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Forward
I began this story almost a decade ago. At the time, it was intensely personal to me. You see, like
the heroine, I was struggling to raise a young daughter with epilepsy. So, I know those sleepless
nights. Waking up every hour or hour to just listen for breathing, placing your hand on the chest
to feel the rise and fall, and I know too that spiraling out of control.
SUDEP, Sudden Unexplained Death in Epilepsy, was my nightmare, too. In fact, Jaycee’s
experience was my own. And though my daughter is fourteen now and has not had a seizure in
over four years, if she is not awake when I think she should be, I still go into her room and listen
for breathing. I sometimes even tiptoe over to the bed – just to be sure.
This story is me, writing hope into my universe at a very bleak time. Giving to Jaycee the
answers and hope I did not have at the time. And while I did finally find My One, he was not a
skinwalker.
I admit to taking liberties with Native American legends and with blending the traditions of
several peoples that are unique and distinct. I did my research to the best of my ability. But
sadly, much of the history of our indigenous peoples have been eradicated and are lost in time.
Some, too, are kept within those cultures to which I was not privy.
I have done my humble best to avoid stereotypes, use correct terminology, and give dignity to all
cultures. I am confident I have failed. We all do. But it was with the best of intentions.
One note along those lines – as you will discover in later books, Jack’s grandfather was called
Injun Joe and founded a casino to provide jobs and support his people. Yes, both of those are
offensive. Nonetheless, they are accurate in their time. I use that name and scenario in these
stories as a plotline to develop not only the characters but to portray the struggles to move
beyond such things.
This becomes the central theme of Trouble Texas Style, the series which grows out of this book
and features Rex’s cousins, Ryan and Jack. The series focuses on some of the most pressing
issues, including rape trauma, human trafficking, racism, government, and corporate corruption.
Nonetheless, it is a story of hope, of good winning over evil, and of love that is more powerful
than the worst this world throws at it.
I believe that stories/fiction can be like blueprints for building a more fair, just, and equitable
world for everyone. That is why I write. I hope you enjoy this series.
Goddess bless,

Tara Cox
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Chapter 1
Rex Ranger stood naked among the backdrop of low trees that covered the rolling hills. He wore
only a tan and white buckskin thrown loosely about his broad shoulders. His gray-green eyes
followed the dozen or so mustangs that raced and played in the soft glow of the early morning
sun. His heart beat in time with theirs.
"Rex, my son," said the gravelly voice behind him.
A faint smile creased his thoughtful expression. He should have known that his grandfather
would sense his presence. He always did. "Good morning, Grandfather."
The older man approached him slowly, holding two steaming cups of strong black coffee in his
weathered and calloused hands. His long grey hair was pulled back from his face and secured at
the base of his neck with a simple leather strap. That wrinkled face bore with pride his Native
American heritage. His black eyes were sharp, his nose flat and broad. Only his lighter skin tone
attested to his mixed blood.
Rex reached out his calloused hand to take one of the cups that Grandfather held. Its rich aroma
blended masterfully with the clean, crisp smell of spring in the Texas Hill Country. Bluebonnets
were beginning to bloom in the valleys. Although it was brisk, his body welcomed the gentle
breeze.
"What brings you here, my son?"
Rex's chuckle blew softly across the surface of the dark brown liquid, making circles that
expanded outward until they reached the rim of the earthenware cup and bounced back towards
the center. His grandfather had never been a man for subtly. "Just needed a break, I suppose."
His grandfather reached into the leather bag that hung across his shoulder. He drew out a pair of
jeans and a soft chambray shirt. "It is still cold this time of year. Get dressed, and we will talk."
Rex sat his cup down on a broad limb in the tree. He took the clothes without a word and quickly
donned them. While he was grateful to his grandfather for the warmth they provided, some part
of him rebelled at their confines, screaming to be free again. He shrugged his shoulders, trying to
adjust the material where it chafed against his sensitive skin.
His grandfather stared off to a distant hill, where the last of the mustangs were disappearing to
the valley below. "It has come."
Rex shook his head, "We don't know that, Grandfather."
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The old man shook his head and chuckled as he raised the cup to his mouth. He took a long sip
and waited.
Rex picked up his cup from the tree behind him. The two men watched the horizon as the sun
climbed higher into the sky, beckoning another day.
When the last of the hot liquid was gone, Rex turned to his grandfather, "What do I do?"
"Nothing. You do nothing...until the time comes. You will know. You will have no doubt when
you meet her."
Rex ran his fingers through the shortly cropped blond hair still wet from his morning run. He had
known since his first transformation at the age of twelve that this day would come. The 'season'
was upon him, just as his Grandfather had always warned him it would.
