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      For my dad, Vijay, for all that you do,
but most of all, for the laughter.
With love.

      




      
      
      THE FORGOTTEN

      
      When the Psy Council proposed, in the year 1969, to instigate the Silence Protocol, a protocol that would wipe all emotion from the Psy,
         they were faced with a seemingly insurmountable problem—a lack of racial uniformity.
      

      
      Unlike the cold, isolated Psy of today, the Psy then were an integral and entangled part of the fabric of the world. They
         dreamed, they cried, and they loved. Sometimes, as was only natural, those they loved came from a race other than their own.
      

      
      Psy mated with changelings, married humans, bore children of mixed blood. Predictably, these racially impure Psy were among
         the most virulent opponents of the Silence Protocol. They understood what drove their brethren to denounce emotion—the fear
         of vicious insanity, of losing their children to the madness sweeping through their ranks in an inexorable tide—but they also
         understood that in embracing Silence, they would lose everything and everyone they loved. Forever.
      

      
      By the year 1973, the two factions were at an impasse. Negotiations ensued, but neither side was willing to compromise and
         the Psy broke in two. The majority chose to remain in the PsyNet and give their minds to the emotionless chill of absolute
         Silence.
      

      
      
      The fate of the minority, some with mixed blood themselves, others with human and changeling mates, is not so clear. Most
         believe they were eliminated by Council assassins. Silence was too important—the Psy race’s last hope—to chance disruption
         by a rebellious few.
      

      
      There is also a rumor that the rebels died in a mass suicide. The final theory states that those long-ago rebels were the
         first patients of involuntary “rehabilitation” at the newly christened Center, their minds wiped, their personalities destroyed.
         Since the Center’s methods were experimental back then, any surviving patients would have come out in a vegetative state.
      

      
      Now, as spring dawns over a hundred years later, in the year 2080, there is only one consensus: the rebels were neutralized
         in the most final way.
      

      
      The Psy Council does not allow dissent.

   




      
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      Talin McKade told  herself that twenty-eight-year-old women—especially twenty-eight-year-old women who had seen and survived what she had—did
         not fear anything as simple as walking across the road and into a bar to pick up a man.
      

      
      Except, of course, this was no ordinary man. And a bar was the last place she’d expected to find Clay, given what she had
         learned about him in the two weeks since she’d first tracked him down. It didn’t bode well that it had taken her that long
         to screw up the courage to come to him. But she had had to be sure.
      

      
      What she had discovered was that the Clay she’d known, the tall, angry, powerful boy, had become some kind of high-ranking enforcer for the dominant leopard pack in San Francisco. DarkRiver was extremely well
         respected, so Clay’s position spoke of trust and loyalty. The last word stabbed a blade deep into her heart.
      

      
      Clay had always been loyal to her. Even when she didn’t deserve it. Swallowing, she shoved away the memories, knowing she
         couldn’t allow them to distract her. The old Clay was gone. This Clay … she didn’t know him. All she knew was that he hadn’t
         had any run-ins with the law after being released from the juvenile facility where he had been incarcerated at the age of fourteen—for the brutal slaying of one Orrin Henderson.
      

      
      Talin’s hands clamped down on the steering wheel with white-knuckled force. She could feel blood rising to flood her cheeks
         as her heart thudded in remembered fear. Parts of Orrin, soft and wet things that should have never been exposed to the air, flecking her as she cowered in the corner while Clay—
      

      
      No!

      
      She couldn’t think about that, couldn’t go there. It was enough that the nightmare images—full of the thick, cloying smell
         of raw meat gone bad—haunted her sleep night after night. She would not surrender her daytime hours, too.
      

      
      Flashing blue and white lights caught her attention as another Enforcement vehicle pulled into the bar’s small front parking
         lot. That made two armored vehicles and four very well-armed cops, but though they had all gotten out, none of the four made
         any move to enter the bar. Unsure what was going on, she stayed inside her Jeep, parked in the secondary lot on the other
         side of the wide street.
      

      
      Sweat trickled down her spine at the sight of the cop cars. Her brain had learned young to associate their presence with violence.
         Every instinct in her urged her to get the hell out. But she had to wait, to see. If Clay hadn’t changed, if he had grown
         worse … Uncurling one hand from the wheel, she fisted it against a stomach filled with roiling, twisting despair. He was her
         last hope.
      

      
      The bar door flew open at that second, making her heart jump. Two bodies came flying out. To her surprise, the cops simply
         got out of the way before folding their arms and leveling disapproving frowns at the ejected pair. The two dazed young men
         staggered to their feet … only to go down again when two more boys landed on top of them.
      

      
      They were teenagers—eighteen or nineteen, from the looks of it. All were obviously drunk as hell. While the four lay there,
         probably moaning and wishing for death, another male walked out on his own two feet. He was older and even from this distance,
         she could feel his fury as he picked up two of the boys and threw them into the open bed of a parked truck, his pure blond
         hair waving in the early evening breeze.
      

      
      He said something to the cops that made them relax. One laughed. Having gotten rid of the first two, the blond man grabbed the other two boys by the scruffs of their necks and began
         to drag them back to the truck, uncaring of the gravel that had to be sandpapering skin off the exposed parts of their bodies.
      

      
      Talin winced.

      
      Those unfortunate—and likely misbehaving—boys would feel the bruises and cuts tomorrow, along with sore heads. Then the door
         banged open again and she forgot everything and everyone but the man framed by the light inside the bar. He had one boy slung
         over his shoulder and was dragging another in the same way the blond had.
      

      
      “Clay.” It was a whisper that came out on a dark rush of need, anger, and fear. He’d grown taller, was close to six four.
         And his body—he had more than fulfilled the promise of raw power that had always been in him. Over that muscular frame, his
         skin shone a rich, luscious brown with an undertone of gold.
      

      
      Isla’s blood, Talin thought, the exotic beauty of Clay’s Egyptian mother vivid in her mind even after all these years. Isla’s
         skin had been smooth black coffee, her eyes bitter chocolate, but she had only contributed half of Clay’s genes.
      

      
      Talin couldn’t see Clay’s own eyes from this distance, but she knew they were a striking green, the eyes of a jungle cat—
         an unmistakable legacy from his changeling father. Set off by his skin and pitch-black hair, those eyes had dominated the
         face of the boy he had been. She had a feeling they still did but in a far different way.
      

      
      His every move screamed tough male confidence. He didn’t even seem to feel the weight of the two boys as he threw them into
         the pile already in the back of the truck. She imagined the flex of muscle, of power, and shivered … in absolute, unquenchable
         fear.
      

      
      Logic, intellect, sense, it all broke under the unadulterated flow of memory. Blood and flesh, screams that wouldn’t end,
         the wet, sucking sounds of death. And she knew she couldn’t do this. Because if Clay had scared her as a child, he terrified
         her now.
      

      
      Shoving a hand into her mouth, she bit back a cry.

      
      That was when he froze, his head jerking up.

      
      
      * * *

      
      Dumping Cory and Jason into the truck, Clay was about to turn to say something to Dorian when he caught an almost-sound on the breeze. His
         beast went hunting-still, then pounced out with the incredibly fine senses of a leopard, while the man scanned the area with
         his eyes.
      

      
      He knew that sound, that female voice. It was that of a dead woman. He didn’t care. He had accepted his madness a long time ago. So now he looked, looked and searched.
      

      
      For Tally.

