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      Chicago: A Century Ago

      October

      Hurried steps carried Ray Bartlett across town; his dark clothes and the black sky masked his foolhardy presence. As he approached the train tracks, the silhouette of the old abandoned building on the other side of the railroad came into view, prompting him to reach into his pocket and pull out the heavy tin can he always brought with him—a familiar beacon in a dark, eerie night.

      “Here, kitty, kitty,” he called out as he gently shook the scratched and dented container of sardines, letting the thick oil inside slosh about in an effort to herald his approach. He pitched his voice low, knowing the sound would carry in the breeze and alert the lone occupant of the building to his presence, and signal her to free the latch. His glance darted around, and he hoped like hell he’d gone undetected by any resident gangs, should they be lurking about. After all, he was a far cry from his elite Gold Coast neighborhood and was now stepping foot into Chicago’s seedy south side—a testament to his foolhardiness, for sure.

      As he took note of his shaking fingers, he slid the can back into his breeches and stuffed his hands into his coat pockets to still his rather unusual jitters. His discomposure was partly because he’d snuck out of his dorm (and should he get caught, the consequences doled out by the headmaster would be most severe), and partly due to his excitement at seeing the girl waiting for him on the side of town he had no business frequenting—the side of town the folks in his social circle avoided like a diseased wharf rat. But, unlike him, they didn’t have Sunni Matthews waiting for them.

      Sunni . . .

      God, his heart raced and his body grew needy just thinking about her. She had a certain energy: a light in the darkness that filled him with a deep warmth and unearthed things he’d never felt before.

      Everything from the way her golden hair framed her porcelain skin and the way her beautiful blue eyes sparkled with love and laughter to the way she trusted him completely and thoroughly with her body, heart, and soul rattled his emotions and rendered him practically senseless. Ribbons of want—no, need—worked their way through his veins because he knew he was only minutes from gathering her into his arms, pressing his mouth to hers and paying homage to her lush body until the early hours of the morning.

      As he took in the shape of the slumbering structure tucked just inside the woods, a mixture of joy and sadness invaded his thoughts. He was thrilled to spend a few stolen moments with Sunni—he ached to embrace her, to feel her naked body against his skin—but it pained him to know that he’d wake up tomorrow between a set of starched white sheets, and she in a dusty cot. His heart twisted and his stomach clenched. He halted his forward momentum and fought down the feeling of helplessness, as well as the pang of loneliness that ate at his guts like a thousand hungry cockroaches.

      Soon, he reminded himself. Soon they’d be together forever, and he’d make things better for her. It was a promise he’d made to her a long time ago, and a promise he intended to keep.

      Off in the distance, the whistle of an approaching train pulled him back to reality. The high-pitched whine broke through the unnatural silence as he carefully counted the wooden sleepers and made his way over the tracks—tracks he knew better than to cross. Yes, it was dangerous, maybe even downright suicidal, for him to venture into this part of town, but it was a damn strange thing how love affected one’s ability to make rational decisions.

      He ducked into the woods and glanced around, camouflaging himself among the towering maple trees and densely packed foliage. As he stepped onto the overgrown walking path, he once again took note of the unusual quiet surrounding him. Not even the cacophony of the bullfrogs from the swamp just beyond the tracks could be heard. It was as if someone or something had scared them silent. That thought aroused the fine hairs along his nape as the long, unkempt weeds and gangly blades of grass climbed up his breeches and pawed at his ankles.

      He blinked to adjust to the dim light and took two measured steps forward. Because there had just been a week of heavy rain, the heels of his patent leather shoes sank in the wet, moss-laden ground. Ray turned up the collar of his wool sack coat against the cool autumn breeze and carefully picked his way forward, his heart pounding harder and harder with each footstep.

      Overhead, the tightly knitted clouds peeled back to reveal a full moon. The bright beams broke through the canopy of high leaves and provided sufficient light for him to see the dark metal latch on the door, still a few feet out of reach. His lips turned up in a smile, and he shook the can again to let Sunni and the menagerie of tomcats seeking warmth and shelter inside know that it was he who approached, not some gang member sneaking up on them.

