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Chapter One

The winds drifting across the savanna
teased Ulrich. Coming from first one direction and then another,
they brought a mingling of scents that were enticing in one moment
and repellent in the next.

There were two that brought a heated
fog to his mind to distract him, though—coming from two different
directions.

Both female.

One drew him along by his
beast.

The other by the man-skin threatening
to escape his hold.

He was intent upon
mating—he’d been tracking her
for days, he reminded himself, and that meant
yielding to his beast—his true form.

But the other ….

He shook his head. As delectable as
that scent was, it was human female and he had no desire to tie
himself to one of those. They were trouble—always. She would expect
more than just his seed, he reminded himself.

But she was ripe for breeding—just as
the lioness was.

He couldn’t decide if she was closer
and that was why the scent was so alluring, so distracting, or if
it was just something about her specifically.

He must be closer to her, he
decided.

He liked human females well enough to
fuck one occasionally, but he did not want to mate one and get
tangled in all that that entailed.

He wasn’t certain if he had always
been more beast than man, but he was sure that he was now, when he
had lived only as a beast for years, eschewing the ‘human’ side
because it had brought him nothing that was good.

Best to stay with his own, he told
himself.

The sense of rejection
came faster that time—the acknowledgement that he was not beast
enough to accept that. She was not one of ‘the people’—not of his
own kind. The lioness. She
was pure feline. There wasn’t so much of a trace
of ‘the people’ in her.

That gave him pause.

In her own way she was just as ‘wrong’
for him and his seed as the human female. His off-spring would
still be a Halfling.

He hesitated then, trying
to decide if he should ignore his urges altogether, wondering if
he could simply
ignore it when he had allowed the scents to raise him to a level of
horniness just shy of desperation. His balls had begun to feel like
stones.

Except they fucking throbbed until he
could scarcely think straight.

It was the wrong time and the wrong
place to stop, he discovered.

He had been so distracted by his urges
and his conflict over which female to pursue—or neither—that he had
ignored the warning scents that the wind had brought to
him.

Man.

Several of them.

That thought had barely penetrated his
mind when he heard an explosion. Almost instantly, something
slammed into his hip hard enough it knocked the breath out of him.
He leapt into the air reflexively, whipped around to grab the dart
in his teeth, and yanked it out. Then he launched himself into a
run in the other direction.

He heard shouts behind him and knew
they were in pursuit. They would leap into their vehicle and chase
him down and he would have no chance to elude them.

He could feel the poison from the dart
already creeping through his bloodstream, slowing him, dimming his
perceptions.

He had to find a place to elude them,
he told himself.

By the time he managed to reach a
place that met his needs, his mind had begun to wander and he was
having great difficulty keeping his danger to the forefront. His
knees wobbled and gave out. He had to drag himself under the brush
he’d found to hide him while he waited for his regenerative powers
to throw off the potent drug that had, by that time, completely
inundated his system.

He rested there for what seemed like
an endless time while his mind was swept up in a dizzying
whirlpool, teetering between anxiety about his danger and his
original goal of finding the female whose scent he’d been
following.

Finally, he realized the delectable
scent of the woman was so close he could taste her not just smell
her scent. And that roused him sufficiently to focus again on the
mating hunt.

* * * *

Emma was starting to feel like her big
game shoot was going to be a total bust—which was so ridiculous!
She’d managed to capture some amazing photos. She was sure they
weren’t even close to the caliber her idols in photography had
managed to get, and there was nothing spectacularly unique, but
they were good to very good.

At least, she thought they
were.

But she’d be leaving to head back to
the states the following day, and she still hadn’t had the chance
to get shots of any of the big cats. And she’d hoped those would be
the pivotal point of her photo launch.

Granted, she’d been an
amateur wildlife photographer for years and years before she’d
managed to sell a damn thing, but she had finally sold and it had inspired
her to use her vacation—and her pathetic savings—to try to boost
herself up enough to be noticed.

To make money on a fairly regular
basis even if it still wouldn’t support her.

The problem was that big cats were
generally solitary—not the lions, but she hadn’t been able to get
close enough even with her telephoto lenses to get anything
exceptional.

Then the guide who’d volunteered for
the day told her he knew of an area that was claimed by a pair of
male lions—a very unusual sight indeed. And beyond that the
coloration of their manes was extraordinary.

Well one of them.

