Born Of Night
Celeste Anwar
	Аннотация
	BORN OF NIGHT. by. Celeste Anwar
	Chapter One
	Chapter Two
	Chapter Three
	Chapter Four
	Chapter Five
	Chapter Six
	Chapter Seven
	Chapter Eight
	Chapter Nine
	Chapter Ten


Аннотация
Jessica Talvert came to New Orleans looking for her roots and the mystery of her past. But some secrets were meant to stay buried. Little did she realize her arrival in the sultry city would spell her own doom. Feral, dangerous, and oozing lethal charm, he captured Jessica with a kiss, but the Cajun rogue, Gabriel Benoit, is not what he seems. Danger follows him, exciting her beyond imagining, until she's swept into a world she never dreamed existed. Rating: Contains graphic, explicit sex and violence, profanity, and harsh language


BORN OF NIGHT
by
Celeste Anwar


Chapter One

The streets raged with the dizzying sounds and scents of Mardi Gras in full swing.
Women and men laughed, twisted and writhed to music, singing lyrics known only to themselves. Beads jangled like hollow bits of wood. Torn, dyed feathers floated in the air on a lazy breeze that carried with it the ripe smell of too many people too close together. The voices of drunken revelers warred with the exciting tempo of a zydeco band playing on one corner and a blues band on another. An alto saxophone and a clarinet played a moody, mellow song that stirred the blood of those close enough to hear it above the dull roar of carousal.
There was no other city quite like New Orleans, cozy as a small town with all the amenities of a metropolis. History drenched every street corner, every balcony on high, every facade along the waterfront. Traditions ruled the city with a firm hand, southern justice was always in effect, but everyone turned a blind eye when it came to the decadence of the holiday.
No, there was no other experience to be had like that at Mardi Gras.
It was dangerous times for the unwary, though. He�d never seen so many vamps prowling the streets, hunting prey, getting fat and drunk off the careless and ignorant.
Not that anyone would believe an underground war raged in the dead of night. The truce that had held long before he was born was as shaky as a long tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs. The Lycan territories were breached, and the feuds had spilled over onto the neutral grounds of the historic district--into the main heart of the city.
Since the vampire lord�s disappearance a month or two ago, things had turned from shit, to rancid shit.
Gabriel Benoit snickered at that thought. The pack thought he was crazy for braving no man�s land, especially at night. He didn�t let little things like caution get in his way though. He was just cocky and confident enough it didn�t bother him to think of being outnumbered. Some would call it stupidity. He called it weariness of denying his appetites.
Vamps traveled in packs, and when they could, they supped on Lycan. One bite was enough to take a Lycan down, paralyzed with their venom. If two struck, it was wolfie for dinner. Their potent, Lycan blood was the whole reason this damned war had been started in the first place, and frankly, Gabriel was tired of ceding hunting grounds and territory to the blood suckers. It was getting to where no decent Lycan could even roam the streets or bayous alone anymore--except during the daytime.
If he could�ve, he�d give up all his Lycan powers to just be normal and not have to worry with the bull-shitting politics and wars, the never ending battles that always seemed to flare and stir up the natives. It was just a damn miracle some tabloid hadn
�t caught on and got the humans started on a vamp and Lycan hunting season.
Gabriel sighed. He just wanted a simple life, with a woman ready, willing, and waiting in his bed ... and a car that stayed running more often than not. That wasn�t too much to ask.
Still, Gabriel relished the thought of taking on a pack of vampires, found it invigorating as only a man with too much time on his hands could. Thus, he�d come to the �party� looking for action ... of one type or another.
Moths clinked like tinny music against the heated light above him. The light flickered, making him almost annoyed enough to move--but not quite. Gabriel leaned against the lamp post, his arms crossed over his chest, lazily perusing the crowd with an easy grin and the heat of spiced rum flowing through his veins.
Even without the risk of battle, the others would not have come to the festivities.
They felt alienated from the humans, too obviously different. Gabriel suffered no such qualms, himself. But more and more, it seemed they grew more animalistic and less human as time wore on. He would be worried except for the fact that that was what had allowed them to survive through the centuries to start with.
A woman smiled as she walked by, catching his eye. She giggled, hooked her hands under the hem of her shirt, and flashed him before running off. Gabriel grinned, shaking his head.
He never denied himself this pleasure. This was his favorite time of the year, when the underbelly of the city exposed itself and its impurities were reveled in as only proper sinners could appreciate.
Plus, he enjoyed seeing women flash their breasts for something so trifling as beaded necklaces and a smile from an appreciative man.
He�d been lounging against the cool metal post for some time, enjoying the sweet blues spilling from a local bar and lost in his thoughts, when a scent tickled his nose, strange yet familiar. His beast leapt instantly to life, ruffling the hair on the back of his neck.
Gabriel straightened suddenly, sniffing the wafting air. Past the cloying alcohol and perspiration, he caught it again on the wind. Faint, it uncurled with a spicy sweetness in his senses like a rare perfume.
He dropped off the curb and pushed through the crowded street through sweat slick bodies, following the scent. It teased, taunting, drawing him in until he was helpless to do anything but follow.
Pale skin flashed before him as revelers begged for beads from those standing above in balconies. He ignored them all, intent on his quarry, stopping only when he found the source of his affliction.
Gabriel looped and arm around an iron lamp post, gaining height over the crowd, watching her. He knew instinctively she was the one ... the one that taunted unawares.
She was trapped in the throng, walled in by bodies. She looked mildly worried, as though she was claustrophobic but determined to have a good time regardless.
She looked like a china doll: fragile porcelain skin, baby blue eyes, a pink blush tingeing her cheeks. She smiled and pushed back a loose tendril of pale blonde hair behind her ear. One pert breast lifted with the action, and even with the distance he caught the slight pucker of her nipple beneath the thin cotton.
He rubbed one thumb against his bottom lip, drawn by her movement and imagined sensation.
An instant fog of lust clouded his brain. She was in heat. Never had he smelled a woman so ripe for fucking. The scent and knowledge threatened to burn away all rational thought. His hands clenched into tight fists, his fingers digging into his palms. His arms bulged with the effort to restrain himself. For a few minutes, he could think of nothing but taking her and laying her on the street, pushing her legs apart and burying his cock deep inside her.
The knowledge that he was reacting as an animal didn�t stop the feelings raging in his blood. If anything, they worsened. His balls tightened, his cock throbbed. He gritted his teeth, pained with the hot surge of blood in his groin.
Slowly, his beast backed down when it realized it would get no satiation. Thoughts churned like sluggish clock wheels, and he finally realized something had tamed the waves of pheromones fanning off her, or else he would have been driven to nothing but pure animal instinct. He didn�t flatter himself by thinking it was his strength of will that had kept him in control.
For the first time since he�d been turned, it had nearly slipped. He didn�t want to think about what could�ve happened.
He continued calming himself, watching her dance, sip her drink. One of thousands, she was more precious than she could ever begin to imagine. And he�d found her.
He wondered where she�d come from, how she�d gotten here.
She could not have been in the city long or else she�d not be standing here, but be trapped in some alley, her skirt up to her waist with a slick cock thrusting into her.
His groin spasmed at the illicit thought, of parting her soft thighs and smelling her want of him, of feeling the thick cream that would ease his passage inside her.
Had the spicy musk of heat been in full effect, he and any other Lycan would�ve been on her like the pack of beasts they were. He knew he could not allow that to happen--and it would if she wasn�t careful.
He growled low in his throat, animal instincts surging to the surface once more.
Then and there, he determined he would take her ... before another could. She was his, and he had every intention of staking his claim to her, tonight.
Now.
* * *
Someone jostled her elbow from behind, sending her plastic cup flying from her grasp to clatter dully onto the ground.
�Hey!� Jessica Talvert yelled, whirling around to deliver a blistering tirade.
A hand snaked out and snatched the necklace from her neck. Her throat burned as the chain snapped under the pressure. The thief took off through the crowd before she could even raise a hand to stop him.
Jessica gasped in outrage, following the thief without thinking. The necklace was her only physical link to her past. She was never supposed to take it off--never. She couldn�t lose it!
Jessica pushed through the milling throng, running after him as best she could. He stayed ahead of her, slippery as an eel, weaving through the bodies effortlessly while she was hemmed in. She soon lost him, and jumped up to look over the crowd, ignoring the angry looks she got. She spotted the hooded figure running toward an alley squashed between a strip club and a bar.
Heart pounding with adrenaline, Jessica squirmed through the closed bodies. It was like trying to squeeze through a crack in the wall, and she wondered how the thief had managed it so quickly and easily. After a minute, she broke through and raced past a man hawking naked girls and went into the alley.
An immediate feeling of danger clutched her chest, squeezing her ribs like two gods snapping a wishbone.
A narrow band of light stretched through the center, leaving the sides in utter blackness. Garbage littered the cracked pavement. A clatter of cans sounded deeper, stirred by wind or fleeing feet, she didn�t know. She heard the sounds of a scuffle, of meaty fist strikes and the crash of metal.
Jessica stopped halfway down the alley, catching her breath, wondering what kind of shit she was in now. Was it worth it? She thought the necklace was, but there was no way she could take on a grown man by herself. Or whatever was fighting up ahead.
Suddenly a man stepped out of the shadows and walked towards her with a cocky stride. Had she run headlong into more trouble? Jessica instinctively backed up a step, remaining wary and tense ... until she saw what dangled in his hand.
The silver medallion twirled on its chain, glinting in the failing light and the glare from a distant street lamp. Startled into immobility, Jessica looked blankly up from her necklace to the man. Whatever questioning words she�d had fell forgotten from her mind.
A tension seemed to fill his body, belying his easy, relaxed stance. His left thumb was hooked in his waistband in easy confidence. He held her necklace with his right hand, playing with it as he watched her steadily with an unblinking stare that missed nothing and seemed to see straight through her clothes. Jessica didn�t stop to wonder why he was standing there, or what he�d done to get her necklace back. She should�ve been grateful. She should�ve demanded that he return it to her. But she couldn�t do anything but stare at him, dumbfounded.
The spunk she�d always prided herself on possessing deserted her. She blamed it on shock, on unfamiliar surroundings, on being practically attacked. But those were lies. She�d been all ready to kick ass and chew bubble gum until she saw him. She felt like she�d been kicked in the gut and all the breath knocked from her lungs.
He easily outdistanced her own height, standing at least 6� 2� , but that wasn�t what had her entranced. He was naked from the waist up, and though she�d seen plenty of practically naked men and women running around the streets, this man put them all to shame. Thin, silver studded rings glinted wickedly from each nipple. His sculpted chest was sparsely covered with hair, hiding none of the beautiful planes, and it moved in a straight, purposeful dark path down his rippled belly and into his jeans--which were tantalizingly unbuttoned, as though he�d hastily thrust them on after carnal pursuits and raced out into the night.
That alone was enough to fuel the coldest woman�s fantasies--even her own. She�d never seen a man with pierced nipples. She wondered what they felt like. Her fingertips prickled with the need to flick those rings.
The shredded, torn jeans he wore fit him like a glove and left little to the imagination.
What they covered had her mind racing to find out his secrets, and hoping he�d slip and fall and tear the jeans the rest of the way off. A patch of skin on one hip showed, and one lingering glimpse at it told her he didn�t wear anything beneath those jeans. If the zipper slid a little lower, she could see everything....
She�d been schooled to at least make a pretense of being a lady, to quash baser instincts. Lessens of �good girls don�t� and �bad girls do� seemed to mesh in one confusing jumble, and she couldn�t for the life of her think of why any good girl wouldn�t do a man like this.
Jessica swallowed, working moisture down her tight throat as she tore her eyes away from his groin. Her eyes felt indelibly seared by that prominent bulge, just waiting to burst out at any moment. Slowly, she worked her astonished way back up to his face. The hard line of his jaw came into view, sharply outlined with black stubble. Full lips quirked at her in a cocky half-smile.
He closed the distance between them, but Jessica barely noticed, only knew he was coming closer. All the better to see him.
She frowned at his amused lips, then peered straight up at his eyes. Sleek, inky hair clung to his throat and streamed over his forehead in rakish abandon, looking mussed and incredibly sexy. Bedroom hair. Smoky bedroom eyes. Brown and flecked with gold, they were mesmerizing and glowed with sensual promise from the light behind her. He appeared to have trace Spanish blood in him--as did many of the locals, giving them darkly sensual looks and deep, bronze skin.
He looked as delicious and sinful as chocolate ... but with bite to it.
He was definitely a heart breaker. Women probably fell all over themselves for one peep at him ... just like her. She tried to be annoyed, but irritation was the furthest thing from her mind.
He held her gaze, watching her intently beneath heavy, straight brows, eyes reflecting the tension in his body.
Jessica blushed so brightly under his intense, knowing stare, she was sure she glowed in the dark. She tore her eyes away from his and focused on his lips, blushed again at her errant thoughts, and dropped her gaze yet again to his chin. Her eyes kept straying down that belly to his unbuttoned fly. His fly bulged impressively, and she wondered absently if anything was going to jump out and bite her. And if she�d really fight it off if it attacked.
�Like what you see, chere?� he finally asked in a velvet drawl, breaking her out of her stupor.
If she�d had fur, she was sure it would ruffle and prickle under that stroking, baritone voice. With an effort, Jessica dragged her gaze back to his, hating that her interest was so damned obvious. Hating more that she continued to blush. She was so hot, she felt like she�d break out in a sweat at any moment. What did she expect?
She�d probably been drooling at him like he was a juicy steak for at least five minutes.
Something changed in him, and his look turned to one of amusement at her perusal.
His gaze dropped to her feet, and he roamed his way up her body, leaving her strangely flushed and aroused. She hadn�t thought it was possible to become aroused just looking at someone, let alone a stranger, and she didn�t like the feeling one bit.
Get a grip, she told herself, and fixed him with a stern stare. �Did you see someone run by here?� she asked, then immediately thought about how stupid that probably sounded. She didn�t know how long she�d gaped at him, because her brain was strangely foggy, but he was holding her necklace and she�d heard the brief fight.
Dammit. She normally curbed her impulse to ask dumb questions. It was hell being a blonde. Society just had no idea the burden they placed on already burdened minds.
He didn�t seem to notice her dumb blonde moment.
He leaned back on his heels. �I did. I found sometin� you lost, cherie,� he murmured, cocking that smile again. He held up his hand, dangling her necklace before her eyes. The medallion glinted and twirled on its chain.
His husky, drawling accent caressed her ears like a melody, sending shivers up and down her spine like smooth silk. Jessica shook herself with an effort. It was time to stiffen her spine and stop thinking between her legs. She was as bad as a man.
�Thank you.� She reached up to take it, but he snatched his hand back.
�No� so fast, cherie. Don� your champion deserve sometin� in return?�
Maybe she did owe him something for the trouble ... but she wasn�t so sure about just giving in to his demands though. �What kind of rescuer would demand payment?� she asked, propping her hands on her hips.
His teeth flashed in a wide grin. �One who�s smitten with your beauty, chere.�
Jessica rolled her eyes, trying not to laugh. Why did all Southern men lay the charm on so thickly? �Oh puhlease.�
He looked hurt that she doubted him. �You wound me, chere. Have you no heart? I have risked my life only t�please, and you begrudge me so small a token as a kiss?�
�A kiss?� she exclaimed. Her heart tripped in her chest, staggered up, and started to run.
He rubbed a thumb against his jaw, measuring her. �Your name and ... a kiss.�
Jessica released an exasperated breath, trying to block out the breathless feeling in her chest at the idea of letting those sultry, pouty lips touch hers. She wasn�t going to play these games. She�d give him what he wanted all right. �It�s Jessica Talvert, and here�s your reward.� She stood on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. She dropped down and gave him a syrupy smile of satisfaction at outwitting him.
Who said she was a dumb blonde?
�Sweet, but I�m no� your brodder, chere,� he said in a voice brimming with enough sensual menace a delicious primal shiver skated through her body. He caught her arms about the same time she realized his intent, blocking her defensive ball busting move with one knee and her titty twister with an unbreakable hold. Before she knew what was happening, she found herself whirled around and thrust against one wall, hauled tightly against his body.
Shadows cloaked them, spilling across his face. He seemed a lot bigger and more dangerous so tightly against her. She should�ve abandoned her necklace to him.
�Some hero,� she gritted out, squirming in his hold, trying to free a hand. Despite her struggles, she insanely anticipated him stealing a kiss from her. Didn�t it make it all right to enjoy herself if she didn�t really give in? That was a rule somewhere, she was sure.
Something dark and predatory flashed in his eyes, like a slumbering wolf had been awakened. Her breath caught. All the silly little, nervous thoughts washing through her brain froze. He smiled ferally, then bent his head to claim her lips.
Jessica gasped, partly in outrage, but mostly from a surge of heat so sharp and drastic, her heart stopped for a breathless moment.
He seized the break in her defenses and plunged his tongue into her mouth, filling her with hot persuasion and the stroking glide of his tongue. He tasted spicy, like cinnamon and rum and something infinitely wilder and more dangerous. Jessica wanted to bite him, to fight him off, but he rubbed sensuously against her own tongue, silky, slick and rough. It took only moments for vengeful thoughts to disappear entirely and be replaced by the seductive call of desire. Jessica gave a shocked whimper when he retreated and sucked her tongue into his mouth.
She tried to pull back, but he captured the back of her head with an easy, merciless grip, holding her to the thrall of his mouth and his hungry, sucking kiss. Slowly, she began to realize a pressure that had never been there before built low in her belly.
Arousal cramped her pussy with a jerking spasm of pleasure. She gasped into his mouth at the piercing, sweet agony, the awakening of some long slumbering beast inside her. His mouth drove her wild, made her respond in a way she�d never dreamed possible. Heat rippled through her.
He cradled his body into hers, stroking those rough jeans against her trapped slit, melting her core until she felt her wet arousal trickle between her thighs. His groin nestled in the juncture of her thighs, so incredibly close to where she needed it, unbearably hard and erotic, wrecking what little resolve she still possessed. At some point, he�d freed her hands to draw his around her waist and bring her tighter against him, slipping them down to clutch her buttocks and mold her to the hot tightness of his cock.
Jessica clung to him, her fingers stroking his satiny skin and muscled back. She squirmed in pleasurable agony as he thrust against her, fighting the thrill that surged in her blood at his possessive hold and the knowledge that she�d conjured his lust.
She couldn�t seem to get enough air. She felt dizzy with it and the tingling pleasure between her thighs. Her lips and tongue felt gloriously bruised from his kiss, so sensitive she could orgasm if only he�d continue devouring her.
He broke away from her mouth suddenly, leaving her gasping for breath and her knees weak.
�You�re so sweet, cherie,� he said with a drowsy, heated look, rubbing his thumb across his lips and licking the moisture lingering from her mouth off the pad.
Jessica swallowed. Hard. She felt dazed and not herself, and her pulse still raced with something akin to heat. The loss of control unnerved her. �My necklace?� she managed to say past her throbbing lips. She held out her hand, palm up, encouraged by her ability not to melt in a puddle on the ground at his feet.
He gave her an unreadable look and dropped the necklace into her hand, closing her fingers over it. �It�s broken. You�ll need t�fix it,� he said, releasing her hand.
She resisted the urge to rub where he�d touched her. She felt positively branded all over. By the way he was acting, it seemed to be just her reacting so heatedly to the kiss--which was infinitely embarrassing to say the least. Jessica looked down at the broken chain. �Yes, it is.� But she�d already known that. The thief had ripped it from her neck.
�It�s not somtin� you wanna wait on, chere.�
Jessica looked up, distracted from her unwanted physical response by the intriguing tone of his voice. There was warning there. And something else she couldn�t quite identify. �What do you mean?�
�Jus� what I said. There�s a shop jus� a ways from the corner of Bourbon and Canal--Mikel�s. They can fix it for you there. You wan� me t�show you?� He grinned in the half light, his teeth flashing white against his bronzed skin.
�Thanks. I can find it on my own.� She hadn�t noticed any shops on her way down here--mostly just hotels and the like. A few bars. Her own hotel was on Canal Street.
�You�re not gonna go, are you, chere?�
Whether she did or not wasn�t any of his business. She shrugged noncommittally.
�Jus� remember what I tol� you.�
His advice brought the warning her adoptive parents had given her fresh into her mind. Never take this off. Never. She knew her neck was ringed with paler skin, the chain having long rested around it ... for as long as she could remember. She half wondered if he knew something she didn�t, but she shrugged the silly thought off.
He didn�t know her or anything about her. She�d gotten paranoid since coming to New Orleans.
Jessica turned to go, then stopped. �What�s your name?� she asked, glancing back at him over her shoulder.
He smiled lazily, propping one shoulder against the building in confident male fashion. �Gabriel Benoit, petite. At your service.�
�Nice to ... uh ... meet you,� she murmured and turned away before he could see her blush again ... or draw her into further conversation. She put his disturbing presence and even more disturbing kiss out of her mind.
She wasn�t here to get involved with any man, especially not one like him. She knew the type--players. Always charming, good looking, and absolutely horrible on a woman�s self esteem when they left and chased after the next piece of ass. She wasn�t going to be any man�s conquest. Not that Jessica had ever fallen for a player, but she damned well knew now why women did.
She still felt hot and bothered as she set off for her hotel. She glanced back to see if he followed--not because she wanted one last look at temptation incarnate--but he wasn�t to be seen. She quickly lost sight of the small alley as she made her way toward Canal street and left the Bourbon revelers behind. Soon the only sounds on the street were the hum of car engines, the wind, and her own footsteps. It was a long walk back to her hotel, and she was contemplating catching a cab when she noticed the obscure shop Gabriel had spoken of.
It was practically invisible, overshadowed by the giants around it, but the shuttered, double doors were thrown open to let a cool breeze inside. Obviously, they were open, even at this late hour. Jessica approached it, and the jangling music of wind chimes grew louder as she neared. A man was inside, sweeping the rugs covering the tiled floor. He looked up as she passed through the door.
�Are you closing up?� she asked, stopping inside the threshold.
�Not just yet,� he said, setting his broom aside. �What can I do for you?�
Jessica held up her necklace, looking around and feeling like she�d been duped. The shop didn�t look like a jewelry repair place. �Someone mentioned I could get this fixed here,� she said with a doubtful tone to her voice.
He took it from her and gave her a startled look, quickly shuttered. �Yep. I�ll get this fixed for you in a jiffy. Have a look around. I�ll be right back.�
Jessica nodded and watched him go through a door into the back, then wandered around the cluttered shop. There were racks of charms and potions on one side, including a row dedicated to nothing but essence of garlic of varying sizes and potencies. Weapons lined the walls out of reach near the ceiling: crossbows, long bows, swords, and arrows with silver and wooden heads. There were others she couldn�t identify, but that looked almost like maces.
Jessica continued looking and found an umbrella holder filled with short wooden stakes and another with mallets. It looked for all the world like some bizarre, witch hunting shop ... or rather, one dedicated to vampire hunting. The movie Blade popped in her head. Really, being Louisiana, she would�ve thought they�d have more voodoo paraphernalia.
The man came out again, moving behind the front counter. He laid her necklace on the clean surface. �That�s a fine warding medallion you have. Been a while since I�ve seen one so old.�
�Warding medallion?� she asked, walking up to the counter to check the work. She couldn�t even tell it had ever been broken.
�Yes. Well, it�s an old, cryptic language. Most people wouldn�t recognize it. See these markings here?� He flipped it over and showed her a scrawling script. She�d always thought it was some kind of ornate design--not words. �It�s protection against the wolf.�
Jessica was intrigued. She leaned on the counter, looking between him and her medallion. �What kind of protection?�
�It depends on the wearer really. Now, if you were a vampire, it would ward werewolves away ... supposedly.�
Jessica laughed. He wasn�t serious. �Okay, you got me. There�s no such thing as vampires and werewolves.�
He chuckled, watching as she put the necklace on. �I�m not joking around. I would�
ve thought you�d heard of the war by now.�
�What war? Does it have something to do with all this stuff in here?� she asked, waving an expansive arm, playing along.
He propped an elbow on the register. �Of course. I�m just a supplier, mind you. I don�t take part, but I�m partial to the Lycan side of things.�
�Why�s that? I mean, I don�t see why vampires and Lycans would fight.�
He rubbed his jaw, considering it. �It must�ve been in the early part of this past century. The Lycans rebelled against the vamps using them as food and slaves ... but they mostly objected to being eaten, and still do. Must�ve been a sight to see them tearing into the vamps--if you were on the inside, that is. I�ve always been partial to the underdog, so I supply them when they come in.�
Jessica was completely unnerved and fascinated by his story. She didn�t doubt but what there were plenty of nuts running around claiming to be a werewolf or a vampire. She guessed anyone had a right to make a living selling to them. �So is this war still going on?� she asked, amused.
�It flares up every now and again, but they usually stick to their territory. Just stay clear of anything Southwest of the Ponchartrain Expressway. Especially the warehouse and Garden district.�
Jessica nodded, humoring him. She was going there to check out the cemetery where her birth parents had been buried--at least that�s what she�d managed to dig up. Jessica paid him and turned to leave, but he stopped her with one last warning.
�You�ll remember what I said, right? I can tell you�re not from around here and don�t know about the territories just yet. I wouldn�t want you to have a run in with those bloodsuckers. There�s only so much protection that warding medallion will give you.�

