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Bastien surveyed the battlefield, jaw rhythmically clenching and unclenching. 
"Strategy is everything in war. Watch and learn, youngling."


His opponent narrowed his eyes and studied the field. "Proceed at your own 
peril, warrior. Know that I will crush you into the ashes of ignominious 
defeat."


"Oh, for the gods' sake, will you two get on with it, already? I have dibs on 
the next game, and I have a feeling air hockey and I are going to be very good 
friends," Denal said, from where he sprawled out on the long, low couch. "You're 
going down to Loser Town, ladies, so just hurry it up, 
already."


Bastien laughed. "Damn, Justice. Looks like your unparalleled rep as a 
kick-ass warrior may be taking some heat, if little Denal can get away with 
calling you a lady."


Lord Justice flipped his waist-length braid of blue hair back over his 
shoulder and sneered. "Seems like he called you a lady, too, in case you missed 
it."


Bastien served a lethal hit straight into justice's goal. "Hey, I'm golden. 
When you're nearly seven feet tall, these pitiful insults bounce right off. 
Atlantis has never seen a warrior the likes of me," he said, grinning. Then he 
threw his head back and drew in a lungful of pure, sea-filtered air and gazed 
out over the balcony railing at the glory of Atlantis. White marble buildings 
gleaming in the liquid gold of magic-created sunlight. Poseidon's Temple the 
grandest of them all, proudly standing tall in the center with its gold-capped 
columns. The deep, unfathomable blue of the ocean currents gently gliding past 
the dome that covered them all.


"It's good to be home," he murmured, almost to himself. He was tired. Hells, 
they were all tired. The missions to the surface, never less than dangerous, had 
turned lethal lately. Poseidon's Warriors had protected humanity for more than 
eleven thousand years, but always in the shadows, under the radar.


Incogfuckingnito, as Ven would say.


Bastien thought back to his training and the words that were burned into his 
soul—the creed of the Warriors of Poseidon:


All will wait. And watch. And protect.


And serve as first warning on the eve o f humanity's destruction. Then, 
and only then, Atlantis will rise.


For we are the Warriors o f Poseidon, and the mark o f the Trident we 
bear serves as witness to our sacred duty to safeguard mankind.


"Even when they're stupid enough to let vampires into their Congress and 
shape-shifters into their media," he growled.


Justice raised an eyebrow at him, but before he could make some crack about 
warriors who talked to themselves, the enormous wooden doors, inlaid with gold, 
silver, and copper-colored orichalcum, that led from the spacious balcony to the 
palace's royal audience room, swung slowly open. A warrior strode out to the 
balcony. Bastien tried not to laugh, as Denal nearly fell off the couch in his 
haste to stand at attention.


"Lord Vengeance," Denal snapped off, arms rigidly at his side.


Ven never broke stride. "At ease, dude. Seriously, Denal, we've gotta get you 
over this rookie thing before you drive us all nuts."


Denal's face hardened, and he appeared to age a century's worth of days right 
before their eyes. "I think being murdered by vampires and then brought back to 
life as a result of our lady queen's sacrifice is a legitimate entry to the 
title of seasoned warrior, my prince."


Ven's own face sobered. "And so it is, Denal." Then he grinned again. "But if 
you call me `my prince' again, I'm gonna kick your ass."


Bastien figured it was a good time to change the subject. "Speak ing of the 
wedding, when is that blessed event occurring, Ven?"


Ven turned to him, and Bastien realized anew the strain Ven had been under 
lately. The planes of Ven's face were harsher and more severely drawn than 
they'd been just weeks before.


Before High Prince Conlan had met Lady Riley and the two of them killed the 
vampire goddess, Anubisa.


"When does Conlan wed Lady Riley? I'm looking forward to that celebration. 
Atlantis deserves to ring with joy, after these weeks of plotting out the 
upcoming war with the vampire—shape-shifter alliance."


Ven glanced around the newly renovated balcony, then shook his head and 
smiled. "I still can't believe Riley talked Conlan into turning this space into 
a games room. We've even got foosball. I love that woman."


Justice finally spoke. "Everyone does." He walked over to a support column 
and leaned against it, the hilt of his ever-present sword rising above one 
shoulder. "You called it, naming her Lady Sunshine. She spreads light and 
happiness everywhere she goes," he said, sarcasm drenching his words. "Even a 
few of the Elders serving on the Council actually smiled at her when she stopped 
by to mention that they should—oh, no big deal—just maybe change the 
way everything in Atlantis has been done for millennia."


Bastien had heard enough. "Cut it out, justice. Riley has the heart of a 
lion, and Poseidon himself named her as Prince Conlan's future wife and queen. 
Even now she carries Conlan's son. So the sooner we have the wedding, the better 
for all of us."


Justice narrowed his eyes. "The better for Conlan and Riley, at least. The 
rest of us? I'm not so sure."


Ven sliced a hand through the air. "I don't want to hear any more of that 
shit from you, justice. As one of the Seven, Conlan trusts you to have his back. 
That includes battling political nightmares, not just bloodsuckers and 
shape-shifters."


Justice bowed slightly and headed for the door, but Ven called him back. 
"Stay. It's actually fortuitous I caught you three together, because I need to 
talk to you all."


"What is it, Ven?" Bastien asked, immediately coming to full alert. He was 
the most senior of the Seven, and always the most alive when serving his liege. 
The parts of his soul made for aught else than battle were long-since shriveled 
and dead inside him. He never minded kicking a little vamp or shape-shifter ass, 
either.


"We've decided to begin forming our own alliances to try to catch up with the 
ten-year head start the vamps have on us. Barrabas had his nasty claws in every 
political intrigue in the country, in his role as Senator Barnes."


Bastien barked out a laugh. "Yeah, and didn't it warm your heart to see how 
that bloodsucker bought it?"


The four warriors all shuddered simultaneously. Evil three-thousand-year-old 
vampire or not, there was something about watching a guy get his nuts ripped off 
that sent a cold chill snaking up your 'nads. When Anubisa had yanked Barrabas's 
undead heart from his body, it'd almost been a relief.


Ven recovered first. "Yeah. Well, here's the deal. Conlan wants to name an 
official Atlantean liaison to the shape-shifters."


"Makes sense. The furballs are big on protocol and hierarchy. The alphas of 
the various prides, streaks, packs, and all the other groups are way less likely 
to go prickly if they're dealing with somebody they perceive as having status," 
Bastien said, nodding. "Justice is the perfect choice. Hell, with all that blue 
hair, he looks halfanimal himself."


Ven shot Bastien a look. "It's not justice, big guy. Conlan wants you to do 
it."


Bastien's jaw dropped open, then he caught himself and grinned, catching on. 
"Right. Very funny. Make the all-brawn, no-brains of the organization take on a 
political role. Sure. Hey, you almost had me, Ven. You're good."


But Ven wasn't smiling. "You're the only one in Atlantis who thinks your 
value is merely in your physical strength, Bastien. Seems to me Poseidon isn't 
gonna let you get away with that much longer, but that's between you and the sea 
god."


Before Bastien could think of a reply, a cold wind swept through the warm, 
sunny space, then shimmered into shape. Speak of the devil.


Devil—Poseidon's high priest—nigh on the same difference.


Alaric invoked the fear of the sea god in anybody who dared cross his path. 
Not many did.


Alaric's eerie green eyes glowed with power and then narrowed, as if he were 
thought-mining Bastien's musings. But nobody these days had the ancient 
Atlantean power to sift the thoughts of another not soul-melded to him. Or so 
Bastien hoped.


Alaric finally spoke, fiery gaze boring into Ven. "What the sea god wills 
is beyond your limited knowledge of such affairs. Perhaps you should perform 
your duty as the King's Vengeance and leave the responsibilities of Poseidon's 
Temple to me."


Ven inclined his head. "As you say. I'm here to give Bastien his marching 
orders, since the Council called Conlan back into closed session."


He turned back to Bastien, who was still reeling, trying to process. "You 
remember that hot ranger you saved from that gang of bikers in Miami a couple of 
years ago? National Park Service chick? Smelled like a shape-shifter?"


Bastien felt his insides shrivel up a little even as he nodded. "Kat Fiero? 
Yeah. Vague recollection."


Vague recollection o f that day, twenty-one months and three weeks ago.


"Vague recollection, my ass," Ven said, grinning. "It was the one time Mr. 
Even Keel got his smooth riled."


Too late, Bastien realized he shouldn't have come up with her name so fast, 
because now everybody else in the room was staring at him. Curious. Considering. 
Maybe, in justice's case, mocking.


At least he hadn't said anything really stupid.


Like mentioning how the sunlight had kissed her tawny hair into spun gold.


Or how the strength in her tall, perfectly shaped, curvy body had shot him 
into waking fantasies so explicit he'd had to leave the beachfront bar and walk 
directly into the ocean, fully clothed, in an attempt to cool down. After he'd 
battled his way through a halfdozen or so vamps who'd thought to play with a 
beautiful shapeshifter caught on her own.


Mr. Even Keel. If only they knew. The calm amiability he fought so 
hard to present to the world was a joke. Decades of battling the evil that 
stalked humankind had withered the rationality within him. If they only knew how 
close he'd come to going full-on berserker after discovering what the vampires 
had done to the babies in that orphanage in Romania, they'd be afraid of him.


Anyone sane should be afraid of what he'd turned into, after he'd 
been forced to clean up the mess.


Babies turned vampire were an abomination, but his soul would never recover 
from what he'd been forced to do. Three cycles of purification in the Temple had 
not been enough. Nothing would ever be enough to cleanse the stain on 
his soul. A woman like Kat deserved better than the monster he'd become that 
day.


"Yeah," he repeated, voice raspy. "I remember her. Mostly how you were 
hitting on her and she blew you off," he said, trying to turn the heat back on 
Ven.


Ven grinned. "Yeah, she blew me and my attempts at charm back on our 
collective asses. Point is, there's a nest of shape-shifters in the Big Cypress 
National Preserve that's gone rogue, in defiance of the big-shot Florida alpha's 
edict that they ally with the vamps. We're hoping we can get them on our side. 
The Big Cypress group is panthers, and the alpha is a truly badass dude named 
Ethan."


"And Kat?"


"She's our way in, we hope. From what we hear, she's half human. Intel from 
Quinn."


Bastien slowly nodded. Lady Riley's sister was one of the leaders of the 
human rebellion against vamp and shape-shifter domination, and she tended to 
have extremely good information. "That would make sense. Kat seemed… different. 
I could smell the big cat, feel its power under her skin, but it wasn't the same 
as your run-of-the-mill furball."


Justice whistled. "You felt her cat's power under her skin? What 
else did you feel? Just how hot is this chick?"


Gut clenching, Bastien whirled to face justice and whipped the hockey puck 
across the room at him. Justice jerked his head to the side, and Bastien watched 
in horror as the puck buried itself in the wall next to the warrior's face.


"What in the nine hells was that?" Denal whooped, then strode over to pull 
the puck out of the wall.


It took him three tries.


Bastien felt his face flush hot with shame. A good warrior never lost 
control. His years of training had drummed that into his brain every 
bit as much as the arts of sword play and battle strategy.


What had come over him?


An image of the curve of Kat's neck flashed into his mind.


Oh, damn.


He bowed to justice. "My deepest apologies, Lord Justice. I don't know… I—"


Justice cut him off, voice gone a deadly calm. "If you were anyone else, I'd 
kill you for that. You've saved my ass enough times to earn a free shot. But 
watch yourself in the future, Bastien."


Alaric glided noiselessly across the room to stand in front of Bastien and 
stare up into his eyes. The fierce green glow of the priest's gaze pierced heat 
across Bastien's face, and he wondered if Poseidon would use Alaric to strike 
him down for endangering another of Prince Conlan's elite guard.


Wondered if any punishment the sea god had in his capricious mind could be 
any more dangerous than facing Kat again. In the nearly four hundred years of 
his existence, no female had affected him like that one. His duty was to protect 
humanity, but not once in his long centuries as a warrior had he taken it so 
very personally.


She wasn't even human.


She was forbidden.


The priest finally spoke. "Interesting. This mission will prove very… 
interesting. I may have to visit south Florida soon."


And then Alaric shimmered back into mist and swept right off the balcony, 
leaving Bastien to face the warriors who were his closest friends—and the 
mission he wasn't anywhere near qualified to handle.


Oh, yeah. I'm golden.
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Kat sat in her jeep, shirt soaked through with sweat from the heat of south 
Florida in autumn, and wondered when a simple trip to the grocery store had 
turned into a test of courage. The thermometer at the bank had read eighty-five 
degrees, not all that unusual for this time of year, and the wild cat in her 
wanted to curl up in the sun on a rock somewhere.


Take a nap, maybe.


Take down a sheep or two.


"Yeah, right. Take a break from reality."


"The reality in which Kat Fiero, official National Park Service ranger and 
daughter to the former alpha of the Big Cypress panther coalition, had never 
once taken down a sheep. Or a goat. Or even a little bitty squirrel."


"Fake shape-shifter, useless excuse for a panther, worthless bitch," she 
muttered. "Okay, that pretty much covers the range of happiness I'll have to 
deal with if Fallon or her minions are in there hanging out in the tuna fish 
aisle."


She grabbed her wallet from her backpack and shoved it into her shorts 
pocket, then got out and slammed the door. Eyed the slut-rec Jaguar with FALLON1 
license plates, felt her lips curl back from. her teeth.


The world is going to hell in a coffin, and I have time to worry about 
what these morons think o f me why, exactly?


She thought back to the headlines she'd choked down with bitter coffee and 
overcooked eggs at Thelma's grill. More bills passing Congress, more extra 
goodies tacked on to the 2006 Non-Human Species Protection Act, as if the poor 
humans were any danger to the vamps. Most of 'em cowered in their homes at 
night, still unable tc believe—even after a decade—that the things that went 
bump in the night were real.


Vampires and shape-shifters both.


Her dad hadn't wanted any of it. "Upsets the natural order of things, Kat," 
he'd said, again and again. "We're meant to stay in the wild, remain true to our 
natures. Not play at being reporters and law enforcement and other civilized 
members of society."


But he'd married a human, hadn't he? And then he'd died, still trying to hide 
how disappointed he was in his only child. The daughter who'd never been able to 
shift. Not even once.


Now half the rangers she worked with—and a good third of the local paranormal 
ops unit—were shape-shifters. "Except me," she muttered as she pushed open the 
door to the store and felt the wonderfully cool currents of air-conditioned air 
sweep out toward her. "I'm only half shape-shifter. I'm just a—"


"Freak!" The voice rang out with unsuppressed glee. "We were just talking 
about you, ranger freak show."


Kat dropped her hand away from the butt of her service revolver, regretting 
yet again that bitchiness wasn't grounds for shooting under National Park 
Service regs. "Fallon. Always a pleasure. Or wait—never a pleasure, actually."