The 'season' was a time in the lives of all skin-walkers when they sought out and mated with
their other half. The one true love with the power to draw them into the light. Without her, Rex
knew the road to destruction that lay ahead. He would become the most feared of creatures, man
and beast, capable of nothing but killing, even those closest to him.
"You worry needlessly. It has been many, many generations since one of our line failed in this
quest. You will find her, my son. Of this, I have no doubt."
Rex wished he had his Grandfather's surety. But this blessing had always seemed more of a curse
to the man, who lived in a modern world with little tolerance for those who were different. From
kindergarten, Rex had been labeled. Hyperactive...ADHD...trouble-maker. They were badges he
knew well.
His parents had brought in the best doctors, therapists, and specialists to 'fix' their son. But none
of it worked. He simply could not sit still. He could not focus. And the medicines they gave him
only made him sick.
It was not until his mother, desperate for a break from the overwhelming responsibility of
parenting her 'special needs' child, had given into her father's demands that the boy spend the
summer with him, that he had found any sense of purpose.
The moment that ten-year-old had stepped foot onto this ranch, he had known. He had felt free,
something he had never felt in his young life. That summer had been the best of his life, learning
Comanche lore, riding horses, and sometimes just roaming the vast acres all day long.
When it ended, he had begged and pleaded with his parents and his grandfather to stay. But his
parents refused. His mother had been estranged from her father since college. His mystical
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traditions were anathema to her calculating scientific mind that needed logical explanations for
everything.
She was not going to have her father pollute her only child with his 'voodoo rubbish.' It had been
two more long years before she had succumbed to Rex’s pleas and allowed him to return. It was
only his psychologist's concerns that he was so despondent he might attempt suicide that had
finally forced her to accede.
Again, Rex had found the freedom he longed for. But this time, he found more. In a trunk in the
tack room of his Grandfather's barn, he found an old pelt...a grey wolf. His hands had tingled as
he ran them across its soft fur. His mind had cleared as he saw a vision - himself running through
the woods. But not as a boy, as the wolf. He had jerked back his hand as if burned only to hear
his grandfather chuckle.
Just as he was now. "What is so funny, old man?" Rex passed the empty cup back to his
grandfather.
"Your mind still battles. Even after all these years. Even knowing who you are, what you are. It
is still like hers."
Rex did not bother denying the words. As always, his grandfather had gone straight to the heart
of the matter. His mother might have worried that his grandfather's teachings would pollute his
mind, but the truth was that he feared her science had tainted his soul. His intelligent mind still
sought answers. Answers that he knew modern science would never provide. But without those
answers, he feared he would never find the peace he sought.
"Peace is not as hard to find as you think, my son. It is all around us. We have simply to accept it
within us."
Rex shook his head. Why he was still surprised that this man knew what he was thinking was
beyond him. Telepathy was one of the gifts that came with skin-walking. Even as untrained as
his talents were, he had, on occasion, caught glimpses of other people's thoughts, especially
when strong emotions such as anger, hatred, or fear were involved. It always made him
uncomfortable.
"Go. Run for a bit more, child." The old man said as he turned back towards the house with both
cups in his hands. "We will talk more when you have worn out your troubled mind."
***
Jaycee Riley pushed the disconnect button on her cell phone as she shrugged her shoulders. Her
dark hair fell in gentle waves down her back, its ends coming to rest between her shoulder
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blades. Her eyes took in the austere dark wood paneling of the courthouse waiting room. The
heavy mahogany doors to the courtroom were closed.
She turned to scan the hallways once more. Her client was late. If she did not get her butt into the
courtroom soon, it would be more than the young man that was too late. This case was not to her
liking. Family disputes were never easy, but this newest conflict between her client and his father
was particularly distasteful.
Animal cruelty was not an area of the law that she had experience with, but in her new practice,
she could not afford to be choosey about the cases she took. Her livelihood and her daughter's
health depended upon making a success of her new career path.
With one final survey of the area, she squared her shoulders and pushed open the heavy doors.
She walked determinedly towards the podium on which the judge sat. Her client's father, his
attorney, the prosecutor, and a man she did not know all looked up from their conservation.
"Your honor, Jaycee Riley, for Thad Marshall. He is the defendant's son and an interested party
in this case," she kept her tone crisp and business-like even as she felt all eyes on her.
A shiver ran up her back. Discomfort hung on her shoulders like a heavy coat on the hottest West
Texas summer day. If she had been leery of this latest development before, now some deep
instinct screamed at her to run. Run as fast and as far as she could.
But Jaycee had never been the running type. Her flight reflex turned off from birth, it seemed.
Instead, she did as always. She squared her shoulders, spread her feet a bit, and braced for the
fight. She scanned the faces.