      
      There were too many cars in the lot across the wide road, too many places where Talin’s ghost could hide. Good thing he knew
         how to hunt. He’d taken one step in that direction when Dorian slapped him on the back and stepped into his line of sight.
         “Ready to hit the road?”
      

      
      Clay felt a growl building in his throat and the reaction was irrational enough to snap some sanity into his mind. “Cops?”
         He shifted to regain his view of the opposing lot. “They gonna give us trouble?”
      

      
      Dorian shook his head, blond hair gleaming in the glow of the streetlights that had begun flicking on as built-in sensors
         detected the fading light. “They’ll cede authority since it’s only changeling kids involved. They don’t have any right to
         interfere with internal pack stuff anyway.”
      

      
      “Who called them?”

      
      “Not Joe.” He named the bar owner—a fellow member of DarkRiver. “He called us, so it must’ve been someone else they messed with. Hell, I’m glad Kit and Cory have worked their little pissing contest out,
         but I never thought they’d become best-fucking-friends and drive us all insane.”
      

      
      “If we weren’t having these problems with the Psy Council trying to hurt the pack,” Clay said, “I wouldn’t mind dumping them
         in jail for the night.”
      

      
      Dorian grunted in assent. “Joe’ll send through a bill. He knows the pack will cover the damage.”

      
      “And take it out of these six’s hides.” Clay thumped Cory back down when the drunk and confused kid tried to rise. “They’ll
         be working off their debt till they graduate.”
      

      
      
      Dorian grinned. “I seem to recall raising some hell myself in this bar and getting my ass kicked by you.”

      
      Clay scowled at the younger sentinel, though his attention never left the parking area across the road. Nothing moved over
         there except the dust, but he knew that, sometimes, prey hid in plain sight. Playing statue was one way to fool a predator.
         But Clay was no mindless beast—he was an experienced and blooded DarkRiver sentinel. “You were worse than this lot. Fucking
         tried to take me out with your ninja shit.”
      

      
      Dorian said something in response, but Clay missed it as a small Jeep peeled rapidly out of the lot that held his attention.
         “Kids are yours!” With that, he took off after his escaping quarry on foot.
      

      
      If he had been human, the chase would’ve been a stupid act. Even for a leopard changeling, it made little sense. He was fast,
         but not fast enough to keep up with that vehicle if the driver floored it. As she—definitely she—now did.
      

      
      Instead of swearing in defeat, Clay bared his teeth in a ruthless grin, knowing something the driver didn’t, something that
         turned his pursuit from stupid to sensible. The leopard might react on instinct, but the human side of Clay’s mind was functioning
         just fine. As the driver would be discovering right about … now!
      

      
      The Jeep screeched to a halt, probably avoiding the rubble blocking the road by bare centimeters. The landslide had occurred
         only forty-five minutes ago. Usually DarkRiver would have already taken care of it, but because another small landslide had
         occurred in almost the exact same spot two days ago, this one had been left until it—and the affected slope—could be assessed
         by experts. If she’d been inside the bar, she’d have heard the announcement and known to take a detour.
      

      
      But she hadn’t been in the bar. She’d been hiding outside.

      
      By the time he reached the spot, the driver was trying to back out. But she kept stalling, her panic causing her to overload
         the computronics that controlled the vehicle. He could smell the sharp, clean bite of her fear, but it was the oddly familiar
         yet indefinably wrong scent under the fear mask that had him determined to see her face.
      

      
      Breathing hard but not truly winded, he came to a stop in the middle of the road behind her, daring her to run him over. Because he wasn’t letting her get away. He didn’t know who the hell she was, but she smelled disturbingly like Tally and he
         wanted to know why.
      

      
      Five minutes later, the driver stopped trying to restart the car. Dust settled, revealing the vehicle’s rental plates. The
         birds started singing again. Still he waited … until, at last, the door slid open and back. A slender leg covered in dark
         blue denim and a black ankle-length boot touched the ground.
      

      
      His beast went preternaturally quiet as a hand emerged to close over the door and slide it even farther back. Freckled skin,
         the barest hint of a tan. A small female form unfolding itself out of the Jeep. Even fully out, she stood with her back to
         him for several long minutes. He didn’t do anything to force her to turn, didn’t make any aggressive sounds. Instead, he took
         the chance to drink in the sight of her.
      

      
      She was unquestionably small, but not fragile, not easily breakable. There was strength in the straight line of her spine,
         but also a softness that promised a cushion for a hard male body. The woman had curves. Lush, sweet, curves. Her butt filled
         out the seat of her jeans perfectly, arousing the deeply sexual instincts of both man and cat. He wanted to bite, to shape,
         to pet.
      

      
      Clenching his fists, he stayed in place and forced his gaze upward. It would, he thought, be easy to lift her up by the waist
         so he could kiss her without getting a crick in his neck. And he planned to kiss this woman who smelled like Talin. His beast kept growling that she was his and, right this second, he wasn’t feeling civilized enough to argue. That would
         come later, after he had discovered the truth about this ghost. Until then, he would drown in the rush of wild sexuality,
         in the familiar-yet-not scent of her.
      

      
      Even her hair was that same unusual shade as Talin’s—a deep, tawny gold streaked with chocolate brown. A mane, he’d always
         called it. Akin to the incredible variations of color in a leopard’s fur, something that outsiders often missed. To a fellow
         leopard, however, those variations were as obvious as spotlights. As was this woman’s hair. Beautiful. Thick. Unique.
      

      
      “Talin,” he said softly, surrendering completely to the madness.

      
      Her spine stiffened, but at last, she turned.

      
      And the entire world stopped breathing.

   




      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      “Hello, Clay.” 

      
      Air rushed back into his body with the force of a body blow. A roar built in his throat, but he didn’t release it, violently
         aware of the acrid fear scent coming off her in waves.
      

      
      Son of a bitch! Tally was scared of him. She might as well have taken a knife to his heart. “Come here, Tally.”

      
      She rubbed her hands on her thighs, shook her head. “I came to talk to you, that’s all.”

      
      “This is your way of talking to me? By taking off?” He told himself to shut it, to not snarl at her. This was the first conversation
         they had had in two decades. But it felt as if they had spoken yesterday, it was so natural, so effortless. Except for her fear. “Were you going to stop
         the car anytime soon?”
      

      
      She swallowed. “I was planning to talk to you at the bar.”

      
      The leopard had had enough. Moving with the preternatural speed of his kind, he was an inch from her before she could draw
         in the breath to scream. “You’re supposed to be dead.” He let her see the rage inside of him, rage that had had twenty long
         years to ferment. Ferment and spread until it infused every vein in his body. “They lied to me.”
      

      
      “Yes, I know … I knew.”

      
      
      He froze in sheer disbelief. “You what?” All this time while he’d been tracking a ghost, he’d been absolutely certain that
         he had been lied to, and without Talin’s knowledge. It had destroyed him that she was out there thinking he’d broken his promise
         to return to her. Never once had he considered that she might have been a willing participant.
      

      
      Eyes the color of storm clouds met his. “I asked them to tell you I was killed in a car crash.”

      
      The knife twisted so deep, it carved a hole in his soul. “Why?”

      
      “You wouldn’t let me be, Clay,” she whispered, torment a vicious beast in those big gray eyes ringed by a thin band of amber.
         “I was with a good family, trying to live a normal life”—her lips twisted—“or as normal as I knew how to live. But I couldn’t
         relax. I could feel you hunting me the second you left juvie. Twelve years old and I didn’t dare close my eyes in case you
         found me in my dreams!”
      

