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Shifting Flames

Brenda Murphy


To C, Always

This book is the result of a long ass ride to Chicago and brilliant suggestion by my co-author, Megan Hart. Here’s to horror movies, Regency libations, and another road trip.


Chapter One

A chill breeze lifted the edge of Eve ’s cocktail napkin, and she slapped her hand over it to keep it from blowing off the table. She took a sip of her bourbon and ginger ale before she checked the time on her phone. Why did I say yes? And why the hell can’t Michelle show up on time? For once. Just once.

“Sorry, Eve.” A warm hand on her shoulder and an air kiss in the vague vicinity of her cheek announced her manager’s arrival.

“It’s fine.” It’s not. But what the hell am I going to say about it? I need her. Need this job. Eve placed her phone on the table face down.

The waiter arrived, and Michelle perused the wine menu and ordered. She waited until he had left before she raised her gaze to Eve’s. “Well?”

“Well what? I told you on the phone it was yes to whatever you had for me. What’s the problem? A dog of a book? I can make chicken salad out of chickenshit if that’s your concern.” Eve took another sip of her bourbon, the smoky sweet taste of the alcohol smoothing off the rough edge of her anxiety.

“I’m not concerned about your ability to write a decent screenplay.”

“What then?” Eve leaned back in her chair.

“I’m going to be honest.” Michelle pressed close to the table and placed both hands flat.

Eve snorted. “I’ve been around too long to know that phrase means anything. What is it?”

“I’m not sure it’s right for you. After…”

Eve spoke over Michelle. “I know I screwed up. I can’t go back in time to change anything. Are you really dropping me as a client?”

Michelle looked up at the ceiling before she brought her gaze back to Eve’s face. “How can you ask that? I’ve stuck by you. If I was going to drop you, I would have done it…” Michelle tapped the table, drawing Eve’s attention. “Look, Shelia did you dirty and stole your work. I can’t change the past. But I have a job for you. Though your name wouldn’t be the only one on the screenplay.”

Eve took a sip of her bourbon. “Come on, spill.”

The waiter arrived and placed Michelle’s wine on the table. “Ready to order? Another drink?”

Eve lifted her glass. “Another of these. And an order of fries, please, with the trio of dips.”

Michelle waited until the waiter had left them to speak. She glanced at the other tables and then leaned closer to Eve. “You ever read Celeste Quon’s Stone Gate?”

“Yes. Along with millions of other people. It was on the Times’s Best Seller list for what, four years? Back when you actually had to go into a bookstore to buy a book.” Eve curled the edge of her napkin and then smoothed it out.

“Want a shot at adapting it?”

Eve inhaled sharply. “Who wouldn’t?” She met Michelle’s gaze. “For real?”

“Yes.”

“Why now? It was optioned years ago.”

“Her contract has her with the final and full approval of the screenplay.”

Eve groaned. “Oh no. No wonder.”

Michelle covered Eve’s hand with her own and squeezed gently. “Right? But good for us.”

“Because I’m desperate?” ’Cause I am. “Do I get paid no matter what? For my time? Or is it tied to the script being approved? I’m not doing this on spec.”

“You get paid when it’s finished, approved or not.” Michelle traced the flower design on the tabletop with her nail.

“What are you not telling me?” Eve rested her hand on top of Michelle’s, stilling her motion.

“You’ll have to go to Denver to work with her.”

“What?”

The waiter placed Eve’s drink in front of her before he centered the platter of French fries between them, along with two small plates. “Anything else, ladies?”

“Yes, please, another glass of wine.” Michelle lifted her half-full wineglass and drained it. She waited until the waiter was out of eavesdropping range. She picked up a fry and dipped it into the small cup of sriracha mayonnaise. “She doesn’t travel. Or leave her home. Hasn’t been off the place in years. And wants to work ‘closely’ with the screenwriter, according to her people.”

Eve failed to stifle her grimace. “Ugh. She has ‘people’ and what the hell, she writes the scariest stories ever, and she’s agoraphobic? Why can’t we skype or something?”

Michelle’s expression softened. “We all have our demons. And she insists on meeting the screenwriter in person.”