Marigold Clement was the prosecutor. Although she had never battled her in a courtroom, they
had met once or twice at social events. The older woman was austere. Her gray hair pulled back
into a bun at the back of her head. Her dark blue suit was so tight that Jaycee wondered how the
woman managed to breathe. The woman might be a formidable opponent, but she had a
reputation for being a fair one. Jaycee dismissed her as the source of her discomfort.
As for Tybor Marshall and his good-ole-boy attorney Mitch Taylor, she knew the animosity that
they bore her. This war of wills had been dragging on in civil court for almost a year now. So,
while she recognized that she was not their favorite person that could not explain her discomfort.
Of course, the bailiff and court reporter could easily be dismissed since she had known them for
some time. Jaycee had even shared casual conversation with them in the greasy spoon across
from the courthouse on the rare occasion.
That left only the stranger. Her eyes locked with his. She drew in a deep breath at what she saw.
For a moment, she felt like prey, and this man, the consummate predator. Something so primitive
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arced between them as they took the unflinching measure of one another. For once, Jaycee was
the first to back down, breaking eye contact.
The judge cleared his throat. She forced her mind back to the business at hand. "Your honor, Mr.
Marshall and his son are engaged in a civil matter the outcome of which relates directly to this
case.”
“As you realize, the horses in question are not just any animals. They are purebred racehorses,
some of the finest stock in the country. My client's mother, Mr. Marshall's wife, left the animals
and the bulk of her estate to their son, Thad. But for personal reasons, Mr. Marshall is contesting
his wife's will with the intent of disinheriting their only child."
Jaycee looked at the defendant. Her distaste for the man had grown to new bounds. "We believe
that Mr. Marshall starved the animals in an attempt to circumvent the court system."
"Miss Riley, I am aware of the civil court proceedings, but that has nothing to do with this case.
The only thing at issue here is the welfare of those animals."
"I understand that, your honor. And I am as disgusted as anyone at what these animals have gone
through. But they are also property. Property involved in a civil matter. Property worth close to
one point two million dollars. Property that his mother left to my client. It would be judicious of
the court to consider how its actions might bear upon the civil proceedings and, ultimately, upon
the value of the estate. For this court to award animals of this quality to the ASPCA would be
precedent-setting."
The man turned and stared at her once more. "Perhaps your client should have thought of all that
before now, Miss Riley. Those animals were without feed for weeks. Where was your client
then? How often did he check up on his inheritance as you call them?"
Jaycee shifted her weight from one foot to the other, aware that her client's absence at these
proceedings spoke louder than her words. "My client is a businessman. He travels extensively.
He was unaware of his father's intents and had assumed that the animals would be safe in his
care while this matter worked its way through the legal system."
The man reached into the file he held and drew out a picture. Holding it up, he replied, "This is
what your client's assumptions did to these animals."
Jaycee could not stop the flinch that shook her body as she looked at the picture of the emaciated
horses. She was an animal lover and an equestrian. Instinctively, she brought her hand up to
cover her mouth as she fought back the rising bile. She feared that she would completely lose
control, and rushing from the courtroom to vomit would not be in her client's best interest. But
what she saw in front of her turned her stomach.
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Suddenly a cool glass was pressed to her lips, "Drink this," it commanded.
***
Rex did not like this latest turn of events. He cursed and snorted as he held the glass to the
distraught woman's lips. He wanted to throw her over his shoulders and race from the room. Her
distress rolled over him like the roughest of seas, plummeting and pounding at his mind, his
heart, and his very soul.
He could hear each of her disjointed thoughts in his head. Louder than his own. She fought to
control her disgust with what had been done to the beautiful animals. She wanted to do what was
right for them, but she had been hired to do a job. And doing that job was about more than just
the law. It was about her very survival.
And her survival meant more to him than his own. It always would.
He stepped forward, his large body acting as a shield, guarding her against their prying eyes,
giving her a moment to compose herself. "Breath deeply, Nʉ Sʉmʉ," his mind slipped naturally
into the language of his ancestors. He inhaled deeply, held her eyes for a long moment, willed
her mind to be silent, and then exhaled. He did it again before turning back to the others, who
were all staring at them.
"Your honor, it is clear to the ASPCA that Miss Riley's client had no part in the neglect. Would it
be possible for a small continuance while we negotiate a compromise that is in everyone's best
interest?" He stared at the judge, who knew him well and had overseen hundreds of these cases
with him.
The man cleared his throat, "Rex, I don't have to tell you how unusual this is."
"I know, your honor, but as the woman says, this case is unprecedented as well."
The judge turned to his friend Marigold, who prosecuted almost all the animal cruelty cases for
the District Attorney's office. "Miss Clement, do you have any objection?"
