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      Reese Warren knew she should never have gone out to investigate that glowing orb in her back yard. Curiosity killed the cat, as her mother always said. And while her curiosity may not have gotten her killed, it's certainly changed her life forever.  Sucked into another world, she's held captive in a compound with dozens of other women and a warden who auctions them off like their animals.

      When she's bought by a wolf shifter and his pack mates as a potential mate for their cruel alpha, Reese flat out refuses to accept a life of forced marriage and pushing out wolf babies.  She just has to ignore her ridiculous attraction to the arrogant shifter, Kane, and find a way to escape him before he delivers her to his alpha.

      Kane hates humans.  Humans murdered his parents in cold blood, and his loyalty to his alpha is the only reason he's bringing them into their pack.  But he didn't count on his immediate attraction to the crazy human who speaks of a world filled with impossibilities.

      He will not disobey his alpha's orders so why does his urge to claim Reese as his own mate increase with each passing day?
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      All things considered, it hadn’t been the worse three months of Reese Warren’s life.  That top honour still went to the months following her parents’ deaths.  But the last three months certainly were the weirdest.

      As she paced restlessly back and forth in the room she had begun to think of as the ‘waiting room’, she wished for the hundredth time that she had never gone outside to investigate the round ball of light hovering in the back yard.

      She almost hadn’t.  She had almost chalked it up to some weird surge of electricity from the massive thunder and lightning storm and gone to bed, but in the end her natural curiosity couldn’t be contained.

      She snorted bitterly.  Her mother had always told her that curiosity killed the cat and although it hadn’t killed her, it hadn’t prepared her to be sucked into some alternate universe like a woman in a bad science fiction movie.

      Not an alternate universe, Reese.  An alternate world.  God, pay attention would you?

      She could almost hear Louisa’s disapproving tone in her head.  She sighed and sank to the floor beside the barred window.  She missed the old woman, missed her more than she would admit.  She was the only link to her world, to her earth.  With her gone, she was terribly lonely.

      It’s your own fault, she scolded herself fiercely.  Louisa tried to warn you to keep your mouth shut about your earth, but you didn’t listen, did you?  You just had to try and convince them that electricity and cars, and airplanes and stores that served nothing but coffee, existed.  Tried to convince them that a giant globe of light had sucked you in and threw you down into this strange world.

      The men who had captured her only hours after she had walked out of the woods, dirty and bruised, had laughed and called her “barto”.  She had found out later that barto was the word for crazy in this world.

      Perhaps because she was still numb from the deaths of her parents, perhaps because she half-believed she was in some strange never-ending dream, she hadn’t really freaked out when the men had chained her and taken her to a large, gated complex.  She was left in a room full of other women.  They were nice enough to her at first, at least until she started babbling about her own world, and after that they avoided her.

      Only Louisa had gone near her and that was only because she was from the same world as Reese.  She had taken Reese’s arm in a firm grip and dragged her away as Reese was trying, very patiently she thought, to explain to a young woman named Rhea about cell phones and the internet.

      It took Reese a few days to understand exactly what Louisa explained to her.  Even now, three months later, she wasn’t sure she still entirely believed that there was no way back home for her ever again.

      She sighed and stared out the window.  Louisa was taken to auction two weeks ago, and Reese missed her more than she thought possible.   She hoped the old woman was okay, hoped that someone kind had bought her and was treating her well.  She sighed again.  She would never see Louisa again and now, it was her turn to go to auction.

      The door to the room opened and Reese watched with a numb disinterest as the man she secretly called the “warden” walked through.  He was followed by three of the biggest men she had ever seen in her life.  All three of them had dark hair and dark eyes and they were all pulling and tugging on their clothing with obvious discomfort.

      Malana was standing near her, her eyes wide and her mouth a quivering “o”, as she stared at the three men.  Reese tugged on the young woman’s arm.

      “What’s going on?  Are we not being taken to the auction room?”

      Malana must have been truly desperate for comfort because she immediately wrapped her arms around Reese’s waist and clung to her like a frightened child.  “God help us.”

      “Help us from what?”  Reese asked.  “What’s going on?”

      “It’s – it’s a private sale,” Malana whispered.

      “Well, that has to be better than being paraded around like a cow in front of a roomful of men, doesn’t it?”  Reese replied.

      Malana gave her a frightened look.  “You don’t understand.  Those – those men are not men.”

      Reese glanced at them.  They looked like men to her.  Big men, but still just men.  “What do you mean?”

      “They’re shifters, Reese,” Malana whispered.

      “What do you mean shifters?”  Reese frowned at the smaller woman.

      Malana gave her a look of frustration.  “Shifters!  They shift into animals.”

      Reese blinked in surprise.  “What kind of animals?”

      “If I had to guess, these ones are wolves or bears,” Malana said.  “They’re so big.”

      She stared wide-eyed at the men.  “We’re dead if they choose us.”

      As the warden stood quietly and the three men talked amongst themselves, Reese rubbed Malana’s trembling back.  “Why would you say that?”

      Malana swallowed hard.  “Shifters rarely have anything to do with humans.  Many of them hunt us like – like we’re deer.”

      Reese felt a trickle of fear run down her spine.  She took a deep breath and shook it off.  “Why would they pay money for us just to hunt us down and kill us?  Don’t be silly.”

      Malana gave her a look of stark fear.  “If they not buying us to hunt then they’re buying us for sex.  I would rather be hunted.”

      Before Reese could reply the warden moved to the middle of the room.  “Line up, ladies!”

      Reese and the other women - there were more than fifteen of them crowded into the small room - lined up obediently.  The three men walked back and forth in front of them.