“What’s the time frame?” Eve fidgeted with her fork. “When do I leave?”

Michelle popped another fry in her mouth and chewed slowly. “When can you leave? The option runs out in eight weeks.”

Eve raised both brows. “What the hell? I’m supposed to drop everything to run off to Denver and work with someone notorious for being difficult and come out with a screenplay she’ll sign off on in eight weeks, for one of the most beloved books of all time? No pressure, Michelle.”

“You can say no.” Michelle tapped her phone’s screen with a turquoise-painted nail.

“Tell me the payout.”

Michelle turned her phone screen toward Eve. “You get half on completion of the screenplay, approved by Ms. Quon or not. The full amount if she signs off on it.”

Eve took the phone from Michelle’s hand and stared at the screen. Damn. Enough to keep Mom in care. Enough to keep the lights on. Enough to say yes. “Besides Denver, what’s the catch?”

“Her compound backs up to Estes Park. It’s too far from Denver to commute. She expects you to live on the estate.”

The waiter deposited Michelle’s glass of wine on the table and nipped away.

“Thank you,” Michelle called at his retreating back before she took a large sip of her wine. “You know Barbara Davis?”

“Yeah. She’s good people. I worked with her on the Night is the Hunter project.” Eve picked up a fry and bit into it. “Why?”

Michelle grimaced. “She left within twenty-four hours of meeting Quon. Quon’s burned through six screenwriters in the last two years. The longest stayed three days.”

“Maybe they didn’t have the right motivation to stay.” They weren’t worried about their mom getting tossed out of a mental health institution. No one here for me. Mom doesn’t know who I am anymore. Not that she wanted me when she did. Why not? Maybe I can get back to where I was. Only as good as your last success. Or flop. Fuck, I loved that book. I have to do it. How scary can she be? Eve passed Michelle’s phone back to her. “When do I leave?”

Michelle leaned back in her chair and lifted her glass of wine in salute. “I knew you were the perfect person for the job.”

Eve failed to stifle her eye roll and raised her own glass.

*

The snow was deep, and Celeste’s muscles burned as she ran, stretching out and surrendering to her beast. The scents of smaller creatures, pica and marmots cozy in their burrows under the snow, failed to tempt her from her run. She bounded up the rocks and stopped when she reached the peak overlooking her property and range. The valley below was quiet; a thick layer of spring snow muffled the usual sounds of birds and small prey.

Celeste settled on her haunches. She lifted her head and inhaled, breathing in the wet scents of the valley. Along with the faint smell of fir and pine came the sharp smell of gun grease, and the stench of a man. She inhaled again, tasting the air, and the scent of death assaulted her senses. The whine of a snowmobile approaching from the east filled her ears and she turned toward the sound. Hunter. In my territory. Trespasser. She crouched and flattened her body behind a large outcrop.

The snowcat plowed its way through the fresh powder snow of the valley. The rider, dressed in a camouflage snowsuit, stopped shy of the base of the mountain that flanked Celeste’s home, the edge of her territory and border of the park. An entrenching tool and a rifle were strapped to the back of his snowcat. The disembodied head of a bear peered lifelessly from the back of the snowmobile alongside the bodies of two cubs. Trophy hunter. Murderer.

The man stopped the snowmobile and dismounted. He slipped the strap of his rifle across his chest before he lifted binoculars to his eyes and scanned the valley. Celeste focused on the scene below her. The lifeless eyes of the bear stared back at her and her rage built. Killed them in their den. Fucking trophy hunter. Scum. Let’s see how he likes being prey.

Celeste lifted her head and growled, roaring her fury to the sky. The man dropped the binoculars to his chest and scrabbled for his rifle. She charged down the mountain toward him. He lifted his rifle to his shoulder. Celeste barreled into him and knocked him down. He swung the rifle and the barrel clipped her nose. Snarling, she rose up on her paws and batted at the gun. She caught it in her claws and shredded the strap. The man cursed and drew a sidearm, his arm trembling as he aimed at her face.