      A low noise—not unlike the growl of a wild wounded animal—came from behind, taking him by surprise. Survival instincts kicked in, and he glanced over his shoulder in time to spot a shadow moving in the distance, weaving in and out of the trees in a drunken circular pattern and keeping a wide berth.

      Ray narrowed his eyes and peered into the darkness. The shadow sat low, crouched on all fours. He took it to be some sort of dog, but bigger than any canine he’d ever encountered. Ray was not by any means a small man, but to take on a rabid dog without weaponry would certainly make him a dense one.

      As his pulse pounded, his skin prickled in warning and propelled him forward. Moving swiftly, his long legs ate up the short distance to the building. Before he could reach the latch, a low noise serrated the air and stopped him dead in his tracks. His blood ran cold and he swallowed hard. The strangled sound carried in the wind as he slowly turned in the direction of the growl. He took great care not to make any sudden movements while he tracked the shadow as it closed in on him. A moment later, a large canine stepped into the clearing and two pewter orbs flashed beneath the full moon.

      What the hell kind of animal has pewter eyes?

      A burst of adrenaline pushed Ray on, and he yanked open the door with much more force than was necessary and charged inside. With his breath coming in quick, unsteady gasps, he slammed the door behind him and collapsed against it, using his body weight to seal it shut.

      The light from the candle flickered as Sunni approached. Her palm closed over his cheek and the warmth of her hand drove back the cold of the night. “Ray, what is it?” she asked.

      With concern in her eyes, she looked past his shoulder at the secured door. “Were you followed?”

      He shook his head and let the tension drain from his body as he took pleasure in the alluring sight of Sunni and the seductive way the soft candlelight fell like a halo over her petite frame. As he drew in her distinctive floral scent, his heart swelled and his cock thickened, forcing him to struggle to find his words.

      He widened his hands to show the animal’s excessive size. “Wild dog,” was all he managed to get out as his blood raced south.

      She frowned. “I thought I heard the same dog earlier when I snuck in here.” Just then, one of the many tomcats hissed at the door before it turned its attention to more pressing matters, like the food in Ray’s breeches. The cat brushed up against Ray’s leg and pawed at his pocket—and the can of sardines he knew would be inside. As a few other cats moved closer and joined in the chorus, Ray pulled out their food.

      Sunni carefully positioned the candle on the ledge next to them, away from the boarded windows, and went to work on feeding the hungry felines. After opening the can and placing it on the floor, she turned back to Ray and furrowed her brow. “What should we do?”

      “Let’s wait it out.” Every instinct he possessed warned him of danger, causing a foreboding shiver to prowl through him. It took effort to keep his voice even as he added, “With any luck, it will just lose interest and wander off.”

      Her fingers stroked his hair. In an obvious attempt to lighten the mood, she went up on her tiptoes and whispered, “I’m not afraid of any wild dog attacking me when I’ve got a protector like you, Ray.”

      Ray slid his hands around her back to anchor her to him. His edgy laugh churned with passion. “Maybe it’s me you have to worry about attacking, Sunni.” His erection pressed insistently against her stomach, and he diligently fought down the urge to tear her clothes from her body and ravish her like an animal in heat. A torrent of emotions washed over him, but he knew he’d never act purely on primal impulses; not with her, not with his Sunni, because it was never just about sex with her. She deserved so much more than that from him.

      Her blue eyes gleamed with mischief and she caught her bottom lip between her teeth. “Speaking of attacking, what on earth shall we do to occupy ourselves while we wait for the mongrel to lose interest?”

      She looked at him with pure desire, and his body responded with a shudder. God, he loved her openness, her sense of adventure. He’d never had the inclination to divulge—let alone indulge—his secret fetishes to the girls in his social circuit. Sunni had never looked at him like he was a circus sideshow for wanting to tie her up and have her at his mercy. He wasn’t sure where that deep-seated need to dominate her had come from; only that it was strong and was not to be denied. Ray could just imagine how the women in his neighborhood would react to his unusual desires. Nevertheless, Ray only ever wanted to share those intimacies with Sunni.

      His mind raced back to her playful question and considered the invitation in her voice. “Do you have something in mind?” he asked.