Chapter Two

Gabriel stood in the shadow of a doorway, watching as Jessica left the shop and walked up the street, completely unaware of his presence. Her senses were too dulled from human living, but he could change that. And he would. Even with the distance, he sensed the necklace about her throat. He was grateful she�d heeded his advice and gotten the chain fixed. A warding medallion was no real worry to him, but he hoped its power would keep the others from sensing her presence in the city a while longer. He�d staked his claim with that kiss, but there were too many to challenge him.
Given what she was, he had little doubt she would be allowed to choose a mate, and better him than another. The fact that he had little remorse for his action proved just how Lycan he�d grown, but it mattered not.
He waited until she�d gained some distance on him before pushing away from the door jam, following her, keeping her within sight. The streets here were empty of other pedestrians. He couldn�t smell Lycans or Vamps nearby, but that didn�t mean they weren�t out there, prowling the streets. Still, he was satisfied they were relatively alone.
He hooked his thumbs in his pockets, rubbing his fingers on the rough denim. They still burned from holding the chain, but no more than the studs in his nipples. If anything, it served as reminder of the kiss he�d taken.
His cock tightened at that thought, and the sight of her hips swaying gently as she walked only worsened the sweet pain. He smiled darkly. She remained oblivious to the fact that he followed her. But wasn�t that how he wanted it? She was blissfully innocent, and he knew the warning Mikel had given her had fallen on disbelieving ears.
She�d become a believer soon enough. It was amazing how quickly a person could change their mind when confronted by living, breathing evidence. Seeing with her own eyes would banish that last, clinging ignorance.
Now that she was here, the warding power of the medallion would grow weaker and weaker, until it lost its power completely amongst the overwhelming presence of his brethren.
Gabriel almost regretted what she�d go through. But she should not have come to New Orleans. Now that she was here, he wasn�t going to deny himself the pleasure of seducing her. The subtle nuances of her nervous desire excited him immeasurably: the breathless sigh, the pulse in her throat, the fight against her own base appetites that mirrored his own. He could still taste her on his tongue, feel the rounded firmness of her ass in his palms. His groin felt imprinted by the cloaked heat of her femininity.
He couldn�t remember ever feeling so frustrated in all his life. He wondered if fucking both their brains out would satisfy the lust boiling his blood, or if it would only worsen, make him insane with lust. He wondered if it was worth the risk in tempting the beast. Could any woman be worth so much?
She stopped suddenly on the sidewalk. Gabriel ducked into a doorway, waiting to see what she would do. He watched her indecisive profile, as she crossed and uncrossed her arms, kicked at a ball of trash on the pavement. Finally, she made up her mind and moved forward and into a local bar.
Apparently, she wasn�t ready to give up the night just yet.
He grinned and trotted up the sidewalk. Just his kind of girl. He liked a woman who didn�t know when to quit.
But she didn�t need to be out too late. He couldn�t sense any danger, but that didn�t mean it wasn�t out there. He wanted to make sure she got to her room okay.
He chuckled, thinking of a few ways to wear her out and entertain her if she was feeling restless.
Gabriel waited a few minutes before sauntering through the door. Inside was darker than out, almost smoky-like. A live band took up a space on a far, center wall, and most of the light and noise came from there and the crowded dance floor. Looking around the hazy space, he saw mostly tourists, probably from the nearby hotels.
Their scent gave them away--they were missing that certain spice that only natives had to them, not like his Jessica though. She was a force unto herself.
Gabriel sidled up to the bar, got a beer, and turned around, propping his elbows on the bar as he scanned the crowd for her. He spotted her at a table, nursing a drink and giving a brush off to a man hitting on her. His ears prickled to hear her soft rebuttal, barely audible, even to his own keen ears.
Doesn�t like to dance?
A challenge, and she didn�t even realize it. She was damn well in the wrong place, not to be a dancer. Music was a part of life here, dancing in the blood, necessary as air or water to live. He was going to introduce her to one of the finer points of Louisiana living.
* * *
Jessica just wanted to watch. She liked watching people dancing, drinking, talking ...
flirting. Interaction had always fascinated her for some reason, even after she�d become disillusioned with society. She just liked the atmosphere, especially down here. Of course, just because she liked to watch didn�t mean she wanted to do it herself--especially not with some slush who could barely stand and reeked of stale beer.
A chair scraped behind her. Jessica mentally rolled her eyes and shuddered. She sensed more than saw someone come up behind her elbow.
Much as the guy deserved a hit to the gut, she wasn�t going to get physical.
Dammit! She�d tried to be nice. Repeatedly. There was just no way to be nice to people any more. Courtesy had disappeared fifty years ago, along with manners. She hated being mean--it always made her feel like a dog when she got through.
Jessica swiveled in her chair, her stomach clenched with the rebuttal she was going to have to deliver.
She stopped, stunned to look up and see Gabriel Benoit standing before her.
Her brain only took a few seconds to jump-start this time. She was getting better at recovering. A few more times seeing him and she might even act normal. Her eyes narrowed with suspicion. Before she could demand to know what he wanted, he surprised her by speaking first.
�You followin� me, cherie? Dere�s laws against stalkin�, you know,� he said with that husky, lilting tone that made her want to melt to the floor in an orgasmic puddle.
She recovered as the words sank in. Jessica sputtered at his audacity. �Me? Are you serious? You�re the one following me!�
He shrugged. �Don� matter. Law�s the law. What you gonna do about it?� He looked down her blouse with a mischievous gleam in his eyes.
Jessica slowly followed his line of vision, saw her neckline gaped, and put a hand to her chest, gasping in outrage. She managed to find her voice and said, �What makes you think I�m following you? Who approached who�s table here?�
He looked disappointed that she�d covered her chest, but only briefly. Really, as little as she had up top, she didn�t know why he acted so interested.
�I only came ta save you some time, cherie. You don� gotta go through all dis subterfuge to get me.� He held his arms up and open, like he was there for the taking. �I�m all yours if you wan� me.�
Jessica grinned despite herself. The man really had some balls. She gave him a once over. �Thanks, but I have toys at home.�
�I guarantee, no� like dis toy.�
Jessica laughed. �But mine come with an independent power supply. Can you keep going and going and going...?�
One thick, black brow arched. A dimple appeared on the side of his mouth. He crossed his arms over his chest, looking smug in a supreme male sort of way. �I can give you more�n you can handle, petite.�
Jessica snorted very unladly-like, secretly excited--not that she would ever admit it.
�I somehow doubt that.�
His voice dropped an octave, and all amusement left his face. �Don� make me prove it.�
Hot shivers stroked up her spine. The room suddenly felt too small, too private.
She was insanely aware of how fast her heart beat, how rapid her breath came, and how damn good he smelled. It was a struggle to remember how to use her voice. All the moisture had fled her body and pooled in one central location. �I don�t think so,� she said inanely.
He smiled crookedly, baring a dimple. �All mouth and no action. You don� know what dose lips are for.�
She didn�t want to think about her lips. All she could do was stare at his and wonder about what tricks he could perform. The kiss he stole in the alley came back full force--all the heat, the uncertainty, the rough force of his body pressing her into the wall. She wasn�t acting like herself. She should�ve been scared or nervous, but the only things her nerves were doing were coming to life in anticipation.
Jessica swallowed with effort. Her face flushed with heat. She stood up abruptly, not liking his height advantage over her. She could tell he wasn�t nearly as affected as she was. She also couldn�t think of a thing to say to him, nothing challenging or witty. He had to think she was a moron, some dumb little thing ripe for the taking.
The blonde curse was striking, leaving her open and vulnerable.
�You know I�m right, don� you? Would you like me to show you what lips can do?� He grabbed her arms suddenly.
She looked down at the manacles of his hands one stunned moment, marveling at the contrast of bronze against her pale skin. Erotic images flashed in her mind, of cream and golden bodies entwined, rough and soft. The contrast of his flesh against hers seared her mind�s eye. She looked back up at his face, wondering frantically if he could read her mind, wondering a breathless moment if he was going to kiss her like she wanted to be kissed.
What the hell. She didn�t care what anyone in the bar thought. For once, she just wanted to give in and enjoy herself. She shrugged mentally, closed her eyes, and leaned in.
His arms closed around her, and suddenly he was moving her backward. She stepped back, instinctively keeping her balance.
Coming out of the fog, Jessica opened her eyes and blinked up at him in confusion.
She was still a little dazed when he took her hands and began guiding her on the dance floor. She stiffened instantly when she realized his intent.
�I don�t dance,� she gritted out and tried to pull away. She felt like everyone was watching her and her two huge left feet. They knew she couldn�t dance. They were just waiting for her to fall on her face.
His hands tightened at her waist, his fingers locked on her hand. �It�s jus� like makin
� love.� He moved his hips against hers, making her feel weak. �You rock with it.�
�That�s original. I must be really bad in bed then.� She felt like a robot, all stiff and cumbersome and obvious.
Gabriel melded her to his body, his heat melting her resistance until she felt mellow and relaxed in his arms. If dancing was an indicator of love making, Gabriel had to be an exquisite lover. Just feeling his body move against hers made her weak in all the right places. She could barely keep her feet under her. All she wanted to do was lay her face against his chest and feel his arms around her.
�It jus� takes d�right partner,� he murmured huskily against her hair, his breath sparking a chain reaction of pleasurable responses.
He swayed and took her around the dance floor, keeping her distracted from her flighty nervousness with subtle strokes from his fingers at her waist, on her wrist, his lips at her temple, his breath at her ear. Every pore of her body sighed with pleasure.
The dance felt too intimate for public, but wasn�t that part of the appeal?
He�d managed to do what no man had ever done before--got her to enjoy a dance.
She could get used to this kind of treatment.
The thought was like an ice bucket dumped on her head.
Jessica stiffened and attempted to pull back from his relaxed grip. Her efforts failed.
He continued moving her on the dance floor, paying absolutely no attention to the fact that she was trying to get away.
�I need to get back to my hotel.�
�I�ll take you,� he said, looking down and giving her a smoky look that spoke volumes.
She knew exactly what he was thinking. �I�m not going to sleep with you.�
He arched one brow, looking amused. �Who said anythin� bout sleepin�, chere?�
The iciness from moments before melted in a puddle at her feet. He flustered her with such ease, it was disturbing. She tried to cover it with a sarcastic tone. �You know what I mean.�
�Maybe I don�. You tryin� to gi� me a hint? I tell you what, I don� see dem so good. Maybe you need to be a liddle more direct. If you don� wan� to sleep, what do you wan� to do?�
�Not what you�re thinking,� she said, frowning.
�How do you know what I�m thinkin?�
�I can tell by--by....�
He grinned. �I�ll make it easy for you, chere. You can have me if you wan� me.
How bout dat?�
Jessica harrumphed under her breath. �Thanks,� she muttered. �You could just hit me over the head and make it easier all the way around. Let me go, and I�ll turn around so you can do it.�
He chuckled, one hand roaming around her back and creeping too close to her ass for her comfort level. His eyes gleamed with wicked mirth. �And here I thought you an ange. You really diabolique, petite. You like things a liddle rough, no?�
He was being deliberately obtuse, probably all in an attempt so he could continue feeling her up. �I�m suddenly exhausted,� she said wryly, trying to loosen herself from his hold.
He finally relented and released her, looking disappointed. �Ah, too bad. You sure you won� let me take you to d�hotel?�
Jessica held up her hand, stopping him. �No, thanks. I�m used to taking care of myself.� She was the only person she could rely on. It wasn�t safe for a woman to put faith in a man these days. They didn�t protect, they didn�t take care of--all they did was use until a woman had nothing else to give, and then they threw them away for the next sucker. She was better off being single.
Jessica beat a hasty retreat back to her hotel, leaving Gabriel in the dust before he could use any more of that lethal charm on her.
One thing she knew now: Cajun accent + dimples + good looks = loss of brain function. She felt like a cat hooked on catnip, and there was no way this pussy was going to play and rub all over that.