She wheeled, swatted at the gun, and raked his leg, digging her claws deep. He screamed as blood spouted from his thigh, pulsing in an arterial fountain. A thud against her ribs made her spin, and she turned toward the pain, baring her teeth. He clubbed at her with his fists. She placed a paw on his chest, curling her claws into his flesh, and held him still as she closed her jaws over his throat. A satisfying gush of blood filled her mouth and spilled over the snow. She shook him like a rag doll, unleashing her fury. He struggled once and then relaxed as he bled out.

Celeste wiped her paw over her face, scrubbing at the blood that coated her fur. What to do? He’ll be missed. The cave. She closed her eyes and shifted into her human form. The cold of the snow bit into her naked flesh as she shifted. Can’t tolerate this cold for long. Celeste roughly stripped the snowsuit off the dead man and shuddered as she drew it on. After collecting his guns, she wiped them clean of fingerprints and stowed them on the snowcat. She stroked the soft fur of the cubs, her anger swelling anew as she imagined him killing them while they slept. She used the entrenching tool and hollowed out a place in the snow under a fir tree. Celeste gathered the small bodies of the cubs and placed them next to their mother’s head in their makeshift den and covered them.

The tattered wet fabric stuck to her skin and she stifled the urge to vomit as the human stink that clung to the suit filled her senses. She dug into the blood-soaked pocket of the man’s snowsuit and retrieved the snowmobile keys. After she closed his eyes, she lifted him and tossed his body over the back of the cart.

Celeste piloted the snowmobile away from the blood-soaked snow. At the base of a steep mountain, she shut the engine down before she unloaded the body of the hunter and settled him over her shoulder. She climbed up the winding narrow path to the cave opening. Sweat stung her eyes, and she was breathing hard by the time she arrived at the mouth of the cave. She dumped the man’s body on the ground and wiped sweat from her forehead with the point of her wrist.

Celeste tugged aside the brush she had piled up to hide her lair from hikers. The comforting dank smell of old dry earth greeted her. She ran her hand over the cool stones lining the walls and drew her weatherproof box from its hiding place. The spring-loaded lock clicked open with a snap. She opened the box and lifted her headlamp clear, flicked it on, and then settled the strap over her head.

Celeste hooked her hand under the man’s shoulders. With a steady stream of curses, she dragged his body into the cave. Fifty feet into the cave, the roof sloped down, and she had to crawl while dragging his body behind her. At the rear of the cave, she stopped and clawed away the cairn of stones that blocked her way. She rolled him into the alcove and shoved his body over the bones and half-rotted corpses of others who had died before him. Vile trespassers with no respect, killing for “sport” and to satisfy their blood lust rather than to eat. She wiped the blood from her hand on his snowsuit, stripped it off, and crammed it next to him, desperate to be rid of it.

Celeste restacked the rocks with precision to disguise the underground tomb and seal his body inside. After replacing her headlamp in its hidden storage box, she exited the cave and camouflaged the entrance to her den. At the base of the mountain, she put the keys in the ignition of the snowcat and left it there with the motor running. When they search for him, they’ll assume he ran out of gas and tried to hike out. Lost to the wild. Like many before him. She knelt in the snow and focused, relaxing into the twisting of her joints and the sharp ripple of pain and pleasure as she morphed into her tiger form. Celeste rolled in the clean snow, letting it wash away the events of the morning, before she shook her fur out and bounded away toward her home.

*

The line at the rental desk stretched to oblivion and beyond, surpassed only by the line at the ridiculously overpriced coffee shop. Skipping both, Eve picked up a bottle of water and snacks for the road trip ahead of her before she joined the queue at the rental car counter. As she waited in line, she studied the fat gray clouds clinging to the tops of mountains surrounding the airport.

“Eve Garcia. You have a car for me.” Eve thumbed her phone to her itinerary. “I have the reservation number.”

A smarmy smile spread over the face of the nattily dressed desk clerk. “Of course. I just need you to sign the contract.”

Eve filled out the paperwork and passed her license and credit card to the desk clerk.

He entered her information and swiped her card. “Do you want to purchase insurance?”

“No. My car insurance covers me.”