      Malana squeezed Reese’s hand painfully when their gazes landed on them and Reese winced.  She tried to free her hand but Malana refused to let go until the men continued past them.

      After a few moments, the men had a whispered conversation with the warden.  He nodded and walked to the line of women.  He pulled a few of them forward.  When he stopped in front of Reese and Malana, the young woman began to cry.

      “Stop your blubbering, girl,” he said.  “They have no use for you.”

      He took Reese’s shoulder and pulled her out of the line.  “Stand there.”

      Reese and four other women stood silently as the warden herded the other women from the room.  He shut the door and stared at the women.

      “These men are going to look you over.  Resist and you’ll be beaten.  Do you understand?”

      The women nodded.  A few of them were beginning to cry as two of the men stepped closer.  Reese, her body trembling and her breathing shallow, straightened her back.   If these men really were some kind of half-man, half-beast mutation, her job as a vet tech had taught her not to show fear around animals.

      She watched with wide eyes as two of the men examined the women standing to her right.  They had the women open their mouths so they could look at their teeth.  The men held the women’s faces, examining their eyes and probing at their ears like they really were cattle.

      Her mouth dropped open and she took a step back when the men slipped their hands under the plain blue blouses that all of the women wore.  When Reese first arrived, they had stripped her of all of her clothing except her underwear.  She had been wearing the same blue blouse and brown skirt that the rest of the women wore since then.  Although it was actually sort of freeing to not be wearing a bra, she wondered exactly what her heavy breasts would look like ten years from now.  She was young enough that they were still perky but after years of no support, she guessed they’d be hanging around her goddamn knees.

      She shook her head.  What the hell was she doing?  She was about to be touched and examined like a piece of meat and she was concerned about her breast perkiness?  She snorted and forced her attention back to the other women.  The men were squeezing their breasts before running their hands over their abdomens and then grabbing their asses through their long skirts.  The smallest of the men even bent and lifted one woman’s skirt, studying her thick calves and thighs with interest.

      Reese realized that all four women were similar to her.  Although she was the tallest and heaviest, all of the women had large breasts and wide hips.  As the two men worked their way down the line, she felt the hot breath of the warden on the back of her neck.

      “Behave yourself, woman,” he snarled.

      Reese tensed when she felt his hand stroke her back.  “Keep that smart mouth of yours shut or the beatings you received before this will be nothing compared to the one you’ll get,” he warned.

      Reese arched her back away from the despicable man’s touch.  She hated the warden, hated him with every fibre of her being.  It was all she could do not to turn around and spit on him.  Her temper had always gotten her in trouble, and it was no different in this world.  Even the frequent beatings she had received were not yet enough to curb her wayward tongue.

      The smallest of the men stopped in front of her.  He smiled at her in a friendly way and was about to reach for her when the third man stepped forward.  Unlike his companions, he had not bothered to examine any of the women.  He had stood back, staring at them with a bored expression on his face while the women were touched and examined.

      “Move back, Theran.”  His voice was low and hoarse, as if he didn’t use it much.

      The man in front of her stepped away immediately and Reese stared up at the man who took his place.  She was just shy of six feet, but she still had to crane her neck to look at him.  He was the biggest of the three men, and she judged his height to be somewhere around the seven-foot mark.  His shoulders and chest were broad and thick with muscle.  His lower body was clad in a pair of loose cotton pants, but she had no trouble seeing how thick and strong his thighs were.

      Dark scruff covered his angular jaw, and she felt a strange twinge in her stomach when she stared at his full lips.  She forced her gaze up to his and saw surprise in his dark eyes.  The rest of the women had cowered and stared at the floor while they were being examined, but she would be damned if she stood meekly by while some strange man groped her.

      He stared at her eyes and she wondered what he was thinking.  They were her most striking feature.  Technically they were considered blue, but in most light they looked very close to violet.

      She stood still when his large hands cupped her face and his thumbs pressed at her mouth.  She opened her mouth and did nothing when he examined her teeth before checking inside her ears and running his hands over her thick, dark hair.

      His breath was warm on her face and she continued to stare at him as he ran his hands over her neck and shoulders.  It wasn’t until he reached for her breasts, that she jerked back and shoved him hard in the chest.  He gave a grunt of surprise, his eyebrows drawing into a frown, but didn’t stumble back.  She might as well have tried shoving a large boulder.

      She cried out when the warden’s fist punched her hard in the middle of her back.  Not expecting it, she pitched forward into the chest of the giant standing in front of her.  She could feel his low growl vibrating in his chest, and his arms clamped around her hips when she started to struggle back.

      “She’s a wild one.”  The warden reached to cuff her across the head and Reese cringed.  Before he could land the blow, the man holding her grabbed the warden’s arm in one hard hand.

      “Enough,” he grunted.

      The warden winced and nodded before stepping back and rubbing at his arm.

      “Hold still, human,” the giant rumbled.

      Reese glared at him.  It wasn’t like she had much choice.  His arm was still clamped around her hips and it was like a band of steel.  Her back was throbbing where the warden had punched her, and she flinched when the man ran his hand down her back.

      He frowned and moved his hand to her ass to squeeze it firmly.  Reese hissed at him like an angry cat and slapped at his hand.  He scowled and took her wrists in one large hand, holding them in a tight grip.

      “Hold still,” he repeated.

      His free hand reached for one full breast and Reese twisted violently in his grasp.  “If you touch me there, I’ll kill you.”

      He stared silently at her for a moment, his hand resting on her round abdomen, before dropping his hand to her hip.  He rubbed her hip then slipped his hand under her shirt and stroked the bare skin of her side.  She was dismayed to feel a tingle of lust go through her.