Chapter Three

Jessica had just looked at her watch. She thought for one stunned moment of confusion, and embarrassment, that she had walked into the wall. Then two hands gripped her biceps, steadying her as she drew back.
A faint smiled curled Gabriel�s lips. �But, cherie, we hardly know one anodur.�
�What?� His accent confused her for several moments, but even when her brain finally interpreted the unfamiliar pronunciation, she was still all at sea.
�Las� night you didn� even wan� t�kiss me, now you rush into my arms?�
Jessica sputtered indignantly and looked up at his eyes. �I did no such thing!�
�So, you forget your reward already?�
�What are you talking about--wait. My reward. You�re really full of yourself. It was your reward for rescuing my necklace.�
One dark brow arched beguilingly. �So what do you give me for savin� you from a fall,� he murmured, leaning too close.
Jessica pulled back so sharply she almost fell, and it was exactly the opening he was looking for. His bare arms wrapped around her, the hair sprinkled skin abrasive against the portions of her back bared by the strappy sundress. Did the man never wear a shirt? She couldn�t think straight with all that potent male flesh exposed to her view and the skin of her palms.
Her fingertips tingled as his muscles played beneath them, moving as he trapped her. He tightened his hold, pulling her close, closer. Jessica flattened her palms on his chest, ignoring the fluttering in her stomach touching his bare flesh aroused, and pushed away. It did nothing to stop him. �Gabriel, we can�t do this here in the middle of the hotel.�
�Perhaps we cou� go up to your room?� he whispered, brushing his lips against the delicate shell of her ear, his warm breath ruffling her insides with delighted shivers.
�I don�t think so.� She gasped as his tongue thrust, wet and hot, in her ear, sending goosebumps chasing over her skin. He withdrew it, then tugged her earlobe with his teeth before swiping a wet path behind her ear.
�Mmm. You taste good. I cou� eat you right here, chere.�
�Please don�t.�
�You don� soun� sure. You soun� like maybe you think yes.�
With an effort, Jessica reined in her careening libido. �I think I said no, Gabriel. You
�re embarrassing me.�
He pulled back and studied her with mirth in his eyes and a lazy grin. �I hardly got started. Ah dis color is a blush? It looks sweet on you, chere. Such a preddy face, why you hide from me?�
Jessica�s face flamed even more at that remark. She was gratified when, reluctantly, he released her. She resisted the urge to wipe her kiss dampened skin, cooling in the climate controlled air. He grinned at her as if he knew exactly what she wanted to do.
Jessica glared back, then her eyes narrowed. �You didn�t just happen by, did you?�
He looked wounded. �You don� trust me, chere?�
�I don�t know you,� she said indignantly. �Why should I trust you?�
�Because I am your champion. And I have decided to sacrifice my day and pu�
myself at your disposal. I will show you Nawlins.�
�That�s so thoughtful of you. But I have a tour guide. I believe I can find my way around.� She brushed past him and strode from the hotel. He fell into step beside her, not looking the least perturbed by her determined efforts to brush him off.
�We shou� go for coffee, and luncheon at the Bayou Cafe. And then you mus� tell me what sites most pique your interest.�
Jessica stopped and stared at him. The truth was, she really didn�t know her way around New Orleans, and it had occurred to her before that knowing a local would help her in her quest. She couldn�t really afford to hire a tour guide--not if she wanted to continue having a hotel room or things to eat. �All right. I�ll have lunch with you. But I warn you, if you try anything, you�ll draw back a nub.�
He smiled that toe curling grin again and made a sweeping gesture with his arm.
�After you, cherie.�
She stopped in her tracks and gave him a once over. �Wait a minute. Are you going like that?� Never in her life had she seen a restaurant that would allow patrons to go in half naked.
�Sometin� wrong? You don� like what I�m wearin? I�m hurt, cherie.�
�Well ... uh ... there�s just so much of you ... exposed.� Jessica blushed as she realized she was staring at his crotch. Not that it was exposed. She probably wouldn�t still be standing if it had been. She was sure the sight of that would make her faint.
�No� exposed enough for what I�d like to do,� he said, full of promise.
�And what would that be?� she asked and immediately regretted it.
He grinned. �Gimme some time, I show you.�
�That�s not necessary. I�m sure it�s pretty--� She looked pointedly at his chin, trying very hard to be good.
�And fun to play with. You ever slid down a pole?� He hooked his thumbs on his pockets, emphasizing the object of their--his discussion.
She blushed straight to her roots and realized all attempts at not being a pervert had failed. She was too curious by half about how he looked without his clothes on.
Why did she feel like a prude all of a sudden? �I�m not even going to think about what you just said. Can�t you at least button your britches?�
He looked down at himself, fingering the half open fly deliberately to make her look at it. �Scared d�serpent gonna break free and bite you? I promise, he jus� nibbles.
He likes warm hidey holes bedder anyway.�
Jessica strangled on her saliva and coughed with embarrassment. She took a deep breath to recover before giving him a hard stare. �Well, it isn�t getting anywhere near this hole. I thought you were going to behave?�
�You started it. I�m jus� waitin� for you to move so we can go.�
Jessica spared him a warning glance and stepped outside, waiting for the doorman to hail them a cab to take them to Bayou Cafe. Gabriel said nothing as they made the five minute drive through traffic, but it wasn�t like she could ignore his presence. He seemed to fill the confined space and wind her nerves tight, until she felt ready to spring at any moment. He watched her constantly, as if eating her with his eyes, and Jessica had the unnerving notion that he could see straight through her clothing.
The cab stopped and Gabriel paid, then held the door open for her as they entered the cafe. The scent of sausage and spices filled the air with a tangy nip, and Jessica�s stomach began to rumble with hunger.
�Mmm. Smells good,� she said, taking a seat at a booth.
�Dey serve d�bes� gumbo in town,� he said, sliding in beside her.
�Can�t you sit on the other side?� she asked, trying to scoot away and get some distance.
�I cou�, but I won�.�
Jessica tried to ignore him, but it was nearly impossible when he slipped his arm on the back of the booth, right over her shoulders. Jessica cleared her throat noisily, trying to warn him off, but he recognized hints about as subtle as he flirted. Finally, she looked over the menu while he played with a lock of her hair, wiggling her shoulders as he tickled her with it.
A waiter came up and offered her a brief reprieve. �Are you ready to order?� he asked.
�I�ll have d�gumbo special, a coffee, and a glass of water.�
�I�ll have the same,� Jessica said, setting the menu aside.
Gabriel gave her a look. �Bedder bring us a pitcher of water.� The waiter smiled and walked away. �Can you stand the heat, chere?�
Jessica wiped her hands nervously on her skirt, squirming to get comfortable and failing. �I could probably handle it better if I wasn�t so close to the fire.�
Jessica saw that sultry grin from the corner of her eye.
�You have no idea, chere.�
She thought she probably did. Changing the subject, she asked, �Why�d you send me to that shop last night?�
�Mikel�s?�
�Yes.�
�He�s good, no?�
Jessica fingered her necklace, playing with the medallion. �Very. But I just get this feeling you wanted me to do more than just get this fixed.�
The waiter came back with their water, and Gabriel took a sip before answering.
�Did Mikel tell you a story?�
Jessica twisted in her seat to watch him suspiciously. �Don�t tell me you believe that crap too? Wait, this is a trick, right? Some little thing y�all do to the tourists to bilk them out of money?�
The food arrived before he could answer, and she soon forgot all about it as her mouth caught on fire. Gabriel dug in to his meal with gusto, while Jessica nibbled at hers. Her tongue burned like a torch, and she had to take two sips of water for every bite of food. She didn�t know how he could stand it.
He paused, studying her. �So how do you like gator gumbo, petite? Too spicy for you?�
�Alligator?� Jessica�s stomach protested instantly. She dropped her spoon in her bowl.
�Oui.�
Despite her sudden ill feeling, the delicate meat she�d thought was chicken was actually quite tasty. �It�s good. But yes, it�s too spicy for my tastes.� She pushed her bowl away and fixed her coffee, heavy on the cream and sugar.
�I cou� show you a bedder spice. It goes down smooth as silk and heats you from d�inside.�
Jessica chuckled despite herself. �You�re incorrigible. Shut up and eat your food.�
Gabriel finished off his and her gumbo and stretched out his legs when he was done, rubbing his stomach as he sipped his black coffee.
Jessica looked at his hands wrapped around the mug and wondered if everything on him was as big. She blushed at the thought and knew he�d begun to corrupt her.
�So what are you doin� down here, chere?�
She didn�t see much harm in sharing her past or why she�d come. �I came looking for my birth parents. I didn�t find out until I got here that they died years ago.� It pricked her heart that she�d never known them, that they�d given her up. Maybe it was too personal information to give to a near stranger, but she thought it would help her feelings having someone to share with.
�I�m sorry, chere. What were their names? Nawlins can be an intimate place.�
�Shelly and Jacques LaValle.�
He stiffened and straightened in his seat, setting his coffee down.
Jessica noticed his strange reaction, getting her hopes up. �Do you--did you know them?�
�No, chere, no. I�m sorry.�
Jessica felt downhearted. She was going to find answers, somehow. If she hadn�t cleaned out her adoptive parents� house after their death in a car crash, she would�ve never known she wasn�t their child. Sometimes she wished she�d never found that damn birth certificate in all that junk. Sometimes she wished things were as they had been. But wishing wasn�t going to get her anywhere but smack in the middle of depression. �Any way, I�m going to the cemetery to see them today.�
�Which one?�
�It�s in the Garden district. I thought maybe I�d take a tour if I find a cheap one.�
�You shouldn� go dere.�
Jessica blinked at him. �Huh? Why not?�
�It�s dangerous for you.�
Jessica rolled her eyes, finally getting what he was hinting at as she was brought full throttle back to the question he�d conveniently failed to answer. �Don�t tell me you believe that werewolf and vampire crap.�
He didn�t say anything.
�You do!� And here she thought he was normal except for wanting to get in bed with her. Her ego suffered a serious blow. She should�ve known it was too good to be true.
�It�s against pack law for me t�go dere,� he said finally.
It was a shame, really. He was so gorgeous. A beautiful man like that always had to have something wrong with him. �Well, you don�t have to come along. In fact, I�d prefer to be alone when I visit.�
�As you wish, chere. I jus� hope you can handle yourself. Before you go runnin�
into trouble, why don� you let me show you aroun� a liddle?�
Jessica was sorely tempted. She sipped her coffee, considering it. It was still pretty early, not too long after noon. Hell, she could probably talk herself into anything as far as he was concerned--he didn�t have to be charming. �Okay, but you�ll remember to behave yourself, right?�
�I s�pose that depends on what you mean by behavin�, chere. Dis ol� dog don� do tricks without a treat.� Gabriel left some cash on the table and slid out of the booth, eyeing her appreciatively as she got up, as well.
�This girl doesn�t give them unless she sees something really special.�
Gabriel looked affronted as they headed out. �You sayin� I�m no� sometin� special, chere? You don� like my tricks so far?�
Jessica suppressed a laugh and walked along the building shaded street. The wind flirted in her hair and skirt, flashing a length of thigh. She caught him staring, and a little thrill shot through her. She grinned, feeling unaccustomedly saucy. �You remind me a little of Pepe Le Pew.�
He choked. �I stink?�
Jessica burst out in laughter. �No. You smell really good, actually--maybe too good.� And maybe she shouldn�t have admitted that. �No, I feel a little like the poor cat is all.�
He grinned, moving closer. �Hunted? Loved?� He caught her hand. �You wan� me to kiss you all over and whisper French into your ear?� His kissed up her arm to her neck, making noisy smacking sounds.
Jessica screamed and giggled, and pulled her arm free before running down the street. He chased after her, ignoring the strange looks others cast their way. He caught her before she could elude him, took them into the shelter of a doorway.
Jessica felt breathless from her run and looked around, saw that they were virtually alone, and the shop was abandoned. He had a knack for finding cozy, lonely spots.
She glanced up at him to see him grinning down at her.
He leaned back on the opposite side, keeping some space between them.
�You gonna start callin� me Pepe now?�
Jessica chuckled. �It crossed my mind. I�m mean, aren�t I?�
�Maybe a liddle. I like a mean woman though.�
�Hey! You�re not supposed to agree with me.� She mock kicked his shin.
He rubbed his leg with his opposite foot. �Ow. You know how to kill d�romance, chere. I don� mind a liddle beatin� now and den, but dis? Aren� you s�posed to tie me up first before you have your wicked way wid me?�
Gabriel really knew how to implant a mental picture. Just imaging him naked, tied, and spread-eagled on a bed gave her hot flashes. �Uh. I�m not into that. And you, you�re changing the subject. Admit it. Don�t you think you come on too strong?�
Truth be told, it wasn�t him that was the problem, it was her. He was perfect. She just wasn�t used to a hot pursuit, particularly not from a man she actually wanted.
He shrugged. �I got to work fast. No time to take it slow.� He gave her a sultry grin.
�Besides, it�s workin�, ain�t it?�
She had no idea what he meant by that statement, but that smile said enough. She wasn�t going to admit just how much he tempted her to do all the wicked things she shouldn�t be doing. �No. As a matter of fact, you�re really just wasting your time.�
The look on his face said he didn�t believe her. �Why do you fight so hard, petite?
Why can� you jus� feel?�
Jessica�s humor vanished. She was forcibly reminded of past mistakes, of letting people get too close. Her self-esteem was bad about getting beaten, but she preferred to think of herself as a realist. Beautiful people stuck with other beautiful people, and she most definitely wasn�t in their class. �I�m afraid I�ll get addicted,�
she admitted, slanting him a look. �Guys like you don�t stick around, especially not with girls like me.�
�You sell yourself short,� he said softly.
Jessica shrugged. She wasn�t when it was the truth. �It�s better than getting hurt.�
�Livin� in a shell ain�t really livin� at all�
Hadn�t she heard that over and over again? She shrugged again, trying to be nonchalant. �I�m used to it. I like not feeling anything, especially with men. I like my life simple and uncomplicated. Love is so messy.�
�Some say it�s no� good if it ain�t dirty and sticky.�
�Yeah, well, not me. I�m a clean freak. And I like freedom.�
As she talked, she sensed a growing tension in Gabriel, like some dark cloud building for a storm. She didn�t know what she�d said to piss him off, but she was definitely getting that vibe from him. Unfortunately, she couldn�t think of a way to dig herself out of her hole without really knowing what she�d done--only dug in deeper with her rambling. Finally, she dared to look up at him and saw his face had gone hard, his eyes cold and angry.
He stared at her a long, drawn moment, knotting her stomach with nervousness at his continued silence. It seemed he�d listened to every word she�d said--and he hadn
�t liked a one of them. �When I kiss you, you don� feel nothin�?�
She swallowed past the sudden lump in her throat. �No,� she lied.
He was on her before she could blink, trapping her with an arm on either side of her head, his face inches from her own. Energy seemed to vibrate from him, forcing her still, forcing her insides to react. She could feel the heat of his breath on her face, felt enveloped by his subtle, masculine scent. Every nerve ending reached out to him, reached to feel his body press tightly against her. He didn�t close the distance, didn�t meld to her. Somehow, that near touching had her reacting more than if he�d been right up against her.
His voice low, husky, and full of promise, he said, �If I kiss you like dis, your breath don� catch?�
He settled his mouth over hers before she could stop him. Soft, coaxing, he pulled at her lips in a hungry, nibbling kiss that had her muscles quivering in response.
Jessica moaned softly, her mouth parting, willing his tongue to play with hers. He refused to oblige, teased her maddeningly, licking and sucking at her lips, keeping her hovering on the edge of anticipation. She couldn�t ever remember wanting to be invaded so badly in all her life, and he wouldn�t give her anything.
He retreated from her after a moment, a lazy, satisfied smile curling his lips, as if she�d reacted exactly the way he�d wanted her to. She wanted to growl in frustration, reach up and force his head back down.
A small gasp escaped her throat as he brought a hand down from the wall, trailed his fingers through her hair and over her shoulder, brushing against the side of one breast. �If I touch you here, your heart don� race?�
It did. Without even touching her, he made her heart gallop. A look, a smile, the way he walked--it was like some dream come true that he could be interested in her.
Blood roared in her ears from the heavy pace. The only sound she could hear above it was his velvet drawl tormenting her with soft words and husky breath.
A thumb grazed over the soft peak of her nipple. She gasped at the faint touch, her pulse quickening, her nipple hardening as he moved in a slow, taunting circle. She tried to brace herself against the sensation, failed miserably. Her breast begged for more. She bit her lip to keep from asking him to touch her. He sensed her struggle, smiled, closed his hand over her breast. A piercing stab of pleasure arced through her as he massaged her with a possessive hand, as though he had every right to bend her to his will and make her want him.
His lips brushed against her earlobe, so soft, so teasing. He freed her breast, and she felt like crying out as he flattened his hand beneath it and moved a steady trail down her stomach, over her hips. His lips played with her lobe, sucking at it, tugging the flesh with his teeth as his fingers skated up and down her hips.
Jessica�s hands clenched with the effort not to reach for him and tear the jeans off his body so he could take her right there. She wanted to hold onto something, but if she moved, she�d break down--nothing would be left. She felt distracted, touched everywhere. She closed her eyes, tried to focus ... and it intensified the riotous feelings a hundred-fold. When his hand slipped up under her skirt, she hardly noticed, only felt that callused palm on her thighs, so deliciously rough, making her feel so sensitive. He teased the edges of her panties, and she trembled with excitement and trepidation.
No, this wasn�t what she wanted. But deep inside, she did. She wanted to open her thighs to him, but a voice of self-preservation nagged like an annoying gnat. Her legs closed against his hand, but he was insistent, moving inexorably toward her moist folds. The fine hairs on her thighs prickled with unfamiliar sensation.
�And here....� he whispered hot against her ear, arousingly invasive.
His fingers pushed past the flimsy barrier of her panties, delved into the top of her slit in one bold move, rubbing sensuously, achingly close to her clit. Jessica�s eyes flew open with shock. She found him watching her, lust in his smoky eyes. A rush of raw heat flushed her body. She pushed at his chest, pulled at his arm, squirming and unable to get away.
�You�re wet for me, petite,� he said, his voice tight and hoarse. �Dere is no denyin� it.� His muscles strained against her. His arm felt hard against her belly, his fingers foreign. This wasn�t supposed to happen.
�Stop it,� she whispered, trying to look away, at the street, at the shop, anywhere but him and his knowing eyes.
�Why?� Do you feel sometin�?�
She rose on her toes, arching her head back as one finger flicked against her clit. A chain of pleasure unwound inside her, fierce and breathtakingly sudden. �No,� she said through gritted teeth, fighting the feeling when all she wanted to do was surrender. She couldn�t. Not here, not out in the open where anyone could happen by at any moment. He shouldn�t make her feel so tempted to give in.
�I think you do.� He straightened from her as abruptly as he�d begun, leaving her feeling achingly unfulfilled and pissed that he�d begun something only to make a point.
�I never figured you for a coward,� he said, watching her straighten her dress.
Before Jessica knew it, she�d slapped him. Her palm cracked across his face, slamming the satisfied, challenging look right off it. She looked at him in horror, unable to believe she�d actually done physical harm to him. She hadn�t hit him hard enough to leave her hand print, but she�d struck him all the same. She looked from her hand to his face and back again, feeling numb from shock.
A dark fury settled over him. It was as obvious as the sky turning black and the wind howling through the trees.
Here was a man you didn�t mess with. She�d done what her mama had always warned her not to do--never get physical with a man. Cold dread slid down her spine.
Rough hands grabbed her biceps, forced her back against the wall. Male strength crushed against her, taking the breath from her body--muscles hard and angry against her soft curves. Jessica gasped in surprise as he brought his mouth down on hers, thrust his tongue past the part of her lips, deep inside. She tasted the anger in his kiss. Her lips burned under the heavy pressure, the rough glide of his tongue, in and out, leaving no space untouched. He was ravenous, consuming her silent pleas to stop ... to go on....
Potent, male excitement pervaded her senses like flood gates thrown wide. He growled low in his throat, thrusting his hips against her as if in emphasis that he controlled her. She was his to do with as he willed and nothing would stop him. His hard cock rubbed against her in rough warning. One wrong move and he�d take her, willing or no.
Thrilling fear moved in a heady rush through her limbs like a shot of ecstasy. Her heart hammered in her chest. She wanted to cry out when he forced her legs apart with rough hands, but his mouth muffled her cries, kept taking and taking until she couldn�t give any more, and still he kissed her. She couldn�t breathe, could barely think. All the blood pooled between her thighs, rushing to that hot, insane place that wanted him, wanted the angry, hard feel of his cock deep inside. She pushed against his arms, needing to be free before she completely lost her mind, but one stroke against her sparsely covered cleft had her digging her nails into his flesh in mindless pleasure.
He tore his mouth from hers, gasping hoarsely against her throat, pumping against her in short, rough strokes, his fingers digging into the backs of her knees. Jessica scraped her nails down his back, arching into him, shaking her head as he dragged his teeth down her throat and groaned with pure satisfaction. It rumbled through her, her body echoing with primitive response.
�How much you wan� me to push you, cherie?� he asked hoarsely against the base of her throat. His tongue snaked out, bathed her. Her skin felt on fire as he lathed her collarbone and sucked against the crook of her neck. Hard.
She jerked to instant awareness, opening her eyes. Her hands went still as he stiffened against her. �It�s not a contest, you bastard.�
He met her gaze, his eyes unbelievably dark. His chest heaved, his arms shook with the effort to control himself. Slowly, with effort, he dropped her legs. �You fool yourself if you don� believe life is a challenge. Dere�s only one prize in d�end.�
Jessica pushed away from him, wiping her mouth and neck. She could smell him everywhere. Taste him. It made her weak. She couldn�t afford to be weak. �Just leave me alone. This is a mistake.�
�Why? Cause maybe you like me too much?�
She turned away from him. �I�m not answering that.�
Gabriel made a soft clucking noise as she walked away.
She could�ve ignored it--she should�ve. It might have just been her imagination, but she knew by now that Gabriel was a man to push a person�s buttons. He was determined to push her to her limits. And this was just too much. She�d damn well show the damned goading, confident bastard what she was made of.
She turned around, found him watching her expectantly, almost as though he was eager to see what she�d do. She took the two steps back to him, pressed one hand against his chest and pushed him back on the wall with little effort. She reached down and cupped his cock. His eyes widened, his mouth opened. Jessica wrapped her hand around his neck and forced him down for her kiss.
She gave him everything she had to give, forced her tongue into his mouth, massaged his erection, rubbed her body sensuously against his as she thrust in and out of his mouth. His whole body when rigid. He sucked her tongue as though starved, and she could feel the beat of his heart quicken against her breast, felt his cock jump and throb against her palm. He groaned, reaching for her, but she wouldn
�t allow it. When his hands touched her, she released his groin. His hands smacked against the facade, making him helpless, vulnerable and wanting of only what she would give.
A triumphant thrill went through her, to have him under her control. Heady pleasure rocketed through her. Her palm burned with the feel of his cock trapped in her hand.
She rubbed her thumb against the bare patch of skin exposed by one tear. He stiffened even more, sucked her tongue harder, hungrier, groaned into her mouth.
She pulled back before she could get too caught up in the moment, before she could lose her point. When she was done, it was him leaning back against the wall for support.
�I think I just won the game,� she said.
He was breathing heavily, watching her with a mixture of wariness and appreciation.
�I think maybe you did too.�
She allowed herself one victorious smile and walked away.