      
      The leopard who lived inside of him bared its teeth in a growl. “You were mine to protect!”

      
      “No!” She fisted her hands, rejection writ in every tense line of her body. “I was never yours!”

      
      Beast and man both staggered under the vicious blow of her repudiation. Most people thought he was too much like the ice-cold
         Psy, that he didn’t feel. At that moment, he wished that were the truth. The last time he’d hurt this badly—as if his soul
         was being lacerated by a thousand stinging whips—had been the day he’d gotten out of juvenile hall. His first act had been
         to call Social Services.
      

      
      “I’m sorry, Clay. Talin died three months ago.”

      
      “What?” His mind a blank, his future dreams wiped out by a wall of black. “No.”

      
      “It was a car crash.”

      
      “No!”

      
      It had driven him to his knees, torn him to pieces from the inside out. But the depth of that hurt, the cutting, tearing pain,
         was nothing to this rejection. Yet in spite of the blood she’d drawn, he still wanted to—no, needed to—touch her. However,
         when he raised a hand, she flinched.
      

      
      She couldn’t have done anything designed to cause more harm to his protective animal heart. He fought the pain as he always did—by shutting away the softness and letting the rage out to roam. These days, he rarely stopped being angry. But
         today, the hurt refused to die. It clawed through him, threatening to make him bleed.
      

      
      “I never hurt you,” he grit out between clenched teeth.
      

      
      “I can’t forget the blood, Clay.” Her voice shook. “I can’t forget.”

      
      Neither could he. “I saw your death certificate.” After the first shock had passed, he’d known it for a lie. But … “I need
         to know that you’re real, that you’re alive.”
      

      
      This time, when he raised his hand to her cheek, she didn’t flinch. But neither did she lean into his touch as she’d always
         done as a child. Her skin was delicate, honey-colored. Freckles danced across the bridge of her nose and along her cheekbones.
         “You haven’t been staying out of the sun.”
      

      
      She gave him a startled look followed by a shy smile that hit him like a kick to the gut. “Never was much good at that.”

      
      At least she hadn’t changed in that respect. But so much about her had changed. His Tally had come running into his arms every day for five of the happiest years of his life, looking to him as
         her protector and friend. Now, she pushed at his hand until he dropped it, the silent reiteration of her rejection searing
         a cold burn across his soul. It made his voice harsh when he said, “If you hate me so much, why did you find me?” Why couldn’t
         she have left him his memories—of a girl who had seen in him only goodness?
      

      
      Those memories were all he’d had left in his fight to stay in the light. He had always carried darkness inside his heart but
         now it beckoned every waking minute, whispering silvery promises of the peace to be found in not feeling, not hurting. Even
         the powerful bonds of Pack were no longer strong enough to hold him, not when the lure of violence beat at him night and day,
         hour after hour, second after excruciating second.
      

      
      Talin’s eyes widened. “I don’t hate you. I could never hate you.”

      
      “Answer the question, Talin.” He wouldn’t call her Tally again. She wasn’t his Tally, the sole human being who had ever loved
         his misbegotten soul before he’d been dragged into DarkRiver. This was Talin, a stranger. “You want something.”
      

      
      Her cheeks blazed with fire. “I need help.”

      
      
      He could never turn her away, no matter what. But he listened impassively, his tenderness for her threatening to twist into
         something that wanted to strike out and hurt. If he betrayed the depth of his fury, if he sent her running again, it might
         just push him over the final deadly edge.
      

      
      “I need someone dangerous enough to take on a monster.”

      
      “So you came to a natural-born killer.”

      
      She flinched again, then snapped her spine straight. “I came to the strongest person I’ve ever known.”

      
      He snorted. “You wanted to talk. So talk.”

      
      She looked out past his shoulder. “Could we do it somewhere more private? People might drive up here.”

      
      “I don’t take strangers to my lair.” Clay was pissed and when he got pissed, he got mean.

      
      Talin tipped up her chin in a gesture of bravado that sent flickers of memory arcing through his mind. “Fine. We can go to
         my apartment in San Francisco.”
      

      
      “Like hell.” He occasionally worked in DarkRiver’s business HQ near Chinatown, but that HQ was built for cats. It didn’t hem
         him in. “I spent four years in a cage.” That didn’t count the fourteen he’d passed in the small boxlike apartments he and
         his mother had called home. “I don’t do well inside walls.”
      

      
      Naked pain crawled over her features, turning the stormy gray of her eyes close to black and eclipsing the ring of amber fire.
         “I’m sorry, Clay. You went to prison because of me.”
      

      
      “Don’t flatter yourself. You didn’t make me rip out your foster father’s guts or tear off his face.”

      
      She pressed a hand to her stomach. “Don’t.”

      
      “Why not?” he pushed, a caustic mix of anger and possessiveness overwhelming his fiercely protective instincts where Tally
         was concerned. Again, he reminded himself that this woman wasn’t his Tally, wasn’t the girl he’d have split his veins to keep
         safe. “I killed Orrin while you were in the room. We can’t ignore it like it never happened.”
      

      
      “We don’t have to talk about it.”

      
      “You used to have more spine.”

      
      Color flooded her cheeks again, bright against the fading daylight. But she took a step forward, anger vibrating through her
         frame. “That was before I had a man’s blood spray across my face, before my head filled with his screams and a leopard’s roars.”
      

      
      A predatory changeling could hunt in complete quiet—in either human or animal form—but he had felt such rage that day that
         the animal in him had risen totally to the surface. For those blood-soaked minutes, he’d been a human insane, a leopard on
         two feet. They had had to shoot an overdose of animal tranqs into him to pull him off Orrin Henderson’s mutilated body.
      

      
      The last thing he’d seen as he lay on the floor, his face pressed into still-warm blood, was Tally curled up in a corner,
         face flecked with blood and other things, pink and fleshy … and gray, lumps of gray. Her eyes had looked through him, her
         freckles stark dots against the chalk white skin visible between all that red. Some of the blood had been her own. Most had
         been Orrin’s.
      

      
      “You used to have more freckles on your cheeks,” he commented, caught in the memory. It wasn’t horrifying to him. He was animal
         enough not to care about anyone outside of his pack, especially not those who dared harm his packmates. Back then, Tally and
         Isla had been the sole members of his pack. He’d always known he would kill to protect either of them.
      

      
      “Don’t change the subject.”

      
      “I’m not. Your face was the final thing I saw on the outside.” He brushed a finger over those freckles of hers. “They must’ve
         faded or moved as you grew up.”
      

      
      “No, they didn’t,” she snapped, and—for the first time—sounded exactly like the girl he’d known. “They’ve multiplied, spread.
         Damn things.”
      

      
      “You own them now,” he said, amused as always by her antipathy toward those tiny spots of pigment. “They’re yours.”

      
      “Since the creams don’t make them disappear and I don’t want to have laser surgery, I guess they are.”

      
      He almost relaxed, caught in the echoes of a past long gone. Oh, the power Talin had over him. She could make him crawl. The realization of his continued weakness for a woman who found the violent heart of him repulsive, turned his next words
         razor sharp. “Give me your key.”
      

      
      She took a wary step back. “It’s stalled. I can—”

      
      
      “Give me the fucking key or find another fool to help you.”

      
      “You didn’t used to be like this.” Big, haunted eyes, soft lips pressed together as if to withhold emotion. “Clay?”