      Shit, she thought frantically as a strange look came over his face.  Big men had always been her weakness, perhaps because she was so tall herself, and this was the biggest man she’d ever met.  It didn’t help that he was actually kind of handsome with his dark eyes and full lips.

      He leaned in and buried his face in her neck, inhaling deeply.  Goosebumps rose on her flesh and she whimpered when he suddenly licked her throat with his warm, wet tongue.  She wasn’t sure what was happening to her.  Lust had roared to life within her and without realizing it, she leaned into his warm body.

      This time when his hand reached for her breast, she made no attempt to struggle away.  He cupped her bare breast, his thumb rubbing over her erect nipple, and she made another soft whimper of need.

      She stumbled and nearly fell when he pulled away from her.  She stared mutely at him, her pulse pounding and her blood roaring through her veins, as he snorted derisively and turned back to his companions.

      “He’ll like this one.  She’s easily aroused.”

      Reese’s face flamed with embarrassment and she bent her head and stared at the floor.  What the fuck had just happened?

      The warden cleared his throat.  “Are you sure you want this one?  She’s not obedient.  I know your – your kind like your women submissive.”

      The man ignored him and stared at his companions.  “Do you agree?”

      The one named Theran shrugged.  “We can’t take just her.  He wanted a choice, remember?”

      The man snorted angrily.  “So, we have to feed a bunch of humans because he could not be bothered to make the trip himself and pick out one.”

      The second man laughed.  “They’ll be useful in other ways.  You know that as well as I do, Kane.”

      Kane sighed.  “I never thought I would live to see the day we had humans in our pack.”

      The second man pulled at the collar of his shirt.  “We cannot disobey our alpha’s demands.”

      “I know that, Hanif.  Do you believe me to be simple?”  Kane growled.

      “Of course not,” Hanif said.  He bowed his head in a show of submission to the bigger man.

      “We will each pick one.  He can choose from them.  If he doesn’t find any of them pleasing, he can come back and choose his own mate,” Kane said with finality.

      “We’ll take her,” he pointed to Reese, “and two more that my brothers will choose.”

      The warden nodded as Kane stepped forward and took Reese’s wrist in one large hand.  She pulled futilely, and he growled at her.  “Enough or I will drag you from this room by your hair.  Do you understand?”

      She glared at him before following him towards the door.
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      Reese and the other two women didn’t have to wait long to find out what type of shifters had bought them.  They were barely twenty feet into the woods that surrounded the complex before Kane stripped off his shirt and pants and shifted into a giant, gray wolf.

      “Come.”  Theran gave them a friendly smile and waved them forward.  “We want to get in some traveling before we lose the light.”

      Reese hesitated and stared into the trees around her.  She wondered how far she could get before they caught her.  If she surprised them, she might be able to disappear into the thick trees before they –

      There was a low growl and she turned to see Kane staring at her.  His eyes were green now and they glowed balefully at her.  She had a suspicion that he knew exactly what she was thinking.  He barked once at Hanif and the man frowned at her.

      “Do not try and run.  We will give you your freedom if you behave yourself but if you try and escape us we will chain you to one of us.  Do you understand?”

      Reese nodded as Theran scooped up Kane’s clothing.  They walked another fifty feet into the forest before they stopped.  There was a large leather bag at the base of a wide tree and Theran picked it up and stuffed Kane’s clothing into it.

      “Theran, I’m going to shift.  Are you all right with that?”  Hanif asked.

      Theran nodded.  “Aye.  I will stay in my human form for a while longer.”

      Hanif shed his clothes. He handed them to Theran who stuffed them in the bag on top of Kane’s as Hanif shifted.  He was smaller than Kane and brown instead of gray, but his eyes glowed with the same green light.

      The two wolves trotted ahead of them, sniffing and growling to each other.  Theran nodded to the women again.  “Come, we must keep moving.  It is a long journey to our home.”

      Reese was surprised when the two other women joined her and each of them took her hand.  She gave them a small smile and squeezed the hand of the smaller woman, who was already starting to cry.

      “Don’t cry,” she said encouragingly.  “We’ll be okay.”

      “Listen to your friend,” Theran said.  “If you obey us, we will not harm you.  We are not like human men when it comes to their mates.  We treat our mates with respect, and we certainly do not hit them.”

      His gaze flickered to Reese.  “What are your names?”

      The blonde woman on Reese’s left, cleared her throat.  “My name is Adina.”

      The dark-haired woman on Reese’s right was still crying and she spoke in a soft, wavering voice.  “I’m Ghita.”

      “And you?”  Theran prompted.

      “Reese.”

      “Reese.”  Theran tested it on his tongue.  “What an odd name.”

      He leaned closer.  “You smell strange.  Even for a human.”

      “What do you mean?”  Reese asked.

      “I have never smelled anyone like you before.  Your scent is very unique,” Theran said thoughtfully.

      Reese shrugged as they moved deeper into the woods.  She took a deep breath of the good, clean air.  She’d been trapped in the complex for three months and she was thrilled with her sudden freedom from the horrid place.  It was cold in the woods and the hard ground was biting through the thin soles of her shoes, but she couldn’t stop the small grin that crossed her face.  She would never have to see the warden again.  Never again would that horrible man punch her or beat her with his flat wooden stick.

      “Why did you buy us?”  Adina asked.

      She was a pretty girl.  Like most blondes, her skin was pale and she had light brown eyes and a smattering of freckles across her nose.  Like the dark-haired Ghita, she had a soft and meek manner to her and she kept her eyes on the ground at her feet.

      “Our alpha, his name is Dagon, is looking for a mate.  The three of you have been chosen as possible mates for him.”

      Reese frowned.  “Why does he want a human for a mate?”