Chapter Four

Jessica deeply regretted not heeding Gabriel�s earlier advice. It seemed like he�d delivered it days ago, but it had really only been a few hours. She also regretted everything that she�d allowed to happen between them. Jessica shook her head, trying to block the thoughts, the guilt. She didn�t want to dwell on it. She�d never been one to hash and rehash what she should�ve done then, what she shouldn�t have done there. She just put the whole thing out of her mind and resolved not to feel guilty for anything. At least, that�s what she�d do in an ideal world where she had ample self-control.
She didn�t. She didn�t have any self-control at all. Gabriel sucked it all out of her--literally.
After only a short time, he occupied her thoughts far more than he should�ve. She half wondered if she�d developed an obsession or something equally disturbing.
Surely normal women didn�t feel and think so much about a man. Just remembering his kisses sent her into instant lust. She swore she could still taste him, like spicy gumbo and warm, creamy coffee. His scent definitely still lingered on her, rubbed into her neck like a cologne--not a strong smell, but potent in its own subtle way.
Everywhere she walked, when the wind picked up, she caught just a hint of him, in her hair, on her clothes, like a finger making the come hither motion right under her nose. If she hadn�t known better, she�d swear her nose was more sensitive.
Everything seemed more ... sensorial now, scents sharper. Even the wind had it�s own distinct fragrance.
Her imagination was running overtime.
What she really should�ve done was gone back to the hotel and washed his scent off her skin. But she�d become so embroiled in her quest for the day, and smelling him on her gave her such a secret thrill--she hadn�t allowed herself the time.
It was nearly dark by the time she�d found out exactly where Shelly and Jacques LaValle were buried, and longer still to make it through the holiday traffic over there.
The cemetery was an above ground one, as most were in this part of the state due to heavy rains and soggy ground. The dusk created eerie shadows between the small mausoleums. Jessica walked along the path, broken shells and rock crunching under her sandals. She picked up her pace, eager to get out of the cemetery before dark.
She knew she should�ve just come back tomorrow, but she didn�t think she could wait that long.
A feeling grew in her, a warning to get out of Louisiana as fast as she could. She couldn�t explain why the feeling persisted, only that it did. Nothing had happened to her to cause it, but just the same....
Being in a cemetery didn�t help matters, and she was sure her imagination had gone into hyper mode. She�d never felt superstitious before, but there was something inherently creepy about dark cemeteries that she�d never noticed. A hush settled on the grounds, expectancy that she couldn�t quite comprehend.
There wasn�t anyone around--everyone inside had been entombed long ago, but the silence, coupled with hazy, failing sunlight worked together to give her the willies.
She shuddered and called herself names, rubbing her arms as she continued on her way, eager to get this done and be gone.
The mausoleums created a labyrinth of narrow passages, standing above her head to block her sight of other lanes and surroundings. It was almost like walking through a tunnel, except she could still see the sky. In the dark, it would probably seem more like catacombs.
Just when she�d decided to call it a night, she finally managed to locate her parents�
tomb. It was younger than it�s neighbors, like they�d lucked out and managed to procure the single remaining spot in the cemetery. A morbid thought, that, thinking of their �luck.�
Above the mausoleum stood an angel with her arms outstretched, her marble face tear stained from decades of rain.
Jessica touched the sun warmed marble, as if to assure herself it was real, that she�d actually found her parents� final resting place. The stone was smooth, worn only slightly by time and weather. Peering closer, she could just make out the engraving on the tomb in the failing light. There was no testimony to their life together, or the child they had created. No haunting poetry. Merely their names and the date each was born and died.
Her mother had died June 2, 1978. She swallowed past the lump in her throat and looked at her father�s life date. He�d died on June 3, 1978. A sliver of fear slid down her back bone, raising her hackles. She shivered with foreboding. Her mother died the day she was born. She could understand that, that maybe she�d died in childbirth or complications arising afterward. But why had her father died the day after?
The tomb gave her no answers, only more questions. She felt more disturbed than ever before. In her heart, she knew something terrible had happened to them. She was grateful for the life she�d lived, for the love of her adoptive parents, but her life had been upset by the discovery. And now this.
Her entire life seemed a mystery, her roots hidden from her with no hint as to why.
Regret and disappointment sat heavy in her stomach.
She wondered who she really was.
Jessica desperately needed to know what had happened, but she�d run out of ideas to try and make sense of things. If this was a secret, and she knew it was, how was she to uncover it? It occurred to her that a library might possibly be a good place to start. She might even be able to learn something, pick up some clue, from the department of records.
She walked away, heading toward the exit. She was contemplating just how she was going to find out more about her parents� death when she stepped out onto the main path and saw three men hanging around the front gate. Jessica stopped. Her heart quickened to a breathless pace. She tried to get a grip on herself, to reason that she was overreacting, but something about the way they stood there made fear prickle along her neck. There was no reason in the world why she should be afraid of a small group of men--but there it was.
They hadn�t seen her yet. She could almost breathe with that grateful thought filtering into her stricken brain. She could find another way to get out and get back to her hotel. And for all she knew, they were just three guys hanging out and having a good time.
She just wished she believed that.
Jessica slowly backed up, keeping her eyes trained on them. One step back.
Another and another. She started breathing regularly again, almost home free. Just as she�d reached the narrow, shadowy alley of one mausoleum row, they looked up as though they�d heard her mental sigh of relief, and spotted her. They grinned and straightened, moving forward like a pack of wolves, coming straight for her.
Jessica whirled and ran, her heart in her throat. She disappeared into the shadows, running over the irregular path, praying she wouldn�t trip over broken cobblestone or a protruding root. She didn�t know when it had gotten so dark. It hadn�t seemed that way only minutes ago.
She couldn�t see anything with the tombs above her, couldn�t hear past the steady, rapid thud of her pulse in her ears. She had a good lead on them. She could lose them in the maze of the cemetery if she just kept her wits about her.
Something howled in the night, like an animal. Excited pants carried on the air behind her.
They couldn�t have gotten to her this fast!
Jessica wanted to scream, wanted to turn around and fight. She hated being chased, hated the helplessness of being prey, but she couldn�t fight against them, not without a weapon of some sort, and she dared not slacken her pace to find one.
A pain stabbed her side, her lungs labored to drag air inside, to keep her from passing out. Jessica tore through the grounds, keeping to the deeper shadows, weaving through the tombs. She dropped her purse, left it, kept going. She headed North, hoping there was a back exit somewhere, or maybe a lighted street or a late running cemetery tour.
Why, why hadn�t she brought Gabriel with her?
Something growled right behind her, a wet, slathering sound that sent fear careening through her vitals. She could feel his hot breath on her bare back, and she did scream then.
It tore from her throat, loud and long and ripping through the air like a siren just before the man grabbed her and threw her to the ground. Jessica landed hard, rolling with the impact, broken shells grinding into her shoulder, scraping her tender skin.
She couldn�t feel any pain, nothing but the sense of weight and pressure--her body went numb with shock.
She kicked out, missing her attackers, wishing she wore heels. She couldn�t see anything, could only hear him circle her. Pebbles sprayed out, striking her shoulders and legs, her face. Someone ran up from behind, two of them, where she couldn�t see, but she could hear heavy, excited breathing.
They didn�t rush her. It was like they were waiting for her to react. Like they were thrilled by the chase--as she knew they must be. Jessica struggled to her knees, planting her palms on the ground, clutching two handfuls of grit and shell as she rose to her feet.
The scuffle of feet told her one lunged, and she threw a handful of dirt at his face, whirling to throw it at another. They cursed, growling almost inhumanly as she dashed past them, guided only by sound and touch now. The main path opened before her, so close she could taste freedom and safety.
A hand closed in her hair, yanking her back. Rough hands groped her breasts, her waist, her hips, everywhere on her body. Jessica screamed in fury and fought them, but they were all around, holding her arms, holding her legs as they brought her to the ground.
One of them lifted her skirt and tore her panties away, burning the flesh of her hips as the thin fabric gave way. She kicked at him, satisfied to hear him grunt with pain as she connected with his cock, and then her legs were hauled apart.
Jessica screamed again, snapping her teeth at the hands that held her, rising off the ground as she bucked against their hold. Rough jeans slid up the insides of her thighs. She smelled the musky scent of bare cock and thought she�d throw up.
They were going to rape her.
And there was nothing she could do about it.
* * *
Gabriel�s wolfen senses burst to life a second before the faint scream echoed on the night air like the cry of a dove. His head snapped up, his pulse hammered, his body went tense with sudden, repressed violence.
He knew instantly who the cry came from--Jessica. The sound of his chosen one in danger reverberated through his being.
He cocked his head, centering on her location, though her voice had faded away.
She was in the cemetery, where he�d told her not to go, where he�d followed her anyway. He was close, but not close enough.
He threw his head back as the wolf inside growled, erupting from his throat in fury, a haunting challenge that carried on the air.
For the first time in his life, he was out of control. He wasn�t near enough to her.
She could be dead even now.
He refused to believe that.
He took off at a run, low to the ground, lower, leaping over obstacles in his path until he was flying with the speed of strength borne of desperation. The quickening surged in his blood, spread through his muscles, invading his every pore. The beast was eager for blood, eager to protect its claim. He recognized the cry for what it was--the sound of prey.
Someone hunted his woman.
He would kill them for hurting her.