“Are you sure?” His expression morphed into one of practiced concern. “It’s not that much more a day.” He inclined his shiny bald head toward the flat-screen television. “Late spring storms can be pretty bad.”

“No. I’m good. Just the car.”

“Suit yourself.” He tipped his head toward the glass doors to the left of the desk. “Second lane to the left. Orange van will pick you up and take you to the lot.”

*

A flash of brown and white and then the sickening crunch of metal as a mountain sheep glanced off the bumper of the car. Eve swore and lifted her foot off the gas pedal. White-knuckled, she clung to the steering wheel. Her stomach cramped as the car whipped around twice, the wheels gliding over the fresh snow, before it made one final turn and slammed against the guardrail.

The impact wrenched the wheel from Eve’s hands, and she banged her knee on the console. A gust of wind rocked the car. Fuck. Out. I need to get out. She unlocked her door and shoved. Her sweaty hands slipped off the door handle. She shoved hard with her shoulder against the frame. Bitter bile rose in her throat when the door refused to open. Giving up, she levered her body into the back of the car and climbed out of the rear door.

A bighorn sheep lay still on the far side of the road with a deep gash in its hip. A river of bright-red blood stained the stark white snow under its body. She walked to the rear of the car and peered over the guardrail. Close. Too fucking close to going over. A wave of nausea hit her, and she deposited her breakfast of chips on the side of the road.

She spit and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and rested her head on the cold metal of the trunk. A blast of snowflakes stung her face, and she hunched her shoulders to shield her face as she straightened. She shoved her hands into her coat pockets and walked to the front of the car. It had lodged firmly against the guardrail. The front tires were flat, and the hood boasted a ripple of accordion folds. Clouds of steam seeped from the buckled edges of the hood.

Just fucking great. Eve entered the car and clambered back into the front seat to search for her phone. After locating it under the dash opposite the driver’s side, she pressed the button to turn it on. No service. Because of course. She leaned back on the seat. Don’t panic. You’re close to her house. She closed her eyes. Should have downloaded a map. Printed one out. Fuck, I’m an idiot. A blast of wind rocked the car, and she flailed her arms as the vehicle creaked and shifted.

Scrambling to the back seat, she banged her elbow on the doorframe, setting off another round of nausea. Can’t stay here. Walk to her house. Can’t be more than a mile. She shoved her phone into her back pocket before she pulled on her thin black leather gloves. Why’d I pack a fashion statement? Stupid.

Eve wrestled her large suitcase from the back of the car and shouldered her messenger bag. Snow had already covered the tracks from the car. She took a long swallow from her water bottle. A movement on the rocky cliff above the road caught her attention, and she glanced up. She choked and spewed water as her gaze fixed on gleaming amber-colored eyes staring back at her from a furry white-and-orange striped face. She wiped the spilled water from her mouth with her sleeve and focused on what she could see of the beast. What the fuck? A tiger? Did I hit my head?

Eve pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes. Breathe. Calm down. She lowered her hand and opened her eyes slowly before she scanned the embankment. Nothing. Stressed, that’s all. After another drink of water, she stuffed her water bottle in the mesh pocket on the side of her messenger bag. A stronger gust of wind rocked her body, and she hunched her shoulders as snow and small rocks pelted her. The scree and scrape of metal made her turn in time to see the rental car tip over the rail. The distant sound of the crash sobered Eve.

Me. I could have been in there.

*

Celeste focused on the fat flanks of the male bighorn sheep as he charged over the ragged rocks, scrabbling over the loose stones and scree. She swiped at his flank, a glancing blow, and cursed herself for striking too soon. Too frightened to hear the sound of approaching tires, the wounded sheep charged ahead, and made a final desperate leap. Rocks gave and slid under Celeste as she skidded to a stop on the embankment above the highway. Panting, she stopped and crouched behind the rocks. The sheep’s hooves slipped on the fresh snow, and a small blue car skidded before it struck the animal.

The car spun out, tracing large circles across both lanes of the highway before it crashed against the guardrail. Curious, she risked a glance over the boulder. A tall woman leaned against the back of the car and vomited. The sharp smell of bile stung her nose, and Celeste snarled. Who the hell would be crazy enough to be driving in this? Must be a fool. Or desperate. Or a desperate fool. Celeste brushed a paw over her face and rested her head on her folded paws to study the woman.