      She wondered inwardly at her resilience to this new world.  Until an hour ago, she had no idea that there were any creatures other than humans roaming this world.  Now she was talking to a man who could change into a wolf whenever he felt like it.

      Theran shrugged.  “Many shifters are taking human women into their packs now.”

      “But why?”  Reese asked.

      “For many different reasons.  Dagon believes that it is better for us to interact with the humans.  Sooner or later we will be forced to co-exist with them.  He thinks it is best if we start now rather than wait.”

      His eyes slid away from her as he spoke and Reese knew he was lying to her.  There was a cold knot of fear in her belly and she took a deep breath.  “What happens to the two he doesn’t choose?”

      “There will be a place for you in the pack.  Most likely another member will take you as their mate.  You are all attractive enough.  If no others find you pleasing, you will still be welcomed in the pack.  You will be helpful to our women in cleaning and assisting them in raising their pups.”

      “And if I don’t want to be a housekeeper and nanny?”  Reese asked.

      Theran laughed.  “I would not worry too much if I were you.  Kane is right.  Dagon will most likely choose you to be his mate.  He does enjoy the feisty ones.”

      He eyed Ghita and Adina.  “Although his last mate was quite submissive like the two of you.”

      “What happened to his last mate?”  Ghita asked.

      “She died,” Theran said.

      “What if we refuse to be his mate?”  Reese said.

      Theran gave her a confused look.  “Why would you refuse?  As Dagon’s mate you will be given the highest regard in the pack.  All of your needs will be attended to.  Nothing will be required of you other than mating with our alpha and bearing his pups.”

      “Great,” Reese said airily.  “A life of pushing out wolf babies.  What more could a girl ask for?”

      Kane growled loudly and angrily.  Reese stared defiantly at him for a few moments until finally looking away from his hot gaze.  The damn shifters were in for a surprise if they thought she would just open her legs and allow a man she’d never met to impregnate her.

      Theran opened his mouth and Kane barked sharply at him.  He flushed and smiled at the women.  “Our time for talking is done.  Move more quickly please.”
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      “You’re seriously not going to build a fire?”  Reese stared in disbelief at Hanif.  The shifter shook his head.

      “No.  It can bring unwanted creatures our way and besides, it is not that cold.”

      “Not that cold?”  Reese said disbelievingly.  Ghita’s teeth were chattering and all three of the women were shivering in the cold air.

      “We don’t have fur to keep us warm.  Do you understand that?”  Reese asked.

      Theran was returning to the small clearing they had stopped in with his arms full of different plants.  Hanif gave him a desperate look.

      “Theran, the humans say they are cold.”

      “Cold?”  Theran frowned.  “It’s not cold.”  He hesitated.  “Is it?”

      He dumped the plants in front of the three women.  “Here, I have brought you some food.”

      Reese stared at them in confusion but Ghita and Adina crouched and picked through the plants.

      “Plants?  Do you not have any meat?”

      There was soft snarling and Kane appeared out of the darkness.  He was carrying three dead rabbits in his mouth and he dropped them to the ground before shifting.  Reese averted her eyes from his naked body as he strode across the clearing and took his pants from the leather bag.  He slipped them on but didn’t bother with a shirt.  He picked up one of the rabbits and she watched fascinated as the nails on his fingers lengthened into sharp points.  He skinned the rabbit quickly and then held the bloody body of the rabbit toward her.

      “Help yourself.”

      Her stomach lurched with nausea and a look of disgust crossed her face.  He grinned, his white teeth flashing in the gloom.  “That’s right, humans prefer their meat cooked.”

      He bit into the body of the rabbit and Reese put her hand over her mouth and turned away.  She sat on the ground beside the other women and tried to tune out the sound of the crunching as the three shifters ate their dead rabbits.

      “Here.”  Adina handed her a plant with a blue root.

      “What is this?”

      “It’s good.  It’s sweet tasting.  Tear the leaves off and eat just the stem,” Adina urged her.

      She stripped off the leaves and bit hesitantly into the stalk.  Adina was right about it being sweet tasting and she ate it quickly.  The other women showed her how to eat each of the different plants and they quickly made fast work of the pile of plants.

      “Sure you don’t want some rabbit?”  Kane called mockingly.

      Reese ignored him and Theran frowned at the big man.  “Kane, do not tease the humans.  They’re not like us, remember.”

      He turned to Hanif.  “We’ll have to tell Dagon that the humans will need cooked meat and pelts to keep them warm if they do not become one of our mates.”

      “You really didn’t think this whole, ‘bring human women into the pack’ thing through, did you?”  Reese said.

      Kane growled at her and wiped the blood from his face.  “Watch your tongue, human.”

      Hanif stared at her curiously.  “Why do you not know how to eat the plants, Reese?”

      Reese didn’t reply and Ghita spoke up timidly.  “Reese says she is not from our world.”

      Hanif frowned.  “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing,” Reese said.

      “Answer the question,” Kane said.

      Ghita giggled nervously.  “Reese says she was born in a different world.  She told us many tales about how a big glowing ball of light sucked her in and put her in this world.  She says that in her world there are switches on the wall that turn on candles, and that people ride in iron machines that move much faster than horses.”

      Hanif’s mouth dropped open and he gave Theran a cautious look.  Theran returned the look and shook his head.

      “Excellent,” Kane said. “We’ve chosen a mad woman for our alpha’s mate.”

      “You chose her,” Hanif said.

      “I’m not mad,” Reese said.

      “You kind of are,” Adina replied.  “Sorry, Reese.”

      Reese sighed and stared moodily into the darkness.  They sat in silence for another half hour or so.  The air was growing steadily colder and the three women huddled together for warmth.  It was pointless, Reese thought.  The two women were colder than she was and their thin clothing was doing nothing to keep them warm.