The older woman looked to him quizzically. He shrugged and mouthed the word, 'please.' She
nodded and turned back to the judge. "As you know, your honor, the District Attorney works
closely with the ASPCA on these types of cases. I do not doubt that my colleague and I can work
something out in the best interest of these animals."
"Alright, then. This case is bound over for review. One week from Thursday. Ten days, Mister
Ranger. Miss Riley. You have ten days to present this court with a viable resolution, or these
animals become the property of the ASPCA. This court is adjourned for lunch."

-10-

Rex sighed. Ten days was not long. Not long to broker this kind of deal. He knew that his boss
was salivating over those animals. They would not be put up for adoption as other animals were.
These animals would become the centerpiece of their annual fundraising auction.
Usually, the event was nothing more than a big party, a chance for their largest benefactors to
pay far more than they usually would for some poor, rescue animal. But with those horses, Tim
Masters was sure they could attract the type of buyers, donors, that they had only dreamt of.
He watched the woman drain the rest of the water from the glass. He felt her mind shift. Readied
himself for battle, before she could speak, his hand took her elbow. He heard her heart, listened
as it skipped one, then two beats. It began to pound in his head like a war drum.
But it was the smell that left him weak in the knees, threatened to overpower what vestiges of
man remained in him. He was so close to his animal self, so close to losing control. Closer to it
than he had ever been. And his body knew why. That smell told him that the woman did too. His
woman. His.
He managed to formulate only a few words, "We should go now."
***
Jaycee shook her head. This man did things to her that no one ever had. It was not just his size,
or that rugged cowboy looks either. Something about his eyes. She could not quite figure out
what color they were. But they did things to her stomach that she had only read about in the
trashiest of romance novels on her e-reader.
And that voice. Just the sound of his voice caused her nipples to scrap painfully against the lace
confines of her bra. And what happened inside her panties did not bear thinking about.
His grip on her elbow tightened as he propelled them towards the doors at the back of the
courtroom. "Think of those damned horses. Count fucking sheep. Do anything except think
about what I do to your body. Or we are both going to embarrass ourselves, Nʉ Sʉmʉ."
She nodded as she cast the occasional sideways glance at him. She bit her lower lip as she
pondered his words. It was as if he could read her mind, and somehow knew the embarrassing
fantasies she had been contemplating.
He led them out the doors, down the marble-tiled hallway, and out the glass doors into Houston's
mid-day sun that glinted off the city skyline. "Over there," he commanded, pointing to the silver
railing of the steps leading to the glass doors. "Wait for me."
She nodded but could not figure out why. Sure, she probably owed the big oaf for saving her ass
in there. She could not afford to get a reputation as a softie, not this early in her resurrected legal
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career. She needed clients and wins if she were to rebuild their lives. So, she could not afford to
piss off any potential ally.
But this man did not feel like an ally. Alright, he might not exactly feel like an enemy either. She
was not sure what he was. Other than a complication. A dangerous one too. At least to her sanity.
That much was for certain.
Jaycee Riley was not the type to just obey an order. Let alone one from a sexy stranger. She had
received top marks in Feminism 101. He-men were most definitely not her type, cowboys either.
She watched him pacing some fifteen or twenty feet away on the other side of steps. What was it
about this one?
He seemed to be doing some type of deep breathing exercises, those stunning eyes closed as he
dragged in deep breaths, and then exhaled them. Just as he had instructed her to do back in the
courtroom. At least the man practiced what he preached, she could give him that much.
He looked up at her, and for a moment, she swore that he growled. Growled like a bear. His eyes
locked with hers. "Think about something else," he commanded.
But it was hard to think of anything else when he was so close. Too close. Closer it felt than any
man ever had been. That was most definitely not what she needed right now. Men were off her
to-do list. Trouble, nothing but trouble.
Her nasty divorce proved that. Sean Riley had fought her for every dime that their once
profitable Dallas practice brought in. Money had been what was important to him. And in the
end, she had let him have it all. Her interests lay in their daughter, Angel.
"Angel," she cried out, reaching for her phone inside the pocket of her best suit. She pushed a
button, and the screen flared to life. No missed calls. That was a good thing. She pushed the
button and waited as it rang.
"Hola, Señora Riley."
"Lupe, como esta Angel?" she asked nervously.
"Bene, bene. She is good, Señora. She has been playing with the new gato, the cat."
Jaycee breathed a sigh of relief. "No seizures, Lupe?"
"Nothing major, Señora. A couple of the petite ones, but she came out of them very quickly. Less
than a minute, Señora."
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"I’m done in court, but I need to meet for a bit with," she sought for the right word. "Meet with a
colleague to discuss things more. Then I will head back to the farm, but it might take me a while.
If I hit rush hour traffic, I could be late getting back."