She watched, eyes narrowed, as the petite—damn her—bane o her 
existence stalked up to her on the kind of five-inch-heeled shoe; Kat would 
never in her life wear. Then she allowed herself a littlf smugness because 
Fallon still had to look up at her. Being nearly sip feet tall wasn't 
always all bad.


Fallon ran a hand through her masses of black curls, arched her back, and 
acted like a feline in heat. Which she probably was.


Bitch.


The momentary pride Kat had taken in her height shriveled like her 
self-esteem, and she went back to feeling like a pudgy Amazor next to the 
delicate beauty. Somehow, she was sure Fallon knew it, too. Too tall, too 
strong, just too everything for the human males, And too wrong 
for the shifters. Kat would never be the belle of the ball; she was long since 
resigned to it. But she'd like, just once, to gel an invitation to the damn 
dance. Just once find a man who wasn't intimidated or disgusted by her. She 
wasn't sure which was worse.


"Are you coming to the gathering tonight? Oh—wait. That's right. You're not 
really one of us. You're probably not invited," Fallon said, voice dangerously 
near a purr.


Kat wanted desperately to walk away. Wouldn't give Fallon the satisfaction of 
seeing her cowardice. "I was invited. Just not interested," she replied, putting 
all the bored indifference she could manage into her voice.


Fallon arched one eyebrow. "Really? And yet I would have thought your ranger 
instincts would have gone crazy over the mere idea of us forming an alliance 
with the Lord High Vampire of the southeast district. I've heard he and his 
blood pride have interesting tastes in entertainment."


Kat had heard the reports. Humans tortured for days, used as playthings for 
the bastard's sick, perverted pleasure. She clenched her hands into fists, 
barely realizing that her nails were cutting into her palms. "You're lying," she 
said flatly. "There's no way Ethan would join forces with the vamps. Especially 
not Terminus's bunch. The two of them nearly killed each other last year after 
Terminus played his games with three of Ethan's youngest members."


"Haven't you heard? Terminus is dead. Some new gang in the northeast who've 
allied with those idiot rebels or something. Anyway, things change." Fallon 
started to walk off, turned. "Not everything, apparently. Still not a real cat, 
are you? Tell me, how does it feel to work with wild panthers and realize you'll 
never, ever be able to become one?"


Kat tightened her lips, knowing anything she said would only prolong the 
encounter.


Fallon laughed, and the sound of it scraped like shards of glass over an open 
wound. "Poor little freak Kat, with her pathetic human mother. And really, what 
were they thinking to name you Kat when you'll never be one?"


As Fallon clacked away toward the door on her ridiculous heels, Kat tried to 
think up a blistering comeback. Unfortunately, the grief burning in her throat 
blocked the words from coming out, just as the human DNA swirling in her 
bloodstream blocked the panther from coming out.


Pathetic.


Ethan leaned against the wall nearest to the sealed chamber's door and looked 
around, fighting every instinct in both of his dual natures in order to appear 
relaxed and nonchalant. His cat had gone feral beast inside him—wanted to rip 
through his skin and attack the bloodsuckers in the room. Panthers didn't care 
much for the smell of dead things that walked around.


But politics was a hunt better played by the human side of his existence. The 
vamp standing in the center of the room was a master gamesman and expected easy 
domination over Ethan.


Organos was in for a nasty surprise.


"So, the rumors are true," Organos concluded. "The lost continent of Atlantis 
is evidently more than a fairy tale for pathetic humans to tell their children. 
These warriors attacked and destroyed Barrabas and his blood pride, and it is 
said that Anubisa has gone into hiding."


Ethan smiled, deliberately showing a lot of very sharp teeth. "Hiding? Or did 
the Atlanteans kill her, too?"


Organos hissed, and his own fangs slid down into place. "You will speak of 
our goddess with respect, or this alliance will end before it begins. No human 
could ever defeat Anubisa. She plans strategy far beyond our understanding."


Ethan raised an eyebrow. "Really? She doesn't share strategy with you, 
either? How exactly is this shape-shifter—vamp alliance going to work if we 
don't even know what's going on?"


"You will know what I know as soon as I know it. Surely you agree that our 
goal of complete human subjugation is worth a little uncertainty."


Studying the vampire's face was an exercise in futility. Organos gave nothing 
away with his expressionless features. He could have been made out of cold white 
marble.


Or else rigor mortis set in about, oh, two or three centuries ago.


His cat shuddered inside him, registering a predator's distaste for carrion. 
Ethan sent his thoughts inward, soothing and calming the beast. Soon. We'll 
be out o f here soon, and I'll set you free to roam.


The cat snarled but subsided within him, a reminder of the constant need for 
control. The most powerful of the dual-natured stalked the precipice edging 
total conversion at all times. The danger of going wild was always present. 
There were too many who had never come back from animal form. Too many of his 
friends who had fallen prey to the damn humans and their illegal hunting.


When he'd seen the obscenity in Nelson's shop, he'd roared out his anguish 
and vowed vengeance. Then he'd run outside, gotten as far away as he could 
before he puked his guts up.


That's when he'd finally agreed to meet with Organos. After he'd 
seen his cousin—his closest boyhood friend—in his cat form, stuffed and mounted 
in a taxidermy shop.


No shape-shifter remained in animal form, but for his eyes, after death. That 
trick required the foulest of black magic. The humansand at least one 
black-hearted witch—were going to die.


Growling, he shook his head a little to try to rid himself of the image 
seared into his brain. He pinned Organos with his gaze. "Total subjugation. 
Yeah, they've gotta pay."


The vampire glided closer, held out a thin, white-fleshed hand. "Partners?"


Ethan tried not to think about how Hank Fiero would be rolling in his grave 
at the idea. Tried not to think of Kat Fiero at all. Held out his own hand, 
repressing his cat's violent revulsion. "Partners."
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"What in the nine hells is this?" Bastien rocked back on the heels of his 
boots and jammed his hands in the pockets of his jeans. "We're meeting a 
potential liaison to the southeastern shape-shifter contingent at a bar?"


Denal read the words off the rickety-looking neon sign. "It's not just a bar. 
It's Thelma's Bar and Grill."


"Looks like a shithole to me," Justice snarled. "Remind me why, again, I had 
to come along and babysit you?"


Bastien's lips twitched at the idea of justice babysitting him. "Right. Your 
puny six-and-a-half-feet-tall self and what army?"


Justice's pale green eyes gleamed with power, and he raised one hand, palm 
up, to display a glowing ball of electricity. "None but the priest channel the 
elements so well as I do, buffoon. Standing nearly seven feet tall merely means 
you'll make a bigger hole in the ground when I knock you on your ass."


Denal rolled his eyes. "Whatever. If you're done playing, let's get inside 
and meet this woman. I could go for a beer and five or six cheeseburgers, too."


"You're always hungry, boy," Bastien said, resisting the urge to ruffle 
Denal's hair. Denal was a man of more than two hundred years, not the boy 
Bastien had grown accustomed to thinking him. And Denal's death and rebirth had 
aged the warrior in subtle but very real ways.


Justice brushed by them both and strode toward the door. "Yeah, and anyway, 
this is shape-shifter country. They probably only serve their meat raw."


As Denal grumbled under his breath and then followed justice into the bar, 
Bastien scanned the parking lot again. His senses, honed from intensive training 
and concentration, picked up the vibrations of both human and shape-shifter 
alike. Clusters of each, but never together. The residents of Big Cypress were 
quite markedly segregated.


Question was: By whose design?


Shaking his head again, still baffled that Conlan had chosen him for the 
delicate job of ambassador, Bastien headed indoors. Right into the middle of a 
bar fight.


He ducked a bottle that flew through the air at him and scoped out the room 
as the bottle smashed on the doorframe behind his head. Justice leaned against 
the far wall, arms folded negligently in front of him. The blue braid—and the 
sword hilt rising behind his shoulder—probably accounted for the circle of calm 
that surrounded him.


Everything about justice shouted badass. Bastien still couldn't believe he'd 
thrown a hockey puck at the warrior's head, after justice had backed him up in 
countless battles against all manner of shape-shifter and vampire.


A body came flying through the air, and Bastien held out one arm to block the 
human… yes, human, he didn't smell like shapeshifter, although it was 
hard to tell in this craziness. The man's shoulders struck Bastien's arm, and he 
bounced off and smashed into a table.


"Bastien! Over here!" Bastien turned at the sound of Denal's shout and tried 
to be surprised to find that the youngest member of the Seven had gotten himself 
smack in the middle of the battle. Even as he watched, Denal punched one man in 
the eye, as yet another grabbed the young warrior around the throat.


Denal grinned, lip bleeding. "Finally! A little fun!" he shouted.


Bastien shook his head and moved in a blur of Atlantean speed to one side of 
the door, as he caught sight of a man pulling his arm back to throw a dagger in 
his direction. The door suddenly opened, and the woman who walked through drove 
all conscious thought out of his brain.


Just the scent of her made him hard.


Her eyes widened as she stared in front of her, and he remembered the dagger. 
Shot out a hand to catch it. Winced a little as the blade cut his palm, but 
never took his eyes off her.


As she turned her shocked gaze to him, he bowed deeply. "Lady Katherine 
Fiero. I am Bastien of Atlantis at your service."


Kat stopped breathing the second she scented him. Her cat purred inside her, 
seemed almost to stretch and curl its form under Kat's skin, as though the beast 
wanted to come out and play after all these years of hiding.


It was him. The giant of a man she'd met only once, briefly, nearly 
two years before. The one who'd protected her from a biker gang of vamps intent 
on making her the object of their bloodsport. He'd cut through them like a 
panther in its prime through a field of deer, then ignored her fervent thanks 
and walked away from her. He'd never looked back, striding off into the sunset 
like some fabled folk hero from childhood stories.


And so he must be, this man she'd never forgotten. He must be the one from 
Atlantis. When Quinn had described him… she hadn't dared to even hope. But it 
was him. Bastien.


And he was bowing to her. Bowing and… bleeding?


She spared a moment to look around the bar. The human—shapeshifter violence 
that had been roiling in the air for the past several months had come to a head, 
yet again.


This time, the fools were taking poor Thelma's place apart. It had to stop.


Kat had to stop it.


She looked at the man again—Quinn had said they called themselves Poseidon's 
Warriors. There could be no doubt to anyone with eyes that the man was a 
warrior. He had to be seven feet of pure battle-honed muscle. Nobody looked like 
that from working out at a gym once a week. He had thighs the size of tree 
trunks in that worn denim. And, oh please keep her from drooling, his chest and 
shoulders were a wall of muscle. God, his biceps were the size of her thighs, 
and she was no little thing. And his face—oh, his face. Men were not supposed to 
be so beautiful. It screwed up the natural order of things or something. The 
cheekbones, and all that luscious black hair that was just a little too long, 
and…


Great, Kat, you're having lustful fantasies while these men are beating 
each other up and trashing Thelma's bar. Do something, dammit.


Kat's panther snarled inside her, making its desires plain.


The beast wanted to play. It wanted to play wild and dangerous games with 
this warrior. The panther wasn't chained by the strictures of duty or etiquette. 
It wanted heat and biting and wild, ravenous sex.


Kat felt the wetness between her thighs, and she flinched a little at the 
friction caused by her nipples hardening under her shirt. Her face flushed, and 
she tried, yet again, to focus on the battle raging all around her. She looked 
up at Bastien, drew in a raspy breath. Opened her mouth and closed it again.


Fierce intelligence burned in his black eyes. Intelligence and something more 
primal. Was that… was that possibly desire?


For her?


Her knees weakened at the thought of it. The seconds that had passed while 
she stood there, frozen, seemed like hours.


The bottle that crashed against the wall snapped her out of it.


"Damn them. They know this place is Thelma's whole life. Excuse me, sir, but 
I have to stop this."


He literally snarled. If she hadn't known better, she would have believed he 
was a shape-shifter, too, from the ferocity of his expression. "There's no 
fucking way I'm letting you get in the middle of that. In fact, why don't you 
get out before you get hurt? I'll drive you home, and we can talk about whatever 
in the nine hells liaisons are supposed to talk about."


He blocked her from the room with his big body, and for one brief second she 
felt protected. Cherished. Cared for in a way she hadn't been in so long.


Then she pushed that feeling away. She had no time for weakness.


"Thanks for the thought, but this is my job. Now get out of my way," she 
said, grim purpose in her voice.


His beautiful ocean blue eyes narrowed, and the planes of his gorgeous face 
hardened even further. He slammed his hands against the wall on either side of 
her head, pinning her into place with the protection of his body. "You're not—"


"Oh, but I am," she interrupted. Then she held her arms out to her side, 
palms up, and she let the noise and the fury of the room drop away. She swirled 
down into the currents of the smooth, clear pond inside her mind. Crystal, 
liquid peace.


Serenity lapping at the edges of her mind as the waves of the ocean. Even, 
rhythmic, calming waves.


She inhaled deeply and, as she exhaled, she channeled the peace and calm from 
within her secret pool and sent it swirling out from her mind and breath and 
into the air around her.


She opened her eyes and watched the effects. First to succumb, since he was 
nearest, the warrior staggered back half a step, as though he'd been struck. 
Then the harsh set to his mouth relaxed, and a measure of calm returned to his 
eyes. She smiled at him, laid a hand on his arm when he tried to speak, and 
shook her head. Pointed to the rest of the room.


He turned to face the bar, still protecting her with his body. They watched 
as Kat's infusion of peace spread through the room. Fists unclenched. Men 
blinked as though dazed, and put down the bottles, knives, and other weapons 
they'd been wielding. A collective sigh of unspent rage dampened the roaring 
emotional ambiance of the room from lethal fury into lethargic lassitude.


A white-haired head popped up from behind the bar, and the tiny woman peered 
around the room. "Is it over? Kat, that you?" she called, in a slightly shaky 
voice. "Aw, of course it is. Nobody else has the gift like you do to calm this 
bunch of jackasses."


Kat ducked her head, but started across the room toward Thelma. "Just lucky 
timing, Thelma. These fine gentlemen were calculating how much money they were 
going to owe you for the damage, weren't they?"


A pair of the fiercest combatants she'd seen in the brawl hung their heads 
and nodded. One human, one shape-shifter. So, the crisis was coming to a head 
faster than she'd thought.


"Thelma, you'll let them know how much to pay? And I think you can all help 
her clean up this mess, anybody who doesn't need to head over to the ER," she 
said, pitching her tone to inject an edge of command. Another of her "gifts" she 
hadn't told anybody about.


"Oh, I've got it covered, Kat," Thelma said. "I'll let you know if anybody 
doesn't pay up. But why don't you get out of here now? No need to stick around, 
and you probably ought to get to the meeting."


Kat stifled her bitter reply and managed to smile. "Okay, if you've got this 
under control."