      She palmed his thigh muscles, then slipped a hand between his legs to cup his aching cock. She gave a breathy, intimate laugh and playfully responded, “Maybe not something in mind, but definitely something in . . . hand.”

      As desire jolted through him, they exchanged a long, lingering look, and any fears he had about the rabid dog abated. His fingers tightened around her waist, and he pulled her impossibly closer, crushing her small body to his.

      “Sunni,” he murmured as he captured her mouth in a slow, simmering kiss, “you do have a way with words.”

      Eager hands slipped under his coat to massage his shoulders, and her throaty purr resonated through his body. “And here I’d rather you had your way with me.”

      A low moan rose from the depths of Sunni’s throat with the tantalizing sweep of Ray’s tongue inside her mouth. He tasted like sweet ginger candy, and she momentarily wondered if he’d eaten any on his long trek to visit her. But then her thoughts fragmented when he spun her around and pressed her back to the door. Chocolate eyes latched on hers, and a lock of dark hair fell over his forehead as he pinned her with a smoldering glance. Erotic heat pulsed through her, and the air around them grew charged with sexual energy. Sunni sucked in a tight, anticipatory breath, her body aching to join with his.

      Knowing exactly how she liked it, Ray moved with agility, taking control of her pleasure. With deft fingers he gripped both of her hands and restrained them above her head. His other hand began a leisurely journey up her dress. Pressure brewed inside her, cyclonic heat spiraling outward, spreading, building strength, and obliterating her last vestige of composure as the agonizing slowness of his seduction nearly undid her.

      “Ray . . .” She tossed her head to the side and swayed slightly. God, it had been so long since his last visit. Too long. “Please.”

      Her quivering thighs absorbed the warmth of his exploring fingers and she gave a little whimper of need. He pushed against her, and the length of his hard cock had her mouth watering, yearning for a taste of his salty liquid. She bucked against him, her sex growing damp as his fingers came perilously close to her nether lips. Strong muscles bunched as he teased her with the soft pad of his thumb, his fingers circling but never quite touching the spot that needed it the most.

      Sunni gave a sexually frustrated moan, then drew in his familiar aroma of man, spice, and pool water. As a varsity swimmer, the scent had long ago penetrated his flesh, but it was a scent she’d grown quite fond of. Her hands trailed over his skin and she began burning up, frantic with need. As she hungered for him, her chest rose and fell rapidly and her distended nipples bore into his pectorals, alerting him to the urgency of her arousal.

      She shifted in an attempt to force his fingers to her sex. “Touch me, please . . .” she whispered into his mouth.

      He trailed kisses over her jaw. “Oh, I will, baby.” He licked along her earlobe, and a warm shiver traveled all the way to her toes. She remained still, absorbing and hanging on his every word as he went on to give a detailed itinerary of what he planned to do to her. “I’m going to touch every inch of you with my fingers, my mouth, and my cock. You have my word on that. But first I want you at my mercy; then I’m going to make you wild with want.” With that, he reached around her back to toy with the laces binding her dress.

      As his warm breath wafted across her cheek, she decided it was time for feeling, not talking. Submitting herself to him completely, she murmured, “Take me, Ray. You are my master, and I’m yours to do with as you please.”

      She shut her eyes and listened to the soft rustle of her clothes being removed; the seductive sound brushed over her skin like a lover’s kiss and elicited a shudder from deep within. As Ray stripped her naked, the tangy scent of her arousal saturated the old building, and the sound of his indrawn breath told her he’d picked up on her heady scent. When he cleared his throat, seemingly rattled by her feminine aroma, it brought a smile to her face. She loved the effect she had on him, loved knowing that she had the ability to unnerve such a powerful guy.

      His voice came out a little gruffer than usual when he murmured, “Sunni . . .” The way he said her name, so intimately, so possessively, spoke volumes and told her that she belonged to him and him alone.

      Her lids fluttered. “Mmm?”

      He pressed against her and buried his mouth in the crook of her neck. “You know it’s never just about sex with you, right?”

      The vulnerability she heard in his tone touched her deeply. Her heart skipped a beat and she reached out to him. “Yes, Ray. I know . . .” she assured him.