      
      He held out his hand. After a taut second, she put the flat computronic key on his palm. Most cars were keyed to the owner’s
         print, but for that very reason, rental places gave out a preprogrammed key instead of spending half an hour coding in each
         new customer. It saved time, but it also let thieves steal the vehicles. Idiots. “Get in.”
      

      
      He stalked around the Jeep without another word and took the driver’s seat. By the time she stopped sulking and jumped in,
         he had the vehicle running. He gave her only enough time to belt up before reversing, turning, and heading back the way she’d
         come.
      

      
      The bar was on the outskirts of Napa, close to the massive forests that edged the area, forests that were a part of Dark-River’s
         territory. He headed toward the cool privacy of those trees, doing his best to ignore the spicy feminine scent of the woman
         who sat so close. Intriguing as that scent was, there was still something off about it, and it confused the leopard. But right
         then, he wasn’t in any mood to analyze his reaction. He was running on pure adrenaline.
      

      
      “Where are we going?” she asked ten minutes later as he drove them off-road and into the shadows of the huge firs that dominated
         the area. “Clay?”
      

      
      He growled low in this throat, too damn pissed with her to care about being polite.

      
      Talin felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise in primitive warning. Clay had always been less than civilized. Even trapped
         in the claustrophobic confines of the apartment complex where they had met, his animal fury contained beneath a veneer of
         quiet intensity, he had walked like a predator on the hunt. No one had ever dared bully Clay, not boys twice his age, not
         the aggressive gang-bangers who lived to terrorize, not even the ex-cons.
      

      
      But that was then—his current behavior was something else. “Stop trying to scare me.”

      
      He actually snapped his teeth at her, making her jump in her seat. “I don’t have to try. You’re scared shitless anyway. I
         can smell your fear and it’s a fucking insult.”
      

      
      
      She’d forgotten that aspect of his changeling abilities. For more than twenty years, she had lived among humans and nonpredatory
         changelings, deliberately increasing the space between her and Clay. But what had it gotten her? Here she was, right back
         at the start … having lost everything that ever mattered. “You said that the first time we met.”
      

      
      He had been this big, tall, dangerous boy and she’d been more than terrified of him. All her short life, people had hurt her,
         and he had seemed like exactly the kind of person who would. So she had kept her distance. But that day when she’d seen him
         fall and break his leg in the backyard of their complex—a junkyard, not a park—she hadn’t been able to leave him to suffer
         alone.
      

      
      So frightened that her teeth had threatened to chatter, she had walked out into the living room and to the phone. Orrin had
         been on the couch, passed out. Somehow, she’d managed to make a forbidden call outside—to the paramedics. Then, unlocking
         the door, she had run down to sit with Clay until help came. He hadn’t been happy. Nine years to her precocious and fully
         verbal three, he’d been a creature of pure danger.
      

      
      “You snarled at me to get lost and said you liked to crunch little girl bones.” It was a trick of hers, this memory. She could
         remember everything from the moment of birth and sometimes before. It was how she’d learned to talk before others, to read
         before she could talk. “You said I smelled like soft, juicy, delicious prey.”
      

      
      “You still do.”

      
      The comment made her bristle in spite of her wariness. “Clay, stop it. You’re being adolescent.” He was also succeeding in
         ramping up her fear—did he even realize how intimidating he was? Big, incredibly strong, and so damn angry it almost felt
         like a blow when he turned his eyes on her.
      

      
      “Why? I might as well get some fun out of this visit. Tormenting you will do.”

      
      She wondered if she’d made a mistake. The Clay she had known, he’d been wild, but he’d been on the side of the angels. She
         wasn’t so sure about this man. He looked like pure predator, without honor or soul. But her too soft heart told her to keep
         pushing, that there was more to him than this incandescent rage. “You belong to the DarkRiver pack.”
      

      
      
      No answer.

      
      “Was that your father’s pack?” Isla had been human. It was from his father that Clay had gained his shape-shifting abilities.

      
      “All I know about my father is that he was a cat. Isla never told me anything else.”

      
      “I thought, maybe—”

      
      “What? That she’d changed her mind, become sane on her deathbed?” His laugh was bitter. “She was probably mated to a cat and
         he died. I’m guessing she was fragile to begin with. Losing her mate broke her completely.”
      

      
      “But I thought you didn’t know if they’d been married.”

      
      “Mated, not married. Hell of a difference.” He turned down a pitch-black path, the fading evening light blocked out by the
         canopy. “I knew shit-all about my own race back then. Unless doctors intervene—and even then it’s a crapshoot—leopard changelings
         aren’t fertile except when mated or in a long-term stable relationship. No accidental pregnancies, no quickie marriages.”
      

      
      “Oh.” She bit her lower lip. “DarkRiver taught you about being a leopard?”

      
      He threw her a sidelong glance and it was nothing friendly. “Why the sudden need for conversation? Just spit out what you
         want. Sooner you do, sooner you can disappear back into the hole where you’ve been living for twenty damn years.”
      

      
      “You know what? I’m no longer sure I came to the right man,” she snapped back, reckless in the face of his aggressiveness.

      
      The air inside the car filled with a sense of incipient threat. “Why? Because I’m not as easy to handle as you remember? Your
         pet leopard.”
      

      
      She burst out laughing, her stomach hurting with the force of it. “Clay, if anyone followed anyone, it was me tagging along
         after you. I didn’t dare order you around.”
      

      
      “Load of shit,” he muttered, but she thought she heard a softening in his tone. “You fucking made me attend tea parties.”

      
      She remembered his threat before the first one: Tell anyone and I’ll eat you and use your bones as toothpicks.
      

      
      She should’ve been scared, but Clay hadn’t had the “badness” in him. And even after a bare three years on the planet, she’d known too much about the badness, could pick out which grown-ups had it. Clay hadn’t. So, wide-eyed, she’d sat with
         him and they had had their tea party. “You were my best friend then,” she said in a quiet plea. “Can’t you be my friend now?”
      

      
      “No.” The flatness of his response shook her. “We’re here.”

      
      She looked out of the windscreen to find them in a small clearing. “Where?”

      
      “You wanted privacy. This is private.” Extinguishing the lights and engine, he stepped out.

      
      Having no choice, she followed suit, stopping in the middle of the clearing as he went to lean against a tree trunk on the
         other side, facing her. His eyes had gone night-glow, shocking a gasp out of her. Dangerous, he was definitely dangerous.
         But he was beautiful, too—in the same way as his wild brethren.
      

      
      Lethal. Untouchable.

      
      “Why did you bring me here?”

      
      “It’s in DarkRiver territory. It’s safe.”

      
      She folded her arms around herself. Though the early spring air was chilly, that wasn’t what made her search for comfort.
         It was the cold distance Clay had put between them, telling her what he thought of her without words.
      

      
      It hurt.

      
      And she knew she’d brought it on herself. But she couldn’t pretend. What she’d seen Clay do had traumatized her eight-year-old
         mind into silence for close to a year. “You were brutal,” she found herself saying instead of asking for what she wanted,
         the reason she’d fought the vicious truths of the past and tracked him down. She needed him to understand, to forgive her
         betrayal.
      

      
      “You were my one point of safety, the one person I trusted to never lose himself in anger and hurt me,” she persisted in the
         face of his silence. “Yet you ended up being more violent than anyone else. How could I help but wonder if the violence wouldn’t
         be directed at me one day, huh, Clay?”
      

      
      His growl raised every hair on her body.

   




      
      
      CHAPTER 3

      
      Run! her mind  screamed.
      