Chapter Five

The man bent over her. Hot, fetid breath spilled over her face and chest. He stank like a dog, his feral stench turning her stomach. He growled and nuzzled her breasts roughly, as if she�d invited him to touch and taste.
She strained against her fleshly bonds, but the hands holding her down yielded nothing, allowing her not even the slightest movement.
Hopelessness crept into her, growing like a cancer.
Jessica gnashed her teeth, unwilling to succumb to it. She swore to kill them if given the chance.
In the distance, a dog howled at the moon. She wondered dimly if it was one of Gabriel�s werewolves prowling the night. She�d never be so lucky.
The man on top of her halted suddenly, sniffing the air. He snarled, growling deep in his chest, like a Doberman giving warning to a trespasser. Jessica felt her heart and lungs freeze--there wasn�t enough air to breathe.
One of the others snapped his jaws, growling in response. The hairs raised on her skin, shivers crawling over her like swarming ants. Why didn�t they speak? Their animalistic behavior kept pushing her to the edge, panic dulling her mind. She swallowed against the rising tide, trying to keep calm.
The man between her legs stiffened, twisting against her thighs. He released her abruptly as something came crashing through the night with the force of a barreling semi. The hands holding her arms and legs disappeared, ripped away. Jessica gasped at the bruising wrench, the sudden freedom. She scrambled upright, pushing her dress down, peering into the shadows. She couldn�t see anything. She felt like her eyes were closed, like this was a nightmare come horribly to life. Jessica continued scrabbling back, until cool stone pressed against her back. She kicked her feet out, waved her hands in case anyone came near.
In the dark, the men snarled and growled like pit bulls at a dog fight. Jessica didn�t know if she was more scared or relieved. Had some guard dog come to defend her?
Feet scuffled on the worn path, grunts echoed meaty strikes.
�It�s because you are pups I don� kill you for dis,� a voice growled in the dark to the accompaniment of heavy thuds.
Jessica�s bones nearly melted from her body at the velvet drawl she�d recognize anywhere. Gabriel. Somehow, he�d come for her, known she was in trouble.
Jessica huddled on the ground, not daring to move lest she distract him. She wanted to help, but she couldn�t see a damn thing and she was too scared she�d injure him if she entered the fray.
Something liquid splashed against the ground next to her feet, and the coppery scent of blood filled the air as the beatings continued, interspersed with painful groans and shouts.
Finally, after what seemed like an hour of unbearable tension, someone touched her shoulder. Jessica startled, looking up to see the faint, star framed silhouette of a man above her.
�Chere?� Gabriel asked.
�Gabriel!� Jessica breathed in relief, getting to her feet. She hugged him fiercely and felt her thin dress soak through with sweat or blood or both--she couldn�t tell. He ran his hands against her back in soothing circles.
�Did they hurt you?� he murmured against her hair.
�No. Nothing I can�t handle.� She pulled back, wishing she could see him. �Thank you, Gabriel. I don�t know what I would�ve done without you.�
He stifled a groan and slumped heavily against her.
�Oh my god. You�re hurt. Gabriel, where is it? Where are you hurt?� His silence unnerved her. Jessica felt around his body, but she couldn�t find anything that could have weakened him so much--unless it was something internal. The thought galvanized her. �We have to get you to a hospital.�
�No,� he said and pushed away from her.
�Yes.�
�No,� he said emphatically. �You can ... take me ... home.�
He sounded like he was just before passing out. She couldn�t blame him. He�d run off three men nearly as big as he was, and from the sound of them, they�d been insane. She didn�t have time to be impressed. They had to leave before the thugs had a chance to come back. �I�ll take you home. But first we have to catch a cab or something.�
�My car is out front,� he said, and leaned into her for support.
Jessica stood under his arm and they hobbled their way to his car--an old Camaro, its color indistinguishable in the faded dark.
She followed his directions, and he fell asleep as she drove up the Ponchartrain Expressway, getting off once they�d passed the fair grounds. A wooded area came into view, and she stopped at the first house as he�d instructed: a sprawling two story Victorian with a gazebo and porch swing on one end, interconnected with the porch curving around the house.
Jessica didn�t stop to admire the house, pulling the Camaro onto the lawn along a roughened patch of dirt until she neared the front entrance. She stopped the car and switched it off, giving Gabriel a concerned glance before she got up and went around to help him.
He came awake as she opened the door and got out on his own, but Jessica fussed and continued to help him walk. It was just like a man to try and be macho about serious injuries. She didn�t know about his, but she wasn�t about to take any more chances than he was already forcing her to take.
The front door was unlocked, which she found oddly trusting considering the state of this day and age, but she pushed it open and went through. A long, wide hallway shot straight through, past the narrow staircase, to the back door, and large rooms parted off from each side.
�Dere�s d�livin� room,� Gabriel said, pointing to the right tiredly.
Jessica shuffled to it, feeling on the wall for the light switch. She found it easily enough, flipped the lights on, and guided him onto a worn, leather couch facing an old TV. He collapsed on it, closing his eyes and throwing an arm above his head. He was wearing the same basic outfit she�d seen him in before: Jeans and no shoes or a shirt. Blood smeared his chest and throat, and she knew she had to clean him off to properly to assess the situation.
Jessica left, in search of a bathroom or a kitchen. She found the kitchen in the back of the house on the left. A small cupboard above the sink revealed clean dish rags, and she pulled several out and wet them before returning to Gabriel.
She stopped in the doorway, watching him a breathless moment as she waited to see the rise and fall of his chest. Breathing a silent thanks, she went in and dropped onto the hardwood floor on her knees, leaning over his chest as she slowly wiped the blood away.
There were no wounds anywhere, not even the beginnings of bruises. She kept wiping at him until she�d cleaned his chest, then moved up to his throat and face.
Gabriel slept through her ministrations. Still, she found nothing, no wounds to explain his weariness. She changed rags and cleaned his arms and hands. His knuckles were only slightly reddened, when she�d expected to at least find them split open. She frowned down at him, wondering how he could be unscathed after a fight like that.
Some residual blood clung to a patch of skin bared by a rip in his jeans, and Jessica wiped it away, flushing as she realized how close she was to his groin. She looked back at his face to see if he�d woken up, and nearly choked when she saw him watching her with a hungry look to his eyes.
He looked at her with such heated interest, she could almost swear she knelt before him naked.
�Gabriel, are you okay?� she asked with a breathless little whisper.
He said nothing as his hand snaked out and grasped the hand still holding the towel, lingering near his groin. She dropped it and it rolled down his hip into the cushion of the couch. Jessica gasped as he pulled her toward him, closer, until she was laying splayed atop his bare chest, her mouth inches from his own.
His faint, warm breath made her insides quiver with anticipation. If felt good to lay on top of him, with her breasts squashed into the hard planes of his chest, her belly melded to his rippled, washboard abs. She felt as malleable as molten metal.
His mouth curled into a satisfied smile. Jessica was caught between the urge to strangle him for making her worry, and the urge to kiss him breathless and wipe the grin from his face.
�You weren�t even hurt, were you?� she asked with an exasperated, accusing breath.
�I was wounded more than you know, chere, t�think you cou� be harmed.�
The reminder of what had almost happened made her shudder, and his eyes darkened until they appeared almost black. A primal look flickered in them, strengthening as he pulled her head down to greet his lips.
Jessica gave in to him, her concern weakening her defenses. Her lips throbbed under the insistent pressure of his mouth, and an electric thrill of excitement rippled through her veins, dancing like heat lightning before a storm. He nibbled her lips, coaxing her, running his hands over her back. Her skin sensitized to the pressure of his hands, and suddenly she had too much clothing on. She wanted to know what it would feel like to mold against him, skin to skin. His whispery touch made her burn, sent her blood pulsing through her body.
He hooked a hand firmly around one thigh, pulling it up and over his hips to settle against the opposite side, hoisting her off the floor until she lay on him completely, pressing him deep into the soft folds of the couch. Her dress rode up from the movement and position until she felt air in places that had never seen the sun.
His mouth grew rough, hungrier to have her above him. Her pulse thundered, echoing in the tight clench of her pussy. His right hand eased around her back, a thumb skating against the side of one breast. Jessica trembled with excitement at his daring, the steady pull of his hand on her thigh, the touch at her breast.
Jessica moaned as her legs parted and his jean clad erection connected with her bare cleft. He thrust upward with rough, sensual promise. She�d forgotten her panties were gone ... until his hand slid up her thigh and he cupped one bare buttock, slipping his fingers in the bottom cleft of her cheeks. Her skin suddenly sensitized, his possessive fingers lighting a sizzling fuse in her body.
Heat curled through her slit, and Jessica gasped at the feel of those callused digits strumming a heady tune on her nether lips, dangerously close to the core of her femininity. He played with the wetness he aroused, smoothing it on her lips to cool in the air, skimming through her swollen folds as though she belonged only to him.
Jessica whimpered into his mouth, jolted with the white hot pleasure shimmering between them.
Distantly, her subconscious railed against giving in, but she could no more resist him than she could cease breathing. She was helpless against his devouring mouth, helpless to keep from drawing further under his spell.
She groaned and plunged her tongue into his mouth, rubbing her body against him, eager to put the fire out that raged in her blood. Her clit throbbed with the rough abrasion, the frantic movement of her hips. He tasted addictively sweet, as delicious as chocolate, as potent and stimulating as coffee. She drowned in his scent and the molten feel of his muscular body trapped beneath her.
Gabriel growled and sucked her tongue, digging his hand into her ass cheek, slipping his fingers into her pussy from behind. She wanted to scream from the pleasure of it, the tight stretch of two fingers pumping inside her, curling into her with deliberate, probing strokes.
Jessica broke away from his mouth, arching her head back as he kissed along her throat with sucking, nibbling kisses. He scored her flesh with his teeth. Shivers chased over her skin.
�Your scent drives me mad, petite. I wan� to taste you all over,� he whispered, his voice hoarse with passion and need. He nipped her throat, marking her with tongue and teeth and lips. Jessica�s nerves jolted down to her core. Her body wept with the fierce, demanding need.
Small, harsh whimpers escaped her, marking a change in him, a ravenous intent that hadn�t been there before.
An animalistic growl vibrated from his throat as he thrust his fingers into her again.
Harder. Her pussy creamed with the forceful drive. She felt the excess trickle down her parted folds to her clit, soaking her, soaking his jeans. Her womb contracted with a hard, violent spasm of pleasure. The strength fled her muscles. She moaned mindlessly, rocking her hips on him, trying to envelop him in her heat. She was empty deep inside, where not even his fingers could reach, needing the thick heat of him within her, begging for it with every jerky move, every shaky breath. Her clit throbbed with achy want, engorged to the point of pain. Each brush against his hard cock had her pussy spasming near ecstasy.
Her mind shut down to everything but the steady, driving pump of his fingers, pushing her toward rough climax. She felt herself getting closer, and moved on him with mindless abandon.
A harsh voice interrupted them like a dowsing of ice water. �What is this?� it demanded gravelly.
Jessica came off Gabriel so hard, she landed on the hardwood floor with a bone jarring thud to her knees. She ignored the pain, pushing her dress down her legs to stare up at the intruder, wide-eyed with shock.
If god had any mercy, she would have died of embarrassment on the spot. Her pale skin turned bright pink, the heat of desire changing to the burn of shame.
Gabriel sat up on the couch, giving the intruder a look to kill. �What are you doing here, Nardo?� he ground out, standing, his chest rising and falling with sharp, angry breaths. His hands fell to his sides, clenching and unclenching with repressed violence.
�Your demands are not important....� He trailed off as Jessica stood and moved beside Gabriel.
The man was huge, looking like nothing so much as a muscle-bound wrestler. His insolent stare lingered on her breasts, and Jessica covered them uncomfortably, moving closer to Gabriel as if she could melt into his side. She wanted to slap the knowing look right off the man. She worked up her anger, eager to put her embarrassment behind her.
�I have as much say in the pack as you do ... and every right t�claim a mate,�
Gabriel ground out.
The man laughed, grating on her nerves, keeping his eyes trained on her. He looked like he would jump her at any moment, and what desire Jessica�d had quickly slipped away as nervous fear took over.
His laughter subsided, and a cruel glint entered his black, soulless eyes. �Gabriel,�
he growled, �did you really think you could keep her from us?�
* * *
Nardo �escorted� her and Gabriel outside, keeping steady watch on them both as if expecting them to bolt at any minute.
Outside on the lawn behind Gabriel�s Camaro, a truck waited. As they came out, the driver looked up at them and started the truck. It came to life with a deafening roar, and a chug of smoke rose from the tail pipe, clouding the air like city smog.
�Where are we going?� Jessica asked, wanting nothing so much as longer legs or faster feet ... or a gun. She despised this feeling of helplessness and not knowing what was going on.
�A meeting�s been called. You�re the guest of honor,� Nardo said behind her, snickering. She felt his eyes bore into her back and buttocks, and it took supreme effort of will not to cover her cheeks with her hands. Or turn around and knock his head off.
Gabriel said nothing to Nardo, but his tension was evident in every move of his body and the angry clench of his jaw muscles. He seemed ready to snap at any moment.
Jessica didn�t know what to think about what was happening. That intuitive warning she�d ignored before came back full force. She should not have ignored her inner voice. She should�ve left town without answers. But then, she would likely have never met Gabriel....
Nardo pulled the back gate of the truck down, and Gabriel helped her climb up. She settled down in the back, the metal cold against her back and buttocks, making her shudder. Gabriel climbed up and sat beside her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders, pulling her tightly against him. His heat made her feel better, warmed her when she felt unaccustomedly cold. Jessica appreciated his comforting, protective gesture, but she didn�t know how much good it would do them.
Nardo closed the gate and sat across from them, ever watchful. Jessica drew her knees up to keep her feet from touching him. He noticed her movement and sneered at her before turning slightly to the driver. He tapped the back window and the driver took off, heading West, further down the road that passed in front of Gabriel�s house. The truck picked up speed, bouncing them in the bed and sending plumes of dust into the air like a thick fog.
The dark swallowed them whole as they left the lighted yard and drove down the oak shrouded road. The moon�s light pierced the thick canopy marginally as they progressed, and Jessica gave up trying to keep up with where they were going, since it didn�t seem to make any difference--they were headed in a straight line.
She snuggled against Gabriel, comforted by his presence and fearful of what would happen. The nervous fear had her stomach tied in knots. She hated the feeling.
Normally, she could handle herself pretty well, but there was something infinitely bizarre about the whole situation. She was completely out of her depth. If she�d known from the start what trouble she would dig up by trying to find her birth parents, she damned well would have brought her gun ... and enough ammo to take out an army of Rambos.
Jessica closed her eyes and tried to ignore the piercing stare across from her, not that she could see him, but she inherently felt that he could see her. Her skin prickled like she was being watched. She felt like throwing dirt in his eyes just for the satisfaction of it.
The truck slowed and swayed as it turned, and Gabriel tightened his arm around her. He still hadn�t said anything, and hadn�t tried to kill their abductors. She wasn�t sure if that was good or bad, but she�d rather see anyone�s blood but their own spilled.
They moved down a road narrow enough the tree branches scraped the sides of the truck. She thought perhaps they were going down some hunter�s trail, or possibly a long, winding driveway. The truck stopped after several more minutes of driving.
Jessica looked around but even with her eyes adjusted to the dark, she could see nothing but trees and more trees, and little patches of light striking the ground.
�Get up,� Nardo said roughly, kicking the gate open and jumping down.
Gabriel hopped down and Jessica sat on the edge, her legs dangling. He wrapped his warm hands around her waist and lifted, helping her gain her feet on the ground.
A woman came up, startling Jessica with her sudden presence. �I�m to take you with me,� she said in a cold, angry voice, grabbing Jessica�s wrist with a bruising grip.
She�d never felt more violent in her life than she did tonight. Everywhere someone attacked her. She�d had enough of it. Screw being a lady. Jessica pulled back. �No.�
�You mus� go with her, chere. It�s d�only way. I�ll come for you soon,� Gabriel said reassuringly.
Jessica didn�t feel the least bit reassured. �I said no.�
�You don�t have any choice,� the woman ground out, tugging her forward.
Jessica dug her heels in, grabbing Gabriel with her free hand. She was just before ripping the woman�s hair out.
�Please, chere, for me.�
She sighed and released him. �Okay. You have to come back for me. I don�t want to be wondering if you�re dead or alive all night.�
�You know I live ta please, cherie,� he said, and she could hear the smile in his voice.
�I�ll kick your ass for you if you�re lying.� She felt a little assured that he wouldn�t run off and die on her. But not much. She refused to dwell on it.
Grudgingly, she went with the woman, who pulled her through the woods at a pace too fast for her to easily keep half blind. Brambles tore at her exposed legs, dirt and pebbles skittered into her sandals and under her heels. She kept up as best as she could, since she had no other choice.
She said nothing as the woman brought her to a lighted tent that looked big enough five adults could easily spread out inside.
The woman released her and opened the flap, gesturing for her to move inside.
When Jessica didn�t move fast enough, she pushed her. Jessica tripped over the opening and fell on the floor, sucking in a sharp breath as her knees bruised on the hard ground.
Jessica whipped her head around, giving the auburn haired woman a scathing look.
�You bitch,� she gritted out, her hands clenching with the need to rip that shiny red hair from her skull. She�d taken as much of this shit as she was about to take.
�Fuck you,� the woman sneered and raised her hand to slap Jessica.
Jessica lunged for her, her fingers curved into claws, digging into the woman�s legs as she dragged them out from under her. The woman went down and rolled instantly, slashing at Jessica with her nails. She growled primitively, missing Jessica�s eyes by a hair�s breadth.
Jessica drew back in a split second, crouching on her haunches, sidling past the center pole of the tent, keeping the woman distant. She eyed the tent opening, wondering if she could make it past. She decided to risk it. She dove for the opening, running into the dark. The woman�s fingers scrabbled at her dress, pulling her back just as Jessica ran into a meaty wall.
Cruel fingers dug into her arms, making her gasp as she fought the hold. Jessica kneed him in the groin, and he barely grunted before crushing his fingers into her biceps.
�Lavinia, can�t you do any fucking thing you�re told? Are you so weak you can�t hold on to a human?� the man sneered the last word like it left shit in his mouth.
The woman, Lavinia, came up behind her and snatched her hair, pulling her head back until she thought her scalp bled. �Kiss my fuckin� ass, Lado,� she ground out and dragged Jessica back inside.
Jessica growled in impotent fury as her arms were forced behind her back and tied to the center pole. She kicked out as Lavinia came around her, connecting with her shins. Lavinia cursed and grinned maliciously before slapping her hard across the face. Bright light exploded on the left side of her face, and Jessica tasted blood as her teeth rattled.
The woman chuckled and tied her feet together while she sat there, stunned. Lastly, she gagged Jessica, then zipped the opening closed as she left.
Jessica blinked the pain back, focusing on her surroundings. There was nothing inside but sleeping bags rumpled from their fight. She craned her head around, looking for a weapon or something to cut the cord, but still found nothing. The tent was empty of anything even remotely useful. Obviously, they�d been expecting to house her inside it. The thought left her cold and miserable.
She couldn�t sit there and worry about it. She refused to worry about it. Worrying caused more harm than good.
Jessica wiggled her fingers, thankful the rope was at least loose enough the blood flow hadn�t instantly cut off. No amount of wiggling could free her, however, and trying to rip her hands loose only made her shoulders and muscles ache. She tried pushing against the tent pole, but the post was so secure, it didn�t move no matter how hard she pushed--almost like it was mounted in a cement foundation. If that was true, then they routinely stayed out here ... or held prisoners inside.
She fervently wished she could do something useful, like dislocate her shoulders and slip her hands under her feet. But the pole would still be in the way even if she could do that trick. She considered her options and came up empty. With the gag tight on her mouth, she couldn�t work it off and chew on the ropes.
She sighed heavily through her nose, shaking her hair out of her face.
There was nothing to do but wait and see if Gabriel would uphold his promise to her. She just hoped he didn�t do anything stupid--like getting killed before he could rescue her.
The wry thought did little to ease the tension cramping her belly. In all honesty, she knew she had no one to rely on but herself. Smart people didn�t trust their fate to others. The urge to let Gabriel play her hero and sweep her into his arms went beyond tempting, but it was completely irrational. More than likely, they were outnumbered, definitely weaponless, and in the middle of nowhere.
She was going to have to get free by herself and try to do something. She just wasn�t sure how much she could do if someone didn�t come back inside ... and by then, it would probably be too late....

Chapter Six

Nardo pushed Gabriel roughly, driving him ahead to the luna clearing where the pack met each cycle, when the moon sat fat in the sky and pulled them to shift with near irresistible force. Gabriel stumbled from the forceful push and whipped around, his voice a menacing growl, �You push me again, I�ll kill you, mon ami.�
Nardo returned his menacing look, his eyes flashing in the dark, but he said nothing.
He did not touch him again as they walked.
Gabriel thought of Jessica being taken away by that bitch, Lavinia. He hoped she did nothing so foolish as to hurt Jessica, for if she did, she would regret it.
His fury rolled inside, like the flames of a white hot blaze. He should have expected this. He had, but not so soon, and not when he was with Jessica.
His brains fled to his cock every time she was near. Had he gotten a handle on his lust, he never would�ve been so foolish as to take her home, or any other place he�d ever been. The pack could sniff him out so easily. He should have known they were waiting to take him.
Gabriel felt like hitting something. His fists tightened with the urge. He knew he�d soon have the chance to satisfy the bloodlust.
They crossed the guardian-like trees into the clearing, moving toward the center.
Nardo parted from him silently as they reached the center, moving back into the shadows of the trees. Gabriel stood in the placement of the accused. A mark of shame for the worst trespass on pack laws, the accused stood surrounded by the pack, yet alone.
The last time the pack had met to try an accused had been a few months back, when Raoul had trespassed into vamp territory to claim a human woman.
Gabriel had done much worse, and he knew it. He didn�t expect to fair as well as Raoul.
He expected to die.
A dead calm settled over him. No matter their decision, he would not allow harm to come to Jessica. They�d taken her father. They would not take her too.
Regret left a bitter taste in his mouth, vanquishing the lingering sweetness of her kiss. He�d wanted so much more, and he had no right to those desires. No right to her....
Gabriel angrily thrust the thought to the corners of his mind, preparing himself for judgment. To help her, he must remain clear, focused. He could not allow thoughts of her to distract him in an already deadly contest. One false move could prove instant death ... no chance for survival.
Yet still, she entered his thoughts. He knew little enough of her, but even his limited contact had him distracted to the point where he thought of nothing else. He resolved to destroy those urges. He couldn�t have her, but neither would anyone else. He would see to it.
He looked up at the sky a brief moment, feeling the energy of the moon course through him. The moon shone down clearly, gilding his muscles with silver, days from ripeness. Had the moon been full dark, he would still have known he was not alone. Gabriel needed no light to see his brethren move from the shadows and into the circular clearing, ringing him until there was no opening for retreat.
Low, feral growls carried on the air, angry rumbles of dissension. His beast tensed at their challenging voices. The air vibrated with their energy, moving like chain lightning through the crowd. His beast answered their challenge, eager to face them, unmindful of the odds. His brain clouded as his beast threatened to take control. It stretched inside, uncurling through his limbs, making his muscles jump with power and barely checked violence.
It seduced, promised the euphoria only animalistic existence could provide ... the high of the fight, the rush of wolfen speed ... the taste of kill.
Gabriel closed his eyes and gritted his teeth, his hands clenched tightly. The lure was as seductive as a woman, stronger, in a way that insanity beat the sane.
With effort, he fought it back, until he was panting for breath. He opened his eyes and faced his pack as he would an enemy. What he saw confirmed what he�d already suspected. A shudder of remorse surged through him.
They were all naked. Ready to shift.
Ready to kill.
He knew it with absolute certainty.
More than anything, that fact brought home how serious his situation was--as if he could have ever been in doubt. And still, he did not regret finding Jessica, nor staking his claim to her. He regretted not warning her away from New Orleans, for not fighting her stubborn streak and getting her out of the city while she was still safe. The warding medallion would never hold now. It was a miracle the power had lasted as long as it had. Without it, she would be in danger wherever she went ... any place that neared a Lycan stronghold. She might not ever be safe again. She needed a mate able to fight for her, able to secure their place in the world. Perhaps an army would not even be enough....
He told himself he could have made her go, even though it was foolish to think she would have believed anything he said.
The menace of the pack quieted as their leader came forth, moving with stealth through the parted bodies and into the clearing.
Gabriel faced him, shielding the anger from his eyes, tamping down his sudden, fierce urge to shift. Gabriel did not speak. Instead, he waited to hear what the charges were. They were not animals--not yet.
Deron, pack leader, had forced them to retain some measure of humanity in the pack structure. He�d ruled them for over two decades, taken control when it looked as though the vamps would wipe out their race entirely in these parts. They�d been easy prey then, solitary. Deron had forged them into a group. Now Gabriel wondered how far Deron�s humanity extended. Ideally, Gabriel would be allowed to face his accusers and deny their accusations, and would be granted a fair trial by his peers.
He nearly sneered at that thought.
They were eager for blood, anyone�s blood--especially one who�d found someone precious and rare ... and dared to deny them equal chance to pursue it for themselves.
The hunt for women able to survive Lycan mating was fierce, and usually deadly for the female. He�d heard of some Lycan communities to actually hunt their females in a competitions of sorts, where only the fastest and strongest won and the weak perished.
Deron raised his arms, quieting the angry murmurs around them before he began to speak. �Gabriel Benoit, you stand before the pack charged with attacking fellow pack members John, Michael, and Cruz, and for claiming a female without fair contest. How do you plead?�
�I am no� guilty for attackin� John, Michael, and Cruz. For claimin� the female, I am.�
The pack roared with disbelief, deafening him with angry howls and shouts. A wind rose, ruffling his hair, seeming to echo their fury.
�Silence!� Deron yelled above them. The noise reluctantly died down. �Explain yourself, Gabriel.�
�I found d�female held down by the three members. Her legs were spread, and Cruz knelt between dem, his cock hard and ready. They were going to rape her.�
Cruz spoke up from his right with a nasty growl, �She�s in heat. The pretty cunt begged for what I had to give her. She didn�t want you--�
�Enough, Cruz,� Deron said quietly, cutting Cruz off as effectively as if he�d slapped him. He turned his attention back to Gabriel. �The attack was only in the woman�s defense?�
Gabriel nodded, feeling his tension abate somewhat. Perhaps he would be given fair treatment. �She will attest to that fact if questioned.�
Deron studied him several minutes before finally nodding. �This satisfies.�
The crowd rumbled, but Deron cut them off with a fierce frown. �Do any here challenge my decision?�
No one spoke. �Very well then, my decision on the attack stands. Now, Gabriel, what have you to say to the second charge of taking the female without consent?�
Gabriel met his gaze steadily. �I am guilty. But I will no� allow her to be taken from me. I issue a challenge here and now, to be settled tonight.� Gabriel straightened his fingers. Claws sprang from his fingertips like ivory knives, dull in the moonlight. �I will fight anyone here who thinks t�claim what is mine,� he said, his accent fading with deadly soft menace.
�In his form, the challenge stands. No shifting. Let it begin,� Deron announced and stepped back from the clearing to watch the games.
No challenge such as this had been issued in decades. The pack rumbled with excitement, the air charged with anticipation.
Gabriel stripped his jeans off and flung them away, out of the clearing lest they trip him in the heat of battle. He waited for the first challenger, his beast rolling inside with expectation of tasting blood this night.
He gave in to it, the swelling power, the quickening of his blood. It roared in his ears like a tempest. Strength bled into his pores, stretched through his every fiber in preparation for the fight. Some called the change the madness, for it was like that, animal instinct blotting out the human half�s rational mind. Even partial shifting was dangerous. He felt it now, felt the call of the moon and the wolf inside burning to be unleashed.
His senses heightened ... smell, sight, hearing. The soft sound of crushed grass drew his attention to the right. He shifted his gaze and watched as the bodies of his brethren parted.
From the shadows, Nardo stepped out. He looked bigger without his clothes, obscenely muscled. Naked as Gabriel, he rolled his neck and shoulders, stretching in a confident move as he strode cockily to the center of the ring.
Gabriel crouched slightly, centering his body as he tensed and awaited Nardo�s attack. Nardo grinned, releasing his claws as he feinted at Gabriel, circling and feinting, circling and feinting.
Gabriel�s nerves tightened, winding taut with each false move. He bided his time, preserving his strength for a long night, keeping wary. He knew Nardo�s style, knew Nardo relied more on brute strength than skill. Even his size hindered him somewhat, though Lycan grace had saved him before.
In a predictable move, Nardo suddenly turned a feint into a full blown lunge. Gabriel caught Nardo as he hurtled toward him, stepping into the move with a sweeping kick that took Nardo�s feet out from under him and sent him crashing into the ground.
The ground ruptured under Nardo�s immense weight, grass and dirt flying out from beneath him. Gabriel was on him before the chunks settled. He straddled his chest, pinning his arms with his knees. He bent low and pierced Nardo�s throat with the barest tip of his middle claw. A drop of blood trickled down Nardo�s neck, pooling in his clavicle.
�I won� regret killin� you, mon ami. Do you yield?� Gabriel whispered with a deadly voice.
Nardo�s chest heaved with his breathing, and he tapped the ground with his right hand. Slowly, remaining wary, Gabriel moved off him and helped him to his feet.
Nardo shook the dirt from himself and strode angrily away without a word. Gabriel had humiliated him for taking him out so quickly.
No sooner had Nardo left the clearing then the three youths came on to the field.
Their hatred at being beaten on all fronts was palpable, evident in the tension of their bodies and the black looks they gave him.
Gabriel cast a questioning look at Deron. Deron nodded, giving the go ahead.
They surrounded him, claws extended, moving their hands constantly in a blur of motion to distract him. Their claws cut the air with the sound of wood ripping on a saw. Whipping the air with their own currents, they closed in, blocking him on all sides. Cruz stayed out of reach, the general commanding his troops as John and Michael converged on his flanks in a coinciding rush.
Gabriel ducked beneath their swinging arms, felt the sprinkle of slashed hair fall in tickling strokes onto his back. Air rushed by his head. Talons dug into his exposed back as he twisted.
Fire lanced down his spine. Sweat broke on his skin in an instant wave, salt driving into the wound. Gabriel roared, moving into the roll, continuing on his path. He came up under John, the claws still embedded in his back, deeper. Gabriel�s teeth clenched against the pain, and he drove his hands up, up into the exposed length of John�s belly. John�s face froze, his arms flew back, freeing Gabriel. He tried to catch himself, failed, fell back onto the ground, coughing up blood as he landed. The blood was black in the night, like thick oil, coating everything.
Gabriel had no time for regret, no time for thought beyond that of survival. He turned toward Michael, caught him standing and looking down at John in stunned immobility. A strangled snarl came from Gabriel�s left, capturing his attention. He turned, ducking.
Cruz lunged. His feet left the ground as he leapt over John, driving for Gabriel�s throat. Michael came back to life, took him suddenly from behind, trapped his arms so he couldn�t move.
He was a fool. A god damned fool for not moving quicker, for ignoring Michael in favor of Cruz. Fingers dug into Gabriel�s biceps. Nails sliced his skin, deeply. His body healed itself, but not fast enough to prevent the flow of blood from escaping.
Cruz smiled in triumph, twisted and raised his hands as though going to bat, moving into a death strike.
Gabriel saw it in his eyes, saw that he meant to kill him, that there would be no mercy, no yielding in this game. He would have to kill the stubborn bastard, maybe the others too. He relaxed his weight, heard Michael grunt in surprise right before his grip failed. Gabriel slipped from his hands, dropping to the ground, his flesh in ribbons from the razor-like claws. He landed just as Cruz swung. Claws whistled through the air, unable to stop, unable to do anything but slash above his intended victim.
Above, blood poured like heavy rain, saturating everything in its path down to the ground. Michael groaned, stumbling back, clutching his chest.
Heart pounding with the fury of his beast, Gabriel flattened between Michael�s legs, driving razor tipped fingers up the thick meat of his thighs even as he kicked out and knocked Cruz�s feet out from under him.
They each landed with a crash, bodies tangling in one heap of dirt and blood and torn flesh.
Gabriel could think of nothing but Cruz kneeling between Jessica�s thighs, ready to impale her, beat her, even kill her. It built his fury, drove it to a fever pitch that blinded him to anything but the need for blood on his hands.
Gabriel gained his feet just as Cruz freed himself and faced him. They looked at each other a bare moment, hatred emanating from each.
They circled each other, panting heavily. Michael and John had crawled away, freeing the clearing of everything but the slickness of their blood on the ground.
Gabriel jabbed, puncturing Cruz�s side, his arm, always darting back out of reach before Cruz could connect. His legs and arms ached, his back was on fire, trying to repair the damage. He felt his wounds cease to bleed, felt the flesh knit and heal itself, but it left his skin hot and feverish. Sweat and dirt and blood coated him.
Mosquitoes feasted on his blood, but Gabriel could think of nothing but taking Cruz down. If it was the last thing he ever did, he would keep that bastard from touching Jessica again. She could not go through that again. He wouldn�t allow it.
It sent his blood to pounding, his head swimming hotly. He stumbled on the muddied ground.
Cruz snickered, growing in confidence.
Gabriel knew Cruz thought him weakening, thought him an old man. He was, the healing sapped his strength with every passing moment. His steps slowed more and more, his arms grew heavy, his feet leaden. But he was not so weak he couldn�t take out this pup.
Gabriel jabbed at Cruz, moving past him with purpose, falling to one knee with a cry of agony that rippled on the night air. Cruz saw his opening, exposed his vulnerable heart as he swung his arm wide to take off Gabriel�s head. Time seemed to slow.
The wind moved at a snail�s pace against his face, shaking off droplets of perspiration as he twisted from the fall.
His own growl sounded heavy in his ears, deeper than his own voice. It grew in intensity, becoming wild as he drove his hands up Cruz�s chest. He felt the flesh give way, the sudden cessation of movement. Bone crunched, crumbling beneath his claws as he dug deep inside to the rapid beating heart. He sliced it, feeling repelled, sickened at killing one of his own, knowing there was no other choice and hating the need to kill or be killed.
Blood rained, hot and slick, streaming down with the force of a river unleashed.
Gabriel pulled back, looking away from the dead eyes of his enemy. Without support, the body dropped to the ground with a heavy thud.
Gabriel stood over him, a knot in his gut. The fool had needed killing, deserved it with years of menace, but he despised being forced to do the deed. Cruz was a vengeful bastard--one of them would have died eventually, and Gabriel preferred it be Cruz to himself.
Jessica was safe from him now. It would have to satisfy his guilt for this night.
There had never really been any other choice but the path he�d chosen.
Two pack members came and hauled the body off before the next challenger came into the clearing.
Gabriel sighed and wiped the blood from his hands on the grass.
He stretched his kinked muscles before facing his newest attacker. The night promised to be long, and by the line forming, he had little confidence that he would win.