      And she did know. Everything in the way he touched her and how he talked to her made her feel special, cherished, the way no other man had ever made her feel before. Ray was different. Far different from the other rich boys who paraded up and down the streets in their affluent neighborhood. She trusted Ray with her body in a way she’d never trusted another, and despite what her mother claimed, he was not merely slumming or using her for sex. Sure, her mother had her daughter’s best interest at heart, but she didn’t know Ray like Sunni knew Ray. Nor did she understand the level of trust and intimacy between them.

      Even when she handed control over to him, giving him the power to do with her as he wished, he still took painstaking care of her body and her needs, touching her with the utmost devotion and ensuring he made it especially good for her. But their unions weren’t just about sharing bodies and exchanging intimacies. They talked about their past and their future, sharing their hopes, dreams, and even their fears.

      “Look at me,” he demanded in a soft tone.

      Her lids fluttered open in time to see him step back and make quick work of his own clothes. Her gaze panned over his hewn, athletic muscles and settled on his magnificent erection, and it suddenly occurred to her that she wanted him so much, she felt dizzy.

      Her legs swayed and he gripped her waist to support her, his strong arms encircling her in a protective manner. She’d come to learn that inside the bedroom, Ray Bartlett was a dominant by nature. And, in turn, he’d shown her the exquisite pleasure to be had in the role of a submissive, a role she’d happily take on for him and him alone.

      Coaxing him to spread her body on the prepared blankets and take her, she slid her tongue over her bottom lip, and the slow, sweeping action drew his gaze.

      His nostrils flared and he gestured toward the makeshift bed on the floor. Lust exploded inside her as she followed his gaze. “Lie down and spread your legs for me.”

      She almost whimpered in delight.

      Obliging, Sunni moved across the room. After positioning herself on the cushiony blankets—which were strategically placed between two posts—she proceeded to widen her legs. As her body beckoned to his, Ray took a long moment to just watch her, and she could practically feel his raw ache of lust as it reached out to her.

      She crooked her finger, impatient for his touch. Ray grabbed the candle and stalked closer. How she loved the way he moved, with such confidence, such determination. He dropped down next to her and placed the candle beside them. As the flames created warmth and coziness inside the cabin, his urgent hands raced over her skin. Shifting, he leaned into her and pressed a kiss to her mouth and neck, going lower until he reached her aching breasts. She sensed his restraint, his fight for control, when he swiped his tongue across her sensitized nipples. His erection throbbed against her leg and she writhed in ecstasy. In no time at all, their bodies began melding as one. When Ray drew one rigid bud into his mouth and sucked so hard she could feel little tremors deep in her core, she had no idea where his body ended and hers began.

      “Mmm.” The curls between her legs dampened, and she grabbed a fistful of his hair in a silent plea for more.

      Ray tilted his head back. His eyes were full of urgent need as he gripped her hands and drew them over her head. He had that look on his face again, the one that spoke of his needs and hidden desires—desires that he’d only ever shared with her. He exhaled a low, slow breath, and when his glance went to the silk ties beside her, her heart pounded harder and her body pulsed in sweet agony.

      He grabbed one binding and trailed it over her skin. Little goose bumps broke out on her flesh. Need churned inside her when she met his eyes and read his intent. As he fueled her desires, moisture pooled on her sex and dripped languidly to her anus, lubricating her every passage.

      Ray drew a candle closer and held it over her. Her pussy lips glistened beneath the light. “You’re very wet, Sunni.”

      A whimper of excitement caught in her throat. “I’ve missed you,” she rasped.

      His gaze moved over her face in a long, leisurely inspection. “Do you ache as much as I ache when we’re not together?”

      Her chest tightened, and since a reply was beyond her, she simply nodded in response.

      “Do you touch yourself when I’m not here, Sunni? To take the ache away?”

      The gleam in his eyes turned wicked.    Sunni swallowed, and the sound of her throat working cut through the silence. “Yes . . .” she managed to get out.

      His nostrils flared and he gripped her thighs. With a quick tug, he pulled them farther apart, and proceeded to wrap one binding around her ankle.

      His mouth curved. “Show me.”