She knew the residual effects of what she'd done would last for a few hours 
on all who'd been in range. She wasn't sure exactly how far that range was, but 
undoubtedly there were some animal predators for a couple hundred yards of the 
perimeter of the bar who wouldn't feel like doing anything with their prey but 
snuggling, at least for a short while.


She smiled at the concept and turned toward the Atlantean, shoring up her 
defenses to keep from reacting like a bimbo at the mere sight of him. He was 
standing no more than two feet behind her, though she'd never heard him move, 
even with her shape-shifter senses. The look he was giving her was shrewdly 
considering, as though he knew she'd done something. He couldn't possibly know 
what, but something.


"Shall we go? I'm sure you'd like to get settled in from your journey," she 
said, wondering what kind of travel arrangements it took to get from a lost 
continent buried under the ocean somewhere to a nature preserve fifty miles west 
of Miami. She, glanced at his hand, which steadily dripped blood. "We can take 
care of that, too."


He nodded and glanced to the left and right of her, then almost imperceptibly 
signaled. Two men she hadn't noticed earlier stepped toward them, picking their 
way through the dazed and wobbly humans and shape-shifters. Both had the warrior 
look to them, although one was some sort of goth punk version, with all that 
blue hair and the sword sticking up behind him. The other looked like somebody's 
kid brother.


A kid brother who'd seen a lot of battle, she silently amended as she got a 
look at his eyes.


Then she realized something else, as Bastien slapped the knife down on a 
table. Not one of the three acted like her little share-the-peace trick had 
affected them for more than an instant.


Which meant they were even more dangerous than she'd thought.
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Bastien was glad Kat's Jeep was open to the night air. If he'd been forced to 
ride in the car, trapped with the scent of her, for more than five minutes, he 
might have been driven to desperate measures. Like jumping out and taking his 
chances with a face plant on the dirt road.


Or asking her to stop the car so he could rip the clothes off her luscious 
body.


Desperate measures.


But the humid weight of the swamp air and the dense greenery surrounding them 
served to distract him enough that he could keep his hands—including the one 
she'd so competently bandaged with the first-aid kit in her backpack—to himself. 
At least temporarily.


Why did this woman affect him so much? And how was he going to carry out his 
duties to Atlantis if he didn't get over it? His duty was to protect humans—all 
humans. But he would gladly have channeled the forbidden element of fire itself 
and incinerated the bar and everyone in it if it had meant protecting Kat. He 
wanted to carry her back to his home in Atlantis and never, ever let her 
anywhere near danger again.


A shape-shifter in Atlantis. Ha. Alaric would lose his freaking mind. And 
Poseidon… oh, his vengeance would be beyond my ability to imagine.


"Where did your friends go?" Her voice broke into his whirling thoughts. 
Friendly but impersonal. Probably trying to make small talk.


"I sent them to talk to a few contacts we have with the human population of 
the area," he replied. Then he realized what he'd said and backtracked. She was 
half-human. Maybe she thought of herself as human? "I'm sorry, I know you're… I 
mean, since you work with the panthers and your father was the alpha, we 
thought—"


He shoved a hand through his hair and sighed. Again.


She laughed. Like the woman herself, Kat's laugh was sultry and full-bodied. 
Rich and warm, with an undertone of sex.


Oh, damn. Poseidon, please help your humble warrior here. Because I'm 
falling down a black pit of lust-induced stupidity.


He clenched his jaw and stared straight ahead, determined not to look at her 
again until the Jeep stopped.


"What is that noise?"


"What noise?" he countered, senses flaring.


"That weird… well, it's almost like a bubbling sound," she said, sounding 
perplexed. "Like when a pot boils?"


He heard it as soon as she said it, the noise he'd ignored before. The noise 
he'd caused. He'd unconsciously channeled the churning of his frenzied 
emotions into the nearest source of water. Muttering a few choice words in 
ancient Atlantean, he drew in a deep breath and sent cooling energy out to the 
edges of the swamp to stop it from boiling, hoping the change in temperature 
hadn't lasted long enough to seriously damage any of the nature preserve's flora 
or fauna.


As the boiling noise stopped, he notice her staring at him, her golden eyes 
narrowed. "You did that, didn't you? I could feel some kind of energy surge from 
you."


"You could feel it? What do you mean?" None but an Atlantean, some of the 
most powerful vampires, or a few of the witches who dabbled in the black arts 
could feel an Atlantean channel the elements. "Are you a witch? You're surely no 
vampire. I can feel the heat of your body from here."


Her pinks burned a hot pink for a moment, and she ducked her head. "You, ah, 
well. No. I'm certainly not a witch. Why? And quit distracting me, anyway. What 
did you do to the water?"


"It's an Atlantean thing. We channel the elements, especially water. 
Occasionally, strong negative emotion will siphon off into the nearest water 
source. I fixed it." He realized his voice was gruff, but damned if he'd wanted 
to show weakness on his first day as an ambassador. What had Conlan been 
thinking? Perhaps love had addled the prince's brain, as justice had 
implied.


Bastien waited, but she remained silent for a while, headlights picking out 
the bumpy road in front of them. He sank into his own musings, dire expectations 
of the dozens of ways he could fail his prince in this mission. He was made for 
battle. For crushing the enemies of Atlantis and of humanity. Not for delicate 
political negotiations.


"Is something wrong?" Her voice was hesitant, but the amusement was still 
there. "You seem to be heaving a lot of deep sighs over there. I didn't hurt 
your manly pride, did I?"


"My what?"


"Hey, I live and work with a whole heck of a lot of the most alpha of all 
alpha males on the planet. I know frustrated pride when I see it."


He glanced at her and glimpsed her perfectly calm expression.


He also noticed her white-knuckled grasp of the steering wheel.


She was afraid of him. The knowledge twisted painfully in his chest.


"I'm sorry, Katherine. Miss Fiero. Ranger Fiero," he stumbled over the words, 
in his haste to get them out. "What do you want me to call you?"


She smiled and relaxed her grip on the steering wheel. "Kat is fine. And you 
are Bastien. Am I pronouncing that right?"


Something inside him made a weird flipping movement when she said his name. 
He ignored it. Indigestion, probably.


"Yeah, that's it. Mom loved France in the 1500s. She gave us all names from 
that time period and area. Phillippe, Marie, Antoine, and me. I'm the baby."


She whistled. "Some baby. What are you, a family of giants?" Then she winced. 
"Hey, I'm sorry. If anybody shouldn't make cracks about size, it's me. I'm 
practically a freak of nature."


He could almost feel the pain that washed over her bitter words. Wanted to 
kill whoever'd caused it. Unclenched his fists and wondered if he were losing 
his mind.


Turning in his seat to face her as she pulled into the driveway of a small 
house, he slowly looked her up and down. "If an enemy approaches with such 
obviously deceitful ploys, you gain the advantage in any battle strategy."


She turned off the ignition and set the parking brake, then tilted her head 
to stare at him with those spectacular amber eyes. "What are you talking about?"


"In the vernacular, anybody who sold you such a line of crap is a fool, and 
you will easily kick his ass." He lifted a hand to touch a strand of the tawny 
golden hair that had escaped her braid. "You are gloriously lovely and would 
grace the arm of even royalty, were any mere man to deserve you."


The thought of Ven, brother to the high prince, approaching Kat crossed his 
mind, and he had to clench his teeth against the searing jealousy.


Yep. Losing it.


Kat's eyes widened, and her pupils dilated until she looked almost more like 
her namesake panther than she did human. "What? Younobody talks like that. I 
mean, are you some kind of poet? They sent me the poetry ambassador? But you 
look like a warrior—"


She stopped. Smacked herself in the forehead. "Right. You were mocking me. I 
get it. Well, I'm used to it, so don't be too impressed with yourself. Been 
there, done that, got the tracking collar to prove it."


Before Bastien could stop her, she was out of the jeep. He slammed out of his 
side of the car and focused his energy to flash to the front of the jeep. He 
caught her arm as she tried to pass, pulled her toward him with barely leashed 
fury. "Never accuse me of mocking you again, I implore you."


He stared down into the depths of her golden eyes and sank into her. Sank 
into her soul.


Was suddenly, desperately ashamed. He released her arm and took a step back. 
Bowed. "I offer my sincerest apologies, Lady Katherine. I cannot begin to 
explain what has come over me that I would offer insult or harm to a female. The 
thought that you believed I would seek to harm you with my words was suddenly 
more than I could stand."


She stared at him, rubbing the spot on her arm where he'd grabbed her. 
"What—I don't know what to do about you. I planned to offer you the spare room 
in my home for the night, but I'm not sure that would be a good idea."


His body tightened at the thought of resting so near to her. Seeing her out 
of that uniform, her wealth of hair spread across his pillow. He slowly exhaled, 
fought again for control. Resolved to seek counsel from Alaric as soon as 
possible. "I will sleep under the stars so as not to inconvenience you again. 
Please do not let my impertinent actions threaten your view of my mission or my 
people."


She stared at him for a long minute, and then a reluctant smile tugged at the 
corners of her mouth. "Fair enough. If the entire ranger service were judged by 
my bad tempers, we'd be out of business."


She turned toward the house, headed for the door. He stood, unmoving, 
watching the sinuous grace of her walk. Her rounded hips that would fill his 
hands.


She suddenly glanced back at him. "Well, come on. You can have the guest room 
if you promise to behave. You did try to protect me from those thugs, after all. 
There is… there is the small matter of an old debt, as well." She dropped her 
gaze, not meeting his eyes.


As invitations go, it had been neither the warmest nor the most encouraging 
he'd heard in his nearly four hundred years. But surely none had ever been more 
welcome. He swung his duffel out of the back of the jeep, then followed her to 
the door, shaking his head.


The poetry ambassador. Wait till justice hears that one. On second 
thought, maybe I'll just keep it to myself.
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Kat tossed her keys on the table and tried to force her neck muscles to 
relax. Every instinct she had—both human and feline—was on the alert, revved up 
into a heightened state of anticipation. And, though admitting it was painful, 
arousal.


All because of the man—no, the Atlantean—following her into her 
house.


And she couldn't figure it out. It wasn't like she'd never seen a sexy man 
before. Ethan, for example, was flat-out gorgeous. If you liked your men long, 
lean, hard-bodied and arrogantly alpha, that is.


She had a feeling her tastes ran more to the poetic warrior/ambassador type.


She groaned. "I've gotta get past this."


"Excuse me?" Even his voice was killer. Low and sexy, with a lilting cadence 
that sounded a bit like a distant cousin to the Gaelic she'd often heard spoken 
by park visitors from Ireland.


Squaring her shoulders, she turned to face him. "I have to check on the cubs. 
I'll be back in a moment."


It's not running away when I really do need to check on the babies. It's 
not.


She kept repeating that to herself all the way down the hall, hoping that 
soon she'd believe it.


Bastien dropped his bag on the floor near the overstuffed couch, wondering 
what he should do next. She probably wanted some space from the crazy fool he'd 
acted like in the car. He couldn't blame her.


He looked around at the small but cozy room, noting the pictures of what must 
be her family on a bookshelf. He crossed to it and picked up a frame, 
recognizing Kat's strong features and height in the man who stood with his arm 
around a fragile-looking woman who held a baby. Baby Kat, maybe? The woman had 
Kat's golden coloring, but was a tiny thing. Quinn had said Kat's mother was 
human. Wonder how hard that had been, growing up as the half-breed kid of the 
alpha?


A muffled shriek from the back of the house jolted him to attention, and he 
shoved the frame back on the shelf and took off at a dead run down the hall, 
automatically reaching for the daggers he wasn't wearing. He'd stashed them in 
the duffel bag in deference to his hostess; that little courtesy might get him 
killed. No time to get them now. She might be.


"Kat?" He hit the end of the corridor and burst into the doorway with light 
spilling out, only to see a totally unexpected sight: Kat sat on the floor, 
laughing, while four clumsy panther cubs crawled and rolled all over her. 
Bastien stared at her and felt the breath leave his lungs.


Serious Kat was beautiful.


Laughing Kat was a goddess.


She looked up at him, still smiling. "I'm sorry. Did you hear me yell?" She 
held up the largest of the four, a male. The cubs had cinnamon-colored reddish 
coats and white undersides and a funny kink in the end of their tails. "He's 
trying to prove he's fiercer than his three sisters, and nipped my finger pretty 
hard, didn't you baby?"


When she bent her forehead to rub it against the cub's, Bastien suddenly 
understood exactly why the creature started purring. He'd purr himself if he 
could get her to rub his belly.


"They're beautiful," he said, and meant it. "I've never seen panther cubs 
before. Are they—I mean—"


She laughed again, but this time her laughter held a note of bitterness. "No, 
they're not shape-shifters. These are full panthers. And for a while, it was 
touch and go whether anybody would ever see a Florida panther cub 
again, the way the humans were murdering them."


"Poachers?" He sat on the floor, cautiously held out a hand to the two cubs 
nearest him. One of them ignored him completely and began to wash her face with 
one tiny paw, while the other slunk into stalking mode, jumped on his hand, and 
ferociously attacked his shirt sleeve.


"No, not poachers, although we have to fight them now, too. Believe it or 
not, it was perfectly legal to hunt these incredible animals as recently as 
1967, when the U.S. Department of the Interior listed them as endangered. Damn 
near too late, too. They were hunted to near extinction by around 1955." She 
leaned back against the wall and stretched.


Bastien tried not to be distracted by how long her legs were. "But they're 
doing better now?"


She nodded, face still grim. "Better. Still not good enough. An agreement 
with the Texas cougar coalition back in ninety-five helped. We introduced eight 
female Texas cougars into our panther population to help with the potential 
inbreeding issue."


The male cub curled up on her lap and fell asleep, and Kat absently scratched 
his ears. "Better and better, still not optimal. Plus, we're stuck with more of 
the Texas females than we ever wanted," she said bitterly.


The change in her tone puzzled him. "I thought they were important to your 
own cats?"


Kat blinked, then seemed to realize what she'd said. "Oh, never mind. I was 
thinking of entirely another type of Texas cat that's shown up here. One named 
Fallon, to be precise."


He raised an eyebrow, and she responded to his unspoken question. "We… 
imported several Texas females ourselves, for similar reasons," she said, 
not meeting his eyes. "One in particular, Fallon, doesn't have much respect for 
anybody who's not a purebred, and she's not shy about showing it. Unfortunately, 
Ethan took her to mate, so…"


As her voice trailed off, he read the truth between the lines. Fallon was an 
evil bitch who rubbed Kat's nose in her shortcomings at every opportunity. 
Figuratively speaking. Suddenly, his hands itched to stroke Kat's hair, to offer 
comfort of some kind.


Again, not a damn bit like him.


The delight Kat had shown while playing with the cubs evaporated, and she 
stood up abruptly. "I'll show you to your room, and we can get started in the 
morning. We'll certainly have a lot to talk about with Ethan, from what I hear 
about the big meeting tonight."