Her belly rumbled, a loud reminder that her would-have-been dinner lay dead in a large pool of blood on the far side of the road. The woman disappeared into the car and emerged with a huge suitcase and a messenger bag. Celeste let her gaze roam over the woman’s thin frame. Even at a distance she could sense her determination and anger from the set of her shoulders. The woman glanced up and into Celeste’s eyes. Her gaze locked onto Celeste’s face.

Celeste fell into her dark brown eyes. Beautiful eyes. Commanding. Haunted. Wistful. Hungry. I’ve seen her. Where? Celeste remained still with a predator’s practiced ease. Writer. She’s the screenwriter. A blast of wind drove snow and loose stones against her fur. A violent screech assaulted her ears, and Celeste turned in time to see the wrecked car tumble over the guardrail into the deep ravine below. Celeste turned her attention back to the woman and the road.

The woman turned and walked away from the car, dragging a wheeled suitcase through the snow. The messenger bag on her shoulder banged against her hip with each determined step. Too cold. Fool. She’ll die in this. I need to get back.

*

Celeste entered the dark shed. The stale smell of old gasoline and motor oil stung her nose. Her gaze skittered around the shed. She shrugged off her fears of being discovered. Secure on her estate, safe from those who would harm her in her most vulnerable state, she lifted her head and focused her energy on transforming into her human form. Her body sunk into itself as she morphed and shifted.

Celeste’s thick brown-and-white tiger fur vanished as her skin regenerated. Her fangs sank back into her jaw and the bones of her face resumed their human shape. Celeste stifled a groan as her joints reconfigured themselves. The pain and pleasure of shifting shot through her body like heat lightning. She stretched her arms overhead and relaxed into her human form.

The floor was cold under her bare knees and she shivered, already missing her warm thick fur. Her clit ached, thick and needy, and she brushed her fingers over herself. A quick soothing stroke to defuse her sexual energy. No time. Damn it. Later. When I can take my time. Play with my new toy. Why did I say yes? She’s obviously an idiot, trying to walk to my house in a spring blizzard. Why did I ever agree to an option? Vanity. My vanity. And money. Damn it.

Celeste trembled as she pulled her underlayer on. Her hair was still wet from the snow. Unwilling to risk the woman’s life to vanity, she pulled it back and secured it with a rubber band. She tugged her snowsuit on and then took the keys for the Arctic Cat from their hook. Fool. Another desperate idiot. I should let her die. But that would bring investigations. And trouble. She turned the key, and the snowmobile rumbled under her. Time to play cavalry.


Chapter Two

Eve trudged forward. The desolate stretch of road mirrored her thoughts. The snow stung her cheeks and clung to her eyelashes. Skin wet with sweat and out of breath from the change in altitude and the effort of dragging her suitcase, she stopped and rested. Panting, she leaned over and placed her hands on her knees. Damn altitude. Fuck.

Wind buffeted her body, and her shoulder bag shifted and slammed against her knee, knocking her to the rough pavement. Her hands skidded on the snow. Pain ripped through her as the skin of her palm tore, and she fell flat and lay in the snow. Eve gasped and struggled to breathe in the frigid air. Fuck, I’m gonna die out here. Stupid. Why did I say yes to this ridiculous job? Need to get up. Not going to quit. Slowly, she raised herself to her knees and pushed up from the snow. Her bloody hand trembled as she drank the last of her water.

The snow fell in a steady seamless sheet of white, and the fat flakes coated the highway. She looked behind her, trying to gauge how far she had traveled from the car. Vague outlines of her footprints dotted the road, and the twin yellow lines marking the centerline were barely visible. Eve pulled her phone from her pocket. A red “low battery” warning flashed across the screen. No service. And the car isn’t due back for eight weeks. If I don’t show, Celeste Quon will let Michelle know. And then what? Hours. Days until someone knows I’m out here. Fuck. Mom. She’ll never know if I die. Doesn’t even know who I am. What will happen to her? I have to survive this. Get it together. I’ve run twenty-six miles. I can make it to her house. It can’t be far. Not going to die today.