      Hanif frowned at the way they were shivering.  “Why are they so cold?”

      Kane barked harsh laughter.  “The humans cannot keep warmth in their limbs like we do, Hanif.  Just another way they are weak and useless.”

      “What do we do?  We cannot bring Dagon back frozen humans,” Hanif said.

      Kane shrugged.  “It matters not to me if they live or die.”

      “Kane!”  Theran glared at him.  “Our alpha has given us a task to do and we cannot fail at it.”

      “They’ll be fine,” Kane said.  “It will not dip below freezing tonight.”

      “Let us build a fire.  Please,” Adina pleaded.

      Kane shook his head.  “No.  It is too dangerous.”

      “We will each curl around a human tonight.”  Theran suddenly decided.  “Our bodies will keep them warm enough.  I’ll take that one.”  He pointed to Ghita and Reese was a little amused to see the soft blush that coloured Ghita’s cheeks.  Theran was handsome enough and he seemed kind.

      “Fine,” Hanif replied.  “I’ll take the fair-headed one.”

      They looked expectantly at Kane who shook his head.  “No.  I will not lower myself by allowing a human to sleep next to me.”

      Theran sighed angrily.  “Kane, she will freeze to death.”

      “Who cares?  She’s mad.  You and I both know Dagon will not pick her for his mate once he realizes she’s not all there in the head.  Besides, she won’t freeze to death.  She’s bigger than the other two.  Her extra meat will keep her warm,” he said.

      Reese’s cheeks flamed with anger.  She hated the arrogant shifter as much as she hated the warden, she decided.  Maybe more.  The warden might have beaten her, but he hadn’t humiliated her.

      Theran and Hanif were giving her cautious looks and she was struck with the sudden urge to smack Ghita in the head.  If the woman had just kept her damn mouth shut, the other two might have been able to convince Kane to help keep her warm.  Now, they were looking at her with dismay.  She realized with sudden clarity that they probably would let her die rather than bring a mad woman back to their alpha.

      Theran took Ghita’s hand and led her a few feet away.  “Lie down.”  He encouraged her as Hanif took Adina’s hand and led her away.

      Ghita lay down on the hard ground, tucking her knees up and wrapping her arms around her body.  Theran stripped off his clothes and shifted to his wolf form.  He lay down beside her.  His body was so large that he could completely curl around her body.

      Beside them, Hanif was doing the same with Adina and Reese looked on with jealousy as the two women burrowed into the soft fur of the giant wolves.  They were nearly covered by the wolves’ bodies and Theran and Hanif curled their tails over the women’s bodies for added warmth.

      Kane had already shifted and he stared at her for a moment before lying down with his back to her.  He rested his head on the ground and sighed.  Reese curled into a small ball on the ground as her entire body shivered.  She tucked up her knees, tugging her skirt down around her feet to try and keep them warm.  She buried her face in her arms.  The cold air leeched into her body and she shook violently.

      Sunshine, a warm beach in Hawaii, a really hot bath, she told herself grimly.  Maybe if she thought about warm things, it would help convince her she wasn’t going to freeze to death.
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      “Human, are you alive?”  Theran’s deep voice woke her from her doze and she blinked up at him as the soft light of dawn filtered through the trees.

      “Y-y-yes,” she stammered.  She tried to uncurl her body and groaned with pain.  She tried again, willing her frozen limbs to move and breathing a sigh of relief when they obeyed her the second time.

      She stumbled to her feet, wincing at the pins and needles that were coursing through them.  She waved her arms weakly in the air in a bid to warm them.

      “Hanif, her lips are blue,” Theran said worriedly.

      He hesitated and then wrapped her in his embrace.  Reese could have wept with relief at the feel of his warm body.  She clung to him, burying her cold face into his neck and trying to wrap every part of her body around his.

      He rubbed her back roughly.  She winced when he touched the spot where the warden punched her as he encouraged her to slide her hands under his shirt.  He sucked in his breath at the feel of her cold fingers against the bare skin of his back.

      “God, they really cannot hold their heat,” he grunted to Hanif.

      Reese shivered against him.  She had barely slept last night, and she was tired and aching from lying on the cold ground.  She slipped off her right shoe and glanced down at her toes, a little afraid she had frostbite.  They looked normal to her and she breathed a sigh of relief before sliding her bare foot up Theran’s pant leg.

      He cursed, his arms tightening almost painfully around her.  “Your feet are freezing, human!”

      “I kn-kn-know!”  She chattered grumpily.

      After a few minutes, she switched feet and Theran grunted again.  He allowed her to seek his warmth for another few minutes before Kane, still in his wolf form, barked at them.

      “We must get moving,” Theran said.

      She nodded and forced herself to move away from his warmth.  She would walk quickly.  The exercise would help to warm her up.
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        * * *

      

      “Here, Reese.  Look at this.”  Adina was standing next to a large tree.  Its branches were drooping with large green pods and Reese watched as Adina plucked one.

      She peeled back the green skin and Reese stared curiously at the white flesh-like meat within it.

      “What is that?”

      “It’s called a charka.”  Adina scooped out the meat and popped it into her mouth.  “They taste good and they have lots of protein.  Charkas are good to eat when you don’t have any meat.”

      She plucked another one and handed it to Reese.  Reese peeled it carefully and hesitated before digging out the meat within it.  She sniffed it curiously and then shrugged and put the entire thing in her mouth.

      She smiled with delight.  The charka had a distinct nut-like flavour and her belly rumbled.  “God, it’s so good.”

      Ghita laughed and pulled more of the green pods from the tree.  She slipped them into the pockets of her skirt until they bulged as Reese and Adina did the same.