He gently disengaged the cub's teeth from his sleeve and set it on the floor, 
then stood as well. Kat stopped, inches in front of him, and stood as if 
trapped. The room shrank around them, and he felt his throat drying up as he 
looked down into her eyes yet again. "Kat? I—"


"Door," she blurted out. "You're blocking the door."


"Oh. Sorry. Door." He moved aside and, for the second time that evening, she 
fled from him.


He smiled slowly as, he watched her. If he'd been a predator, the sight of 
her flight would have incited him to the hunt. He took his time before following 
her down the hall, waiting for the urgent hardening of his body to subside. "We 
may be in trouble, Lady Kat," he murmured to himself. The cubs on the floor 
gazed sleepily up at him. "Because I'm suddenly feeling very predatory."


Alaric shimmered into mist and soared away from the ranger's cottage, 
disturbed by what he'd sensed from the shape-shifter with Bastien. In a burst of 
speed, he shot up and out and didn't descend until he was floating above the 
midnight blue waves of the Atlantic Ocean. As he spiraled down into the water, 
regaining his form on the way, he channeled the magic of the portal into 
Atlantis.


Grimly hoped that the portal would cooperate. It had a decidedly capricious 
nature, much akin to that of the sea god himself.


Fortunately for the urgency of his mission, the portal opened immediately and 
he stepped through onto Atlantean soil. Immediately felt the peace of his 
homeland rush through him, sweeping through the corroded corners of his soul.


Though not even the peace of Atlantis could fill the emptiness of some 
losses. Some wounds would never heal. Her enormous eyes flashed into his mind, 
and he nearly flinched.


Quinn.


His eyes gleamed with power, startling the two portal guards who'd fallen 
back at his entrance. They bowed deeply. "Alaric. Prince Conlan sent for you," 
one ventured, not meeting his eyes.


He nodded and headed for the palace. The news that Bastien's shape-shifter 
liaison almost certainly had Atlantean blood in her superseded his own pathetic 
longings for a human he could never have.


Quinn had made that clear, as if his own duties did not dictate the same.


Tangled up in his own black mood, he failed to sense Conlan until the prince 
flashed into form before him on the path. "What news, Alaric?"


Alaric lifted his head, masking the bleakness of his thoughts to calm control 
and arranging his expression to reflect the same. "There is a problem. Our 
shape-shifter has Atlantean blood in her."


"What? Are you sure?" Conlan ran a hand through his hair. "How is this even 
possible, in a shape-shifter?"


Alaric raised one eyebrow. "Considering the nature of your beloved and her 
sister, I am unsure as to why you are so surprised by this development," he said 
sardonically.


"But a shape-shifter? Is it even possible for an Atlantean to breed with a 
shape-shifter?"


"Clearly it is, at least if the mating involves a human with slight traces of 
Atlantean DNA from an ancestor who was born more than eleven thousand years 
ago."


Conlan looked at Alaric and nodded. "You were right."


"I am always right. Can you be more specific?"


Conlan's lips twitched in a ghost of a smile. "When we met Riley and Quinn, 
you said everything was changing. After millennia of fighting the shape-shifters 
on behalf of humanity, now you tell me that they—at least some of them—might be 
our descendants."


"It's difficult to know who to battle, when the identities of the combatants 
switch in the middle of the game," Conlan continued.


"Yet it is even worse than you know, my prince." Alaric closed his eyes and 
sent his energy winging out from his body to refresh itself in the air and 
waters of Atlantis. As the pure power of the sustaining elements of his home 
rushed through his body, he felt the energy grow within him until a shining 
nimbus of energy glowed around his entire body.


Conlan folded his arms. "That bad?"


"Worse. Bastien's little shape-shifter may well be just that—Bastien's 
shape-shifter."


"You don't mean—"


"I do. Their energies parallel. They have the potential to reach the soul 
meld."


Conlan's face hardened. "To the palace, then. We have much to discuss. I 
don't know if I can allow that."


Alaric laughed, but fell into step with his prince. "Think on how you feel 
about Riley. Not even Poseidon himself could have barred you from your desire to 
unite with her. With Bastien and his shapeshifter, you may not have any choice."
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"You're going to have to tell me about it sometime," Bastien said, following 
Kat down a muddy, overgrown path. She'd explained that they were at the very 
beginning of the dry season, and the path had been covered by as much as three 
feet of water during the height of the May through October rainy season. They'd 
passed through stands of dwarf cypress and pinelands, mostly in silence, while 
she quite determinedly ignored him and he tried desperately to think of 
something liaison—like to say.


Since he still wasn't sure what a liaison did, he was good for trying Denal's 
advice to try to "build a bridge of understanding" between their two cultures. 
What better way to do that than by hiking a dozen-mile roundtrip path through 
humid swamp country? Yeah, so irony wasn't his strong suit, no more than 
diplomacy.


Yet as he gazed at the curved backs of Kat's endless legs, he realized he 
could think of quite a few better ways to build bridges.


"Tell you what?" she called back, not looking at him. She wore her uniform 
and her official status like a shield against him today, and he'd seen no trace 
at all of the breathless woman who'd run from him the night before. Instead, 
he'd heard commanding intelligence in her telephone conversations with various 
members of her ranger force and the local paranormal ops unit.


From the way her phone had rung incessantly, and the side of the 
conversations he'd overheard, both groups respected her insights and her 
authority. He'd seen the deference in the actions of the zoological staff who 
had come to transport the cubs to a secure facility for care and raising. She'd 
said good-bye to them with sadness, and in her kindness and play with the cubs 
he'd seen a flash of the mother she would one day become.


The knowledge of her bearing another man's child sent a stabbing pain through 
him that he refused to contemplate.


This hike was an attempt to investigate a vague report of trouble in the area 
that had been filed the night before, before their scheduled meeting with Ethan, 
the panther pride's alpha.


But he was still curious. "Tell me about your gift."


She stopped, finally turning to face him. "What are you talking about?" 
Honest confusion clouded her eyes, and she put her hands on her hips. Six miles 
of walking, and she wasn't even winded. She had warrior spirit in her, his 
woman.


The woman. Not his woman. The woman. Dammit.


"Your gift. The ability to calm aggression. Is this a shape-shifter ability 
that has been kept secret before?"


She blinked, then laughed bitterly. "Gift? Right. You mean curse. The lovely 
ability I have to calm hostility and aggression in everyone, including myself. 
The gift that keeps me from ever becoming a true shape-shifter."


Somehow, he felt the fury radiating from her. He saw the evidencethe 
clenched jaw, the narrowed eyes, the hands fisted on her hips. But he felt 
the rage and pain, somehow inside himself. Impossible. But true. He tried to 
form a coherent question. "How does it—"


She cut him off. "How do you think we get in touch with our animal sides? We 
tap our animal instincts. A panther is a true predator. I can't reach the 
predatory side of myself, dual-natured or not, when my gift 
automatically switches on to calm any aggression anywhere around me."


Kat pulled her hat off, wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. "That 
includes, in case you were wondering, any of my own aggression."


He flinched at the anguish searing through him. Wondered how he could 
possibly feel her pain burning in his blood. "Kat, I—" But even as he formed the 
words, a blanket of calm muffled her emotions.


She sliced her hand through the air, dismissive. "No. I didn't tell you 
because I want your pity. Just thought I should let our Atlantean liaison know 
that I'm a poor choice to be your counterpart. I'm a half-breed who will never 
truly be a panther. You'd be better off with somebody else."


He reached out, couldn't help himself. Touched the curve of her cheek with 
his fingertips. "Quinn said you. You were the one. Prince Conlan agreed. And 
this is my first assignment as liaison, so perhaps we can figure this out 
together."


She seemed to hold her breath, staring up at him. He could lose himself in 
her gaze. Sink into the warmth of her amazing mouth and spend the next hour or 
seven kissing her. Touching her. Plunging into her.


Her face suddenly pinkened as though she could read his entirely 
unliaisonlike thoughts, and she took a jerky step back from him. "Well, um, 
okay. We—we've checked this path, and there's no sign of the trouble that—"


Her head snapped up, and she lifted her face into the sluggish breeze, as if 
she were scenting the wind. "Do you smell that?" she whispered, the lines of her 
face gone hard, her eyes feral.


He shook his head. "All I smell is swampland. What do you—" he broke off, 
Atlantean senses sharpening. His sense of smell may not be as keen as a 
panther's, but his hearing was preternaturally sharp. "Moaning. That way." He 
pointed through a grove of trees and took off at a dead run. The moaning had 
sounded human.


Even in human form, Kat moved like the panther she was and seemed almost to 
flow through the underbrush to meet him as they found the source of the moaning. 
It was a shape-shifter—another panther. The man stared wildly up at them, throat 
drenched in scarlet blood from the wounds that ripped through the side of his 
neck. "Kat? It was Terminus," he said, voice rasping with the effort. "Tell 
Ethan. Terminus did this."


Kat dropped to her knees next to the man, tears streaming down her face, 
already barking orders into her radio. She gave their location, then dropped the 
radio on the ground and reached for the man's wrist, trying to check his pulse. 
"Nicky? No, Nicky, no. You have to hang on. We'll get help, I promise."


Tears streamed down her face, and Bastien stood there, helpless with rage. 
Wanting fiercely to grab her, throw her over his shoulder, and spirit her away 
from any possible danger. Knowing he couldn't. He fisted his hands on the hilts 
of his daggers and scanned the area, though his senses told him the attackers 
were long gone. Those were vampire bite marks, and the morning sun burning down 
was sufficient evidence that the vampires had gone to ground.


Nicky held up a hand to Kat, and she clasped it in both of her own. "I'm 
sorry, Kat," he managed, hoarse voice fading even as the light in his eyes did 
the same. Bastien watched as the man's eyes changed. Turned to panther eyes. His 
death was fast approaching.


Kat shook her head wildly back and forth. "No. You tell me you're sorry 
later, when you're better," she commanded.


"You deserve to know, Kat. Ethan… Ethan wants you. His plan… his… " Nicky's 
chest heaved in a shuddering gasp, and then his head fell to the side and his 
hand slid limply out of Kat's grasp.


Kat lifted her head to stare at Bastien, agony in every line of her 
tear-stained face. "But it's Nicky. He can't be dead. He's my friend."


Bastien couldn't stop himself. He knelt to sweep her into his arms and lifted 
her, cradling her to his chest. It was imperative that he soothe her; his soul 
demanded it. "Shhh. I am so sorry for the loss of your friend. May Poseidon and 
the gods of your ancestors watch over him on his journey into the light."


He bent his forehead to touch hers, trying to transmit his sympathy and 
sorrow for her loss. Wishing he could take the pain into himself and protect her 
from it.


She clutched his shirt and gave in to a firestorm of sobbing, but it lasted 
less than a single minute. Then, abruptly, her tears stopped. Her breathing 
slowed down from its frantic pace until it was rhythmic again. Measured. Calm.


She looked up at him, and the force of the anguish in her eyes dimmed, as he 
stared into them. "Please put me down now," she said, clearly trying to pull her 
dignity around her.


His arms tightened involuntarily, but he forced himself to release her. He 
gently set her down, so that she stood on the path before him.


"You see," she said, utterly calm. Features utterly still. "I am not merely 
half shape-shifter. I am half human. My gift, as you call it, blocks me 
even from the wholly human emotion of mourning for a childhood friend. I'm 
neither human nor shape-shifter, but a bastard hybrid—half of each."


Her lips twisted with evident self-disgust. "And half of nothing is still 
nothing."


Before he could speak, he heard the hum of the all-terrain vehicles 
thundering up the path behind them. Voices calling out for Kat. She shouted out 
to them, and the opportunity was lost.


But Kat's gift apparently only worked on aggression. Because the torment 
racking through Bastien at the sight of her pain and selfloathing didn't abate 
in the slightest.





[bookmark: chapter_39]Chapter Seven

[image: Previous] 
[image: Top] 
[image: Next]

 



Bastien entered the enormous house designated as the home and headquarters of 
the Florida panther alpha, walking slightly in front of Kat. He didn't like what 
he'd heard of this Ethan character, and every protective instinct he'd ever 
possessed was on overload.


The sensations of predator and violence permeating the house didn't help, 
either. He tuned his senses to high alert and stopped, waiting.


Kat, walking with her head down, bumped into him and stopped. He glanced down 
at her, and his breath caught in his throat at the sight of her slumped 
shoulders and the tortured sorrow in her gaze. "What is it? Why are we stopping? 
Ethan said to meet him in the pool room," she said, voice low and hoarse.


"Really? One of his own is murdered, and he has time to play a game or two of 
pool? Not much of a leader, is he?" Bastien heard the sharp sarcasm in his own 
voice and realized it might not be the proper tone for a liaison to take. Then 
the atmosphere in the airy entrance hall changed a split second before he sensed 
the danger and whirled to face it, daggers drawn, body poised in front of Kat.


The man standing in the entranceway was completely familiar to Bastien, 
though he'd never seen him before. Three centuries of protecting humankind from 
shape-shifters had taught him a few lessons. This man was the alpha. It was 
clear in his stance—shoulders thrown back, legs apart. Head thrust aggressively 
forward.


This had to be Ethan, and he expected instant subservience.


Too fucking bad.


Kat moved to walk around him, and Bastien put out a hand to block her. 
"Perhaps you could introduce us," he said, eyes never leaving Ethan.


Ethan's lips drew back from his teeth a little, but he said nothing in 
response to Bastien's comment. Simply folded his arms across his chest and 
waited.


Kat pushed Bastien's arm down and looked up at him. "Ethan is the alpha of my 
pride," she said, impatience in her voice. "You don't need to protect me from 
him."


"Oh, is that what he's doing?" the shape-shifter's voice was silky. "Maybe 
you could tell your friend that you're mine, and he interferes with pride 
business at his own risk."


The fine hairs on the back of Bastien's neck went up at the words. "I know 
about pride hierarchy, shifter. Be advised that Kat belongs to no man, least of 
all one who allows his female to attack Kat with her nastiness."


He heard Kat's sharp gasp at his words and figured he'd pay for them later. 
But something deep in his soul had rebelled at hearing the man refer to Kat as 
his.


She's mine.


Ethan snarled and shot ten feet toward them in one giant leap. Bastien raised 
his daggers and prepared for battle. But Kat stepped between them, holding her 
hands up. "Don't make me use my secret weapon," she said, weariness infusing her 
voice. "Don't we have better things to do when Nicky… when he…"


Bastien waited for the alpha to stand down. The man's muscles tightened and 
then relaxed, and he inclined his head to Kat and Bastien. Bastien thrust his 
daggers back in their sheaths, then put his arm around Kat's shoulders. "You are 
correct, yet again."


He squared his shoulders and held out a hand to Ethan. "My apologies. I mean 
to offer insult neither to your family nor to your honor, and I offer sincere 
condolences on the loss of your pridebrother. I am Bastien from Atlantis, and we 
need to talk."