The high-pitched whine of an engine cut through the air and her despair. Snowmobile? Mountain patrol? Help. Eve pushed the handle down on her suitcase and sat on it, facing the direction of the sound. She shivered and pulled her scarf up over her face, leaving a small gap for her eyes. A bright-green snowcat roared down the road. Probably some insane mountain man, and instead of dying in the cold, I’ll end up some kinda kidnapped wife. Fuck. Eve pulled her messenger bag across her stomach and held it like a shield. Damn, what was I thinking? The snowmobile slid to a stop a few feet from Eve. The driver dismounted and strode toward her.

He’s small. I could take him if I have to. Maybe a kid? Be cool. You already look like an idiot trying to walk in this with your suitcase. Brass it out. Eve stood and pulled her scarf away from her face, plastering on the biggest smile she could manage with her teeth chattering.

She waved. “Hey there.”

The driver took two steps closer and unfastened her chin strap. Long white hair pulled into a low ponytail spilled free of the helmet as she removed it and tucked it under her arm. “Out for a stroll?” Her wide cheekbones were flushed, and her amber-colored gaze burned with annoyance.

Celeste Quon. Herself. Rescuing me. Great way to make an entrance. “Oh fuck.” Eve covered her mouth and cleared her throat. “Sorry. I’m your screenwriter. Eve Garcia.”

Celeste arched an eyebrow. “Indeed. I hope your screenplays are better than your survival instincts.”

“Excuse me?” Eve lifted her chin.

“Any idiot knows not to leave their car in the middle of a snowstorm.”

“Well, this idiot has an aversion to toppling over the sides of cliffs.”

Celeste’s nose wrinkled, and she tilted her head to the side as if listening for something. “We need to go.” She turned and walked back to the snowmobile.

The set of Celeste’s shoulders was all the indication Eve needed to know she was expected to obey without question. Oh, fuck that. She needs to understand I’m not going to let her act like she’s the fucking queen of the world. Eve blew out a breath and followed Celeste to the snowmobile. She opened her mouth to complain and then shut it quickly. She clenched her teeth and gripped the handle of her suitcase tighter. Deal with it. You need the money. Don’t blow it.

Celeste rested a hand on the windscreen of the snowcat. She eyed the suitcase Eve pulled behind her. “We don’t have room for your bag.”

Eve pressed her lips together in a thin line and counted to ten before she replied. “What the hell am I supposed to do? Work naked?”

Celeste raked her gaze over Eve. A soft smile played about her mouth. She met Eve’s hard glare with a smirk. “Intriguing concept. However, I prefer to work without distractions, no matter how minor.”

Me naked would be a “minor distraction”. Fuck her. Eve flushed at Celeste’s blatant appraisal and planted her feet. “I’m not leaving my bag.”

Celeste’s eyes narrowed. “You will. There’s not room for us and your bag. Take whatever essentials you need. Leave the rest here. You can be foolish on your own time. I prefer to be safe.”

Eve chewed her lip as she studied the toes of her wet snow-covered boots and shivered. I’m a fool. An idiot for saying yes to this job. She’s already made her mind up about me. She’ll never listen to my suggestions. She thinks I’m an idiot. The adrenaline rush of the accident faded. Too tired to fight, only too aware of her utter dependence on Celeste to survive, she unzipped the suitcase and flipped back the lid.

Eve extracted her toiletries bag, her extra pair of glasses, and favorite T-shirt and jeans and stuffed them into her messenger bag. Rummaging through her suitcase, Eve cursed herself for not being a more organized traveler. She wadded up three pairs of briefs and three bras before she stuffed them into her coat pockets. Shoes. She plucked out her favorite trainers and jammed two pairs of athletic socks into them before she tied the laces together and slung them over her shoulder. She glared at Celeste before she dug into the outside pocket of her suitcase and pulled out her running shorts and crammed them inside the front of her coat.