      Kane barked impatiently at them and Reese rolled her eyes in exasperation.  They had been walking for most of the morning and after staring at Ghita’s flushed face, Theran had insisted they stop for a quick rest.

      Both Kane and Hanif had argued but Reese had already dropped to the ground.  Her back was throbbing where the warden had punched her, her feet and thighs were aching and burning and she was weary from lack of sleep.  She had let herself rest for fifteen minutes before dragging her body up when Adina had called her name.

      “Time to go.”  Theran smiled at Ghita and the woman flushed prettily.  Hanif and Kane had not shifted from their wolf forms but Theran had remained human.  He had spent most of the morning walking beside Ghita.  Reese had an idea that if the alpha did not choose Ghita, she would quickly find herself in Theran’s bed.

      “Do you see that plant?”  Adina pointed to a cluster of large blue plants, swaying in the cold breeze.

      Reese nodded and Adina quickly pulled one as they were walking by them.  She was pinching the stem closed deftly and she lifted the plant to her mouth.  She let go of the stem and Reese watched as liquid flowed in a steady stream from the stem into Adina’s mouth.

      She handed the plant to Reese who took a drink from it.  It was tasteless but cold and she nodded her thanks to Adina.

      “These will provide you with moisture when there is no water to be found,” Adina said.  “But do not eat the leaves or the stem.  They’re poison and will kill you.”

      “Good to know,” Reese murmured.  She yawned hugely and rubbed at her eyes.  God, she was tired.

      Hanif suddenly shifted.  He walked next to them, not embarrassed by his nakedness, and stared curiously at Reese.  Adina, her cheeks red, was staring at his swinging cock and Reese took her own quick glance.  Unsurprisingly, it was large and thick and she could only imagine the size of it when it was erect.

      “Reese, how do you not know any of this?  I would know the truth,” he said.

      “I’ve spent most of my life locked up at the auction house,” she lied feebly.

      Ghita shook her head immediately.  “No, you haven’t.  You arrived shortly after I did and we were only there for a few months.”

      She smiled at Theran.  “I told you.  She is from another world.”

      He laughed.  “That is impossible.”

      Ghita shrugged.  “I was in the room when they brought her in.  She was wearing the strangest clothing.  She wore pants like a man and the material was very heavy and thick.  Her shoes were pink and furry looking.”

      Reese sighed.  She was wearing jeans and her favourite slippers when she was sucked into this world.  She stared down at the flat shoes she was wearing now.  They were too small, and just a morning of constant walking had given her a blister on her heel and worn away at the thin sole.  She missed her slippers.

      “Tell us more about this world,” Hanif said.

      Reese shook her head.  She had learned the hard way not to speak of her own world.  The other women had avoided her and the warden had beaten her.  She would not make the same mistake again.

      “Tell us, Reese,” Hanif repeated.  “It will help pass the time.”

      “No.  There is no other world.  I’m crazy, that’s all,” Reese said.

      Hanif frowned as Adina cleared her throat.  “How much further to your home?”

      “It is at least another seven days, if the weather is good,” Theran replied.

      “Probably longer,” Hanif sighed.  “You humans move much slower than I anticipated.”

      “Seven days?”  Reese groaned.  She would be dead before they made it to the shifters’ home.  She would die of exposure if she didn’t figure out a way to stay warm at night.  Of course, on the plus side her death would mean she wouldn’t be forced to rut with some crazy-ass, alpha half-beast.

      “You will like our home,” Theran told Ghita.  “It is in a valley with mountains and a lake on one side and woods surrounding the rest of it.  It is very beautiful.”

      “How many members are in your pack?”  Ghita asked.

      “We are a fairly large pack.  There are more than thirty of us.  Most of us are male, which is a bit unusual.  Generally, there are more females in a pack than males but we get along well enough.”

      “Why don’t you have many females?”  Adina asked.

      Reese, lagging further behind, yawned again and stared at her feet.  Every muscle in her body seemed to be burning with weariness and there was a bleariness to her thoughts.  She looked up in time to see a look pass between Hanif and Theran.

      “The lack of females is one of the reasons why Dagon has decided to bring human women into the pack,” Theran said.  “If you make us good mates and bear us children, we will probably purchase more human females.”

      “Lovely,” Reese muttered.  “It’s a breeding program.”

      A flash of colour caught her eye and she looked up, smiling a little at the sight of the large purple flower nodding in the wind.  It was exceptionally pretty.  She slowed to a stop, staring at it.

      “But why don’t you have many females?”  Adina persisted.

      Reese was only half-listening and she suddenly decided she didn’t care much what the answer was anyway.  The scent of the purple flower was drifting toward her and it smelled wonderful.  She wanted to touch the flower and bury her nose within its fragrant petals.  She was getting even sleepier and her lids started to close as she bent toward the flower.

      There was a sharp barking and then she was hit by something that felt roughly equivalent to a large truck.  She flew backward and landed with a thud on the hard ground.  She was unlucky enough to land on a rock.  It dug directly into the already painful area on her back and for a moment the pain was so great she could only writhe silently on the ground.  The large gray wolf was crouching over her and she paid no attention when he shifted to his human form.  Tears streamed down her face and her hands scrabbled weakly at the ground as she gasped for air.

      “Stay away from the flower, human,” Kane snapped.  “It will put you into a sleep that you will not wake from.”

      She barely heard his terse warning.  Pain was radiating across her back in slow waves and she rolled to her side, her hand twisting behind her back to try and soothe the offending area.

      “What is wrong with her?”  Kane asked as the others gathered around her.

      “You hit her hard, Kane,” Theran said.  “Perhaps you have broken something.”

      Kane shook her arm.  “Human, did you break something?”