Ethan waited a long moment, then grasped Bastien's hand and shook it. "No 
apologies are necessary. I can understand why a man—or an Atlantean—would want 
to defend Kat's honor. She is one of our pride's greatest treasures. Her… 
gift is of incalculable value to our defenses."


Ethan's eyes narrowed as he stared pointedly at Bastien's arm resting on 
Kat's shoulder. The smoldering possession in the way Ethan looked at Kat made 
Bastien want to smash something. Or someone.


Kat spoke up again. "We need to talk about Nicky, if you two are done marking 
your territory. Which, I might remind you, does not include me."


Ethan evidently agreed, at least to the part about the need for a 
conversation, since he held up a hand to direct them to the room from which he'd 
just entered the hallway. Bastien smiled his best liaison smile. "After you."


Ethan's lips twitched in a half-smile, and he strode in front of them toward 
the doorway.


Bastien reluctantly released Kat's shoulders, but stopped her gently when she 
began to follow the shape-shifter. "Are you well?"


"No. No, I'm not well in any way," she said. "But we need to do 
this."


Bastien followed her through the doorway into an enormous room dominated by 
an Olympic-sized swimming pool. Ah. The pool room. Someone was doing 
laps down the middle. He raised one eyebrow at the sight. "I didn't know 
panthers even liked water."


Ethan shrugged. "We like it well enough as cats, but I've found that most of 
us love it in our human form. And the benefits of being the man who owns the 
pool are obvious." He jerked his chin toward the edge of the pool nearest them, 
where a nude woman stood up in the water, lifted her head, and shook droplets 
from her hair. Her eyes sharpened when she saw them.


"Ah, it's Kat," she said. Her voice dripped menace even as her hair dripped 
chlorinated water. "I heard about Nicky. He was a friend of yours, wasn't he?"


Beside him, Kat had noticeably flinched at the sight of the woman, but 
answered in a quiet tone. "Yes, Fallon. He was."


So this was Fallon. Bastien found himself wanting to unsheathe his daggers 
again. Anubisa, the evil goddess of the vampires, had taught him that females 
could be far more deadly than males—of any species.


Kat abruptly turned to Ethan and positioned her back to the pool. Bastien 
wondered if it were deliberate. He kept an eye on the female in the water and 
noticed that Fallon's lips curled back from a mouthful of sharp-looking teeth as 
she silently hissed at Kat.


Deadly, indeed.


"Ethan, Nicky told us that Terminus did this to him. Before he died—" Kat's 
voice broke.


Bastien touched her arm, then gently pulled her back against him. "He did say 
that, but he was wrong. We destroyed Terminus several weeks ago. He is 
permanently dead this time."


Ethan's attention snapped to Bastien. "You destroyed one of the most powerful 
vampires in the United States? You said `we.' Who is `we'?"


"Prince Conlan of Atlantis and those of us who form his elite guard. Terminus 
and several of his minions attacked us. Trust me, Terminus is no more. And not 
one of the most powerful, but two, are now permanently dead. We also 
watched Anubisa slay Barrabas, her servant, and then our prince and his 
betrothed destroyed Anubisa."


A splashing noise from the pool alerted Bastien. He jerked his head around to 
gauge the threat from Fallon and was surprised by the sight of her very naked, 
very female form climbing out of the pool. Part of him enjoyed the show. 
Another, much larger, part of him wondered why he didn't enjoy it more than he 
did.


The feel of the woman almost imperceptibly trembling in his arms answered his 
question. Something about Kat made him think of dangerous words. Words like 
protect. Comfort. Cherish.


Fallon stalked across the floor, arrogantly flaunting her nudity. Clearly 
putting on a show for Kat. When she reached Ethan, she draped herself around 
him.


"He claims to have destroyed Terminus, but what do we know of him? Terminus 
was more powerful even than Organos," she sneered. "We would be foolish to 
believe this so-called Atlantis man."


Ethan pushed her away, and Fallon snarled at him. Bastien watched the 
interchange and wondered how much of it was a display presented solely for his 
benefit. Or, he amended silently, for Kat's benefit. The sorrow that 
had radiated from Kat darkened and soured into an almost-helpless rage, but even 
as he felt her emotions slicing through him, they changed. Dampened back to 
calm. Her gift was at work again.


"I am a Warrior of Poseidon. I am here to offer alliance to the East Coast 
shape-shifters, beginning with your panthers, on the advice of one who knows 
you," Bastien said. "I offer my help in the investigation of your dead 
colleague. We have much experience in these matters."


"Experience in what matters? Killing shape-shifters?" Fallon spat the words 
at him. "We've heard of you. Learned that the Atlanteans of legend have been 
walking the earth for millennia, killing our kind on behalf of the pathetic 
single-natured humans. We don't need or want help from the likes of you."


Before Bastien could respond, Ethan roared. It was the full, throaty roar of 
a male panther in his prime, and the force of it sent Fallon cringing to her 
knees before him. Kat bowed her head, as well, and Bastien hated the submissive 
gesture.


Hated the idea that Kat would submit to Ethan for even a single second—in any 
possible way. He stepped around her to face Ethan. To the nine hells 
with politics. He was up for a little one-on-one ass kicking.


"One known as Jack claims to have fought beside your prince against Barrabas. 
Do you know of this?" Ethan directed the question to Bastien.


"Yes. I was there."


"Did Jack shift to his panther form when you battled the bloodsuckers?" Ethan 
glanced to his right, and Bastien was left with the sure knowledge that an army 
of shape-shifters stood in the shadows ready to kill him if he answered 
incorrectly.


Kat started to speak, but Bastien cut her off, recognizing the trick 
question. "No, he did not. But he shifted into a tiger, damn near ten feet 
long."


Ethan's shoulders relaxed, and the tension in the room noticeably decreased. 
"Yes. The tiger spoke well of you. Said `the tall one is a fucking fighting 
machine,"' Ethan admitted. "Told me you were a good one to have around if the 
world needed saving."


Bastien grinned. "I feel the same way about him. I'm a lot better at battles 
than I am at politics, but my prince assigned me this mission. Therefore, I 
will successfully complete it."


Ethan stared at him, considering, for a long beat. Then he threw back his 
head and laughed, though the laughter was acid-like in its bitterness. "I think 
I'm going to like you, Atlantean. Now let's head to my conference room to talk."


As the shape-shifter headed down the hall, Bastien noticed that he never 
looked back at the naked woman still huddling on the floor. Kat very carefully 
gave Fallon a wide berth as she walked around her and followed Ethan. However, 
Bastien's ingrained standards of courtesy did not include leaving a naked woman 
to shiver on the floor. He held out a hand to help her up, his face impassive in 
an attempt to preserve what shreds of her dignity she had left.


She hissed at him and flung herself back and away from his hand. "Get away 
from me, you murderous bastard. We know what you are. You can't undo thousands 
of years of murdering my kind by making—or pretending to make—one or two 
deceitful alliances."


She stood up and glared at him, hatred and fury radiating from every line of 
her body. "Tell that freak bitch to stay away from Ethan, too. He's mine. No 
matter how much he thinks he wants her, he must mate with me for the purity of 
the species. What good is a half-breed to the alpha of our pride?" She spat on 
the floor and then turned on her heel and sprinted away from him and through the 
door that led back to the hallway.


Bastien's entire body clenched at the implications of her words. Ethan, the 
pride's alpha, wanted Kat. The dying shifter had said the same. Did Bastien, as 
the Atlantean liaison, have any right to interfere with that?


Every cell in his body rebelled at the thought. Not Kat. Kat belonged to 
herself. She wasn't a pawn in some ancient hierarchy of shape-shifter 
politics.


Something primal stirred deep in the blackness of his soul. Fuck 
politics. There is no way he will ever put his hands on her. I'll kill him 
first.


"Bastien?" Kat stood in the doorway. "Are you—oh, my God. What are you 
doing?"


He looked at where she was pointing. At the water steaming and hissing as it 
lapped at the edges of the swimming pool. Just the mere thought of another man's 
hands on Kat's body had done that. He'd channeled sheer, potent rage through his 
command over the element of water.


Ethan's voice, calling from somewhere out of sight down the hall, cut through 
Bastien's dazed thoughts. "Kat? I need you."


And, even as Bastien forced his hands to unclench, the water in the pool 
began to boil.


The conference room was as spare as the entry and pool room had been ornate. 
A man worked here, it was evident. A leader. The wooden tabletops were covered 
with documents and maps.


"Plotting strategy?" Bastien stepped closer to the table holding the largest 
maps, and Ethan smoothly placed himself between Bastien and his goal.


"Not strategy so much as options," Ethan said smoothly, the amusement in his 
eyes defying anyone to challenge him.


For the present, there would not be a challenge. Atlantis needed Ethan and 
his shifters. One step at a time, then.


"What options if you join with vampires, your oldest enemies, against 
humanity?" Bastien demanded. "Even as some of you are part human."


Kat made a sound; of protest, maybe. Denial. But no shapeshifter was part 
vampire, that much was irrefutable.


Ethan leaned back against the table, projecting a studied image of 
nonchalance. But the rage in his eyes belied his calm pose. "I don't want to 
hear your opinions on my options, Atlantean. You didn't face the blasphemy of 
your brother—cousin, trapped in his animal form in death, stuffed and 
mounted in a shop!"


Kat gasped. "No! Nelson's shop?"


Ethan inclined his head, jaw clenching.


She shook her head, as if willing the vicious image from her mind. "No, 
that's not—then we have a black coven here?" She snapped her head up, pinned 
Ethan with her gaze. "The fire? That was you?"


"I burned it. If Nelson had been there, I would have burned him with it." He 
stood proud, uncompromising.


Bastien almost unwillingly admired him for it. "Had the same happened to one 
of my brother warriors, I would have felt much the same. Your revenge is 
understandable. Forming an alliance with the bloodsuckers out of vengeance or 
spite is not."


Ethan rose in a swift, fluid motion, the muscles in his body acting in 
concert to display his predatory nature. "But we should ally with you instead? 
The death squad of vigilantes in black who have murdered our kind for centuries? 
For millennia?"


Bastien never even flinched. "Are we really, panther? Have we ever acted 
against you or yours? Against Kat's father or his father before him? The 
Warriors of Poseidon only intervene when mankind is threatened. It is our 
mission, our duty, and our sacred oath. Those shape-shifter prides like your own 
who have never threatened humans have never known our vengeance."


Kat spoke up. "He's right, Ethan. Our only knowledge of Atlantis is shrouded 
in the myths and stories of our people. We've heard of the warrior vigilantes, 
but they've never come against us."


Ethan bared his teeth in a silent snarl, a low, grumbling noise issuing from 
his throat, and Kat backed up until she stood beside Bastien again. He pulled 
her against him and felt the slight trembling run through her body. Vowed to 
make someone pay for making her feel anything but happiness. Maybe even the 
someone standing in front of him.


"No, we have never threatened humans, but they have nearly hunted us to 
extinction," Ethan growled. "Not only our pure animal brethren, but our own 
pride. Now they work with the black covens to trap us in death for sport. Why 
would I not form an alliance with Organos?"


Bastien played his trump card, judging the time right to share the 
information Alaric had told only to him before he, justice, and Denal had left 
Atlantis. "Because Organos plays you for a fool. He is the one working with the 
black sorcerers."


Kat gasped again, this time moving away from Bastien. Ethan merely narrowed 
his eyes. "What proof do you have of this? Why would I believe you?"


"I have the word straight from Poseidon's high priest. He does not lie."


"So you say," Ethan said, shrugging. "But I have no knowledge of your priest. 
Where is your evidence?"


Bastien's hands grasped the handles of his daggers at the implied slight to 
his honor, then he slowly removed them. "Liaison," he reminded himself, shaking 
his head. "I'm tempted to challenge you to battle for that remark, shifter, but 
I must remember my sworn duty. So I will provide you this evidence you require. 
Will you grant me the courtesy of waiting before you proceed with an alliance 
with Organos and his blood pride?"


Ethan slowly nodded. "Forty-eight hours. I will give you that much time to 
prove you're right about this. And if you are—" He smiled so fiercely that 
Bastien could well understand how the man was alpha of such a fierce coalition 
of shape-shifters. "If you're right, and the vampires are killing my people, 
then we'll end them."


Bastien's smile matched the ferocity of Ethan's. "As your liaison, I can 
officially assure you that I will be right there beside you when that time 
comes. Even us political types need to battle a few vampires now and then."


Ethan's ringing laughter followed them down the hall as they made their way 
out of his house. Kat looked up at Bastien, wonder and consideration in her 
eyes. "I'd almost say he likes you. And he doesn't like any outsiders. Ever."


"He is a fierce warrior who seeks to protect his people. I respect him, as 
well," he replied, never breaking his stride. But, as they walked out into the 
fading sunshine that mocked the darkness of his mission, he realized the truth 
behind his words. Although he respected Ethan, he would not hesitate to bring 
him down unless Ethan called off the alliance with the vampires.


Or i f he attempts any claim on Kat, a voice in his mind demanded.


That remains to be seen. Okay, my Lord Poseidon, now would be a really 
great time to take pity on your warrior and share your plans with me.


Unfortunately, as was so often the case with gods, the only response was a 
faint, mocking laughter that echoed in his mind.
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Kat put the grocery bag on her kitchen table and stared almost blindly at it, 
as if somewhere in the grain of the brown paper lay the secret to resolving the 
crises that had smashed into her carefully structured life.


One o f the few friends I had left in the world dead—murdered?


Check.


Ethan admitting he formed an alliance with the vampires? Check. Fallon 
hating my guts and probably going to try to kill me after I saw him humiliate 
her? Check.


Alone in my house with bags full o f food I don't know how to cook and a 
huge Atlantean male who seems to want something from me? Something I'm not 
prepared to give?


Check. And check. And check. "Damn."


"You don't like steak?" His voice was mild, but the sound of it still 
startled her. Something in the tone of it—rough, but gentle sent chills down her 
spine. Not chills of fear, but just the opposite. Attraction. Desire.


Wanting.


She felt that peculiar sensation again, as if the animal side of her nature 
were finally waking up from a hibernation that had lasted all of Kat's life. If 
it hadn't been so impossible, she might even have believed that she was on the 
verge of shifting.


"Kat?" Bastien's voice cut into her thoughts again, and this time he sounded 
concerned. She needed to pay attention. To make an attempt to form coherent 
sentences.


"I'm sorry. It's been a long day. Nicky… I think I need to take a shower and 
just rest." The thought of a shower was so tempting she nearly cried. But she 
had a guest. He must want to clean up, too. "You should go take the first 
shower. I'm sure you want to rinse the day off, too."


She turned and tried to smile, but the idea of Bastien naked and wet in the 
shower spiked her imagination to a dangerous heat. She had to fight herself to 
keep from jumping on him.