      Desperate to ease the ache inside her, Sunni slipped a hand between her legs and stroked her pulsing clit. Ray’s eyes lit with dark desire. As she continued to pleasure herself, Ray tied her leg to the post and went to work on securing the other. Once her feet were sufficiently restrained, he stood and walked around her.

      At the sight of his hard, naked body, she greedily worked her fingers over her clit until small spasms began to take shape deep inside her womb. Moments before she became unhinged and succumbed to her orgasm, Ray pulled her hands away from her sex and secured them over her head.

      “No . . .” she cried out, but that soft cry segued to a heated moan when Ray returned to his original position and tucked himself between her spread legs, making a slow pass over her sex with his tongue. “Yesss . . .” she hissed, and shivered in delight with that first sweet touch of his tongue.

      As she shuddered in surrender, he buried his face deeper and ravaged her sex, his mouth sucking and nibbling, his tongue licking and probing. As she watched him feast on her, she couldn’t quite put into words how much she loved being at his mercy. He dominated her in the bedroom, controlling her every pleasure and her every pain. Never would she ever grant any other man such latitude.

      His thumb circled her clit and it swelled in response to the stimuli. The furtive brush nearly pushed her over the precipice. She gave an erotic whimper and arched into his touch.

      He pushed one thick finger inside her and she cried out with pleasure. White-hot desire claimed her, and her sex muscles clenched and held him tight.

      The pleasure in his voice excited her. “Sunni, Christ . . .” He glanced up at her, and the warmth in his eyes revealed an intimacy between them that went well beyond sex.

      She shifted beneath him, the silk bindings tightening on her limbs and raising her passion to new heights. As she lay there, held hostage to Ray’s touch, he turned his attention back to her throbbing clit. His tongue glided over her engorged nub while he slipped another finger inside for a deliciously snug fit. Blood flowed thick and heavy through her veins as volcanic pressure built inside her.

      He pumped his fingers in and out, his tongue working her clit into a heated frenzy. Desire and other emotions twisted inside her, and her body trembled almost uncontrollably. God, he touched her in places so deep she’d thought she’d died and gone to heaven.

      As his fingers burrowed, controlling the depth, rhythm, and pace, her sex muscles gripped him hard. “Ray, I need . . .”

      He drew in a sharp breath and tenderness stole over him. “I know, Sunni. I know.” He began pumping harder, faster, and in the span of a second, her whole world closed in on her. Nothing existed but this man and this moment. Perspiration broke out on her skin, and she felt herself falling deeper and deeper into the euphoric abyss.

      “That’s my girl,” he whispered. His voice dropped an octave as he added, “Let yourself go, kitten.”

      Just hearing the intimacy in his tone when he called her kitten was all that was needed to take her over the edge. As a surge of love tightened her heart, her body flushed hotly. A heartbeat later, she found herself tumbling into an orgasm. Her sex throbbed, and she closed her eyes to concentrate on the erotic sensations. Her pulse racing, she rode out every delicious wave as a melee of emotions tore through her, warming her right down to the tips of her bound feet. She gave a whimper of relief and undulated her hips as her liquid heat drenched his mouth.

      Like a cat lapping its cream, Ray worked his tongue over her until he’d devoured every last drop of her silken desire. Once he had her completely clean, he leaned back on his heels. He licked the moisture from his mouth, and his nostrils flared as he watched her. Sunni eyed his erection and swiped her tongue over her bottom lip. His cock pulsed beneath her gaze, and all she could think about was taking it into her mouth and pleasuring him the way he’d pleasured her.

      When her gaze traveled back to his face, he angled his head and asked, “Do you want to suck me, Sunni?”

      Without bothering to mask her enthusiasm, she nibbled her bottom lip and nodded. Eagerly.

      He went to work on removing the bindings from her feet and hands, then tugged her up. “On your knees, and put your hands behind your back.”

      Her entire body quivered at the authority in his command. Ray remained on his knees and circled his arms around her waist. His erection jutted forward and rubbed against her stomach. Rivulets of hot cream pearled on the head of his penis and dripped onto her abdomen. Ray drew one palm back and slapped her ass. A wheeze escaped her lips, but it was a sound of pleasure, not pain. She pulled in a fortifying breath and waited anxiously for another.