One had more of the traditional mane
with just a few very dark streaks. The other, the one that really
stood out, had a dark mane.

He thought they must have been
orphaned at a fairly young age to still be together when they were
clearly full grown.

They hadn’t seen a sign of either one,
though.

They’d been creeping along the rutted
track most of the day, stopping now and then to take a few pictures
of other animals they’d spotted, or to take a nature break—but not
the cats. Not so much as a glimpse.

Then the damned truck broke
down.

The guide had gotten out to take a
look, but Emma was pretty convinced he didn’t know a car engine
from a lawnmower. He was just trying to look like he knew what he
was doing—tinkering for a few minutes and then coming back to try
the engine.

It was hot.

After boiling in the front seat for a
bit, she got out and climbed up on the back to scan the waving
grasses of the savanna. Just about the time she decided to get
down, she heard the crack of a rifle. Her heart leapt from her
chest and into her throat, nearly choking her. Instinctively, she
dropped to a crouch.

“Oh my god! Somebody’s
shooting at us! Is it poachers?”

The guide looked pretty shook, as
well. He got a pair of binoculars out and climbed up to look.
“Should not be. Hunting is forbidden here!”

Emma straightened up, took her camera
and scanned the area with her telephoto lens as he searched with
the binoculars.

She caught a glimpse of something
streaking through the grass—something big. She just couldn’t get a
good look at it.

“Research scientists,” the
guide said. “No doubt trying to tag something.”

“Damn it!” Emma said
angrily. “That was loud enough to send everything out there into
hiding.”

The guide searched the sky a little
worriedly and got down again. A few minutes later, Emma heard the
engine start up and felt like uttering a whoop of
excitement.

The guide was grinning as she climbed
in. “I think we should head back now. The sun will be going down
soon and the night predators will begin to prowl.”

Disappointment flickered through Emma.
She wasn’t against taking a few risks—as long as they weren’t high
risk—but the mention of night hunters was enough to convince her
there was nothing more valuable than her life.

Especially when the damned truck had
already croaked once.

They managed to get the vehicle turned
around and make it about a mile or maybe two down the track toward
the hotel where Emma was staying when the engine crapped out again.
By that time the day was dimming noticeably and the guide had a
real hard time with his temper.

Slamming out of the truck, he opened
the hood again and went back to tinkering.

Emma was trying to ignore the creeping
flesh every new sound aroused.

The vehicle, she decided, was way too
open for her sense of security.

She got out after a few minutes and
joined the guide, staring at the engine without any clue of what
‘broke’ might look like. “Maybe we should just call for
help?”

He glanced at her, glanced around at
the encroaching dusk, and promptly went to get his
walkie-talkie.

Apparently, he wasn’t getting very
good reception because he got out and climbed up onto the back of
the truck.

Emma had just decided to get into the
cab when she heard a rustle in the brush that made her skin pebble
all over.

She stopped breathing.

She felt the hair at the crown of her
head and the base of her skull prickle, as if it was trying to
stand up.

Frozen statue stiff, only her eyes
moved as she tried to scan the area to see what it was she’d
heard.

“Don’t move,” the guide
whispered.

As if she could!

She was close to passing out from lack
of air when the guide abruptly screamed like a woman, leapt from
the truck, and took off down the road.

Emma’s eyes widened. Before she could
consider whether she should or she shouldn’t run, she heard a sound
that almost made her heart stop.

The quarreling noise a lion made that
wasn’t entirely a growl—but any noise coming from a lion was a
warning.

The underbrush abruptly exploded with
movement.

Emma screamed like a banshee and tore
off down the road after the guide—who was rapidly disappearing in
the dusk.

She barely cleared the end of the
truck, however, when something enormous collided with her, body
slamming her against the ground, stunning her.

Dust flew up from the hard packed road
and into her face, blinding her. She sucked in a cloud of it and
began to cough.

The fight for air kick-started her
brain function—a small window.

She couldn’t decide whether she was
supposed to play dead or not.

Before she’d entirely figured out what
would be her best offense, the cat rolled her onto her back. She
peered up at it from beneath her eyelashes.

It was an absolutely monstrous huge
lion.

Would screaming help? Or just make him
take her head off?

It sure as fuck wasn’t going to bring
the guide to help her! That bastard was probably halfway back to
the hotel by now.

Which meant they might or might not
find pieces of her when the rescue finally arrived.