      She took a deep, sobbing breath.  “No, my – my back is sore.”

      “What’s wrong with it?”  He reached for her shirt and she pushed his hands away before sitting up.  The pain was starting to recede and she moved her head cautiously.

      “I’m all right now.”  She could feel wetness on her back and she wondered how badly she had scraped it.

      Great, she thought sullenly.  If exposure doesn’t kill me, an infection will.

      “Let me see your back,” Kane said.

      “It’s fine,” she replied as she staggered to her feet.

      He snorted angrily and turned her around.  She kicked at him and he growled and slapped her sharply on the ass.  “Hold still, human.”

      He pulled up the back of her shirt and she heard the soft gasps of Adina and Ghita.  She turned her head to look at them, her face paling at the looks on the others crowded around her.  Even Kane, whose expression was normally unreadable, looked a little sick.

      “What?  Is it that bad?”  She tried to crane her head to see for herself, but Kane pushed her head straight before brushing her dark hair over her shoulder.  He bunched up the back of her shirt and gripped her neck with his large hand, holding her steady as he and Theran bent and studied her back.

      “Is it bleeding badly?”  Reese asked apprehensively.

      “No,” Adina said.  “It’s only scratched a little from the ground.  But you have a terrible bruise on your back.”

      “Why did you not tell us you were injured?”  Kane demanded.

      Reese stared blankly at him.  It had not occurred to her to even mention it.  The shifters had made it perfectly clear that they didn’t care if she lived or died, and complaining about her sore back would not have gotten her anywhere.

      Theran shook his head in disgust.  “The humans are so barbaric.  And they call us the animals.”

      “I did not realize he had hit her so hard,” Kane replied.  The bruise was an ugly large splotch of dark blue and purple across the middle of her back.  He traced the center of the darkness with the tips of his fingers.

      She cried out and arched her back.  She tried to twist away from him and his hand tightened on the back of her neck.

      “Hold still,” he grunted as he touched the bruise again.

      “Stop touching it, for fuck’s sake!”  She shouted at him.  “Do you have any idea how much that fucking hurts?”

      He blinked in surprise at her sudden anger, and she scowled at him and twisted in his grip again.  This time he let her go and she stumbled before shoving the back of her shirt down and glaring at him.

      He turned away, her eyes dropped to his very tight and very naked ass, and motioned to the others.  “We keep moving.  There is a freshwater pool a few miles further.  We will stop there for the night.”

      He shifted into his wolf form and loped ahead.
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        * * *

      

      Reese sank to her knees and eased her trembling hands into the water.  It was ice cold and she gasped before cupping her hands.  She drank the water quickly and dipped her hands back into the pool.  She was thirsty and she drank her fill before splashing water on her face.

      Despite the cold air, she was grimy and sweaty from the day of walking.  She briefly considered taking a dip in the pool.  She decided that a hot shower was the thing she missed most about her own world.  She snorted to herself, remembering how she had taken all those daily showers with their glorious hot water for granted.  She eyed the water again before sighing.  She had better not.  The cold water would leech what little body heat she had left, right out of her.

      Beside her, Adina was mashing water and mud and dark green leaves she had picked from the water’s edge into a soupy mix on the ground.

      “What are you doing, Adina?”  Reese asked.

      “I’m making a poultice for your back.  It will help soothe the pain and aid in healing it faster.  Take off your shirt.”

      Reese pulled off her shirt and drew her knees up to her chest.  She rested her head on her knees as Adina applied the thick, cold paste to her back.  She shivered and winced.  “It’s cold.”

      “Aye, but it will help ease the ache.  Trust me, Reese.”

      “How do you know all of this?”

      Adina shrugged as she finished spreading the paste on Reese’s back and dipped her hands into the pool to clean them.  “My mother taught me, as her mother taught her.”

      “Where is your mother now?”

      “She died a few years back.  A sickness went through our village and she succumbed to it.”

      “How did you end up at the auction house?”  Reese asked.

      “I was travelling with my brother to the village where my grandparents lived.  We were ambushed by the traders and my brother offered me to them in exchange for his freedom.”

      Reese stared at her, stunned.  “Are you kidding me?”

      “No,” Adina said.

      “That’s awful.”

      Adina shrugged and pointed to Ghita who was sitting further down.  Theran was sitting next to her.  He had taken a long, brown reed and was running it up and down her bare arm.  Ghita giggled and clutched at his muscled arm.

      “Ghita’s father sold her to the auction house because he needed money to pay a gambling debt.”

      “What is wrong with the people in this world?”  Reese breathed.

      Adina watched Ghita and Theran for a few moments.  “She has a crush on him.”

      “Yeah.  The feeling seems to be mutual,” Reese replied.  “If this Dagon doesn’t choose her, I’m certain Theran will take Ghita as his mate.”

      Adina glanced at her.  “Did you notice how they did not answer my question about their women?”

      Reese nodded but before she could reply, Kane appeared beside them.  Like usual, he was in his wolf form and he ducked his head and drank from the pool before staring at them with his light green eyes.

      Reese leaned forward further and hid her naked breasts against her thighs as Kane looked her up and down.  He approached her slowly and a shiver went down her spine when he sniffed at the paste covering her back.

      He made a soft woofing noise and Adina said, “It is a healing paste.”

      He chuffed and trotted away.  Adina let out her breath in a shaky little sigh.  “Theran and Hanif seem nice enough, but that big one – he scares the tar out of me.  He obviously doesn’t agree with his alpha bringing humans into the pack.  Nor does he seem concerned with keeping us safe.  What are the odds that one or all of us die before we even make it to their home?”