      When none came, she whispered, “More.”

      “Shhh,” he responded. “I’ll give you more when you’re ready for more. Now be a good little kitten and suck my cock.” Oh, God, she loved his commanding attitude. “Open your mouth and get ready for me.”

      Ray climbed to his feet, and Sunni poised her mouth like she was told. His cock brushed over her cheek before coming level with her lips. Sunni opened her mouth wider to accommodate his thickness and drew him in. She worked the tip with her tongue, swirling and tasting, her head bobbing back and forth in a slow, steady pattern.

      He growled and ran his fingers through her hair. “Jesus . . .” Ray rocked on his feet and moved her curls away from her face, enabling him to watch the action. His cock thickened, and she could feel the blood rushing through his veins; he was so very close to losing control. She sucked harder, then lowered her head to lap at his balls.

      With that, Ray growled and said, “Sunni, promise me you’ll never be with another man this way, that you will never submit yourself to anyone else.”

      She glanced up from his cock to see the agonized yet vulnerable expression on his face. She drew him deeper into her mouth, her actions answering his concerns, but that wasn’t good enough for him. He inched back, placed his finger under her chin, and tipped her head until their eyes met.

      Possessiveness flashed in his eyes. “Tell me,” he commanded.

      “I’ll only ever submit myself to you, Ray. I promise. Only you will ever be my master.”

      Ray dropped to his knees and pressed his lips to hers. His kiss was so gentle and emotional, it weakened her entire body.

      “Sunni . . .” he whispered into her mouth, and eased her back down onto the blankets. “I need to be inside you. Now.”

      She wrapped her legs around his waist, and in one fluid movement he sank into her damp heat. “Oh, God.” She clawed at his back as pleasure forked through her.

      As basic elemental need took hold, his breathing turned choppy, labored. He drove into her, harder, faster, drawing out her pleasure despite his desperate need for release.

      He levered himself up on one arm to keep the bulk of his weight off her and slipped a thumb between their bodies to caress her clit. Her nails bit into his skin, and she gave a broken gasp. Sensations pulled her under, and without warning another climax ripped the world out from beneath her. Her pussy rippled with pleasure and her liquid heat dripped over Ray’s cock.

      When her muscles tightened around him, he stilled his movements, pushed her hair from her forehead, and pressed his mouth to hers. “I love you, kitten,” he whispered as he released high inside her.

      They remained in that same position for a long time, neither one wanting to break the comforting contact or sever the tremendous connection between them. God, sex with Ray was perfect, so damn perfect. In fact, everything with Ray was perfect.

      When Ray finally rolled beside her, Sunni gave a long contented sigh, pulled a blanket over them both, and snuggled closer to enjoy the easy intimacy between them.

      “Hey,” he whispered.

      Sunni chuckled. Ray never was much of a talker after sex. Or moments before sex, for that matter. Not enough blood left in his brain, she supposed. “Hey, yourself.”

      She stifled a yawn and took note of the wax pooling at the base of the candle, knowing that their time together was almost over. She fought down the pang of sadness, determined not to mull over that worry and enjoy every moment they had left.

      The wind outside seemed to pick up, rattling a few loose boards. What sounded like a tree branch or an animal claw scratched against the door. A strange sense of uneasiness closed in on her as her mind revisited the lurking dog.

      Unnerved by that thought, she lifted her chin, bringing Ray and herself face-to-face. She regarded him with wide eyes and questioned in a shaky voice, “Ray?”

      “I hear it.” He tapped her backside, and sifted his hand over the floor in search of their clothes. “We’d better get dressed.” Even though he’d worked to sound casual, she could hear the underlying concern in his voice.

      The sound grew louder, and the cats inside the building began hissing, spitting, and circling, their hackles rising in both fear and warning. Sunni’s heart raced, and as a burst of anxiety constricted her chest ,she glanced around for a weapon.

      “Do you think it—?”

      Ray pressed his finger to her lips to hush her. He pitched his voice low. “Pull your clothes on. Quickly.” With the tips of his fingers, he snuffed out the candle. They stood there draped in darkness, save for the long column of moonlight that sliced through the thick cracks in the decaying rooftop.