"No problem. Hector and I will manage, Señora Riley."
"Call me if you need me, Lupe. And thank you. Thank you again for everything. I don't know
what I would do without you."
"Adios," said the older woman.
Jaycee closed her eyes and thanked whatever was out there for small favors. At least, Angel was
having a good day. That was not always the case. Her daughter's seizures were uncontrolled,
despite being seen by the best doctors in Dallas and Houston. Numerous tests at the Children's
Hospital had revealed nothing in terms of the cause of her child's epilepsy.
Neither she nor Sean had the illness or anyone in their families that they knew of. Although
having grown up in the foster care system, Jaycee’s family history was sketchy at best. Still, the
doctors could see no abnormality in Angel's brain despite numerous MRIs and CAT scans. But
for whatever reason, her child had seizures, several a day usually and more when she slept.
If it were not for the help of Lupe, a retired pediatric nurse, Jaycee did not know how she would
be able to manage returning to work. She had taken a five-year break from her once allconsuming career when her daughter began having seizures.
Angel had been just eight months old when she had the first one. Sean had been holding their
daughter when their daughter's eyes rolled back in her head, her tiny body stiffening then
shaking uncontrollably. Her lips had begun to turn blue as Jaycee finally composed herself
enough to dial nine-one-one.
It had been the beginning of the end for their already strained seven-year marriage. She had
become consumed with finding the answers to what ailed their child. In contrast, Sean had
continued on his path to fame, money, and ultimately the White House, if he had his way.
But she did not have time for a walk through the minefield of mistakes from her past. She needed
to focus on the business at hand. Clear her head. Deal with this man. And get on her way as
quickly as possible. Back to her daughter. Back to the only thing that mattered.
Not some unrealistic fantasy about a good-looking blond Neanderthal with striking eyes and a
body sculpted by hard work and not narcissistic hours in the gym. What would he look like
without that soft chambray shirt? Solid, perhaps a bit of padding that was a welcoming place to
lay her head at the end of a long day? What the hell was she thinking?
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He walked over to her, shaking his head slowly. "You were doing so well there for a while, Nʉ
Sʉmʉ."
"Excuse me? I don't know what game you are playing, Mister Ranger. What does that mean
anyway, new sumo? It's not Spanish; I know that much.” Jaycee would not back down, choosing
to stand and fight was so natural for her that it no longer seemed a choice. Although this time,
something dark inside of her warned that fleeing was a more sensible course of action.
"Nothing, a nickname in Comanche."
"Comanche? You don't look very Native American to me, Mister Ranger."
"Looks can be deceiving, Miss Riley. Wouldn't you agree?" Those eyes bore into her. And
something told her that this man knew far more than he should. Far more than she wanted him to.
But rather than delay, she got straight to the business at hand. "Were you serious about finding a
compromise?"
He nodded, and she continued before he could speak. She forced her mind to take control before
her body could betray her once more. And it was most definitely trying to do just that as she felt
the blood rush to her cheeks and lower still, from the man's stare alone.
"I have a small farm, about an hour outside of Houston. Waller County. I use it as a petting zoo
and Equine Assisted Therapy for special needs children. Let me take custody of the horses until
the civil courts resolve this matter."
"Why would the ASPCA do that, Miss Riley?"
"Because I am sure that the care and upkeep of such animals must be placing a severe burden
upon the ASPCA's limited resources, Mister Ranger." She fought back the unusual urge to reach
out, brush back the strand of hair that fell on his forehead.
She knew that not only would the action be decidedly unprofessional, but she would not be able
to stop. The image of her fingers wrapped through the soft waves, pulling him closer, those lips
closing over hers raced like the thoroughbreds through her mind.
"Fuck," he spat, drawing her back to the moment.
"Excuse me, Mister Ranger. But I think that my offer is more than fair, the compromise that you
seek." She needed to finish this. Finish it quickly and get away from this man. The irrational
things that his mere presence was doing to her sex-starved body could not be tolerated.
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That must be it. She needed to get laid. It was that simple. She tried to remember how long it had
been. She and Sean had stopped having relations long before their divorce was filed. Two years?
Three?
"Stop it. Now," he growled through gritted teeth. "I do not need to know how long it has been
since another man has touched you, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. All that will matter is that I will be the last man
who ever does."
His words splintered her mind in a dozen pieces. As if confirming her earlier suspicions. How
could he possibly know what she had been thinking? But he obviously did.
What did Nʉ Sʉmʉ mean? She had the distinct feeling it meant something far more profound
than just any nickname. And why would his words that sounded so ominous, like something a
stalker would say to his victim, why would those words cause her heart to pound so loudly that
she feared it would burst from her chest? That was the antithesis of her feminist beliefs.