While she was still trying to figure
out what to do or if she should do nothing but play dead, the
damned thing began to tear at her clothes.

It took all she could do to refrain
from screaming like a police siren.

The only reason she didn’t was because
she discovered she was too terrified to scream and she wondered if
it was the shock and fear that prevented her from feeling anything
as the beast shredded her flesh from her.

Then, he leaned close and …. Licked
her.

A jolt went through her when she felt
the heat and roughness of his tongue, inhaled his
breath.

Was he trying to decide if he liked
her taste she wondered a little wildly?

Then she felt him begin hunching her!

Oh my god! What the hell? He thought
he was … going to mate with her?

He didn’t just think so, he
did.

On my god! Oh my god! Was he going to
fuck her and then eat her?

Would they be able to tell when they
did the autopsy?

She could see that going viral on the
internet.

He came. She could feel it.

Then he settled to snuffling his face
against hers—bumping it and rubbing it like a house cat. And
alternated with licks.

He almost seemed to dose
off.

She waited, holding her
breath.

Then, rolling over very slowly, she
caught hold of what was left of her clothes and began trying to
crawl away.

He landed on her back, flattening her,
and she could feel him hunching her again.

She didn’t know what was worse—that he
did at all? That he ‘rang’ the right hole instead of poking that
thing in her ass?

She was definitely grateful he didn’t
poke her in the ass.

Because he was packing a piece of man
meat that she absolutely didn’t want in her ass! But she’d had no
clue the lions were carrying something like that rod
around!

When she was able to do a body part
count, she was almost stunned to realize he hadn’t hurt her at
all.

Well, beyond slamming her on the
ground and fucking the hell out of her.

She didn’t try to move when he
finished that time because it occurred to her that it might piss
him off if he wasn’t done.

And she did not want to piss off the
huge cat.

She lay perfectly still, trying to
breathe slowly and shallowly to make him think she was
dead.

If he thought so, though, he didn’t
give a damn. He rolled her over and licked her within an inch of
her life—toes to throat.

And then he started over.

Somewhere in the rounds she passed out
from her efforts to keep from hyperventilating.

When she finally roused up again, it
was pitch black, and she felt herself being carried.

Thank god, she thought! She’d been
rescued.

And she wasn’t actually in
pain!

But did that mean she’d passed beyond
being able to feel it?

Or that she wasn’t actually
hurt?

Someone was carrying her.

He bent over and half carried, half
dragged her through a small opening.

Then she heard a deep, rumbling man’s
voice—speaking a language she didn’t understand.

And another man responded.

Where in the hell was she?

Rather than moving, she slowly opened
her eyes.

The darkness was so profound she
couldn’t see anything but blackness.

And two pairs of very large feline
eyes—glowing in the dark and looking directly at her.

The discovery threw her for a loop,
threw her mind instantly into a state of total confusion. Terror
just seemed to swallow her whole and then she just sort of winked
out of existence.


Chapter Two

“Good gods,
Ulrich!” Jager gasped in disbelief.
“You brought a human female? I thought you were
tracking a feline for a mate? You will have every hunter on the
continent after us!”

Ulrich stared down at the
female … the human woman he had dragged into his den blankly, trying to recall
when he had captured her, and then, quiet suddenly, the darkness he
had been running from seemed to reach up and swallow him. He didn’t
even feel it when he hit the rocky dirt.

Jager stared down at his brother in
stunned disbelief.

There was no sign of a wound of any
kind that he could see—no blood that he could smell—and it beggared
the imagination to try to figure out what might have had the effect
of rendering him unconscious.

As the woman scrambled out from under
his brother’s weight, though, and bolted, he knelt down to examine
Ulrich. That was when he discovered a tranquilizer dart hanging
from his hip.

If he had been an actual feline
instead of one of the people, that would have been sufficient to
explain both his behavior and his lack of consciousness. Since he
was not, Jager was still confused and worried. One should not have
had such an effect on him—unless it was something else in the
syringe?

Shaking that anxiety, he struggled to
drag Ulrich from the den and then to get him onto his shoulders to
carry him.

The hunters would be after them, he
knew. The woman had fled to safety. She would immediately report
the incident even if it was not already known from the time Ulrich
had taken her and then the two of them would be in deep
shit.

The problem was, Ulrich was not
conscious and he was too heavy for Jager to run carrying him, which
increased their danger.
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