      
      Talin didn’t run. She was through with running. But her heart was a drumbeat in her throat.

      
      “You always knew what I was,” Clay said, tone full of a bone-deep fury. “You chose not to think about it, chose to pretend
         I was what you wanted me to be.”
      

      
      “No.” She refused to back down. “You were different before.” Before he’d discovered what Orrin had done. Before he’d killed to keep her safe. “You were—”
      

      
      “You’re making up fairy tales.” The harshest of rejoinders. “The only thing different about me was that I treated you like
         a kid. You’re not a kid anymore.”
      

      
      And he wasn’t going to sheathe his claws, she thought. “I don’t care what you say. We’re still friends.”

      
      “No, we’re not. Not when you’re quaking in your boots at the sight of me. My friends don’t look at me and see a monster.”

      
      She couldn’t say anything to that. She did fear him, maybe more than she feared anyone else on this planet. Clay had almost
         destroyed her once, was the sole person who could do that even now. “I’m sorry.” Sorry that her weakness had made him a murderer,
         sorry that she wasn’t strong enough to get past what she’d seen in that blood-soaked room. Sorry that she’d come here.
      

      
      No.
      

      
      She wasn’t sorry about finding him. “I missed you.” Every single day without him, she had missed him. Now, he was a shadow
         in the darkness. All she could see clearly were those cat eyes of his. Then she sensed him move and realized he’d crossed
         his arms. Closing her out.
      

      
      “This isn’t going to work,” she whispered, conscious of something very fragile breaking inside of her. “It’s my fault, I know.”
         If she had come to him at eighteen, he might have been angry at what she’d done, but he would have forgiven her, would have
         understood her need to grow strong enough to deal with him. But she had waited too long and now he wasn’t hers anymore. “I
         should go back.”
      

      
      “Tell me what you want, then I’ll decide.” The roughness of his voice stroked over her in a disturbingly intimate caress.

      
      She shivered. “Don’t give me orders.” It was out before she could censor herself. As a child, she had learned to keep her
         opinions to herself. It was far safer. But half an hour with Clay—a Clay who was almost all stranger—and she was already falling
         into the old patterns between them. He was the one person who’d gotten mad if she had kept her mouth shut, rather than the other way around. Maybe, she thought, a bright spark of hope igniting, maybe he hadn’t
         changed in that way. “I’m not a dog to be brought to heel.”
      

      
      A small silence, followed by the sound of clothes shifting over skin. “Still got a smart mouth on you.”

      
      The tightness in her chest eased. If Clay had told her to shut up … “Can I ask you some questions?”

      
      “Auditioning me for your job? Sorry, Talin, I hold the power here.”

      
      The emotional taunt hurt more than any physical blow. They had always been equals—friends. “I want to know you again.”

      
      “All you need to know is that I’m even more deadly than I used to be.” He moved far enough out of the shadows that she could
         see the unwelcoming planes of his face. “I’m the one who should be asking the questions—tell me, where did you go after they
         took me away?”
      

      
      
      His words opened another floodgate of memory. A groggy Clay being hauled to his feet by black-garbed Enforcement officers,
         his hands locked behind his back with extra-strength cuffs. He hadn’t resisted, had been unable to do so because of the drugs
         they had shot into him.
      

      
      But his eyes had refused to close, had never left her own.

      
      Green.

      
      That was the color that drenched her memories of that day. Not the rich red of blood but the hot flame of incandescent green.
         Clay’s eyes. She’d whimpered when they’d taken him away but his eyes had told her to be strong, that he’d return for her.
         And he had.
      

      
      It was Talin who had dishonored their silent bargain, Talin who had been too broken to dare dance with a leopard. That failure
         haunted her every day of her life. “There was media attention after Orrin’s death,” she said, forcing herself past the sharp
         blade of loss. “I wasn’t aware of it at the time, but I went back and researched it.”
      

      
      “They wanted to put me down. Like an animal.”

      
      “Yes.” She dropped her arms and fisted her hands, unable to bear the thought of a world without Clay. “But the Child Protection
         Agency intervened. They were forced to after someone leaked the truth about Orrin … and what he’d been doing to me.” Bile
         flooded her mouth but she fought it with strength nurtured by a sojourn through hell itself.
      

      
      She couldn’t erase the past, her eidetic memory a nightmare, but she had taught herself to think past the darkness. “It became
         a minor political issue and the authorities charged you with a lesser offense, put you in juvie until you turned eighteen.”
      

      
      “I was there. I know what happened to me,” he said, sardonic. “I asked about you.”

      
      “I’m trying to tell you!” She squared her shoulders in the face of his dominating masculinity. “Stop pushing.”

      
      “Hell, I have all night. Take your time. I’m here for your convenience.”

      
      “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you.” He was too raw, too earthy, too of the wild.

      
      “You don’t know me.”

      
      No, she accepted with another starburst of pain, she didn’t. She had given up all rights to him the day she’d let him believe that she’d been crushed to death in a car wreck. “Because
         of the media attention,” she continued, “lots of people came forward with offers to adopt me.”
      

      
      “I know—it was in the papers.”

      
      She nodded. “My old social worker was fired after the media discovered he’d spent most of his work hours gambling.” With the
         very lives he had been entrusted to protect. “The new guy—Zeke—had a little girl my age. He went above and beyond, personally
         vetted all the applicants.”
      

      
      Clay was silent but his eyes had gone cat, perilous in the extreme. And she remembered—it was Zeke who had lied to him about
         her death.
      

      
      She met the eyes of the leopard who stood opposite her, afraid, bewildered, stupidly needy. Sometimes, it felt as if she’d been born needing Clay. “He placed me with the Larkspur family, deep in rural Iowa.” The
         space, the endless fields of green, the constant supply of food, it had been a severe shock to her system. “You’d like it
         at the Nest—that’s what the Larkspurs call the farm. Plenty of space to run, to play.”
      

      
      It seemed to her that his stance became a fraction less aggressive. “They were good to you?”

      
      She nodded, biting down hard on her tongue before she could give in and beg him to go back to the way things had been before
         the day everything shattered. Orrin had split her lip, broken her ribs, but it was seeing Clay being hauled out the door that
         had destroyed her. “I was damaged, Clay.” No getting around that. “I was damaged even before Orrin died. That just pushed
         me over some edge in my own mind. But the Larkspurs took me in, didn’t judge me, tried to make me a part of the family. I
         suddenly had two older brothers, one older sister, and one younger sister.”
      

      
      “Sounds like too much to handle.”

      
      “For a while, it was.” Overwhelmed by the loud, laughing family, she had curled up in corners and hidden. “Then one day, I
         realized I’d been there for a year and no one had hurt me. By the time you were released, I was twelve and functioning fairly
         well.” Nightmares only once or twice a week, acting out at school less and less.
      

      
      
      “So you decided to leave me in the past.” A bitter laugh. “Why the hell not?”

      
      “No. It wasn’t like that.” She reached out to him, dropping her hand in midtouch when he withdrew even deeper into the darkness.
         “I just—” How could she possibly explain the tortured confusion that had driven her? She’d known she wasn’t yet strong enough
         to stand up to Clay, to face the horrors of the past, but she had worried for him, too.
      

      
      “I stole four years of your freedom. I was determined not to be a burden on you for the rest of your life.” Barely twelve
         years old and she’d known he would give up everything to keep her safe. “I didn’t want to force you into bondage, into caring
         for me because I was too weak to care for myself. You’d already spent most of your life doing that for Isla.” That fact had
         twisted the relationship between mother and child, turned it into that of caretaker and patient. The thought of Clay putting
         her into the same category had made Talin distraught. It still did.
      

