just keep doing what you're doing. I still feel pain from my bones shifting inside of me. I'm trying to ignore the sound of them cracking. Is this what it's like for you and others of our kind?" she asked when she suddenly shuddered.
She was quite responsive to the touch of my tongue. Her orgasm went through her like a freight train without any brakes. She came with this deep moan and it was something almost animal in origin. That was the wolf inserting its dominance, but sex was the perfect way to temper the beast.
"You should've been prepared. I don't envy you, but I will do everything in my power to compensate for the pain." I tossed her onto one of the double beds near the balcony before advancing while tearing my clothing off.
I yanked her panties from her body and didn't give her a chance to protest when I plunged headfirst. The rest of the thick shaft followed the battering ram of the mushroom tip. Hair began to appear on her face and calves. That first stroke made them appear and disappear. Her fingernails were tapered at the end in a claw.
She scratched my back and I howled with this primal need to release my emotions vocally. The animal within her had come out to play. She rolled me onto my back with the length of her serpent tongue curled around my neck.
"I feel totally free for the first time in my life. I'm not putting on an act to please somebody else. Pleasure is mutual. You taught me that, and I don't know how I'm ever going to repay you for your kindness and compassion." She bounced up and down, taking my full length with the hair appearing strategically, there one second and gone the next.
The stubble of those hairs rubbed against my fingers while I ran my hands up along her rib cage. My head ducked between her breasts before once again attacking the nape of her neck.
"I think you are doing a good job of it. I forgot what it was like to be with somebody of our kind. You reminded me what's important in this life is to find somebody sexually compatible to share it with." I turned and we fell to the floor between the beds.
The black sheet was wrapped around us and now she was on the bottom getting the pounding she desperately hungered for. She came multiple times with rhythmic squeezing to leave me breathless and on the verge of tears. This was exactly the right way to induct her into being what she was meant to be.
She gravitated toward the pain and pleasure. She didn't scream in anguish but more out of a complete surrender to her other senses.
The strength of her thighs crushed me with her legs drawing me closer to the fire of her desire. She was a firecracker going off every few seconds. There was no telling how long it was going to last, but I was more than happy to ride out the storm for as long as necessary.
"It's scary and you have every reason to be terrified. Just remember I'm not going anywhere. Here with you is exactly where I want to be. You can choose to go it alone, but you can also accept me as your mate. We will be forever linked once you seriously commit to me." Each thrust made her squeal just a little bit louder until she was practically peeling the paint off the walls.
There were moments where I had to literally hold her down while she was bucking so damn strong that it was hard to keep a firm grip. The roller coaster ride of her transformation was reaching its peak. There was something else at work that seemed to come out of her with these ungodly growls.
"Just hold on a little while longer. I will get you through this. I know it might be cold comfort, but this is normal." I lied when her head spun on the axis of her shoulder.
There was nothing normal about that. It reminded me of an old movie where a young girl was possessed by the devil. Did that make Jasmine evil? Maybe what she needed was a way to release some of that power so it was manageable.
She must've been thinking the same thing. She didn't say as much but I understood the underlying meaning of her very distinct howls. She couldn't do it without some help, but it would mean accepting something foreign into my body that wasn't there before.
I lowered my guard and the wolf stepped aside to allow this certain something to come in.
Something grabbed me and pulled me in the wake of her final climactic moment. Her hands glowed underneath the bandages. I never did ask her about them. That could wait until we came up for air which didn't seem likely for a few more hours.
We experimented with several very intensely complicated positions. She was amazingly flexible and was able to bend in certain ways some women couldn't. We tested her limitations, but she didn't seem to have any.
We finally had to take a break five hours later, completely spent and our voices were hoarse from screaming loud enough to have the police come knocking on our door to see if somebody was being murdered. It was a good thing the hotel was discreet.
She was sleeping soundly when I pulled myself free from underneath her. This woman enthralled me to the point where my instincts were dulled. That became painfully clear when I went out onto the balcony. There was no warning sign and nothing to indicate we were being watched.
I could still feel her teeth buried in my shaft. It wasn't a feeling that was going to go away for quite some time. There was also something different. It was this strange and enticing power radiating through my body.
"It's good to see you. I didn't want to interrupt." Lincoln stood at the railing looking out at the lights of the city.
"Where have you been? Everybody has been worried about you and Jasper."
"I can't even begin to tell you what your concern means to me. It's not me you have to worry about. He didn't want anybody to know, and it wasn't my place to say anything. The one person I trust in this world is dying. It's a rare disease hereditary in our family. I was the lucky one, but I couldn't let my brother suffer the indignity of having his mind stripped away. We searched high and low for an answer." Lincoln sighed with his left leg twitching every few seconds.
"What did you do?" I asked in an accusing way.
"We broke into the archives and found a potion. It was said to have side effects but would cure most diseases. You have to understand we didn't have a choice. I wouldn't have been able to survive without him. He completes me in a way that you couldn't possibly imagine. I think it might be a twin thing." Lincoln pulled out a green bottle with just a droplet of liquid at the bottom.
"You joined with each other in a damnable ceremony. That is strictly forbidden, and you could be excommunicated from the pack. That is if I tell anybody. A few days ago, I would've been a stickler for the rules set forth by our elders. That was then. I've learned the hard way that we have to compromise from time to time. Where's Jasper right now?"
"This is one of those times the cure is worse than the illness. I have no earthly idea where he is. He pushed me out a few hours ago. He's out there alone without me. I can only hope he will come home when it's safe for him to do so. I can only sense he doesn't want to be found. That he is embarrassed and ashamed. I hate to say this, but we have to let him go." Lincoln placed his hand on my shoulder and then walked out of the room with his head down.
My place was by Jasmine. I had finally found my happily ever after.
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