Chapter Seven

Someone was at the tent opening. The soft sound of a zipper sliding slithered through the tent, evoking terror as if a snake glided toward her. Fear flashed through her, pumping her adrenaline until she verged the line of panic. Her breath came harsh against the gag, puffing her cheeks, flaring her nostrils. Her heart thrashed, threatening to beat through her ribs. She tried to get a hold of herself, to think clearly so she could escape, so she�d have some chance rather than none. She�d been here so long, and instead of time dulling her apprehension, it had only increased with each agonizing minute.
The tent flap opened. She jerked against her tethers, desperate to free her hands before they could come inside and kill her....
It was Gabriel.
She knew him the instant he entered, though his head was bowed and his hair fell down, obscuring his face in thick wet locks. She wanted to scream in relief, rail against him for giving her such a fright ... and throw her body against his until the tremors racking her ceased. The dizzying race of her blood abated to a dull roar.
The door flapped down behind him. He stood up once he passed the shallow entrance, standing straight and jerking his head back to toss the cloying strands away from his face and eyes. He froze as though pinned when he saw her. He looked at her. She looked at him.
He was naked.
The information filtered through the chaos of her thoughts to that one coherent whole. She didn�t know why he was--didn�t care. The relief alone of seeing him was enough to make her feel giddy. That he was naked changed everything, heightened senses that had been blunted previously by unease.
She was scared, yes, but it didn�t stop her brain from functioning, stop her eyes from taking in every glorious inch. She wanted to tell him to get her the fuck out of there, but she hadn�t moved past her initial shock at seeing him nude. It was her first time seeing him with nothing to bar her view. The adrenaline pumping through her system, the fear of before, it rushed in her head, made her careless, intoxicated. He�
d looked good before. He was devastating now. So much skin, so bronze and beautiful. Muscles, everywhere, gleaming with droplets of water running in beads down his skin like liquid gold.
She wanted to feel him against her. Cold shock chilled her, made her shudder with appalling weakness. She�d never felt so needy in all her life. She should�ve been outraged, horrified at the turn of her thoughts, but all she wanted to do was feel his heat inside her, until it thawed every pore and banished the chill seeping from her marrow.
She wanted to look down, see all of him, but she couldn�t. She wasn�t ready, knew she should die on the spot for daring to think of sex at a time like this. She tore her gaze away from his belly up to his face. Hair clung damply to his neck and cheekbones. What captured her attention was the expression on his face--drawn, hard, his jaw clenched until the muscles stood out. Black stubble shadowed his face, lending him a rough, untamed look she hadn�t seen before.
But his eyes ... they were hunted, wild and fierce. His black eyebrows were drawn down to two hard, straight lines. He looked ... haunted.
Fear shot through her once again, more potent now than ever before. What gave him that look? What had he done? What had they done to him? It terrified her to even think of it. The charming rogue of before looked vanished, wiped away and replaced by a savage stranger with hungry eyes that saw too much.
He dropped suddenly to his knees before her, kneeling at her feet as he untied her ankles. The binding came free and she rotated the joint, drawing her legs up as he moved forward between her legs.
Her breathing grew harsher the closer he came. Heat radiated off of him, until it felt like he touched her, pressed intimately against her skin. She flinched as he drew closer ... could practically feel the head of his cock looming close to her sex. A spasm seized her cleft, drenching her with sudden, liquid lust. God, she wanted it so badly. She was tired of fighting, tired of running. Her clit throbbed with aching need so fierce, she thought she would die from it.
He stopped a moment, his nostrils flaring as his breath quickened, as though he could smell her arousal. He held her gaze steadily heart stopping seconds. She saw war in his eyes, a battle that waged for control. His face went tight with need, his jaw tense. His lids lowered, heavy with carnal appetite. Lust glittered in his eyes, quickly masked as he dropped his gaze.
She�d seen it, knew that he sought to hide his need, but he couldn�t hide the potency of his desire from her. Danger had heightened her senses, until she could feel the hunger emanating from him, practically hear the blood rush to engorge his length.
He said nothing as he leaned close and reached around her head. She felt like she would melt into the pole at that heated flesh so close to her own. Her skin tingled, her nipples tightened, like buds seeking the warmth of his skin. He removed the gag before moving to her hands, acting as though nothing had changed, that he couldn�t sense the begging of her body.
�Oh god, Gabriel,� she whispered, trying to find the strength of her voice. Her lips felt numb, her throat and mouth dry. His arms slid against her arms, raising the hair with delicious goosebumps on her skin. She shivered at the sensation. �I thought you�d never come.�
�I made a promise, petite,� he murmured, his fingers brushing against her as they worked on the binding.
Jessica worked her jaw muscles, stretching them. The rope on her hands came loose and her arms fell forward, her shoulder joints pinching with a dull ache. The pain didn�t matter. She had to touch him herself, know that he was real, whole and unharmed. She wrapped her arms around him, hugging him fiercely. �I thought you were dead.�
He went rigid all over, stopped breathing. �Don� touch me,� he said, his voice hoarse and rough, as though he were in agony. They�d hurt him somehow. The knowledge spread an ache through her chest.
He sat back on his heels, hooking his hands under her arms, trying to push her away.
She tightened around him, refusing to let go. �No,� she said, kissing the side of his neck, breathing against his ear, breathing in the clean scent of him that was so familiar when everything else seemed to have changed. She needed this. Her body tightened all over, needing to feel him touch her all over.
He shuddered, his breathing loud in the sudden silence, harsh and ragged. Against her chest, she felt the race of his heart, beating hard and fast. He pushed again, with less force this time--resolve weakening. �Stop. Don� touch me, chere, please.�
�I can�t not touch you. I don�t want to let you go.� She ran her tongue up his neck, reveling in the subtle tremor that raked through him. She didn�t know what was happening to her, instincts guided her. An inner impulse wanted to taste him, smell him ... touch him ... everywhere....
He growled suddenly, thrust one rough hand in her hair and pulled her head back.
Jessica gasped, her eyes wide, her mouth open and waiting for him. Like a storm, he descended, giving her no chance for retreat. He kissed her violently, his mouth savage, so hungry and rough alarm shot through her veins. Hot need welled the instant his bruising mouth touched her, blooming heated and wet between her thighs.
Something was different, something had been unleashed.
God help her, she liked it.
The fingers gripping her hair hurt, burned her scalp. Her skin prickled from the abrasive stubble around his mouth. Jessica flinched at the pain, making a soundless cry into his mouth. His tongue thrust inside with a sharp growl, stroking wet against her limp tongue, coaxing and commanding until she was helpless but to join him. He missed nothing, encompassed, wouldn�t let her withdraw.
Her tongue eagerly mated with his, stoking the arousal that gripped her body. Her stomach contracted with a hard spasm, reverberating deeply in her womb. Lust so intense it hurt lanced through her pussy, pulsing wildly in her clit. Jessica sucked his tongue hard, taking him deeper, as though it would satisfy the sudden aching emptiness of her core.
Rough excitement rumbled in his chest at her capitulation. He jerked with it, crushing her against him. The bruising pressure of his body, the molten sweep of his tongue spiraled through her body, drenching her sex with lust.
Jessica whimpered into his mouth, clawing at him for more, wanting so badly to feel the pleasure.
Her movement startled him awake. He tore away from her as though he�d been bitten, releasing a strangled, frustrated groan. His chest heaved, his eyes were black with violent longing. His face was hard with barely repressed desire. The intensity of his look frightened her, made her insides clench with fear and hunger. Her heart struggled in her chest.
They were inches apart. He devoured her with his eyes, drew them down her body as though he would eat her. Her sex spasmed at his heated look.
He closed his eyes suddenly as if pained. He shook his head.
Jessica allowed him no respite, closed the distance and locked around him. He stiffened again. She hated and delighted in his resistance.
�No. No. Sweet Jesus.� His voice broke. He closed his hands around the underside of her ass, fingers digging into her flesh, drawing a ragged groan from her. She squirmed, brushing her breasts against his chest, her nipples hardening more than she�d ever thought possible.
He groaned, long and deep and pulled her without warning, hard, sliding her so suddenly up his lap she had no time to react. And then the heat of his cock was there, tight against her parted lips, slick against the wet heat of her cleft. Jessica jerked at the probe, tightened her knees around his thighs, gasping as the unyielding ridge of flesh slid through her soft lips across her clit in one agonizing motion. Her wet cleft jerked with pleasure against the silky smooth thickness of his erection.
Every rigid, engorged vein tormented, sent pleasure soaring along taut nerves. Her muscles contracted involuntarily, wanting what he wouldn�t give.
�They�ll kill me for dis.� His hoarse whisper into her hair sounded tortured. He shuddered, tightening his hands on her ass.
�You�re killing me,� she managed, hating the desperate need that held her in thrall.
Jessica clenched, tremors of pleasure working through her. She rocked, unable to sit still, needing to move on him.
�Oh god. Don� move. Don� move!� he ground out.
She rocked again, unable to stop herself.
He sucked in a sharp breath, his eyes squeezed tight. �Stop. I�m gonna cum all over your preddy body if you don� stop!�
Her hips jerked at the rough growl of his voice, the harsh promise.
He was hard all over, tension bleeding from every pore, muscles standing at attention, ready to break control at any moment. She felt that he was on the edge, his hold tenuous. His cock throbbed against her, scalding her flesh like a red hot poker.
She ached to feel that rigid heat inside her. Her entire body whimpered with need.
She couldn�t stand it. She had to move, couldn�t stop herself. She rocked against him again, and an anguished moan tore from his throat.
Gabriel was dying. His mind raged with lust. Every muscle screamed with pain, screamed with the need to ram, to lay waste and conquer. The cream of her body felt like hot oil on his cock, making the nerves jump. He was engorged to the point that the slightest movement, the softest brush of her labia had him groaning in agony.
Time meant nothing to him now, when it should. Each second near her felt like an eternity of sensual torture. He could see nothing but her, feel nothing but her skin, smell nothing but her musky, sweet desire. Her cunt promised ecstasy, liquid fire that would devour his soul. A hard shudder wracked his body. His beast raged, his cock spasmed to be inside her. She consumed him in every possible way ... and they would die because of it.
He had to let her go. He commanded his hands to release her, to thrust her away ...
commanded his legs to move, to run and not come back. Touching her was madness, stretched his sanity to the brink.
She moved on him, sliding her pussy up his shaft, drawing out the torture until he was near mindless with the urge to ram inside her. His control slipped a notch every second. Her breasts rubbed against his chest, her body pulled against the burning rings in his nipples. Pleasure and pain raced through him, mingling, racketing through his body out of control.
He sucked in a sharp breath, willing his cock to lay still, his hands not to move. His fingers dug into her cheeks, palms sensitized with the woman�s flesh filling them. He couldn�t be gentle. He�d hurt her before, knew he had. He hadn�t been able to stop.
The hunger raged in him now, unleashed by the beast and the fights. He was close to turning, anything could push him over.
If that happened, he could kill her.
He fought the beast back, felt it hovering beneath the surface, always there, always waiting for any sign of weakness.
The musk of her sex intoxicated him, heightening the danger.
Oh god ... just one thrust inside her, it was all he wanted, all he needed. He knew it wasn�t enough, that he had to have her completely, fuck her again and again until his body was dry of its juices. And then he would fuck her again.
The thought rang savagely in his soul, burning him alive. He wanted more than that, wanted her to surrender herself in every way.
�Please, Gabriel,� she whispered, begging, her voice seducing him out of his wits.
They�d smell it, know what he�d done, know that he�d fucked her without the right of a mate. �I ... can�t.�
�You can,� she breathed, kissing his jaw, running her fingers through his damp hair.
�Please, if we�re going to die anyway, I want to have you inside me, just once.�
His cock throbbed unbearably at her words. The selfish impulse grew, wresting control. He wanted to be her first Lycan, the first to mark her in their way. He couldn
�t fight it, not any more.
An anguished growl escaped him and he went down with her, crushing her against the ground, her legs still wrapped around him. Her feet dropped to the ground as they landed, and the breath fled her lungs. He kissed her, long and hard, moving one hand between her legs, guiding his cockhead to her pussy.
She was so wet for him, he thought he would explode.
His fingers slipped against her wet folds, smoothing her cream against his flesh as he nudged her opening.
Jessica whimpered into his mouth, spreading her legs wider, squirming under his touch, unable to bear it ... unable to move away. The huge head of his cock touched her entrance, burrowing through her swollen folds. The edges of her cunt tingled, burning with the hard press of his cockhead. Pressure built, climbing higher, anticipation an agony in her womb. The fiery sensation was almost more than she could bear. Jessica sucked his tongue as though she would eat him alive, incapable of restraining the hungry pull of her mouth, the rapid stroke of her tongue.
He broke from her mouth suddenly, bracing above her on his arms. His biceps bunched with power, veins bulging, climbing over his forearms as he held above her.
She looked up at him, a tremor of fear and excitement rippling through her. His eyes were dark, unreadable. His arms shook as though he could barely contain himself.
She wanted that loss of control, wanted him to love her with no restraint. The wildness thrilled her, banished the guilt that always ate away at her.
Jessica arched, begging with her eyes and body. He shuddered violently, arching his head back as he thrust his hips forward and drove to the hilt deep inside her, ripping past the barrier of her body. Pain lanced through her. A cry ripped from her throat at the invasion. Tears stung her eyes.
Her body bucked, muscles clenching as they fought to accommodate the thick length of him. She hadn�t expected him to be so big, so thick. She hadn�t expected it would hurt. She hadn�t even realized it had still been there--not at her age.
He stopped in an instant, but it was too late to go back, too late to stop the destruction. She didn�t want it, she wanted him to use her ... wanted to use him, keep him deep inside her forever. He cursed in French, his voice harsh and strained.
Jessica weakly opened her eyes, looked up at him past the watery blur. He looked accusing, angry. The lines of his jaw and shoulders were taut, muscle clenched with repressed passion.
His shaft jerked inside her, a rod of heat and pain. Waves of mingled agony and pleasure rippled through her, enticing. She wanted more, she had to have more. If this was their one chance, she would have it--consequences be damned.
�Damn you,� he ground out, voice thick, his gaze penetrating, seeking the depths of her soul.
She shuddered uncontrollably. �Don�t stop. Please, don�t.� She wrapped her legs around his hips, digging her heels into his firm cheeks, urging him on.
He held her gaze, his eyes shadowed by heavy lids. Slowly, he pulled back, drawing his thick length from her depths. White hot bands of pleasure twisted inside her, writhing through her veins. He pulled until only the thick, mushroomed head of his cock remained inside. Emptiness gnawed her insides. It was unbearable torture.
�No,� she gasped, moving her hips, trying to force him back inside her. �Don�t leave.�
�I couldn� if I wanted to,� he said through gritted teeth, then forged a hot, raw path deep inside her core, stifling her scream with the crush of his lips.
Swift, sweet pleasure exploded through her body like fireworks. Jessica felt like she was melting, burning alive. He anchored her, stoked the flames, thrusting heavily into her until she was panting into his mouth. She drew her arms up around his shoulders, desperate for his support. He stretched her to overflowing, exciting her with a burning stroke that forced the muscles of her sex to flex and clench in blissful response.
He shuddered as she gripped him, groaned fiercely into her mouth, thrusting his tongue inside as he withdrew his cock and pushed forcefully into her again. He couldn�t control himself, she knew she�d pushed him too far. She was wild for it, kissing him back, locking her legs around his hips to keep him there, moving inside her.
He moved again, setting a rapid stroke that had the tissue of her pussy quaking with desire, creaming in abundance. Every thrust had her jerking in response, had the nerves of her pussy screaming with scalding pleasure, begging for release.
Pleasure and pain traveled through her body, closing her in warmth until sweat dampened her skin. Her hips bucked with his thrust, moving higher, tilting up for the thick, glorious intrusion.
Her body sucked at him, screaming, pleading. The rhythm of his strokes had her heart tripping over itself. Her thighs tensed around him. Her blood sizzled in her veins, tightening her chest until she could barely breathe. It was too much, not enough. Too hot. Too fast. She was going crazy, mindless, undulating against him, trying to melt against his skin. Lights danced behind her eyelids as she fought to hold onto consciousness.
She bucked against him, fighting to drive him harder, deeper, knowing if she didn�t climax she�d die. Her clit throbbed with every grinding stroke. The hair of his body rubbed with rough abrasion, making her skin tingle in response. She whimpered, wanting to scream, dug her nails into his back as the pleasure engulfed her body in agonizing wave after wave. Her kegels contracted with the rapture, sucking his cock deeper inside her.
He groaned into her mouth, his muscles gone rigid, his heart beating so hard and fast, she felt it in her bones. His hips jerked involuntarily as her bliss forced him over the edge. He swallowed her cries as the rapture swelled. His orgasm ruptured inside her, jerking with echoing force in her pussy. Hot cum jetted into her, so slick and delicious inside her. She milked the cream of his body, his heated release exploding in the depths of her core until her every nerve centered on the rippling vortex of ecstasy swirling through her flesh and pulsing in her clit.
Gabriel tore his mouth away from hers, heaving for air, collapsing on top of her, shaking with the explosive force of climax. Her body was melting, dissolving into the hard ground. Jessica sobbed with relief and fading pleasure, quaking as he pulled away from her, his cock breaking the suction of her body with an erotically wet sound.
She closed her eyes, trying to reform the pieces of her body. She was so weak ...
bruised ... raw ... satisfied. She should�ve been ashamed--she wasn�t.
He recovered while she was still gathering herself, trying to think of something she should say or do. He gently kissed the slope of her shoulder before moving away.
The loss of his heat and presence resonated through her.
She lay still, knowing he watched her expectantly, waiting for her excuses. Jessica couldn�t look at him. She felt the heat of his gaze on her, knew he was pissed. His anger crackled in the air, as palpable to her as a slap. If she opened her eyes, she�d see it for certain. She couldn�t take condemnation now, not after what they�d done, what she�d begged him to do.
�Look at me, chere,� he commanded. His voice was deadly soft.
Slowly, she opened her eyes and saw him standing above her, studying her with an expression that had her quaking inside.
He narrowed his eyes. �Why didn� you tell me you were a virgin?�
Her heart thumped hard in her chest. �I didn�t think it mattered that much.�
Gabriel bit off a curse, his French unable to soften its rough violence. His hands shook as though he meant to touch her again. He ran them savagely through his hair, his jaw knotted, his muscles tense.
Jessica swallowed hard, sat up and immediately saw the blood on her thighs. It was pink with the mixture of semen and her own creamy juices. She felt ill all of a sudden, raw inside. She pushed her dress down before he had a chance to see it.
He did. He looked more angry than ever. �I would never ha� touched you--� He broke the words off with a furious growl, as though too pained to utter them. He rubbed his face, shielding his eyes from the sight of her.
Jessica stood on her knees, reaching for him, ignoring his semi-soft erection and smeared groin. �I don�t regret it, Gabriel.�
He flinched away from her, grabbing her wrist before she could touch him. Warning glittered in his eyes, roughened his voice to a growl. �If you don� wan� me to fuck you senseless, don� touch me.�
The coarse hue of his voice made her tremble, rubbed against her insides like the hot, hard stroke of a tongue. Oh god, even now, surrounded by danger, aching inside, she wanted him again. The explosive climax had fried brain cells. She felt like an addict, in need of a fix, desperate to have it again. She withdrew her hand from his hold as though burned. The intensity of feeling frightened her, set warnings to ringing in her head.
He turned his head, sniffing the air. �You have t�go. Now. I can hold them off long enough for you to escape.�
Jessica stood, alarm heightening her reflexes and lending speed to her muscles. She wouldn�t do it--he didn�t deserve to face this alone, though she had no idea how she could help him, or how many foes they would face. She shook her head, resolute.
�No. I can�t leave you here to die.�
�They won� kill me, petite. They will if you�re here to confirm what we done. You can� erase my mark on you.�
He was lying. The bastard wanted to protect her. He was crazy. She was crazy.
�Why is this happening? What do they want?�
He was quiet a long moment. She could see he battled himself, striving to contain something, some secret. Curiosity burned in her, stronger than her desire to flee.
He grabbed her chin, forced her to look straight into his eyes so that she couldn�t escape what he was going to tell her. She flinched at his hard grip. His eyes softened and he eased his hold.
�You�re Lycan, as I am....� He drew in a hard breath, continuing on before she could respond, �Werewolves, Jessica. I didn� want to tell you before. I knew your father.�
She slapped his hand away, feeling sudden, immense betrayal. �What? Stop lying to me!� She wanted to scream, kick something, rip something--anything to shreds to satisfy the hurt searing her mind.
He grabbed her, halted the violence shimmering inside as he hugged her fiercely. He forced her to feel the comfort of his body. He laid kisses against the top of her head, moved through the tangle of her hair to her ear, speaking in a soft, strained voice. �It
�s no� lies. He didn� want dis life for you. Your mother died in the birthin�. He sent you away in secret that night, to keep you from changin�, to keep you from bein� our whore. The pack found out, imprisoned him. He killed himself to protect you, so no Lycan cou� ever find you.�
Gabriel shuddered against her once the words had spilled out. He breathed brokenly behind her ear, ragged against her neck--her pain his own.
Anguish, raw and severe, grated her mind. She closed her eyes, swallowing past the lump in her throat. Suicide...? It couldn�t be true. None of this could be true. Gabriel couldn�t be much older than she was, maybe thirtyish, he couldn�t possibly have known her father. It wasn�t possible. He was insane ... or a liar ... or both.
�I don�t believe you,� she whispered, pushing away from him, missing the heat of his arms already. She was weak, too needy, too vulnerable to him. She didn�t want to believe him, couldn�t. It was too hard to stretch her imagination so far, no matter how much her conscience told her he spoke the truth.
The look he bestowed on her was hurt, radiating regret. The anger had seeped from him, leaving the haunted man she�d seen briefly before. Guilt assailed her, twisting in her gut. She felt as though she�d plunged a knife into him, as though it wasn�t she who�d been delivered devastating news, but a reversal. What fate had conspired in her life to deliver such agony, such fierce desires and aching loss?
�Believe wha� you will,� he said softly, painfully. �D� truth will come, soon enough.
Now you mus� go.�
Gabriel turned his back on her, striding from the tent. She knew he was going to his death, and there was nothing she could do to stop him.