      
      “Don’t lie to me.” It was a lethal warning. “You were scared so you ran.”

      
      “I’m telling the truth.” She swallowed. “But yes, I was scared, too. You didn’t see what I saw, Clay. That day in Orrin’s
         bedroom, you turned into someone I didn’t know, someone more vicious than anyone I’d ever known.” She waited for him to say
         that he’d done it for her, but he didn’t. Her guilt intensified. “Why don’t you blame me? It would make this so much easier.
         Blame me, yell at me, God damn it!”
      

      
      “For what, Talin? What did you do? Be my friend. That was your only crime.” He remained unmoving, so much a part of the forest
         that she could hardly tell where he began and the night ended. “These Larkspurs—why aren’t you going to them for help?”
      

      
      “I brought darkness into that family. I can’t bring evil.”

      
      “They’re your pack, they would stand by you.”

      
      She was startled at his word usage. “My pack? No, I don’t think they are. I—I was a visitor. I made myself a visitor, left
         the family at sixteen after getting a full board and study scholarship.” Even their name, she had borrowed only until adulthood—long
         enough to blur the waters and dead-end any search Clay might have mounted. “I never let them in.”
      

      
      
      “Why not?”

      
      “Do you let your pack touch your soul?” she asked, desperate to learn about his new life, his new world, years of hunger coalescing
         into this single moment.
      

      
      “DarkRiver cats have a way of adopting you even if you don’t particularly want to be adopted.” It was a snarl. “If I bleed,
         they’ll come to my aid. They would kill for me.”
      

      
      She shivered at the wild violence of his statement. But there was also a seduction in that kind of loyalty. It made her wonder
         about bonds of a far different sort. “Do you … do you have someone in your pack?”
      

      
      He went very still. “I don’t scent a mate on you.”

      
      “Me?” Her voice came out high, startled. “No. I—No.”

      
      He remained silent.

      
      She coughed. “I don’t want to get in the way of a relationship by involving you in my problems.”

      
      “Leave my relationships to me.”

      
      Her insides twisted. “Fine.”

      
      Clay waited. Juvie had been hell, but it had taught him to contain emotion, to hold his anger inside until it was needed—
         then use it like a weapon. The Psy scientists who had come to observe “captive animal behavior” had been his unwitting teachers.
      

      
      At the time, he’d been the lone predatory changeling under long-term incarceration—changeling packs usually dealt with their
         own without Enforcement involvement. But not only had Clay not had a pack, he’d crossed a racial boundary in his crime. Orrin
         had been human.
      

      
      Yet instead of subjecting him to hard study and learning things—things that could have given the Psy Council an edge in the
         cold war it was currently waging against the changelings—the Psy had treated him as a curiosity, an animal behind bars. It
         was the animal who had watched and learned. Now he watched as Talin shifted from foot to foot before folding her arms around
         herself again.
      

      
      “I work with kids in San Francisco,” she said without warning. “I’ve been doing it ever since I graduated. But not here. I
         was in New York until the start of this year.”
      

      
      “Is one of them in danger?” He felt the embers of his fury flare into life at the realization that she’d been in his territory
         for close to three months. All those times he had caught a hint of her scent in Chinatown or down by Fisherman’s Wharf, only
         to find himself trailing a stranger; he’d thought it a sign he really had gone over the edge.
      

      
      “Not like that.” Dropping her arms, she looked at his eyes, which he’d allowed to go night-glow. “Clay, please. Stop doing
         the cat thing and come out so I can see your face.”
      

      
      “No.” He wasn’t ready to show her anything. “Did you know I was in the city?”

      
      “Not at first. I had no way to track you after you got out of juvie.” She kicked at the grass. “Then one day, a few weeks
         ago, I thought I saw you. Drove me crazy—I thought I was hallucinating, making up fantasies of what you would’ve looked like
         as an adult.”
      

      
      He didn’t respond, despite the near-echo of his earlier thoughts.

      
      She blew out a breath. “I swear—” The abrasive sound of teeth grinding against each other. “I went back to where I thought
         I’d seen you, realized it was the DarkRiver business HQ, and looked them up on the Internet. I still wasn’t sure—there was
         no photo and you changed your last name to Bennett.”
      

      
      It had been a way to drop off the face of the world, to lose any simmering media attention. But over the years, it had become
         his name. “We’ll talk about you tracking me later,” he said, cold fire burning a hole in his gut. “First, tell me why you
         need my help.”
      

      
      “If you’re trying to scare me, it’s working. That doesn’t mean I’m going to cut and run.”

      
      In that bravado-filled challenge, he caught another fleeting glimpse of the girl she’d been. The day they had met, she’d sat
         there beside him, wide-eyed and terrified to her tiny toes, but stubborn enough not to leave till the paramedics came. “Why
         not?” he said, shifting his anger into sarcasm. “You’re real good at it.”
      

      
      She raised her face to the canopy and took a deep breath, as if trying to hold on to her temper. He wondered if she’d succeed.
         His Tally had always been very quiet … except with him. He alone had known that she was neither shy nor particularly calm.
         The girl had a temper like a stick of dynamite. Quick to heat, quick to blow over.
      

      
      
      “Kids are disappearing, not only here but across the country,” she now said, her anger red-hot, but no longer directed at
         him. “At first, they were labeled runaways, but I knew some of them. They weren’t that kind.” Her shoulders drew up. “Now
         I have proof I was right, and I wish every night that I didn’t.” Her voice broke.
      

      
      “Talk to me.” He didn’t like seeing her in pain, never had, probably never would. This familiar stranger, this woman who saw
         him as a monster, was his one fucking fatal weakness and didn’t that just suck?
      

      
      “They found Mickey’s body two weeks ago.” A tear streaked down her cheek. She dashed it away with a furious swipe. “He was
         eleven years old, bright, so bright, could remember everything he’d ever read.”
      

      
      “Like you.”

      
      “Yeah. Except instead of being abandoned as a baby, he had the bad luck to live with a mother who always chose abusive men.”
         She gave him a smile but it was nothing happy. “He was mine, Clay. I promised him safety and in return, he went to school every day.” Tremors shook her frame, whitened her knuckles.
         “Someone beat him to death. Everything was broken. The bastards pulverized his face—like they were wiping him out!”
      

      
      Anger shot through his bloodstream. He thought of the children in the pack, of what he’d do to anyone who dared harm them.
         “One of his mother’s men?”
      

      
      “I might have thought so, but Mickey was at a camp out of state when they took him. And it’s not only him we lost.” A breath
         that sounded as if her throat was lined with broken glass. “They found two more bodies this week. At least one more kid remains
         missing.”
      

      
      The leopard half of his soul—angry, hurt, and still in shock at her return—wanted to go to her. To hold her. Tactile contact,
         affection as a method of healing, was the way of changelings, something he’d been taught after being pulled into DarkRiver.
         But Talin was scared of him. She had told him that to his face, and the sharp knife of it was still buried in his heart. The
         man wasn’t sure he wanted to chance another rejection. Keeping the animal’s instincts in check, he finally stepped out of
         the shadows. “Do you want to be held, Talin?”
      

      
      
      Her damp eyes widened at the blunt question, then she nodded in a little jerking motion. Something in him quieted, waiting.
         “Then come here.”
      