He flashed that incredible smile at her, and for an instant it was there 
again. That gleam of fire in his eyes. But then it was gone, and his expression 
was back to his Mr. Liaison cool calm again. "No, but thank you for the 
kindness," he said, bowing slightly. All courtesy and gallantry, when what she 
wanted from him was heat and fire. Passion that could make her forget the sight 
of Nicky's eyes glazing over to lifelessness.


She shook her head to rid it of the image. "I'll just go first, then. We can 
figure out dinner in a while."


But, having said that, she couldn't force herself to move. A strand of his 
hair had fallen across his cheek as he bent his head and unpacked the groceries, 
and she stared at the glossy blackness of it, wanting nothing more than to raise 
her hand and smooth it back from his face. To step into his arms and, for once 
in her be strong, be brave, be self-reliant, be independent life—just 
for one damn timelet someone else be strong.


To let him be strong. Just for a moment.


He looked up and caught her staring at him. Must have read something in her 
eyes. Took a step toward her. "Kat, there's something I need to—"


"No! I mean, no, there's nothing," she heard herself babbling but was 
powerless to stop. "Well, you should just, I'll go. Now. I'll…"


He blinked, probably wondering who the crazy woman was and what she'd done 
with Kat, and the sheer humiliation of it all snapped her weird paralysis, and 
she ran. Ran again, by way of stumbling down the hall to the bathroom. Ran away 
from the first man who'd ever made her feel safe.


Bastien pushed open the door and headed outside. He knew he wasn't imagining 
it. There had been a moment. A capital M Moment, right there in the kitchen. 
Whatever it was that had taken over his mind and senses, Kat had felt it, too. 
At least for a single moment. And then she'd run away from him. Again.


"It's so terrific, this effect I have on women," he muttered. Then he forced 
himself to reach for the calm center of his serenity—the center that seemed to 
explode into fractured shards whenever he was around Kat. Drew in a lungful of 
the humid evening air and stripped off his shirt and pants. He had need of a 
shower. Maybe an hour or two under icy water would help the current state of his 
painfully aroused body.


He was Atlantean. He had no need for pipes and plumbing to find the water to 
cleanse his body. Legs spread apart, he lifted his face to the evening sky. 
Raised his arms, palms up, and called to the sea. Called to the water all around 
him. Called to the elements to purify the water and bring it to him.


 


He laughed, delighted still, after hundreds of years, as the water rushed to 
do his bidding. He'd learned a few tricks over the centuries, and he manipulated 
the currents of water as they danced and swirled in the air around him. Ribbons 
of water sparkled and shimmered as they curved around and over him to wash the 
sweat and dirt of the day from his body.


The coolness of the water soothed his overheated skin, calmed the nerve 
endings jumping and jangling under his skin, and caressed the fiercely hardened 
erection that jutted up against his body. Everything about Kat—her luscious 
curves, her scent of sunshine and forest, and her silky cinnamon and sunshine 
hair—had him walking around in a state of permanent arousal. But the look in her 
eyes in the kitchen had made him want to lift her onto the table right there and 
then. Rip the clothes from her body and drive into her. Claim her heat and her 
wetness for his rightful place, and then spend the next ten or fifty years 
holding her.


But wanting to claim her was wrong. It made him no better than 
Ethan. Not to mention the slight problem that she was half shapeshifter. 
Poseidon didn't exactly allow his warriors to interact with the dual-natured. He 
spared a thought for Alaric's reaction to the news that Bastien had mated with a 
shape-shifter, and grimaced.


Not that it mattered. Kat had made it clear that she wanted nothing to do 
with him, after all, when she went running down the hall. Bastien sent his 
senses into the elements and adjusted the temperature of the water sluicing down 
his body. He needed it to be icy.


Kat finished toweling the water from her hair and wrapped the robe more 
firmly around herself. She'd been too distracted by Bastien to think of clean 
clothes when she'd escaped into the bathroom. Only ten steps, though. She only 
needed to make it ten steps down the hall to her bedroom without him seeing her.


"Oh, get a grip," she lectured her reflection in the steamy mirror.


"It's not like he's going to grab you and ravish you. He's a perfect 
gentleman."


Her reflection seemed to have its own thoughts on the matter, though, because 
it made a face back at Kat. "Yeah, I know," she told herself. "Damn the luck, 
right? And, really, the only worry is that I'll jump on him."


She pushed open the bathroom door, realizing that talking to herself in the 
mirror—and, worse, expecting her reflection to talk back—was a slim stick of 
beef jerky away from the crazy machine.


She peeked down the hall for a glimpse of her guest, but the coast was clear.


As she slipped into the hall, she heard the sound of rain outside.


"That's odd. We had sunshine in the forecast for the next three days," she 
murmured, then pushed aside the cotton curtain that covered the small hallway 
window and looked outside.


Her knees turned to water. She had to grab the windowsill to hold herself up, 
because the object of her more heated shower fantasies was standing in the 
middle of her yard. Stark naked. And, from what she could tell, he was somehow 
magically causing water to dance around and caress every inch of his incredibly 
firm, muscled body.


She stood there, frozen, and watched the playful loops and curls of water 
twirl over his thickly curved biceps and down the muscled planes of his back to 
his, oh, dear heavens, firm, tight, and gorgeous butt. She watched the water 
continue down the corded muscles of his huge thighs and the length of his long, 
long legs and heard a low, growling noise. It took her a moment to realize that 
the sound came from her. She wanted to lick him. The cat 
inside her sat up and begged at the idea.


Kat's mouth dried out as she continued to watch him, unable to tear herself 
away. He turned, and she caught sight of his huge chest and the silky hair that 
arrowed down his abdomen to the erection that was as fierce and strong and huge 
as the rest of him. The heated emotions of her inner cat got tangled up with her 
own, more human, thoughts, and all she could think was yes, yes, oh, that, I 
want that, I want to lick him and bite him and I want to play, and I want to 
feel him pounding inside me with that, oh, please, oh, please, I'm so cold, I've 
always been so cold, I want that heat. A warm torrent of silky wet heat 
dripped between her thighs at the thought, at the sheer aching desire of it, and 
she moaned, digging her nails into the wood of the windowsill.


And he turned, sparkling with the luminescence of the water surrounding him, 
and looked straight into her eyes.


Bastien felt her watching him. Knew she was behind the window. The feral 
warrior who lurked behind the amiable mask he showed the world roared inside 
him, wanting to get to her. Wanting to possess her. Needing to at least show her 
exactly what she did to him.


It wasn't gallant or courteous or gentle. It was sheer raw need pouring 
through him at the thought of her watching him. He turned to face her house and 
the window where he knew she stood. Planted his feet and let her see him. All of 
him. Let her see his fierce arousal—his desire for her. Only for her.


Felt his legs tremble with the force of his longing. When he met her gaze 
through the glass, the shock of awareness sparked and burned through his veins. 
She wanted him, too.


Grimly determined, he released the water he'd been channeling and headed for 
the steps to her house. Prayed she wouldn't deny him. But realized, with the 
sliver of rational thought left to him, that they might both be better off if 
she did.
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Kat knew the second Bastien made the decision. She saw his eyes change; saw 
them darken with a heat that mirrored her own. Watched in awe as the tendrils of 
water sparkling around him suddenly pulsed with a shimmering blue green light. 
Nearly fell to her knees when he started for her door.


What had she unleashed, and why was it exhilaration rather than fear that 
swept through her? She shivered at the prospect of tasting passion in the arms 
of a warrior who'd stepped straight out of a legend. She heard the door bang 
open, and the sound sent shockwaves trembling through her.


Clutching the folds of her robe at her throat, she didn't even pretend to 
back away. She wanted him—oh, dear God in heaven, how she wanted him—and he was 
coming. Stalking down the hall toward her with the arrogant pride of a warrior 
and the lethal menace of a predator. She didn't know which aroused her more. The 
cat inside her snarled its mingled defiance and desire, while the woman made a 
low, moaning sound in her throat.


He stopped, mere inches away, and looked down at her. His jaw clenched with 
the effort it cost him to remain still; to keep from touching her. The passion 
in his eyes seared into her, and she felt the melting in her core as it dripped 
warm, creamy wetness onto her thighs. He still said nothing, but the faint 
trembling shudder that shook through his body reassured her. This was no ravager 
to take without permission. He wanted her, but he waited.


The knowledge of her power over this warrior from ancient prophecy thrilled 
her beyond any desire she'd ever felt, and she had to put her hands out to his 
chest to hold herself upright. "Yes," she whispered. "Yes."


Bastien heard her surrender and threw his head back and roared out his claim. 
He had channeled the fury of lightning itself before, but had never known this 
searing fire that burned through his blood. The hunger echoed in his pulse and 
in hers, which he heard quickening as he reached out to her. Finally, 
finally put his hands in that wealth of glorious hair and gently wrapped 
one palm around the back of her head to pull her to him.


"Kat," he murmured. "Lady Kat, do you say yes to me? If yes, you will be mine 
for this night."


She stared up at him, and the shape of her eyes was somehow lengthened, her 
pupils changed. The mysteries of womanhood and of her dual nature were reflected 
in her eyes. "Yes, Bastien. I say yes. I need to feel alive."


He paused, though nearly driven mad by her words. "I would not take advantage 
of your sorrow, my lady," he said roughly. "As a scion of Atlantis, I may call 
down an hour or two more of cold shower to ease this fire you create inside me."


She smiled at the image created in her mind and shook her head, then put a 
finger against his lips. "No, Atlantean. I do not say yes merely out of my 
sorrow, but from the need I have for you." She ducked her head and then raised 
it to meet his gaze. "The need I have felt since I first met you, two years 
ago."


The courage and desire shining in her eyes released him from the bounds of 
restraint, and he lifted her into his arms. Bent his head to kiss her, knowing 
even as he did that he was lost. When his lips touched her, a touchstone deep 
inside his soul unleashed a torrent like unto the one that had driven Atlantis 
to its undersea destiny.


More, more.


An ember of sanity struggled to surface, bearing thoughts of Poseidon, 
Conlan, and Atlantis. Duty and honor and mission.


But desire swamped sanity. Longing triumphed over logic. He needed, by the 
gods, he needed, and he had never needed anything in his four centuries 
as he needed the taste of this woman.


He swept his tongue into her mouth and kissed her with all the desperate 
wanting she provoked in him, and wonder of wonders, she kissed him back.


Kat's mind raged at the feel of him, the heat of him, and the steel of muscle 
under skin that trembled at her touch. She caught her breath at the first touch 
of his lips and was lost. Her breath, his breath, they mingled together in a 
kiss that lasted longer than an eternity, shorter than a thought. Caught up in 
the strength of his powerful arms, she melted against him, sank into his 
strength, surrendered her willing spirit to him.


This moment was hers, no matter what may follow it. He was hers, if 
only for a night. She smiled against his lips, and her cat purred inside her. 
For one moment trapped in starlight, wrapped in desire, the two sides of her 
dual-natured existence came together as one.


"You are mine, then, for this night? You freely give yourself into my care?" 
he asked, no, demanded of her.


The fierce longing in his tone carried any lingering hesitation away on its 
currents. She was desired, and she desired. Nothing had ever felt so right to 
her as this one moment, her body wrapped in the arms of a warrior.


"I am yours," she said, relinquishing her control and trusting him with 
everything she had. "I am yours."


Bastien did not ask again. He'd been granted permission, now it was in him to 
take. To take and to give and to bring an end to this pain of 
wanting that had swamped him since he'd first caught sight of her face, 
terrified but filled with grim resolve, two years past.


He lifted her off the floor and, hands firmly grasping her rounded hips, 
swung around to find her bedroom. She gasped and he took her mouth again, 
plundering. Possessing.


Mine. The voice in his head demanded he claim her, mark her, brand 
her as his own.


Cherish her, protect her, keep her for the long centuries o f my 
existence.


His body demanded something more urgent and immediate. He hardened even 
further against her, his cock straining against the robe she wore, as he reached 
her bed. He slowly released her to slide down his body and reached between them 
to untie the cord that kept him from feeling her shower-damp skin against his 
heated flesh.


As he pushed the edges of her garment from her shoulders, the creamy skin 
thus revealed damn near brought him to his knees before her. He pulled in a 
sharp breath and then reconsidered.


"On my knees seems a fitting tribute to your beauty, my lady Kat," he 
murmured against her hair, against her throat, against the swell of her breasts 
as he sank to the floor in front of her.


She bent and cupped his face between her hands, golden eyes huge in her pale 
face. "But…"


"Shh," he whispered. "Let me learn the secrets of your body. Let me touch you 
and taste you and know you." He captured the tip of one breast in his mouth and 
licked and suckled on it, gently at first, then strongly, until she moaned and 
made a helpless thrusting motion with her hips.


Then he transferred his mouth to her other breast and replaced his lips with 
his fingers on the first, gently squeezing and lightly pinching the nipple as he 
sucked on its twin, until he heard her moaning again, this time his name. She 
twined her fingers in his hair and pulled.


"Please, please."


He looked up at her, and the soft flush of her skin combined with the heat in 
her eyes to undo him. He had no more thought for gentle seduction, but only for 
taking. For driving into her until she could never get him out.


For claiming.


He tested her readiness with a finger, nearly crying out at the hot wetness 
that welcomed him into her body. He bent his head to her nipple again and drove 
two fingers inside her. This time it was she who cried out, bucking against his 
hand.


In one motion, he stood and lifted her, then twisted to fall back upon her 
bed with her on top of him. He held her head to his and plundered her mouth once 
more, with his fingers still steadily thrusting inside her. Then he rolled over 
so that he straddled her body. "I need you now, my lady. I must offer my 
apologies for reverting to the haste of my youth, but I find that I need to be 
inside the heat of your body more than I need to find my next breath."


She stared up at him for a long moment, body shuddering in reaction to her 
desire and the motion of his fingers across the pearl at the junction of her 
heat. He had a moment to wonder at the secrets hidden deep in the amber of her 
eyes, before she slowly smiled and lifted her legs to clasp around his back. "I 
need you, too, my poet warrior. And remember that I'm not the only one 
surrendering, here."


He moved his hand to guide the head of his cock against the slick wetness of 
her opening, and then he put his hands on the bed on either side of her as he 
bent to kiss her yet again. "Gladly do I surrender, Kat Fiero," he whispered, 
and then he threw back his head and roared his possession as he drove into her 
with one stroke, not stopping until the base of his cock thrust against her 
pelvis.


She arched up and into his body and screamed, an eerie sound that had as much 
of panther in it as woman, and then she dug her nails into his back and clung to 
him, thrusting into him in time with his movements. "Oh, yes, please, now," she 
said, more demand than plea.


"Yes, mi amara, I am pleased to comply," he said, voice rough with the effort 
of forming coherent speech. He drove into her, harder and faster, gone partly 
mad with hunger and a desperate, terrible passion.