Celeste stood off to the side, her arms folded, her intense gaze fixed on Eve. The short hairs on the back of Eve’s neck rose as she sensed Celeste’s scrutiny. She zipped her bag shut and straightened. With both hands wrapped around the strap of her messenger bag, she glanced around at the rough terrain on either side of the road. “I can’t just leave it here.”

“Allow me.” Celeste picked up the case with one hand and tossed it over the guardrail as if it weighed no more than a paper cup. “There. Shall we?”

Damn. Stronger than she looks. Freakishly strong. Eve eyed the snowmobile. “Uh. Sure.”

“Give me your shoulder bag.”

Eve hesitated.

Celeste quirked her mouth. “Promise I won’t toss it.”

Eve passed her bag to Celeste.

Celeste took Eve’s satchel and secured it to the rear frame of the snowcat with bungee cords. The ski suit pulled tight over her ass. Eve stared at Celeste’s shapely curves on display. Definitely works out. Don’t act like a creeper. Stop staring. Eve averted her eyes.

Celeste straightened. “Now the shoes.”

Eve frowned.

“Unless you’d prefer to be pummeled by them on the ride?” Celeste’s smirk was back. “If you’re into that kind of thing.”

Eve snatched the trainers from around her neck and passed them to Celeste.

After tying her shoes in place, Celeste slung a leg over the seat of the snowmobile and twisted at the waist, turning her body toward Eve. She raised an elegantly shaped eyebrow. “Have you ridden on a snowmobile before?”

Eve mounted the seat behind her. The cold of the wet seat seeped into her pants. “No. But I’ve ridden a motorcycle.”

“Well, I doubt you’ve ridden a motorcycle in the middle of a snowstorm.” She squinted at Eve’s coat and quirked her mouth. “Do you have a hat?”

“Scarf.”

Celeste’s expression softened and she passed her helmet to Eve. “Tuck your scarf into your coat and put this on.”

Eve frowned. “What about you?”

Celeste retrieved a pair of goggles from a pocket under the dash of the snowmobile. “I’ll be fine. The helmet will keep your head warm. Sit close to me. It will keep most of the wind off of you. It’s a twenty-minute ride to my home.”

She’s concerned. Not as much of a hard-ass as she makes out. The way she handled my suitcase. Fuck, she must work out. Hard to tell with the snowsuit. The engine roared to life, and Eve pulled the helmet on and adjusted the chinstrap.

The padding of the helmet muffled the noise of the engine. She slid forward on the seat, maintaining a polite distance between them, unwilling to press her intimate flesh against Celeste’s shapely ass. The faint scent of sandalwood clung to the helmet. Must be her perfume. Hella sexy. Like her eyes. Where did that come from? Get a grip.

Celeste reached back and grabbed Eve’s wrists, tugged her forward, and settled her hands around her waist. Eve scooted forward, obeying Celeste’s silent command. She was taller by a head. Celeste turned the handlebars of the snowmobile and rolled the throttle. The snowcat lurched forward and Eve’s body made full contact against Celeste’s back and thighs.

Even with the bulk of the snowsuit, Eve was aware of Celeste’s muscles as they bunched and flexed as she steered the snowcat through the fresh powdery snow. The wind cut through Eve’s clothes, pricking her skin with needle sharpness. She crouched behind Celeste’s sturdy frame and clung to her warmth. Eve’s body blazed everywhere she touched Celeste. Be cool. She’s your boss. And freakishly strong. And hot as fuck. Damn it.

*

The ride back to her house with Eve’s arms firmly settled around her waist did nothing to cool Celeste’s cravings. Her foiled hunt had left her beast restless and hungry. Not hungry. Famished. Starving. The press of Eve’s body against her fanned the embers of a long-banked fire. It had been ten years since she had even entertained the idea of indulging her needs with another. A wet ache settled between her legs. Eve’s surprising pushback was refreshing after the succession of spineless screenwriters sent to work with her, each one convinced working with Celeste to bring her perennial best-selling novel to the big screen would make their careers. Not this one. She knows her worth. Owns her power.