      
      A pause during which the entire forest seemed to freeze, the night creatures aware of the leopard’s tense watchfulness.

      
      “Oh, God, Clay.” Suddenly her arms were wrapped around his back, her cheek pressed against the white cotton of his T-shirt.

      
      Hardly daring to breathe, he closed his own arms around her feminine warmth, blindingly aware of every inch of her pressed
         into him, every spot of wetness soaking through his T-shirt.
      

      
      She was so small, so damn soft, her humanity apparent in the delicacy of her skin, the lightness of her bones. The Psy might
         be fragile in comparison to changelings, but they had powers of the mind to compensate. Humans had the same fragility but
         none of the psychic abilities. A wave of protectiveness washed over him.
      

      
      “Shh, Tally.” He used the nickname because, at this moment, he knew her. She had always had a heart too big for her body,
         a heart that felt such pain for others while ignoring its own. “I’ll find your lost one.”
      

      
      She shook her head against him. “It’s too late. Three bodies already. Jonquil is probably dead, too.”

      
      “Then I’ll find who did this to them and stop him.”

      
      She stilled against him. “I didn’t come here to turn you into a killer again.”

   




      
      
      CHAPTER 4

      
      “I am a  killer,” he said, unwilling to let her hide from this. “I’m a leopard changeling and in my world, killing to protect your
         pack is understood and accepted.”
      

      
      “I’m not part of your pack.”

      
      “No.” So why was he going to help her? Especially after she’d made her opinion of him crystal clear. “No child deserves to
         die that way.”
      

      
      A small silence. “Thank you.” She didn’t let go. “You’ve become so strong.”

      
      “I was always strong compared to you.” Now he could snap her in two without thinking. It was that difference in strength that
         had always kept him away from human females. The rare lovers he took were all changeling. He was who he was. And gentleness
         was not part of his nature. “Unless you’ve muscled up and it doesn’t show on the surface?”
      

      
      She laughed, a warm, intrinsically feminine sound. “I’m still a shrimp, but you—you’ve become a leopard.”

      
      He understood. She had known him as an angry boy trapped inside the claustrophobic walls of their apartment complex. The lack
         of clean air had stifled the leopard, wounded him on an elemental level. He hadn’t even been able to shift without someone calling the cops to report a wild animal on the loose. Then there was Isla, unable to bear the sight of her
         son in leopard form.
      

      
      “Are you happy with DarkRiver?” Talin asked now.

      
      “They’re my family, my friends.” For Clay, that loyalty meant everything. They accepted him as he was, didn’t give a shit
         that he preferred to roam alone more often than not, invited him into their homes without compunction.
      

      
      “Who was the blond man with you?”

      
      He stiffened. “Dorian’s a sentinel, too.” A pretty one according to most women.

      
      “You two were being rough with those boys.”

      
      “They earned it. Got drunk and smashed up the bar.”

      
      “So you came to take them home.” He could hear the smile in her voice. “You look after each other. Your pack, I mean.”

      
      “I’ll be kicking their asses three ways to Sunday soon as they sober up. We’re no Swiss Family Robinson.” They couldn’t afford
         to be, especially not now, with the Psy Council attempting to take down the only changeling groups—DarkRiver and SnowDancer—that
         had dared challenge its absolute rule.
      

      
      Something made a rumbling sound.

      
      “Hungry, Tally?”

      
      She nodded, but remained plastered to him. “I was so nervous about meeting you, I didn’t eat all day.”

      
      “If you don’t want to piss me off,” he snapped, “stop talking about how much I scare you.”

      
      “It won’t change the truth.” Talin knew she’d surprised him. His muscles bunched. Then he let out a low growl that rolled
         down her spine like a thousand tiny pinpricks.
      

      
      “Stop flinching or I’ll bite you and really give you something to worry about.”

      
      She blinked. “You wouldn’t bite me.” Would he?

      
      “Try it and see.”

      
      Surrounded by all that powerful male muscle, feeling warm and safe, she decided not to push him. Not today. “Will you help
         me?”
      

      
      Her answer was a hot breath at her ear. “Keep asking silly questions and see where it gets you.”

      
      She took that as a yes and, though her heart threatened to rip out of her chest, she remained stuck to him. And she prayed. Prayed that she could do this without betraying the one secret
         that would make Clay truly hate her.
      

      
      Twenty minutes later, she found herself sitting in the same bar the young males had smashed up. “It doesn’t look too bad.” She nodded at the relatively
         undamaged walls.
      

      
      “Manager knows how to build tough. Joe’s a packmate.”

      
      “Oh.” She went silent as a curvy blonde with a bad-tempered expression placed Talin’s meal in front of her before turning
         to Clay.
      

      
      “I hope Cory, Kit, Jase, and the rest of those drunken monkeys get the same punishment I did. Joe thinks it’s hysterical to
         make me wear this frickin’ getup.” Her voice was a snarl as she waved at her pink baby-tee and black miniskirt. Teamed with
         knee-high boots, it turned her into a sexy stunner. But Talin had a feeling that any man stupid enough to put a move on this
         woman would soon find his arm broken into tiny little pieces.
      

      
      Clay lifted his beer and took a long pull. “Should’ve thought of that before you punched out his real waitress, Rina. You’re
         Opal as long as it takes for her nose to heal.”
      

      
      Rina stamped her foot. “There’s nothing wrong with Opal’s nose! I only tapped her!”

      
      “You’re a DarkRiver soldier. You don’t get to throw your temper around.”

      
      Rina’s scowl turned into a sensual pout. “Clay, please.”

      
      “Don’t even think about it, kitty cat,” he said, a spark of amusement in his eyes that hit Talin with the nausea-inducing
         strength of a punch to the solar plexus. “Where’s my burger?”
      

      
      Rina actually hissed, all flirtatiousness leaving her face and body. “You know what your problem is? You need to get laid!”

      
      Talin tensed, waiting for the explosion of Clay’s sleeping volcano of a temper, but all he did was put down his beer and crook
         a finger at the blonde. When the scowling woman leaned down, he whispered something in her ear that made her blush bright
         red. Rising back up, she went straight to the kitchen.
      

      
      
      “What did you say to her?” Talin was shocked by the sharp claws of jealousy dragging their way through her body.

      
      “Rina’s young. She just needed a little gentling.” His eyes watched her play with her food with disconcerting intensity. “Eat.”

      
      She couldn’t, stomach churning with thoughts of how he had “gentled” the sensual young woman. But she took a bite in an effort
         to keep her mouth shut.
      

      
      Clay’s meal arrived seconds later, delivered by a still-blushing Rina. The young woman hesitated, then leaned down to peck
         him on the cheek before walking away, all feminine heat and long blonde hair.
      

      
      Talin had to force herself to swallow the bite she’d taken. That kiss—it had been familiar, affectionate. It didn’t fit with
         the image she’d formed of Clay over the past hour. “She’s very pretty.” Damn it! She stuffed the burger into her mouth.
      

      
      Clay raised an eyebrow. “I don’t fuck little girls.”

      
      She almost choked, had to take a long drink of water to get the food down her throat. “That’s not what I meant.”

      
      “You always were a possessive little thing.” He took a bite of his own burger and washed it down with beer. “So, who have
         you talked to about these kills?”
      

      
      The abrupt change in subject threw her, but only for a moment. “Enforcement when Mickey disappeared. They didn’t take it seriously.”
         She put down her half-eaten burger.
      