Chapter Eight

The ground was littered with death traps and mutilators; roots, rocks, prickly pears, and other objects and obstructions she couldn�t place with her limited senses in her nearly blind state. The moon had already begun it�s descent, glowing gold above the treetops, filtering through the canopy like scattered rain. Her feet and legs bled from her headlong rush, but she ignored the pain, running through the woods at an insane pace, praying she wouldn�t fall and break something.
She had to get help. They were going to kill Gabriel, possibly even come after her.
But that didn�t matter nearly so much as what she imagined him to be going through, what tortures they�d devised. Thinking about it quickened her pace, stole the breath from her lungs, made her heart gallop in her chest. She knew for certain now that they were some kind of cult, and being in the middle of nowhere, there was nothing to stop them from doing exactly what they wanted to to Gabriel.
Jessica realized it didn�t matter what Gabriel or she believed, the danger was still real. He could be saved from their brain washing, but only if she could get to the police in time. She bit back the exhausted sobs, trying to stay focused, calm.
Hysteria loomed under the surface, threatening to consume at any unguarded moment.
The moon guided her, dipping in the sky, foretelling the late hour. It had to be after midnight, probably later. The streets would be dead in town. She kept the moon�s position fixed and headed east, always glancing past the tree tops to make sure she hadn�t strayed off course. She didn�t dare try to find the road and follow it, even if it would speed her progress. They could be looking for her, even now. The road would be a death trap.
The wind picked up, rustling through the trees with a whistling rush. Branches rattled above her, shaking dried leaves to flutter to the ground. Her hair twisted and writhed in the breeze like a live thing, flying into her face and mouth until she was blinded completely by the thrashing tendrils.
A howl rippled through the night like the toll of a death knell, spelling her doom. The wail rose again, undulating on the air like some foul caress, followed by an excited call--words indistinguishable but instantly recognizable for what they were.
Fright froze her to the spot, clenched her heart in a painful, breath stealing grip. Ice flooded her veins, swallowing her, replacing calm with instant, dread panic.
Jesus! Oh god, oh god, oh god.... They were after her. The howls, the howls were coming closer, everywhere, all around. She shook her head, covering her ears, trying to block the noise, fighting down the mind numbing panic. But muffling their calls only worsened her fear. She dropped her arms, cocking her head, trying to gain their position, heard them above her.
Something fluttered in the treetops, briefly blocked her view of the stars. It had to be a bird, an owl, something--anything else. She was going crazy, it wasn�t possible.
Men couldn�t fly, the woods were distorting the sound.
They had to be behind her.
Jessica tore off in a run, ignoring the stitch in her side, the stinging, tearing brambles, the grate of bark on her skin as she ran into trunks and pressed on. Her lungs froze with the crisp air. Her throat felt raw from dragging each breath in, fighting blackness that swam in and out of her vision, threatening unconsciousness.
Wind roared around her, whipping her hair and dress into a frenzy, forcing debris into her eyes. She shielded her face, kept running, tried to listen past the thundering in her ears, but the forest had grown deathly silent, giving no warning.
She ran into a trunk, bouncing off it onto the ground. The breath knocked from her lungs at the impact, forcing her to drag in shaky lungfuls of air. Her body felt bruised, battered beyond belief. She blinked the dirt out of her eyes, laughing hysterically at herself, forcing the macabre giggles back.
It was then that she saw the legs.
* * *
She was surrounded. The hysterical laughter died in an instant, replaced with quiet wariness. She cringed at her weakness, despising herself, despising that she hadn�t run fast enough, that she had no way to protect herself. She was so weary of being hunted, almost to the point where she sadistically willed them to end her constant, excruciating anxiety.
There were three of them, possibly more that she couldn�t see. Their faces and arms were white, almost glowing and paler than her own skin, seeming disembodied with the darkness and their black attire.
One of them broke off from the trio, approaching her and reaching for her face.
Jessica hesitated on taking off his fingers with her teeth, waiting to see if by chance she�d merely over-reacted in her panic. She raised her eyes and looked at him unflinchingly as he gently brushed the hair from the tangle of her lashes.
�This is no Lycan,� he said, turning to the others with his hand lingering in her hair.
The word aroused instant, gut-wrenching pain. Lycans.... They knew of Gabriel�s group, were possibly members themselves. No, that didn�t seem right. She shook her head, trying to make sense of her thoughts, but they jumbled around in her brain.
Her ears buzzed, whining like the hum of electronics.
They closed in, sniffing the air as though scenting some delicacy had been pulled from an oven, ripe for tasting.
One of the men snatched her hair, twisting her face toward the sky. Jessica gritted her teeth against the pain, raking her nails down his arm until he released her. In a lightning-fast move, his hand snaked out and slapped her, drawing blood from her mouth. Her lips throbbed with biting pain. She spat out the sickening taste, resisting the urge to rub her mouth to ease the pain.
He snickered, shaking his arm. �She bleeds. I say we eat her and then continue on to their gathering place. This hunt was not nearly as satisfying as I wished.�
Another audibly sniffed the air. �I smell Lycan cock and pussy ... and blood. The hunger gnaws, I agree.�
�You will not touch me,� she ground out, holding her hands as weapons.
�There is no one to stop us, not even your Lycan lover.�
The words were a slap in the face. They couldn�t know what she�d done, but they did. She didn�t believe they smelled it--they must have come from that place. �What did you do with him?� she screamed, struggling to her knees. �Where is Gabriel?
Did you ... kill him?� Her voice broke. She choked down a sob.
�She cries,� a male said, snickering.
One of the men spoke up, �We�d be happy to oblige you by killing him if you�ll show us the way.�
�Her pussy smells sweet. Lycan coats her skin. I wonder if the little bitch tastes as good as she smells. I say again, we should eat her and let the master find his own kill. The night grows short.� Menace dripped from his voice.
She knew in that moment that she was dead. And she was damned well going to take some of them with her. The savagery of her thoughts empowered her.
Blistering rage surged inside her. Jessica jumped fluidly from her knees with a snarl, running at him with her fingers curled into talons. He laughed, pushing at her as though she were no more threat than an gnat. The laughter died on his lips as she ducked past his arm and came up again, gouging her fingers into his eyes with a scream that scored the lining of her throat. Blood spurted from his lids, lukewarm as it hit her face and rolled down her cheeks. She ignored the instant, fierce nausea, continued crushing his eyes, digging in, trying to find his brain.
She wasn�t going to die without a fight. She�d hurt them, make them sorry they ever touched her, ever hunted her.
He screamed and knocked her back. Her brain rattled as she hit a tree trunk. Her head thunked wetly against the harsh bark. Hot blood seeped instantly onto her scalp, tingles crawling through her hair like biting ants. Her eyes crossed, making her dizzy. She closed her eyes against the sickening bile that rose in her throat with a burning tide. She�d become an animal and it had done her no good.
The vamp she�d attacked screamed again and snarled, �I will kill her now!�
Something stopped him from attacking--she didn�t look to see what. She was too ill to feel grateful.
�No,� another said, �This one intrigues. She smells and acts almost ... Lycan. We take her to the master.�
Someone grabbed her arms suddenly, hauled her roughly to her feet. Her legs were weak, unable to support her weight. She struggled to keep her feet under her as she opened her eyes to another wave of nausea, and then felt her heart stop as she looked at the blood blackened face looming above her. He snarled at her, baring sharp teeth that gleamed in the light, but that wasn�t what sent the icy dread slithering through her bloodstream.
His eyes ... his eyes were back.
She�d crushed them, felt them pop beneath her nails. Her fingers were covered in sticky gore.
He grinned at her, as if reading her thoughts, snapping his jaws menacingly at her face. Jessica struggled against him, frantic to get away, clawing at his arms, his neck, anywhere she could reach. His hands tightened on her, cutting off the blood flow to her hands. She winced from the pain.
She knew then that Gabriel�s tales had been true. There were monsters in the night.
And she was their prisoner.
* * *
No one knew what he�d done, that he�d marked Jessica in the most primal of ways.
Gabriel had sliced his thigh and smeared his own blood on his groin, masking the scent of her before rinsing off once more.
Unbelievably, it had worked. He�d felt invigorated from their joining, fiercer than ever to defend his right to claim her as mate.
The fights came faster, easier, but they still wore him down.
Now he�d accomplished something few had ever seen in their territory--he�d triumphed over every challenger without serious harm to himself.
Gabriel was weary beyond belief, his mind was spent, exhausted. The tight warmth of her body, the sweet taste of her kiss glimmered in memory alone, swallowed by the effort to survive. Every blow made Jessica safer, every strike insured she covered more distance.
He stood now, in the clearing, alone. After what seemed like an eternity, the challengers had ceased to come. His chest visibly rose and fell, pronouncing the taut line of his body, his rigid, wary stance. Blood dripped from his fingers, trickled from lacerations in his flesh, slowly healing with feverish sped.
Deron stepped forward into the clearing, regarding Gabriel with clear admiration.
�You have done well, Gabriel.� He looked around the circle of their brethren. �Are there no others left who wish to challenge him for the right to the girl?�
They were silent, as one. The challenge was over.
�Claim your woman,� Deron said to Gabriel.
The pack roared with approval, calling to his inner beast. A wind sighed through the gathering, carrying with it a sense of completion and victory. He tilted his face and looked toward the setting moon, wondering if he could find Jessica again, unbelieving that the ordeal was finally over.
The stars blotted from the sky a brief moment as a black shape crossed his line of vision.
Gabriel ducked and rolled as it swooped over his head, coming up baring his claws.
He growled in warning, tensing to jump.
�Peace, Lycan. I bring a message for the one called Gabriel,� the vampire said with barely repressed amusement.
�I am Gabriel,� he snarled, his hackles standing on end. Never had the vampires dared to invade the luna clearing.
The vamp looked him over. �My master bids me to tell you we have your woman.
If you wish her return, come to le Ventre de le Diable in Vieux Carre tomorrow night.
If any Lycan should be seen before then, we will kill her.�
Before Gabriel could wrap his hands around the smug vampire�s throat, he leapt into the air and disappeared in the black sky.
�She is one of ours. You cannot face them alone,� Deron said. Muffled agreement followed, excitement building with each passing second.
�Dey seek to slay us once and for all,� Gabriel murmured, watching the sky. The Devil�s Belly.... It was one of the largest resting places of the vamps--that they knew of.
�Tomorrow we take her back and end this,� Deron said, his voice carrying over the crowd.
It was what they had dreaded and waited for--open battle with the vamps. And Jessica would be right in the middle.