Knowing he would defy Poseidon himself for this woman.


He felt the moment she approached the precipice; her entire body tightened 
around his own. He thrust, impossibly hardening beyond any limits his body had 
ever known.


As he drove her up and over the edge into the abyss, she looked into his 
eyes, into his soul, and uttered a single word. His name. "Bastien," she 
murmured, and he was lost.


The stars that surely had shone upon Atlantis in its glory days exploded 
behind his eyes and in his blood and—for a moment, a long moment, an 
incalculable moment—he felt her inside him as jewels burst in his brain to color 
his world.


A rift opened in the fabric of his universe, a fissure in his bleak solitude, 
and she slid in, warm and silken as a summer rain on the ocean waves. Her 
essence opened itself to him as the unfurling of a bed of sea stars, and it 
tempered the bleakness of his hardened soul. Hopefulness met grim resolve, 
compassion met implacable duty. Her kindness entwined itself in the dark, 
crabbed spaces of his black soul and somehow lighted the path to absolution.


He was lost, and yet she had found him, and he would never, ever be the same.
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"What just happened?" Kat lay—okay, she was collapsed, in facthalfway on top 
of Bastien with her legs hanging over the edge of the bed. She was trying not to 
admit to herself that she was entirely freaked out. Basically, this was the 
first time she'd made love, since a few ineffectual fumblings in college. Oh, 
yeah, and the sky had exploded in her brain.


Nothing out of the ordinary. Just an unbelievably passionate interlude with a 
four-hundred-year-old warrior from the lost continent of Atlantis.


Bastien's voice rumbled in his chest, under her head. "That, my lady, was a 
passion unmatched in my history."


He sounded as exhausted as she felt. Kat smiled, fiercely glad of it. 
"Truly?" She turned to look at him. "There had to be a lot of women in so much 
history."


He raised an eyebrow and reached to pull her up so that her head rested on 
his shoulder and she fit snug against his side, her leg resting on his thigh. 
"Not nearly as many as you might think. When one is bound by inexorable duty and 
mission, one loses the taste for dalliance."


She tried to pull away from him, but his arm tightened around her. "Is that 
all I am? A dalliance?" She hated the note of uncertainty in her voice even as 
she heard the words tumble out, so she tried to laugh it off. "Well, that was a 
pretty terrific dalliance. That should hold us both for a while, until we find 
somebody else to dally with, right?"


He sat up abruptly, drawing her to sit beside him. "If that is what you 
think, you are utterly mistaken," he said flatly. "There will be no other 
dalliance, mi amara, for either of us. Please do not speak of it 
again."


She blinked. "Okay, that was unexpected. After your brave words in 
front of Ethan, are you now suggesting that I surrender my independence to you? 
And what is mi amara?"


"Your surrender, as mine, was not of your independence but of your solitude, 
I think," he said, pulling the blanket around her when she shivered at the cool 
currents of air-conditioned air blowing on her bare skin. He laced his fingers 
in hers, and she looked down at their joined hands, marveling that she could 
feel so completely safe and cherished—so right—in the arms of a man she 
barely knew.


And yet… somehow there had been that moment of knowing. That moment when her 
soul had seemed to wing its way out of her body and twine its way through 
Bastien's heart, the same way their fingers were joined together now. She'd 
known him on a level far deeper than she'd ever known another living soul; known 
the pain he'd faced, the battles he'd fought, and the black acts he'd been 
forced to commit on behalf of humanity.


He believed he was damned for it. Damned to the nine hells, whatever that 
meant. Having caught a glimpse of his despair, she could guess, though.


The mere thought of it terrified her. But before she could find words to tell 
him why the idea was bad, awful, and just wrong in so many ways, he spoke first.


"I am wrong for you." His black eyes were filled with pain as his words 
echoed her thoughts. "I have done so many things, caused so much death and 
destruction in the name of my mission—in the name of my god—that I can never 
undo."


She leaned against him, driven by the despair in his tone to offer comfort 
instead of rejection. Her heart rebelled at the thought of turning away from 
him. "What you have done, you have done as part of your duty to protect, haven't 
you?"


He nodded, caught her hand in his and kissed her fingertips. "Yes, but all 
Atlanteans have free will, mi amara. It was my choice to serve as a 
warrior of Poseidon. The sea god marks each of us at our dedication ceremony," 
he replied, touching a hand to the strange symbol marked high on the right side 
of his chest.


She traced its outline with her fingers. "What does it mean?"


"It offers testimony to my vow to protect mankind. The circle represents all 
the peoples of the world. Intersecting it is the pyramid of knowledge deeded to 
them by the ancients. The silhouette of Poseidon's Trident bisects them both."


He smiled crookedly. "Even one good only for his strength has the opportunity 
to serve well in Poseidon's service."


"Why do you do that? Why do you discount your intelligence?" she asked, brows 
drawing together. "Your strength is not all that you are. Somehow, I have seen 
inside you to the fierce intelligence you don't admit even to yourself. You plan 
and question and plo strategy with the best of them, don't you?"


"But—"


She cut him off, nodding sagely. "Oh. Your prince isn't ver) smart, though, 
is he?"


"What? Prince Conlan is a brilliant leader. His—"


"Really?" she said, tilting her head. "So Prince Brilliant chose yol as 
liaison, huh? Guess he must have known what he was doing."


He gently tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. "You arf also very 
wise, are you not? Fierce in your defense of one as unworthy as me. Had my heart 
not been captured to your will before, you would have just won it."


She trembled, unable to breathe. "Your heart?"


"From the day of my vow until this night, I have never found reason to 
question my loyalty to my duty. But looking at you, holding you in my arms… "


"And mi amara?"


"Means my beloved."


Heat rushed through her at the words and at the expression on his face—that 
of stark possession mingled with fierce longing. "Shh," she said, laughing a 
little, trying to pretend her universe hadn't just turned upside down. "There is 
no need to question anything right now. We never question loyalty on an empty 
stomach, right?"


He blinked, then shouted with laughter. Something chained in her heart broke 
free at the sound of his unfettered joy. "Ah, yes, my little cat. I am indeed 
hungry. But it is not for the food we purchased."


In an instant, he had her on her back and underneath him as he grinned 
joyously down at her. "I'm of a mind to sample my dessert first this night."


It was a long, long time before she was able to form another lucid thought.


Bastien watched Kat as she lay sleeping and wondered why Poseidon had seen 
fit to bless him with this woman. He could never deserve her.


No, but the gods do not give only what we deserve. It is the nature o f 
their caprice. And perhaps she is not for me.


Everything in him rebelled at the thought. Perhaps she was not meant for him, 
but that did not mean he would ever give her up. If Prince Conlan could break 
with eleven thousand years of tradition and marry a human, surely he—not royal 
by a single cell of his makeup—could make his own choice, as well?


I f she will have me, I will be hers.


As he stared down at her, the emotion welling inside him forced the words up 
from his heart. From his soul. Words that he spoke in his native tongue, ancient 
Atlantean, as if to underscore his vow:


I offer my sword, my heart, and my life to protect your own. From now 
until the last drop of ocean has vanished from the earth.


You are my soul.


She stirred in her sleep, but didn't waken. Simply uttering the words had 
freed something in his heart and stirred his body to urgency again. He leaned 
over her, tempted to wake her and join with her once more, but decided to let 
her rest. To put her needs ahead of his own.


Oh, boy. Next I'll be taking out the garbage and shopping for curtains.


Grinning, not nearly as bothered by the thought as he should have been, his 
thoughts turned to something nearly as important as love—food.


He rose silently from the bed, intent on stealing into the kitchen and 
preparing a feast for her while she slept. She had mentioned a hunger other than 
the one they had sated so well together. Let her learn that he had other skills 
than death and justice.


He was a fantastic cook. And what was the old saying? The way to a 
shape-shifter's heart was through her belly?


Laughing softly, he drew on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt from his bag and 
headed for the kitchen. Humming to himself, enjoying the peaceful and contented 
aftermath of his body's fierce spending in hers, he reached in a cupboard for a 
pan and nearly missed the quiet call of justice's voice in his mind. 
Bastien? You brick-headed ox, are you in there?


He accessed the mental pathway that only Atlanteans knew, save for Riley and 
her sister, and reached out to his fellow warrior. I am. Do you have 
something to report?


We're on your front step. You're going to want to hear this.


He strode to the front door and opened it to find justice and Denal waiting 
for him. The dangerous cast to Justice's expression sent ice racing up Bastien's 
spine. "What is it?"


Denal looked him up and down and whistled quietly. "Ho, boy. What have you 
been up to? Or should I say who have you been up to?"


Bastien never changed expression, but lifted the youngling into the air by 
means of a hand around his throat. "Perhaps you will refrain from any further 
disparaging remark about Lady Kat," he said, mild voice at odds with his 
actions.


Denal nodded slightly as his face turned red, and Bastien lowered him to the 
ground. Justice's eyes narrowed. "Why does this smell like trouble, my friend? 
She is a shape-shifter and well you know it."


Bastien inclined his head. "There are few things I seem to know anymore, but 
one of them is that Kat is my destined mate. How I resolve the conflict that 
brings is between me and Poseidon."


Justice laughed, not unkindly. "Oh, Bastien. You have depths none of us 
dreamed of. And I'm guessing Alaric and Conlan will have a few things to say 
about it."


Bastien shook his head. "We will discuss this later, if at all. What news do 
you bring?"


"It's Organos," Denal said, rubbing his throat and looking warily at Bastien. 
"His so-called alliance with Ethan is a lie, just as Alaric said. He plans to 
use vamp mind control to bring all the shape-shifters on the East Coast under 
his thrall."


Bastien leaned against the porch railing. "Mind control? This has never 
worked on large populations of shape-shifters, or we would have had armies of 
them to fight throughout the centuries."


"Evidently Terminus and Organos learned some new tricks from some scrolls 
Anubisa gave to them and Barrabas before Conlan and Riley dusted him," Justice 
drawled. "They're trying it out in a small way now. Today Florida, tomorrow the 
world, sort of thing."


"We need proof," Bastien said, remembering his pledge to Ethan. "The alpha 
gave me forty-eight hours to bring him proof, or else he allies with Organos."


Justice swore under his breath. "Yeah, about that. We had a nice little 
bloodsucker who sang like an undead canary, but he was so terrified of what the 
big bad 0 might do to him that he staked himself."


Denal grimaced. "Yeah, right in the car. It was disgusting. I hope I don't 
get charged for a cleaning by the rental company."


Bastien and justice both turned to stare at the young warrior, who squired a 
little under their incredulous stares. "Okay, okay, I get it, end of the world 
more important than my rental car agreement."


Justice rolled his eyes, then turned back to Bastien. "In any event, we will 
need to go back to the source, so to speak, a dive bar in Miami, and get another 
songbird if you need proof."


"And keep any sharp wooden objects away from this one?" Bastien prodded. "In 
the meantime, I'll arrange a meeting with Ethan to let him know what you found 
out and what's going on now. Once you bring me the evidence, you can report back 
to Atlantis and relay the news to Conlan, Ven, and Alaric."


Justice grinned at him, not moving an inch.


"What?" he asked, impatient to be moving. Doing something to protect Kat and 
her pride of panthers.


"For one so reluctant to take-up the mantle of authority, you wear it well," 
Justice said, still grinning.


Bastien paused, realization dawning. In the past, he might have looked to 
justice to form their strategy. He glanced at the house. The knowledge that Kat 
slept inside, still wrapped in the scent of his body, had forged steel in his 
mind to match that in his spine.


He was a leader now, and a leader could not give in to petty annoyances. He 
bowed slightly to Denal. "My apologies, my friend. I should have informed you of 
my feelings before expecting you to respect them."


Denal rubbed his throat again, more dramatically, then flashed his boyish 
smile. "No problem, man. It's worth it to see the mighty warrior laid low by a 
kitty cat." He ducked back, still grinning, before Bastien could smack the back 
of his head.


Justice leaped off the porch first. "To work, then. We shall return with all 
haste with your proof, Bastien. Happy hunting."


Denal was close behind him. "Say hello to the lovely ranger from me, 
Bastien," he called out. Then both shimmered into mist and soared over the trees 
toward the ocean.


Bastien watched them for a moment, then went into the house to wake Kat. 
Middle of the night or no, he needed to visit the pride's alpha. Now.
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Kat rose slowly through several layers of warm, contented languor to the 
sound of her name and the feel of hands gently rubbing her shoulders. "Kat, you 
have to wake up," the husky voice insisted. Sexy voice.


Bastien's voice. Her eyes flew open, and she looked up at his face. Not a 
dream, then. It had been real. He was, real. "What is it? When 
is it? I'm starved," she murmured, reaching to touch his cheek with her hand. 
Then she blushed, remembering where the last conversation about hunger had ended 
up. "I mean, for dinner, not…"


He smiled, caught her hand, and pressed a kiss into the palm of her hand. "I 
would love to hear more of your hungers. I had intended to cook for you, also. 
But we must call on Ethan for a meeting."


She sat up, instantly awake. "What happened?"


He sat back, face drawn in harsh lines. "Organos. Perhaps Ethan will heed my 
warnings this time, now that I have learned the true nature of Organos's plan."


"Which is?"


"To mind-thrall your pride. First you, and then scores of others. Once you 
are imprisoned by the vampires, humanity will be unable to win free of utter 
subjugation."


She shot out of bed, mind whirling, and pulled on the nearest clothes to 
hand, a pair of khaki pants and an old T-shirt. "Slavery," she said flatly. 
"Just what my father never wanted. If we enslave the humans, and the vampires 
enslave us, the world truly will end, won't it?"


In some corner of her mind, she distantly noted that by "us" she had aligned 
herself with her shape-shifter pride. Irrevocably.


Startlingly, he smiled as he stood. "You forget Atlantis, which is perhaps 
normal, considering you have so little experience with us. But we will fight the 
bloodsucker plan with everything in us, and the warriors of Poseidon are not an 
easy foe to defeat. Even now, justice and Denal are on their way to gain proof 
of this plan that will satisfy Ethan."


She ran to him and hugged him, suddenly afraid that their moment would never 
return. Tears burned her eyes at the thought, but she furiously fought them 
back. A warrior deserved a woman worthy of him.


He kissed her, hard, and then grasped her shoulders and held her from him. 
"You need to get out of here. Now. I will not allow you to be in any danger. If 
you were to be harmed, my heart would shrivel within me, more barren than ever 
before."


The tears spilled over, but she was shaking her head no before he 
finished speaking. "Ask me anything else, Bastien. But I will not and cannot 
leave you, nor my family. If my gift for calm was ever good for anything, it 
must be now."


"Does it work on vampires?"


She blinked for a moment, and then her heart plunged down to her feet. "I 
don't I've never tried it on a vampire. I don't know if it works or not."