      As Sunni hurried into her dress, Ray threw on his own clothes and stepped to the door, the floorboards groaning beneath his weight and pinpointing his location. He pressed his ear against the wooden slats and listened.

      As her tension increased, it took effort to draw in air. They stood there in silence, waiting, listening. After a long while, the threatening sounds dissipated, even the wind seemed to die down, and Sunni almost drew a premature breath of relief.

      Ray sank to the ground to peer out of the two-inch gap between the door frame and the floorboards, but when a big, furry paw with razor-sharp claws grabbed for him, he cursed and jumped to his feet.

      Sunni clutched her chest with one hand and took a step back. “Oh, God, Ray,” she cried out, and reached for him with her other hand.

      Taking them by surprise, the animal smashed against the door, bowing the wood and sending Ray backward. He landed with a thud, but quickly climbed to his feet and positioned Sunni behind him to shield her from an attack. She could feel his heart pounding in his chest, and the coldness in his hands as they held her back.

      A loud howl sliced through the air and curdled her blood. It was a sound unlike anything she’d ever heard before—dark, menacing, and downright scary.

      “What the hell?” Ray murmured, and picked up a long, pointed piece of lumber. By this time, the cats were hissing and spitting louder, the majority of them jumping to the roof trusses. Under attack, the old wooden door moaned and groaned, the rusty hinges threatening to let go.

      Sunni watched, transfixed as a few slats of wood smashed to the ground, leaving a big gaping hole in the door, large enough for the animal—or, rather, beast—to stick its head through. Silver eyes pierced the night and sized up the prey inside. At first glimpse, Sunni knew the stick Ray was wielding like a weapon was equivalent to stepping up to home base with a matchstick. They were in serious trouble here, and she could think of only one way out.

      Coldness penetrated her bones, and her knees practically buckled beneath her. She tapped Ray on the shoulder and pointed upward. “We need to get high.”

      He nodded, but before either of them had a chance to move, the night creature went up on its haunches and threw its hefty body against the door. The hinges didn’t stand a chance against the weighty assault, and the door splintered and collapsed to the floor before them. Moonlight came filtering in, and lit up the animal’s large, dark-haired frame as it stepped inside. Bigger than any dog she’d ever come across before, the beast stood before them, its bearlike claws pinning the door beneath it. Saliva pooled on its muzzle, and it bared a pair of pointy incisors.

      Sunni’s thoughts came to a screeching halt, and her legs wouldn’t budge as she met its steely gaze. For one long moment, shocked silence lingered. Her pulse leapt in her throat, and she wrapped her shaky hands around Ray’s waist.

      He pried her fingers free. His tone rose in warning: “Sunni, move. Slowly.” The panic in his voice snapped her out of her trance and prompted her into action.

      She fought down her rising hysteria and began to back up toward the crates near the back wall. If she could stack them, she and Ray could climb to the rafters, to safety.

      Walking backward, she moved with caution, taking care not to make any sudden shifts. A movement out of the corner of her eyes caught her attention, and before she realized what was happening, one of the cats jumped into her arms. That must have been what provoked the wild animal.

      It lunged forward, moving with a speed no normal canine possessed, and landed on Ray with a resounding thud.

      “No,” Sunni cried out, but it was too little, too late. Sharp teeth tore at Ray’s flesh, then gripped him by the neck and tossed him around like he was nothing more than a rag doll. As Sunni watched in mute terror, she couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t even think.

      She stumbled backward, and her jerky actions drew the animal’s attention. With its lips peeled back, it left Ray and stalked closer to her. Terror stole the scream from her lungs, and she knew there was no escaping the creature’s jaws.

      One pounce had her falling to the floor. Pain exploded inside her as the animal ripped into her shoulder. The pungent scent of wet dog and coppery blood filled her senses and churned her stomach. She struggled and tried to get out from under its death grip, but the animal was too big and strong.

      Then, suddenly, the attack stopped and the beast climbed off her. She remained motionless, not daring to make a sound.

      The frothing animal nudged her with its nose and began to circle her, crimson blood painting its muzzle. It went down on its haunches and its arctic eyes pinned her with a glare, watching over her. Waiting.