"Because you are my one, and that is what it means. Nʉ Sʉmʉ means my one. We need to get the
hell out of here now." He checked his watch. "Four fifteen. We should be able just to miss the
worst of the traffic if we leave now."
"Leave now? Go where? If you think I am going anywhere with you, Mister Ranger, you are
badly mistaken. You," she searched for the right word. Why was it that this man who she had
just met could leave her so speechless?
"It's mutual, sweetheart. But if you want me to agree to this ridiculous compromise of placing
one point two million dollars worth of prime horseflesh on a fucking kiddie's pony farm, you can
damned well bet I'm going to see the place first.”
“What my body wants aside, I have a god damned job to do, and my brain is not that addled by
your smell, the sound of your heart beating faster than war drums, or those vivid images of me
fucking those pretty little brains of yours right out of both our ever-loving minds."
He placed his hand under her elbow once more. Jaycee tried to pull back, but his fingers bit into
the tender flesh until she winced. She jerked back. His caveman show had to stop. But then why
was it sending fire racing through her whole body?
He released his hold immediately, turning to her, "My apologies, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. I would never hurt
you. That much you can count upon. You may be the only person that is safe from me right now.
You have my word on it."
"This is a bad idea." But she followed him down the steps and across the parking lot to her car.
"I'll give you the address. You can follow me. Or use GPS?"
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"No, I will come with you," he replied with an intensity that took her breath away. "It is safer."
"For whom? Look, Mister Ranger. My farm is over an hour outside of Houston. How do you
expect to get back once we are finished with our business?"
"I will run," he replied calmly even as he seemed to tower over her.
A soft chuckle escaped her throat, but suddenly his hand covered it. His grip was firm but not
enough to cut off her airway, but certainly enough to force her head back up. To stare once more
into those eyes that scared her more than anything ever had, well almost anything.
"And we will never be finished with what is between, Jaycee. My sanity and the safety of many
people depend upon that."
She would have argued with him, asked him a hundred different questions. Except suddenly, his
mouth that she had dreamt about from the moment they met in the courtroom covered hers.
His teeth nibbled at her lower lip. His tongue licked at it. Until she moaned softly, melting
against his much larger body. Then everything fled her mind, all thought, all reason, sanity itself,
as her arms wrapped about his neck drawing him closer. Her tongue found his, wrapped about it,
tasted him. She moaned deeper. The sound swallowed by his mouth as his hand found her breast.
She arched into his touch.
Then just as suddenly, it was gone. He was gone. She reeled against her car, stumbling a bit. His
hand on her elbow steadied her once more, but he kept his distance. He remained arms-length
from her, looking down at her, studying her.
"You are right, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. This is a bad idea. Give me the address. I will come for you
tomorrow," he inhaled deeply. "When we are both in more control of ourselves."
She grabbed the cell phone from his hand. Punched her number and address into it, before
turning to him. "Oh, you can count on it, Mister Ranger. I will most definitely be in control."
He shook his head, took a single step towards her. "Oh, Nʉ Sʉmʉ, do not lie to yourself. Neither
of us has control of what the Great Spirits have decreed." He frowned, the action creasing his
forehead, "Tomorrow. We will speak more tomorrow."
He turned without another word and walked away. Jaycee stood by her car for a couple of
minutes, watching his broad back disappear among the other vehicles in the garage. Those
hundreds of questions suddenly swept like a tidal wave back into her fragmented brain until she
was trembling. In fear and need. Tomorrow. She touched her lips. They were swollen and hot,
almost enough to scorch her fingers.
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"We will most definitely talk tomorrow, Mister Ranger."
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Chapter 2
Jaycee brought the steaming mug to her lips. "That's good, Angel," she encouraged her daughter,
who was putting one of their new ponies through its paces with Hector's assistance. The man was
never more than arm's length from her daughter, just in case.
She smiled at the seemingly simple accomplishment, but for a child with uncontrolled seizures,
nothing was simple. "Five more minutes, Hector," she called out to her neighbor and friend.
"She is doing well, Señora," smiled his wife, Lupe. "Moving out of the city, it is good for the
child."
"I was thinking the same thing, Lupe. Since we left Dallas, Angel seems able to stay focused
longer. She's not having nearly as many meltdowns. I was reviewing her seizure diary last night.
There is a definite trend towards fewer and milder ones."
Jaycee did not mention that she had been scouring the journals looking for patterns at two
o'clock to keep her mind off a certain cowboy that made her heart race.
"Sometimes, the best medicine does not come in a bottle." The woman waved her arthritic hands
about her, "Sometimes the earth, she gives us all that we need."