His mouth flattened into a grim line. "I would doubt very much that it will, 
Kat. Vamps are immune to much that affects humans, shifters, and the children of 
Poseidon. They are already dead and thus impervious to many weapons dangerous to 
the living."


She cast around for a response more reassuring than we'll have to find 
out, or something equally inane, when they heard it. A highpitched, 
female—or feline—scream.


The meaty thud that followed it.


The booming echo of a voice so purely evil that it burned the edges of her 
mind. "Come out, man from Atlantis. Come out, halfbreed. It's time to play."


Terror turned her blood to ice. "Bastien, I know that voice. I've heard it 
before. That's Organos."


He shot over to the window to look outside, then turned to face her. "Stay 
here. Do not, under any circumstances, look outside. I would spare you that, at 
least."


Then, before she could protest, he pressed one last kiss to her lips, 
shimmered into sparkling mist, and vanished.
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Bastien shimmered through the house, stopping only to retrieve his weapons, 
then returned to mist to fly through the open doorway and into the sky in front 
of Kat's house. He prayed to all the gods of his ancestors that she would listen 
to him and stay hidden. He did not want her to see the broken body on the 
ground. She'd held no love for Fallon, but Kat was far too compassionate to wish 
to see her like this, sightless eyes staring into the night.


He cast his senses out, while still in mist form, in an attempt to find the 
master vampire. Finally, he was forced to admit defeat and return to his 
corporeal form as he spiraled down to stand, daggers ready, in front of the 
house. "Do you fear me, then, evil one?" he called, shouting out his challenge.


The chilling laughter materialized before its source. "Fear you, Atlantean? I 
think not. You are a minor annoyance, a boil on my ass, nothing more. I didn't 
even bother to bring any of my blood pride along to deal with such a minor 
irritant."


Bastien impassively measured the vampire who floated down to the earth not a 
dozen feet from him. From the ghostly white pallor of his skin to the red fire 
flaring in his eyes, this one's every feature proclaimed his dangerous nature.


"A cape? Really? Isn't that a little out of fashion?" He kept his voice level 
and amused, knowing that nothing knocked a master vampire off balance faster 
than facing one who was unafraid.


True to form, the vamp hissed with rage. "You dare? Do you see what 
I did to the pathetic alpha's mate? She wanted to strike a bargain with me, can 
you countenance it? A puny female cat daring to match wits with one of more than 
a thousand years of power?"


"She was a fool." Bastien slowly dropped one dagger to the ground, retaining 
the dagger in his left hand, and drew his sword with his right. "I am not."


"Yet you do not ask the nature of the bargain," the vampire mused, slitted 
eyes watching every move Bastien made., "Are you that confident or merely that 
stupid?"


"Perhaps you should decide, undead one," Bastien returned calmly, 
uninterested in being drawn into wordplay with the creature.


The vampire laughed, and the sound of it skittered down Bastien's spine like 
the chittering of a horde of death beetles in ancient Egypt. Death whispered in 
its wake. "Oh, but I want you to hear this. I smell the half-breed whore's pussy 
on you, so you might find it of interest."


Snapping his head up, Bastien fought to contain his rage. Barely restrained 
himself from charging at Organos's filthy head, sword raised to slice the undead 
head from its neck. He clenched his jaw and said nothing, but called water to 
form ice shards and flung them at Organos, aiming to slice the vamp's head from 
its neck.


The vamp laughed and lifted one hand to deflect the ice. It melted in midair. 
"This one begged me to suck the life out of your halfbreed. Although I killed 
Fallon for her boldness, it might amuse me to turn the ranger to my use. I can 
think of many uses for a beautiful woman in thrall, especially one who has the 
strength of both of her natures to help her survive my darker urges."


A haze of violent rage, so dark a red it was nearly purple, spilled over 
Bastien's vision, as fury blazed through him. "You will not have her," he 
roared. He leaped straight into the darkened night sky, calling upon the element 
of air to drive him toward his enemy.


Organos sneered and waved a hand in front of himself before disappearing and 
reappearing directly behind Bastien. The agony of a dagger between the ribs 
brought Bastien crashing down to his knees on the hard ground, his sword falling 
from suddenly nerveless fingers.


"Simple enough to defeat an Atlantean, then. I wonder at Terminus's weakness, 
if the rumors are in fact true?" Organos said, voice filled with scorn and 
contempt as he floated down to stand before Bastien, then reached down to snatch 
his sword from the ground. "Perhaps I will preserve your head to grace my wall."


As the vampire raised Bastien's own sword to kill him, the warrior gathered 
himself for one last, desperate attack.


The sound of her voice stopped them both. "Oh, Organos, you can do better 
than that. You can have me, willing, if you let the Atlantean go."


Bastien looked up at Kat, standing defenseless before the ancient vampire, 
and his heart shriveled in his chest.


Kat feigned bravery, when really all she wanted to do was curl up and hide. 
Fallon, though no friend, especially after what she'd just overheard, had not 
deserved to die like this. The first man she'd ever loved knelt, bleeding, on 
the ground in the shadow of a master vamp's upraised sword.


She admitted it to herself, though it made no sense. Somehow she'd already 
fallen in love with this fierce warrior. "There's no way I'm going to let him 
die," she muttered.


Then, louder, she repeated her offer. "What fun is an enthralled mistress, 
shifter or no? Wouldn't I pretty much just lie there?"


She ignored Bastien's roar of protest, didn't allow herself to even glance at 
him. "Let him go, and I promise to play all the dirty games you like, vampire."


Staring straight at him, eyes open and alert, she thrust waves of peace and 
calm at Organos with everything she had. Futile, perhaps, but she had to try. 
Something in her head snapped at the force of it, and she felt blood trickle 
from one nostril.


Organos never even blinked. He stepped back a pace from Bastien, clearly wary 
only of the fallen warrior and not of anything she had done, then flicked a 
considering look her way. "You will play my games regardless of your volition, 
whore. What makes you think I do not prefer it to be while you are in thrall to 
my whim? I know of your so-called gift," he sneered. "Even should you wish it, 
you would be unable to defy me. And such trifles do not work against my kind."


Hopelessness and terror threatened to overwhelm her. A life of mindless 
zombie-like servitude to a vampire loomed worse than death and, for a moment, 
her courage deserted her. As she tried to force words past the lump of pure 
horror lodged in her throat, she felt the first whispers of calm smooth out the 
edges of her fear, as her gift made its appearance.


No! Not now! I cannot afford calm! What I need is rage!


She clenched her hands into fists, driving her fingernails into her palms 
until they bled, fighting with every ounce of her will against her gift. Against 
her curse.


Prayed to the goddess of all shape-shifters for a boon.


For a miracle.


Bastien made some slight movement, nearly imperceptible, but Organos hissed 
and turned his focus to him, losing interest in her. She was beneath his notice, 
and she knew it.


Not quite a shape-shifter. Not quite human. Not quite good enough for 
anything. Where was her miracle?


THEY ALWAYS CALL UPON ME WHEN IN NEED OF A MIRACLE, THE DESCENDANTS OF MY 
SEED, DO THEY NOT?


The voice in her head was bored and mocking, but some glimmer of warmth and 
amusement swirled through her mind with it.


Who are you, and what are you doing in my head? She glanced down at 
Bastien, but his gaze was locked on Organos. And it wasn't Bastien's voice. No, 
it was someone more… more…


YES. MORE. AND MORE AND MORE AND MORE. I AM POSEIDON, GREAT GRANDDAUGHTER 
CROSSED WITH BEAST.


Kat tried to think, but it was too much. Organos was going to kill Bastien 
any moment, and somebody was hijacking her brain. Some… some…


Oh. My. God. Are you—


YES. I AM YOUR GOD AND THE GOD OF ALL ATLANTEANS. I AM POSEIDON, RULER OF 
THE SEA. AND YOU ARE OF MINE AND YOUR CO URA GE INTERESTS ME. LET US SEE HOW YOU 
DO WITHOUT THE IMPEDIMENT OF YOUR GIFT.


The voice—the presence—withdrew, but something in Kat snapped. 
Organos wouldn't lay a single claw on Bastien. No more would she put up with 
this worthless half-life.


No more! Rage, clean and icy pure, shot through her in a torrent of 
fire and roaring fury. The cat within her, so long imprisoned by her human 
side's unnatural calm, bellowed its defiance.


Kat clenched her teeth against making any audible sound as she watched 
Organos slowly raise the sword again, taking his sweet time about it, toying 
with Bastien before he murdered him.


But the panther inside Kat had no patience left in it. It crashed its way 
through her, cracking bones and contorting flesh as it leaped for its prey. In 
mid-leap, a feat so difficult that only the most powerful shifters could 
accomplish it, Kat changed fully from human to cat, lunging for the vampire's 
bared neck.


Even as she flew through the air, claws extended, she saw Bastien launch 
himself at Organos. She raised one mighty paw in the air, glorying at the 
freedom and power of this new body, and smashed her paw down on the vampire's 
neck, ripping his head nearly off of his body.


Even as she fell, rolling, to the ground, she saw Bastien plunge his dagger 
into Organos's heart. She screamed a feral cry of rage and triumph, shooting up 
to a crouch in front of the vampire, ready to rend and tear.


Bastien threw himself on her and pushed her back, as Organos dissolved into a 
flood of acidic slime. She snarled at him, but retracted her claws, retaining 
her sense of who she was.


Not panther, but woman. Dual-natured, but human still.


He stared into her eyes, and she wondered what he saw. Wondered if his 
budding feelings for her would turn to disgust, now that she was truly one of 
the race his kind had fought for millennia.


He reached up to cup her face in his hands, bent his forehead to briefly 
touch hers. "I am forever in debt for your attempted sacrifice and your courage, 
my lady."


He stood, a coiled spring of power. "Yet if you ever put yourself in danger 
again, I will lock you up and never let you out," he said roughly. "My heart 
died in my chest at the thought of any harm coming to you."


She snarled again, then stalked her way around him, reveling in the feel of 
her new body. Her new power. But a glance at him stopped her in her tracks. The 
passion that shone in his eyes—the love—speared her with its intensity. The cat 
relinquished its hold, and the woman returned.


Muscles and bone reshaped themselves, but Kat knew the feel of it now. Knew 
she could shift again, and was glad.


She rose, proudly nude, her clothes shredded by the shift, to stand in front 
of him. He smiled that slow, dangerous smile of his and swept her up to cradle 
her in his arms. "You are mine, little shifter. And no enemy will ever take you 
from me."


She put her arms around his neck and smiled. "Goes both ways, Atlantean. 
You're mine, too." Then her smile faded. "But we've got a lot of problems to 
face. We must tell Ethan about Fallon and arrange for her funeral." Her voice 
broke. "And Nicky's."


Bastien's head suddenly snapped up, and he released her and unsheathed his 
daggers. "Show yourself," he shouted to the darker shadows at the edge of the 
lawn.


An enormous panther hurled itself toward them, shifting as it ran, and then 
Ethan stood before them, fully dressed.


I have to learn that, she thought absently, suddenly aware of her 
nudity. Bastien ripped his shirt from his body and handed it to her. As she drew 
it over her head, the hem falling nearly to her knees, she heard the unspeakably 
weary voice of her pride alpha.


"You don't need to tell me anything. I'm here," Ethan said, looking down at 
the body of his dead mate. "I wish I could feel. nothing for this death, 
considering how cheaply she purchased it for herself and her traitorous acts."


"Death is never to be taken lightly, and you cared for this woman," Bastien 
replied, pulling Kat close. "I am sorry for your loss. She was, perhaps, 
misled."


"My people intercepted yours in their search for `the evidence, part two,' as 
your warrior called it," Ethan continued. "Together, they found several newly 
formed vampires willing to sell Organos out in hopes our people would let them 
live. Your intelligence was correct. We have the names of the practitioners in 
the black coven who helped him, as well."


"Did they?" Kat asked.


"Did they what?"


"Let the vampires live."


Death itself gleamed in Ethan's feral eyes. "No, they did not. Neither will 
we suffer the witches to live."


Bastien raised an eyebrow. "Quoting the Bible?"


"Our form of religion does not differ so much from Christianity, Atlantean," 
Ethan said. "I would welcome the opportunity to discuss your ideology with your 
priest some day."


"As I am sure he would, with you. In more peaceful times."


Kat shivered. "That's what we need to pray for, all of us. More peaceful 
times."


Bastien wrapped his arms around her. "Pray and fight. Whatever Poseidon and 
your own gods require."


The sound of an approaching vehicle grew closer. "That will be my people. I 
will call a council to discuss these matters. But you may be sure that we will 
be on your side in the coming war, Bastien."


"A war that we will win, Ethan. Strong allies and the side of justice must 
prevail."


The men clasped arms, and then Ethan looked down at't Kat. "I see that you 
have made your choice, my Kat who is my Kat no more."


"I was never your Kat, Ethan. You made your choice, as I've made mine," she 
said. "I, too, am sorry for your loss. No matter what she was or did, she didn't 
deserve this. I'm glad we killed Organos to avenge her."


Bastien made a grumbling sound. "You were indeed formidable as a panther."


Ethan's eyes flared with interest. "This, too, is something I want to see and 
hear about. But another time." He bent to lift Fallon's broken body into his 
arms, as the headlights flashed in the driveway.


"Another time," Kat echoed sadly. She and Bastien stood watching as Ethan 
drove off with his dead mate's body. Then she turned to face her own mate, as 
she now knew him to be.


"I heard your sea god in my head," she told him, smiling a little. "He seems 
to think I'm his long-lost great-granddaughter or something."


Bastien's eyes widened in wonder. "Poseidon spoke to you?"

"Yes, and I think 
he did more than that. I think he helped me break through my gift to bring my 
panther out."


"He does always admire courage, Poseidon," Bastien admitted.


"But now, we have much to do."


"First off, I need to get dressed," she pointed out.


He laughed and swept her into his arms. "That would not be my first choice, 
lovely one."


"Bastien, we need to sit in on that council," she said, although she wished 
she could spend the next week hiding out in her bedroom with him.


"And Prince Conlan must learn of these matters," Bastien added, walking 
toward the house with her in his arms.


"We have to break this mind-thrall thing, and keep my people safe from it. 
Oh, and you need to get over your `I'm the warrior, you hide in the bedroom' 
issues."


He growled, then pressed a kiss to her lips as he went through the door, 
kicking it shut behind them. "I'll ignore that for now. We need to hammer out an 
alliance between your people and Atlantis, so your rogue shifters stop preying 
on humans."


She sighed, rested her head on his shoulder. "This is no `I hate my potential 
mother-in-law' petty problem between us, Bastien. Our problems might be…"


He kissed her again, thoroughly this time. By the time he raised his head, 
they were both trembling. "Our problems are the world's problems, mi amara. 
Even as we solve them, so do we secure the future of all of our races."


She smiled, daring to hope. "Together?"


Her warrior tightened his arms around her. "Together."
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