The anger and rage that flashed in her chestnut-brown eyes when Celeste challenged her had stirred her blood and ignited a red-hot flare of desire in Celeste. Thoughts of Eve’s wild mane of dark hair framing her high cheekbones and the way her full mouth had pulled into a snarl after Celeste had teased her about working naked made her smile and her nipples hard as she thought about kissing Eve. Kissing Eve. And then what? Celeste gave over to delicious fantasies of seducing Eve as she navigated the track back to the house. What would she do if I pushed harder? Would she push back? Own her power? Or become another obsequious disappointment? Or would she recognize me for what I am and give me what I crave? No. Too dangerous. And inappropriate. She’s here to work.

The things Eve had chosen to take with her intrigued Celeste. Her running shoes. An athlete’s choice. She’s built like a long-distance runner. Eve’s long legs rested against Celeste’s thighs, and Celeste imagined what it would be like to kneel between them and see Eve’s cruel beauty above her, one of her elegant hands wrapped in Celeste’s hair as she ordered her to do all kinds of deliciously dirty things. She stifled her groan and promised herself another hunt as soon as she had Eve settled.

*

The welcome warmth of the mudroom melted the last bits of snow clinging to Eve’s hair. Icy rivulets ran down her neck. Eve tugged off her sodden leather gloves and flexed her hands. The skin was a mottled red, and her joints were stiff. She laid the gloves over the bench before she toed off her boots and slipped off her wet socks. The white tile of the floor was cold on her bare feet. Her hands ached and she struggled to unbutton her coat.

“Allow me.” Celeste brushed Eve’s hands away.

“I can do it.” Eve lifted her chin.

“I’m sure, but I don’t have all day.” Celeste unbuttoned Eve’s coat. “Hang it there, over the tray.”

Eve shrugged out of her coat and hung it on the hook Celeste had indicated. She tightened her shoulders against the shivers that racked her body.

“You need to get out of those wet clothes.”

“They’ll dry.”

“Yes. But you becoming ill is not on my agenda.”

Eve raked her hand through her hair. “I don’t have anything dry to wear. Or did you forget?”

“I have a very good memory.” Celeste eyed her and tilted her head to the side.

Eve shivered and crossed her arms over her chest, only too aware of her nipples, hard from the cold, pressing against the wet fabric of her shirt.

Celeste lifted her hand and pointed to a door. “Bathroom’s through there. Strip and shower. I’ll bring you some clothes.”

Eve opened her mouth to protest and shut it. She tucked her hands under her armpits, desperate to warm them. A hot shower. Dry clothes. Be sensible. She’s right. If you get sick, it won’t help anything. Don’t act like an idiot any more than you have. She saved your dumb ass.

“Thank you.” Eve met Celeste’s gaze. “I’m not usually this much of a mess. The accident rattled me.”

“You’re welcome. There are towels in the closet next to the shower.” Celeste turned away and left her to marvel how her day had gone so sideways so fast.

*

Eve removed her phone from her pocket and placed it on the vanity top before she stripped out of her clothes. While the water heated, she located a towel and placed it on a hook next to the shower door. The shower was large with bronze taps and natural stone walls and a glass door. The stall had six different showerheads, and Eve indulged herself by standing in the hot water until her fingertips were wrinkled and the cold that had embedded itself in her body was vanquished.

As she scrubbed her hair with shampoo, she heard the click of the latch as the bathroom door opened. The faint scent of Celeste’s sandalwood perfume seeped into her consciousness. Her body responded as she remembered the way Celeste’s powerful body had pressed against her on the snowmobile. Desire, unwelcome and undeniable, surged through her. What would it be like to control someone so powerful? To have her kneel and serve me as I wish? To see nothing in those amber eyes but a willingness to please?

Eve kept her eyes tightly closed, unwilling to acknowledge Celeste’s presence, desperate to avoid any more awkwardness, hating her vulnerable position as Celeste’s house guest. The sensation of being watched hardened her nipples. She’s looking at me. Wants me. Does she like what she sees? What would she do if I opened the glass and dragged her in here? Kissed her until she begged to serve me? She wishes. Eve allowed her arrogance and body confidence to drive her. She arched back to display her breasts as she rinsed her hair.
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