      “I’d say pretty high,” Reese answered reluctantly.  She squinted at Adina in the growing gloom.  “Don’t worry.  It’ll probably be me who dies.  When the morning comes where you wake up and find my frozen, dead body, promise me you won’t let the shifters eat me.”

      She smiled at Adina, trying to get her to laugh but Adina frowned at her.  “Do not joke about that, Reese.  It is only going to get colder and if we do not get to their home before the rains begin, you’ll die for sure.”

      “Don’t worry about me.  I have a layer of blubber to keep me warm, remember?”  Reese said.

      Adina shook her head.  “I will ask Hanif to curl up around the both of us tonight.  He is big enough to at least partially curl around the two of us.  The heat they throw off is unbelievable.”

      “Thank you, Adina,” Reese said.

      “You’re welcome.”  Adina patted her back gingerly.  “Reese I – I am sorry for how I treated you at the auction house.”

      Reese frowned.  “You didn’t treat me badly.”

      The blonde woman stared down at her lap.  “No, but I avoided you and called you barto behind your back like the other women did.”

      Reese patted her hand.  “Don’t worry about it.  Can I put my shirt back on now?”

      Adina touched the paste on her back.  “Aye, it’s dry enough.”

      Reese slipped her shirt over her head as Hanif walked up to them.  He had two large water skins in his hand and he uncorked them before dipping them into the pool and filling them up.  He corked them tightly and handed one to each of the women.  “For tomorrow.”

      “Thank you,” Adina replied.

      He nodded and glanced up at the sky.  “It is not safe to stay around the pool at night.  We will camp further into the woods.  Come.”

      They stood and followed him into the woods and when Adina took her hand, Reese squeezed it and smiled at her.
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        * * *

      

      “No, I won’t do it.”  Hanif shook his head and Adina gave him a soft, pleading look.

      “Please, Hanif.  Why not?  You are big enough to keep both of us warm.”

      “I said no,” Hanif repeated.

      Adina sighed with frustration before glancing behind her at Reese.  “She nearly froze to death last night.”

      “She was fine,” Hanif said dismissively.

      “She was pretty cold,” Theran spoke up.  “Why won’t you let her lie with you?  What’s the big deal?”

      “Because she is mad!”  Hanif said.  “What do you think Dagon will do to us when he discovers we’ve brought him a mad woman?”

      Theran glanced at Kane who was lying on the ground with his head between his paws.  His eyes were closed and he appeared to be sleeping.

      “Kane picked her, not us.”

      “It does not matter!  You know how he is,” Hanif replied.  “It would be better for us and the human if she dies before she reaches our home.”

      “Hanif!”  Theran snapped.  He gave Reese a weak smile.  She stared back at him impassively.

      “It’s true,” Hanif said.  “Besides, if you feel so bad for the human, you lie with her.”

      Theran shook his head immediately, a nervous look crossing his face.  “No.”

      Hanif scoffed.  “You know I speak the truth.  It is why you won’t lie with her either.”

      Reese stood.  “Tell you what, boys.  If you’re so worried about what the big bad wolf is going to do to you when you bring the crazy lady into the pack, I’ll save you both some worry and bid you farewell right now.  I’d rather die a quick painful death alone in the woods than slowly freeze to death with cowards like you.”

      The two shifters flushed and Reese grinned bitterly at them.  “I’ll assume your silence means you’re agreeable to it.”

      “Reese, wait,” Adina said.

      “Good bye, Adina.  Good bye, Ghita.  Good luck with the wolf pack.  I hope you both are very happy and have many sweet, furry wolf babies.”

      She started to stalk into the woods and halted when the growling started.  She sighed and turned back.  Kane had sat up and he was staring at her, his eyes gleaming and a low, continuous growl erupting from his chest.

      She didn’t have to understand wolf to know what the growling meant and she stared silently at him.  She considered simply turning and fleeing into the woods.  No doubt the big wolf would catch her and rip out her throat but that would be quicker than freezing to death.

      He growled again and she plopped back down to the ground, wincing a little at the pain in her back.  Apparently, she wasn’t quite ready to die after all.
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        * * *

      

      Kane stared through half-closed eyes at the large human.  Ten minutes after he had growled at her, she had stood up and she was now yanking and pulling at the lower branches of a large pine tree.

      She pulled at a particularly stubborn one, trying to tear it from the thick trunk.  She leaned back, putting her considerable weight into it, and it tore from the trunk with a thick, ripping noise.  Not expecting it to tear free so quickly, she lost her balance and fell backward.  She yelped and rolled to her side, her hand curving around to press gingerly against her back.  She lay on the ground and panted as the blonde one – he didn’t remember her name – crouched beside her.  She spoke quietly to the big one, but his hearing was excellent.

      “Reese, what are you doing?”

      “Trying to survive the night,” Reese said.  “Help me up, would you?”

      The blonde one helped her stand and then joined her in pulling down more branches.  When they had torn down a healthy amount of them, they carried them into the small clearing they were camping in and Reese sat down on the ground.

      He watched as she curled up on her side and began to pile the branches with their thick green needles over her lower body.  Once the blonde one realized what she was doing, she urged Reese to lie down and she finished the job of covering her with the branches.

      “Okay?”  She asked.

      “Just ducky.  Remember, if I freeze to death in the night don’t let those damn shifters eat my body,” Reese replied dryly before tucking her head under the fragrant branches.

      He had to bite back his bark of laughter as the blonde woman returned to Hanif.  The timid human was already curled into Theran’s body and he chuffed his disapproval when Theran licked her arm.  Theran ignored him and licked the woman’s face.  She giggled and buried her face in the soft fur of his neck as he rested his tail over her lower body.





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/ramonagray_theshiftersmate_ecover.jpg
RAMONA GRAY