      But for what, she couldn’t be certain.

      She slowly angled her head. A cry caught in her throat and tears poured down her cheek as she saw that the man she loved lay lifeless in a spreading pool of blood. Oh, God. Ray was dead. Dead. Emotions pained her heart, and it was all she could do to fight down a howl of panic.

      In that moment, her arm started aching, and it occurred to her that the animal had killed Ray but it had only been bitten her—as if it wanted her alive.

      Frightened, her glance strayed back to the beast, to the way its beady eyes observed her with careful precision.

      Oh, good God.

      What the hell was this thing, and what did it want with her?
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      Chicago: Present Day

      December 31

      Sunray awoke with a start, her chest rising and falling in an erratic pattern as equal measures of nausea and dizziness overcame her. She widened her eyes and with her keen sense of sight glanced around the small, dark room to gather her bearings. When the familiar outlines of her sleigh bed and mahogany dresser took shape, she shook the fog from her sleep-deprived brain and worked to stabilize her spastic breathing.

      Ever since she—along with her shape-shifter friends, Jaclyn and Linc—fled their secret gated community in Serene, New Hampshire, where they had resided for the last hundred years, she’d found deep, restful sleep harder and harder to come by.

      A result of her returning nightmares, she supposed.

      She jolted upright in her bed and worked to bury the haunting memories of the night her lover Ray Bartlett had been viciously murdered—and she’d been changed. As she wiped the perspiration from her forehead, her blankets slipped from her shoulders and pooled at her waist, exposing her sweat-drenched skin, compliments of her vivid night terrors.

      Perhaps the nightmares had returned because she was back in Chicago, near the neighborhood where Ray had been brutally ripped from her life forever. Well, that, and she’d recently gotten a whiff of his distinctive, familiar scent on her best friend’s winter coat. Her hand went to her stomach as need gathered there in a twisted knot. God, she’d never, ever forget the intoxicating smell of Ray’s skin, or the way it use to envelop her, drawing her into a cocoon of desire and making her feel so safe and cherished.

      Ray . . .

      Was it possible that he’d come back to her? That he’d been reincarnated? Here to fulfill a promise he’d made to her so many years ago?

      Did she even dare to hope?

      A few weeks ago, after she’d caught his scent on Jaclyn Vasenty’s clothing, Jaclyn had quickly identified whom the aquatic aroma belonged to. Together they’d gone searching for him at Risqué, an erotic club that Jaclyn used to frequent before she’d fallen in love with Linc, her mate. From what Jaclyn had explained to Sunray, Ray would often seek her out at the club. But other than his strong, dominating nature in the bedroom, she knew little else about him.

      Unfortunately, Ray—or Kane, as he was known in this lifetime—had vanished. Disappeared from the club scene. Gone without a trace. But where he’d gone was anyone’s guess.

      After inquiring about him at Risqué, Sunray had come to learn that not only was he a dominant by nature—a replica of her Ray—but he was also a man who knew what he wanted and took what he needed. A fine shiver of excitement coiled through her. Even though she was now a strong, dominant wolf herself, she couldn’t deny that thoughts of Kane as a powerful, take-charge kind of guy thrilled the submissive side of her.

      Now as she considered Kane a moment longer, she had the sneaking suspicion that he was also a man who preferred to keep his identity hidden, and unless he wanted to be found, he wouldn’t be found. But despite that, even after Jaclyn and Linc had taken off to Florida to visit Jaclyn’s parents over the Christmas holidays, Sunray had returned to the club a few times on her own, but had yet to find any man who resembled her long-lost lover.

      With her stomach still in knots she stood, pulled on a warm cotton robe, and made her way to the bathroom. When she glanced in the mirror, haunted pewter eyes stared back at her. It was then that her thoughts raced to Serene, to the home she’d fled a little more than six months ago. Even though she’d made a life for herself in Chicago, and loved everything about her new job as marketing rep at Vasenty Cosmetics—well, everything except the conferences, that is, especially an upcoming one in Los Angeles, which she dreaded attending—a deep sense of loneliness fell over her. Her heart clenched as she thought about those family members she’d left behind.
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