      
      “After the bodies were found?”

      
      “They launched an investigation,” she said. “One of the detectives—Max Shannon—he actually seems to care. He’s the one who
         told me about the other disappearances around the country.”
      

      
      “But?”

      
      “But I don’t think it’s anything as simple as a killer targeting runaways. This feels wrong, Clay.”

      
      “Still getting your feelings, huh?”

      
      She shrugged, uncomfortable with the topic. “They’re worth nothing. Just this feeling of ‘wrongness.’Women’s intuition. What
         good is that to anyone?”
      

      
      She’d had the same feelings about Orrin, the man who had been supposed to be an exemplary foster father. She’d made the mistake of sharing those feelings with her old social worker and had gotten her face slapped.
      

      
      You should count yourself lucky he and his wife are happy to take in a piece of trash like you. If it was me, I’d leave you
            to rot in the state orphanage.

      
      As an adult, she knew that that social worker had been way out of line, a being who should have never been allowed near his
         charges. But as a child five weeks from her third birthday, she had believed him. She’d had nowhere else to go, no one to
         turn to. So she had learned to keep silent about her feelings … and everything that came after.
      

      
      Having no desire to relive the terrors of the past, she focused her attention on the here and now, counting the beads of condensation
         rolling down the side of Clay’s beer bottle. “You said you’d find him—the man who’s doing this.”
      

      
      “Yes.”

      
      She looked up into the indescribable green of his eyes. Forests, she thought, she had always seen forests in Clay’s eyes,
         a freedom that was his gift to her. “Why does everyone automatically assume only men can do bad things? Women can be as evil,
         as depraved.”
      

      
      “Delia’s still in prison.” His hand clenched around the bottle. “Not long after I got taken in, they found the bodies she
         and Orrin had buried in the junkyard. There was so much forensic evidence she’ll be rotting in jail till the undertakers haul
         her away.”
      

      
      “I know.” After being relocated to Larkspur’s Nest, she had had constant nightmares in which Delia would come to drag her
         back to Orrin. He’d be sitting on the bed waiting for her, a rotting corpse with maggots crawling out of every possible orifice.
         Those dreams had lasted until Ma Larkspur had walked into the bathroom one night and found Talin cowering in the bath. The
         older woman had gone on the Internet right then and there and downloaded footage of Delia being bundled up into a prison van.
         Talin had watched that footage obsessively for a month. “They found home recordings of the murders, did you know?”
      

      
      “My lawyer told me.” He held her gaze, a cool, calm predator with a heart of turbulent fire. “Did they use those recordings
         to terrorize you?”
      

      
      
      She shook her head. “That was their secret pleasure—I used to hear them watching the vids late at night.” While she’d been
         locked up in her room. They had much preferred to put her in the special punishment closet, but had quickly worked out that
         her terror was all the greater if they let her run free and unpunished for a few weeks—never knowing when she’d be shoved
         back into that airless, lightless hole had been a whole different level of torture.
      

      
      “No one’s sure how many kids they murdered,” she said, closing the lid on that bleak memory. “They were smart. They only took
         a couple of their foster kids. Rest were all runaways.” The dam broke without warning. “You should have never gone to prison!
         You did the whole world a favor by getting rid of Orrin!”
      

      
      Clay shrugged. “Judge White offered me a choice of juvie, with an attached anger management course and regular school hours,
         or a residential psych facility.”
      

      
      “Psych? Why?”

      
      “He saw I had an anger problem and he was a good enough man to try and sort me out before I went completely off the rails.”
         He finished off his beer. “I knew if they locked me up in a little white room, I’d go crazy. At least the juvenile facility
         where I did my time was out of the city and set up for boys. We had space to run, to get physical.”
      

      
      “But there were fences,” she whispered.

      
      His eyes sharpened. “You say that like you visited me.”

      
      She began to methodically destroy a piece of lettuce that had fallen from her burger. “Zeke got desperate when I still wouldn’t
         talk long after Orrin’s death. He thought if I saw you it might help.”
      

      
      “Tell me.”

      
      “We sat in the parking lot overlooking one of the exercise yards.” She’d been close to nine by then. Mute, broken, lost. “He
         bribed an administrator to get you to come out somehow. You were dressed in gray sweatpants and a gray tee with the sleeves
         cut off. I watched you run circuits around the track.”
      

      
      Clay knew the exact date and time of her visit. His beast had gone crazy that day, desperate for the scent of her—so desperate
         he’d imagined he could smell it on the breeze. “I ran for hours.”
      

      
      
      “I know. I stayed there until you went back inside.” She gave him a shaky smile. “I knew you had to hate the fences but there
         you were, surviving. I thought if you could do that for me, I could do the same … for you.”
      

      
      Clay’s hands clenched into fists. Damn her. His anger was a whole lot easier to hang on to when she didn’t remind him of the
         girl she’d been. “How did you do?” he asked, giving in to the compulsion to know everything about her.
      

      
      She took a breath to answer but someone chose to boot up the jukebox at that second. Loud music crashed into the room. It
         was modulated so as not to damage keen changeling hearing, but it wasn’t exactly conducive to talk.
      

      
      He ran his debit card over the reader built into the table and rose. “Let’s go.”

      
      Nodding, she took a quick sip of water, then followed, staying close to him. They met Dorian just outside. The blond sentinel
         was in the process of getting off his sleek black motorcycle. “That your rabbit?” Hanging up his helmet, he smiled at Talin
         and it was a charming smile with a hint of the feral. Clay had seen women throw themselves at Dorian after being on the receiving
         end of that smile. “She’s kind of bitesized for you. Why don’t you give her to me?”
      

      
      Clay waited to see what Talin would do, well aware the other sentinel was simply messing with her. According to Pack law,
         Talin was Clay’s because she had come to him. Until and unless she wanted out—Clay’s hands fisted again—no packmate would
         touch her.
      

      
      “What do you say, little rabbit?”

      
      “I’m sorry,” Talin replied, sweet as honey. “I don’t do pretty boys. In fact, I don’t do boys at all.”

      
      Dorian choked on a laugh, then glanced at Clay’s shocked face. “Well, shit. She’s all yours, buddy.”

      
      Clay hustled Talin to her Jeep and pinned her to the passenger door with his hands on either side of her body. Her fear was
         a live thing between them, a slimy intruder that had no place being there. He fought to contain the leopard’s corresponding
         rage and knew from the look in her eyes that he’d only been partially successful.
      

      
      “You like girls?” he asked very, very quietly.

      
      She shook her head, eyes big.

      
      
      “I can still tell when you’re lying and you weren’t lying to Dorian.”

      
      “No, I wasn’t.” She bit her lower lip. “I was jerking his chain ’cause he was jerking mine. I said I don’t like pretty boys.”

      
      The leopard was too wound up to see the logic. “What do you like?”

      
      “Men.”

      
      Time stopped as he digested the knowledge in her eyes. “You’ve been with men.” He felt as if she’d cut him off at the knees
         and he shouldn’t have. Leopard changelings were sensual creatures—regular sexual contact was considered healthy and natural.
         He had never before judged a woman for who or how many others she’d been with.
      

      
      “Yes.” Her skin paled. “Lots of men. So many I can’t remember their faces, much less their names. Too many for even my memory
         to handle.”
      

      
      Was she trying to hurt him on purpose? That she had the ability to do so enraged the leopard. Keeping that anger at bay only
         by dint of years of experience, he pushed off the car. “Why? You weren’t like that.”
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