Jaycee shook her head. She was a woman of reason, of science. It was likely all just coincidence,
this improvement in Angel's condition. Perhaps as some of the more optimistic doctors had
suggested, her daughter was even outgrowing her condition. But whether it was the quieter
country life or happenstance, all that mattered to Jaycee was that she had more good days with
Angel.
"Thank you for coming over again today. I hate to impose like this, but this follow-up meeting to
the case yesterday could prove crucial," she tried to change the subject.
"No problema, Señora. With our grandchildren so far away, la niña has become like one of the
family. You both have."
Words of gratitude froze on her lips. The smile disappeared from Jaycee's face as she watched
the large white truck drive up the bumpy dirt road towards her wood-frame home. Her heart
stammered in her chest. Why did this man affect her so? This stranger?
"Lupe, would you and Hector take Angel inside when she is finished?"
"Si, Señora."
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The truck drew to a halt in front of them. Both sets of eyes were glued to it as the door swung
open. He unfolded his large frame and rose to his full six-foot-plus height.
"Madre de dios," the older woman whispered as she made the sign of the cross.
His eyes were locked with Jaycee's when the tiny ball of energy hurdled itself at her mid-section.
"Did you see Mommy? Did you see me? Hector said if I keep improving one day, I may be able
to run the barrels just like you did."
She wrapped her arms about her daughter's shoulder and hugged her tightly as she watched the
man approach. The dark expression on his face did not bode well for this meeting, but she was
determined. She would convince him to allow her to board her client's horses. She had to, just
had to. They had so much riding on this case. She could not afford to lose, no matter what.
Even more than her need to win this case, the mother inside of her had to protect her little Angel.
She pushed Angel behind her back, "You go inside with Hector and Lupe, sweetie. I have some
business to discuss with this gentleman."
***
None of it made sense to Rex. He knew from his woman's thoughts that the child she was hiding
from him was her daughter - her reason for existing. But his senses told him something else as
well - the child was gifted, special. A skinwalker. A female skinwalker. It was unheard of. He
froze at the foot of the steps. He shook his head, uncertain of what to do or how to proceed.
The child decided for him. Stepping around her mother, she walked to stand in front of him. He
bent down, staring into the most intense brown eyes he had ever seen. She frowned at him for a
moment, then her tiny light brown hand reached out and caressed his cheek. He felt the zing of
power from the top of his head to his toes curled in his boots.
Then those eyes glazed over and rolled back into her head. She would have dropped to the
ground if he had not caught her. Her body began to convulse erratically. His woman screamed
out as she raced towards him, "Give her to me. Lupe, get me her meds."
He shook his head and stood up as she reached him, "No, I'll carry her. Where should I put her?"
The older woman stepped forward, "Inside, take her inside." He nodded and walked towards the
door. An older man opened it as the woman led his mate inside. He placed his precious cargo on
her side on the couch.
His woman dropped onto the floor next to her child as the other woman's hands rested on her
shoulder. "She may come around on her own, Señora. Give it a couple of minutes."
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Jaycee lifted the little girl's hand to her lips, "I know, Lupe. She usually does." Her sobs tore at
his heart, ripped it from his chest, and squeezed it tightly.
Her thoughts only made it worse. Fear was not an accurate enough word. Even desperation did
not cover the dark cloud that covered his mate’s mind. She was petrified for her child.
He wanted to do something. Anything to comfort her. To take away her pain. His eyes focused
upon the child. He studied her for a moment. She was not what he would have pictured. Her hair
formed a cap of tight ringlets that covered her tiny head. The color was draining from her face,
and her lips took on a dark blue hue.
He listened as his mate drew in a deep breath, "Get me the emergency meds, Lupe." Her hand
rested lightly on the child's shoulder, keeping her daughter on her side as the violent shaking
continued, saliva leaking from the corners of her lips.
He knelt on the floor behind her. His body pressed against her back; he could feel the tiny
tremors that shook her body as well as the child's. Heartbeats, moments stretched. He was not
sure how long they waited, but he knew it was too long, too long for the violence that shook the
child's tiny body. One hand rested on her shoulder, drawing her instinctively into the comfort of
his arms.
His other hand covered hers on the child's shoulder. He felt that zing once more, and just as
suddenly as it had begun, it was over. The child lay deathly still. Everyone tensed, waiting until
the little girl drew in a deep breath. His woman sighed as the older one brought her a small box,
"Thanks, Lupe, but she finally came out of it."
"Bueno, Señora," the woman smiled as she placed pillows under the child's head and knees.
He felt his woman tense in his arms. He heard her thoughts, knew that she was angry with him
for taking the liberty of comforting her, but she was madder at herself for accepting it. He smiled
as the words, 'how right it felt,' flitted through their heads. At least, she recognized that. It was
somewhere to begin.