Chapter Nine

�What do you want with me?� Jessica demanded, glancing around surreptitiously for a weapon. The room they were standing in was perhaps twelve foot squared.
The walls floor, even the ceiling seemed to be made of stone. A single door was set into one wall, but the man stood between her and that avenue of escape. The only possibility she could see was a tall candelabra holding a couple of flickering tapers almost within reach.
A faint smile touched the vampire�s bloodless lips. �Why, to eat you, my dear.�
�Very funny,� she said. �Ha ha.�
He showed her his fangs. Jessica felt her heart stand still. �My, what big teeth you have.�
Mordecai smiled thinly. �The better to drink your blood,� he responded wearily, beginning to feel some annoyance at her flippant responses.
�I don�t think so,� she said and leapt toward the candelabra, grabbing it. She discovered she couldn�t lift it.
�It�s bolted to the floor,� Mordecai said dryly.
Not to be outdone, Jessica grabbed the tapers and threw them at him. He raised an arm to shield himself. Once she�d distracted him, she dashed past and threw open the door. Beyond lay utter blackness. She ran down the smotheringly dark corridor, blindly feeling the walls for guidance. Her breath, rasping in and out of her lungs in fear, deafened her to pursuit, but she thought she detected little whispers of sound, like the tiny scurrying feet of rats.
The corridor ended abruptly in what seemed to be a far larger room than the one she had left behind. She couldn�t know that for certain, but she sensed a vast emptiness and damp currents of air swirled through the room.
She paused, catching her breath, trying to listen for any sounds of pursuit. She wasn�t really comforted when she could hear nothing. After a moment, she began fumbling her way through the room, feeling the walls, searching for a door. Her heart leapt when she found one at last. Excitement flooded her when the knob turned under her hand. It was dashed in the next moment when she opened the door and discovered only another corridor--this one lit by a single, flickering torch.
Glancing uneasily behind her, she discovered that the room she had just traversed was filled with coffins.
The hair stood on the back of her neck. Jessica shuddered and strode down the corridor, her shadow casting long before her, melding into the darkness that swarmed the sides of the hall. The corridor turned in a sharp corner and ended with another door, leading into another small, empty room. On one end, heavy velvet drapes covered an opening. Faintly, Jessica could see light filtering through the curtains. Certain that she had discovered a window and the means of escape, she rushed to it, throwing the curtains aside. To her dismay, she discovered the drapes concealed another open doorway.
She was seized by two men the moment the curtains parted. Jessica struggled to free herself, but their hands were as unyielding as manacles around her arms. They dragged her deeper into the room, past huge candelabras filled with lighted tapers.
Ahead of her, she saw a stone throne on a dais. Mordecai was seated on the throne.
He did not look happy.
�Let me go!� she screamed, lifting her feet from the ground, trying to break their hold. They led her inevitably to the dais, unfazed by her continual struggles. They stopped, releasing her to her own feet and stepping back just enough to quash any ideas she�d have of making a run for it.
�What do you want with me?� she asked him again. He�d deliberately allowed her to escape, only for the pleasure of capturing her again--and tormenting.
Mordecai tapped his fingers on the arm of the throne in impatience. �You are not as valuable to me as you seem to think.�
Jessica swallowed. If anything, her situation was worse than she originally thought.
�Then why keep me here?�
The vampire stood, slowly taking a step down and then another, until he was inches from her. �Bait. I seek your Lycan lover ... and others should they be foolish enough to come.�
�He�s dead,� she said, feeling sick with the words. Her mouth felt tainted uttering them. Her heart pinched painfully. �You�re too late.�
�On the contrary. He is coming for you.�
Oh god, no! She would be his downfall. Everything that had happened to them--him--had been because of her. Gabriel would come, and he would die trying to save her.
Mordecai�s hand snaked out and snatched the necklace from her neck. He held the large medallion in his palm. His eyes glittered. �What is this?�
�Protection from werewolves,� she said weakly. What she�d needed was protection from vampires too. She thought wistfully of Mikel�s, brimming with weapons for fighting the undead.
�A useless trinket.� He chuckled, throwing the medallion away. It skittered on the floor and vanished from sight. He caught her with one arm, forcing her against his body, digging his free hand through her hair to grip her scalp. Jessica gasped and tried to fight him, wincing as he discovered the wound she�d sustained earlier. His grip on her hair tightened, forcing her to arch her head deeply to the side.
The blood rushed to her head, pounding with the frightening knowledge of what he was going to do. And there was nothing she could do to stop him. She closed her eyes and screamed when the fangs ravaged her flesh.
* * *
Gabriel knew before the night was out, many Lycan would die. He regretted it, regretted the necessity of this action, but there was no other choice. If they did not take a stand now, they would be wiped out in their entirety--as a whole at once, or one by one.
By the next evening, when the moon climbed high in the sky like a warped pearl, they were ready.
Some drove to the meeting place, others walked, but all told, over two dozen showed up at Vieux Carre for the showdown. The streets were strangely empty, as though the people sensed something massive was going down.
Their excitement infected the air, crackled between them, connecting them with a hidden energy.
Gabriel led the pack. His rage had not abated in the many hours since first hearing of her abduction. He seethed with fury, angered at himself and them for their daring, so much so that he feared he would be no help to Jessica whatsoever.
They traversed a narrow, dirty alley, keeping watch above for ambush as they made their way to the back of the building. The entrance to the underground was there.
There was a garden in the back, with a fountain as centerpiece, spraying water with a soft gurgle of sound. It appeared tranquil, like the home of some wealthy, upstanding citizen, surrounding by other upstanding neighbors.
Gabriel wondered just how many knew what atrocities went on in the townhouse before them.
A vamp at the back entrance motioned them forward, holding the door open for them. They left a few men behind for backup to go for help should they need it, not that he expected there would be a need. They lived or died, there would be no second chances.
The vamp let them in without question. Had Gabriel been in any doubt it was a trap, his suspicions were now confirmed. He knew better than to expect them to keep their word--not with the way things had progressed in the past few months. Either the vampire force far exceeded their own ... or they were foolishly confident and on equal footing.
Another vamp waited inside, leading them down corridors into the belly of the earth.
He did not bind their eyes or dowse the lights.
The vampires didn�t expect the Lycans to leave.
He caught the faint scent of old blood. For decades, victims had been lured to the Devil�s Belly, never to see light again. The cold stone was oppressive. The stink of vampires permeated the walls, like the dried husks of roses--a sickly sweet stench, unnoticeable by any but the most sensitive.
They were led through labyrinthine corridors of reinforced stone, finally to a throne room, barren of anything save candelabras filled with glowing candles, a raised throne, and vampires. Dozens of vampires.
Gabriel stopped in the middle of the room, his men fanning out behind him, facing the man seated on the throne. �Where is Danior?�
Mordecai smiled thinly. �I killed him. I am master of this city now.�
It explained why the incidents had steadily worsened.
�I�ve come to trade myself for d�woman. Where is she?�
Mordecai inclined his head, and two vamps pushed through a curtained doorway, dragging Jessica between them. Her head hung down to her chest. She was unconscious. The front of her dress was stained with blood.
�I have marked her,� Mordecai remarked, standing.
His vision turned red. Mordecai had fed on her. A violent urge to tear the man apart surged in his veins. �She can� be turned. She�s one of us.�
�As delicious, as well. Take her back,� he said, gesturing toward the men.
Gabriel stepped forward, growling. �Danior kept his word.�
Mordecai�s eyes glittered dangerously. �I am not Danior.�
He didn�t have to look to know the vampire�s ranks were on the move, closing in.
He tried to block thoughts of Jessica from his mind, worries that she was still alive.
Mordecai grinned, showing his fangs. �I ordered in tonight. Tonight, we feast on Lycan.�
Gabriel unleashed the beast with a furious howl, answered by his brethren in chorus.
They launched at their enemies, ripping clothes, human flesh replaced with fur and fangs and razored claws.
Mordecai launched himself from the dais, straight for Gabriel.
* * *
Something called Jessica, reached into the corners of her mind with urgent fingers.
Howls filled the air, a haunting chorus of bloodlust answered in her soul. She sank deeper into the darkness, blinded, pain scalding her muscles. The pain was everywhere, on her skin, in her bones, spurred on by the incessant howls. Molten oil coated her like tar, oozing over her flesh, sticking to her skin, burning a path over her body.
She screamed, clawed at herself, but she was frozen, unable to move. The pain changed suddenly, mellowed. Ripples of energy rubbed inside her, spreading like tingling waves of ecstasy. Her body jerked involuntarily, seized with rolling, mingling agony and bliss. Senses that could only have been dead before came alive, so clear and sharp, they stabbed her brain with piercing clarity. She smelled blood, buried in the walls, fresh from cut veins; damp stone and flowing water; the burning of candle wax and wick; fear and sweat.... Her ears prickled with thousands of sounds, with grunts and groans; the rip of flesh; the splatter of blood; teeth gnashing; moans of pain.
A canine cry pierced the cacophony, sending instant alarm racing through her heart.
It broke off abruptly. Her eyes flew open.
Gabriel. He needed her, needed her help. Jessica rolled off her back onto her hands and knees.
Something ... was ... wrong.
Her hands were no longer there.
* * *
Jessica could not tear her eyes away. Fabric pooled around her feet, her torn and bloody dress and a satin robe. She flexed her fingers, watching the claws distend and retract from the blunted tips. The sounds of fighting faded, drowned out by the roar of blood in her ears.
Fur coated her arm, supple black dusted silver that extended up as far as she could see. Her hands were no longer hands--they were paws.
She�d become a wolf.
The realization exhilarated her. She stretched, feeling power move through her limbs. Everything Gabriel had told her was true. She was Lycan born, of his people.
A savage growl caught her, drawing her attention to Gabriel. He fought the man who
�d bitten her, Mordecai.
Part wolf, part man, shadowed by black hair--she knew it was Gabriel, felt it by some heightened, inner sense that connected her to him.
They were locked together, tearing at each other with their hands. The vampire had changed somehow, grown until he dwarfed Gabriel. Her heart leapt in her throat as Gabriel was forced down to his knees. He arched his back, groaning in pain and fury. Mordecai kicked him, sending him sprawling on the floor.
Jessica yelped, a canine cry--her voice gone. Mordecai�s head snapped up the instant she called. He turned toward her and smiled, red rivulets streaming down his face and hands.
In a lightning fast move, he rushed her. Before he could reach her, Gabriel raised from the floor and grabbed him, pulling him abruptly back in a flip with sheer strength. Mordecai screamed and whirled in the air, landing on the ground, Gabriel atop him, his hand poised to rip the vampire�s heart from his chest.
�I yield!� Mordecai yelled, holding his hands up to defend himself from Gabriel�s claws.
Gabriel regarded him warily a long moment, still caught in the blood lust of his beast, torn between the urge of the beast within and the human side that told him truce had been offered and must be respected. Finally, he stood, releasing the vamp leader. The others had ceased their battles, as well, at Mordecai�s words. The room was still, waiting.
Gabriel turned and faced them, gazing around at the carnage. They had lost two of their brethren, but decimated the vamps by more than half. A sense of triumph raced through his blood, quickening the beast. It was the beast that warned him, that sensed that Mordecai had risen behind him, warning of the threat inherent in turning his back on any vamp, particularly one who�d shown he could not be counted upon to keep his word.
Too late, the subtle change in the air warned him of the vamp�s underhanded ruse.
Even as he turned to meet the death strike of the vamp, he heard the call of his mate.
Jessica leapt through the air, driving her claws deep, ripping Modecai�s heart from his chest with her claws, shredding it before she�d even landed on the ground.
With a thought, she shifted back into human form and faced Gabriel. Gabriel gave her an appreciative look, glanced at Mordecai�s lifeless body, and then looked back at her with a frown.
�That was no� honorable, cherie. The vamp had called a truce.�
Jessica shrugged. �I�m a woman. I�ve no use for honor when it comes to dealing with the likes of him. Besides, he would�ve killed me and you both if given the chance.�
He held out his hand. She glanced at it, but shook her head slightly, smiling faintly.
Returning to the place where she�d been held, she scooped up the abandoned robe, covering herself. This time when Gabriel, who�d followed her curiously, offered his hand, she took it.
Unhindered, they left that place of death, leaving the remaining Lycans to watch over the surviving vampires. Deron would come and arrange terms with the survivors.
By uniting at last to face the threat, the Lycan had ensured that the war that had raged in New Orleans for one hundred years was finally over.

Chapter Ten

�What do we do now?� Jessica asked once they were outside and had washed the blood from their bodies in the fountain. The crisp air turned the water to ice, forming chillbumps on her skin.
Gabriel�s expression washed heat over her skin and made her cleft clench with hunger. �I have faced d�pack and fought for the right to claim you as mate. Do you accept me, Jessica?�
Jessica couldn�t find her voice. She swallowed past the lump in her throat, forcing herself to speak. �I do. I�ve wanted it since I first saw you. But ... is everything okay now?�
�No one can harm you ever again, so long as I live, petite.�
She felt suddenly breathless at his promise. �What do we do now?�
He smiled wickedly. �Now we find a bed.�
He led her in a run to his car. The streets were empty with the lateness of the hour.
Jessica followed him breathlessly. She laughed throatily when they reached his car.
She moved along the passenger side, reaching for the door. He grabbed her wrist before she could open it, whirling her around, crushing her against the metal.
His hand closed on the back of her neck, forcing her lips to his as he rubbed his jean clad erection against her pubic mound. He nipped at the curves of her lips, swallowing her passionate cry as he ground against her. Her legs parted for him, allowing him closer.
He swept his tongue into her mouth, tangling with her tongue. She sucked him, hard.
He tasted wild, like summer thunder. He consumed her, addicting her with his taste.
She loved kissing him, loved that he was hers and she was his. Her breasts pressed into his chest, growing full and swollen, her nipples achy for the heat of his mouth.
He growled against her lips as she bucked against him, forcing her to accept his tongue and the rough grind of his hips. Blood pounded in her veins, in her clit, pooling in the hot center of her until the slightest touch had her writhing in erotic agony.
�I can� wait that long to taste you,� he ground out, pulling back to stare at her intently. His teeth skated along the arch of her throat, past her clavicle. Pleasure erupted along her nerves.
He thrust the robe open with rough hands, baring her body to his eyes and the wet heat of his mouth. �I have hungered for dis, chere.� His lips and teeth nibbled at the top of one breast.
She knew what he wanted. Her body thrilled to his rough sensuality, the sense of danger and exposure. �Oh god, Gabriel, not here.�
�Oui.� His mouth locked over her nipple, enveloping the tip in the hot depths of his mouth. His tongue rubbed the achy bud as he suckled her, hard, harder.
Jessica bit her lip to stifle her cries, moaning as the pleasure moved up her breast and spread through her body.
He broke away, nuzzled her other breast, closing his hand around her still throbbing nipple as he lathed the other. His free hand moved down the curve of her waist, lower, to her apex, playing in the wet curls there. Jessica rose on her toes, grasping his head, trying to anchor herself to the ground.
Her body anticipated the thrust of his fingers, creamed in excess, preparing for the invasion she wanted so badly.
�It�s no� enough,� Gabriel ground out, breaking from her breast. He rubbed his nose in the valley, moving lower, trailing wet kisses down her stomach. He was kneeling now, pushing her legs roughly apart.
Jessica acquiesced, too eager to stop him now, no matter who might come along.
She had to have him inside her or she�d go crazy.
�Will this appease my hunger?� he said hoarsely, looking up at her with intensely dark eyes, spreading her swollen lips with one tender hand. �You are so wet for me, chere. I wonder if your cream can slake my thirst.�
He forced one of her legs over his shoulder, spreading her wide to his mouth. He reached around and gripped the cheeks of her ass, burying his face in her pussy.
Jessica cried out as his tongue burrowed into her slick channel, pushing past the tight muscles ringing the entrance of her vagina, deeper. Her blood boiled in her veins. He groaned into her cleft with a deep, rumbling sound of appreciation and ate her with hungry, rough strokes. He pulled loose from the suction of her cunt, lapping at the edges of her pussy, up to her clit, circling the sensitized nub.
Her body wept it�s juices. She felt them running down her supporting leg, knew she drenched him with her need. She gripped the cold metal car, arching her back, grinding against his face involuntarily.
Gabriel couldn�t get enough of her, couldn�t taste enough. She was so sweet, so delicious. Desire fogged his brain, taking control. The scent of her beast coated her skin, driving him insane with lust. He drove his tongue into her core again, moving one hand around to skate his thumb against her clit. He rubbed it roughly Her muscles clenched tightly around his driving tongue. Her pussy trembled with the force of her climax. Her juices increased, gushing on his tongue. She cried out, bucking against him as he rubbed her clit harder and lapped her ravenously.
He was too far gone to be gentle. Need drove him now--the need to mate with his woman--blinding him to everything else. He dropped her leg and freed his unbearably hard cock in one smooth move, pushing her legs up.
She wrapped her arms around him, digging her nails into his shoulders. She pressed her slick heat against him, driving him out of his mind. He groaned, buried his face against her neck as he pressed his cockhead to her tight hole.
She cried as he drove inside her. His cock jerked, throbbing with hard, violent spasms, threatening to explode from the excruciating grip of her channel. He stopped, trying to reign himself in, wanting it to be gentle this time. His heart pounded from the effort. His groin burned, muscles taut.
She squirmed against him, tightening her thighs at his hips. �Oh god, Gabriel, don�t stop now,� she whispered fiercely, heaving for breath, tossing her head in agony and ecstasy. She begged him with her hands, the arching of her body, the clench and release of her inner muscles. She chanted his name, pleading, driving him over the edge.
He lost it. All control, all restrain. There was nothing left but the pure animal need now, to mark and claim ... to conquer. He released a savage groan and scored her neck, sucking her flesh, giving in to the violent, feral needs that claimed him. He pulled out and forcefully drove into her. She screamed, clinging to him. He couldn�t know whether it was pleasure or pain, or both. His cock burned from her tightness, gripping him like a fist. He set a rapid, driving pace that had his nostrils flaring. He sucked her neck, pounding his hips against hers.
Her cries echoed around him, quickening the pound of his heart, the fire in his groin.
She raked her nails down his back, her body trembling as a climax seized her. Her kegels bit into him with crushing strength, pulling the orgasm from his body. He broke away from her neck, his own guttural cries mingling with hers.
His cock jerked and spewed his hot cum into her.
Her feet dropped to the ground as he leaned weakly against her. He nuzzled her neck, stirred to see his mark on her flesh and smell his scent on her skin. They belonged to each other now, always.
�Je t�aime,� he murmured against her ear, nibbling her lobe.
�Do you mean it,� she said breathlessly, tightening her arms around him. �Or is it because you�re still inside me?�
He lifted his head, caught her smile and grinned at her. �Maybe.�
She swatted his shoulder and laughed. �That�s not an answer.�
�I think maybe you shouldn� move so much, cause maybe I�m ready to love you more.� His cock was already growing hard again, responding to her heat.
�I think maybe we should wait for a bed,� she said tartly. �It�s just a miracle no one came along.�
�I think you�d like dat too much, ma diable.�
�I am not a devil!�
He grinned, nipping her lips. �You are when you squirm dose delicious hips.�
She lowered her lashes with a sultry smile and squirmed against him.
He sucked in a sharp breath. �You�ll be d�death of me, chere. I don� know how I could love you so much.�
�Because I love you,� she whispered, brushing her lips softly against his. �And if you don�t get me to a bed right now, I�ll show you just how much of a devil I can be.�
His eyes flashed with heat. �I�m no� so sure dat�s d�right incentive to ge� me ta move d�way you wan�.� He ground his hips against hers with emphasis.
Jessica bit her lip, stifling a moan. �Oh ... uh ... I think I just changed my mind.�

The End
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