Reluctantly, he pulled back, going to stand next to the older man as the two women fussed over
the child that appeared to be sleeping naturally now.
"Hola, I'm Hector Ramirez," offered the man as he held out his weathered hand.
"Rex Ranger." His eyes returned to where the women were murmuring near the little girl.
"Lupe is my esposa. She was a nurse for many years, working with niños, children. We help
Señora Jaycee out as much as we can. I putter around with the animals, and Lupe cares for little
Angel," smiled the man.
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Rex nodded, feeling an instant camaraderie with the couple, who cared so much for his woman.
And the child. He shook his head as he studied the sleeping child. This changed everything. She
changed everything. Angel changed everything.
Of course, he had known about the child from his mate's thoughts. He had even caught glimpses
of her concern about her daughter's health. For that, he had been prepared. Whatever, whoever
mattered to his woman mattered to him, came under his protection.
What he had not expected were her gifts. There was no doubt in his mind. This child was a
skinwalker. And from the power he felt when they touched, a damned powerful one.
His woman stood slowly. Her eyes were glazed with moisture; her hands trembled just a bit as
she turned to him with a weak smile. "I'm sorry, Mister Ranger. If you don't mind, perhaps
Hector can show you around. Then we can discuss things in more detail."
"Or I could come back at a better time?"
She shook her head and sighed, "No, Mister Ranger, this is as good a time as any. You have
come all this way. Besides, it is in the best interest of my client to settle this matter as quickly as
possible."
He felt the pain and despair rolling off her like the deepest fog, hiding the beauty of a meadow in
bloom with wildflowers. He heard the litany of thoughts that raced through her intelligent mind.
Embarrassment that he had witnessed her daughter's condition. Disgust with herself that she
would have such an idea. Fear that this would not work, that she would not be able to fulfill her
duties to her client and her child.
He wanted, no, he needed to go to his woman. Wrap her in his arms and kiss away every last one
of those fears. Reassure that she no longer had to bear those burdens alone. That she would never
again face anything alone. But he knew that she would not welcome it, welcome him.
And he had other duties of his own. It was his job to make sure that those animals were well
cared for.
He turned towards the man next to him, "How about a quick tour then, Señor Ramirez?"
***
Jaycee could hear the men talking inside the old barn. She could not make out the words, though.
This morning had not gone at all as she planned, but then again, nothing had gone to plan since
Angel's first seizure. But this might rank as a disaster.
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How could she convince this man that she could manage three thoroughbred racehorses on a
five-acre ranch with a sick child? She was not confident she could convince herself. But she
would deal with that concern later.
She plastered a smile into place as she pushed open the barn door. Its squeak announced her
presence, and the men stopped talking, turning towards her. "Thank you, Hector," she said with a
slight nod.
"De nada, Señora," her friend replied as he shook their guest's hand. "It was nice meeting you,
Señor Ranger. I look forward to seeing you again." The man smiled as he turned and walked past
Jaycee towards the house.
"I'm sorry I couldn't show you around myself," she mumbled as she looked at her boots half
hidden among the straw and dirt. She tried to think of a logical argument to counteract what he
had seen this morning.
But at that moment, she doubted herself more than ever. How had she thought that she could
return to practicing law when Angel could have another seizure at any moment? Cases like this
one demanded her full attention, which was something that her child owned.
Her shoulders slumped as she shook her head. "This was a bad idea. I'm sorry for bringing you
all the way out here, Mister Ranger. I'll speak with my client, prepare him for the seizure of the
horses." Without looking up, she turned to leave the barn, but strong arms held her in place, drew
her into safety and warmth.
It was an illusion. This man was a complete stranger. They had met less than twenty-four hours
ago. So, why the hell did she feel so fucking protected and cherished when she was anywhere
near him? And since when did Jaycee Riley, gung-ho feminist, need any man? But that was
precisely what she felt - need. Not want, but need, pure and simple.
She brought her hands up to the front of his flannel shirt. She had meant to push him away, but
instead, she found her fingers curling into the soft fabric and solid muscle that lay just beneath it.
"Let me go," her voice sounded throaty and weak.
His arms tightened about her waist, "I can't. Trust me, Nʉ Sʉmʉ, I am the needy one when it
comes to you. Without you, I am damned," he whispered the words against her lips. Then his
mouth covered hers, but not with the same boldness that he had yesterday. This time, he teased
the corners with his tongue, licking and tasting her, as if pleading for entrance.
Her fingers started to move once more, tracing lightly across his shirt, feeling every inch of his
broad chest, moving lower until her hands splayed across the small of his back, drawing him
closer. She whimpered when she felt the hard ridge of his erection press against her thigh. She
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felt silly when it reminded her of a bad romance novel with electrical shocks skittering along her
spine.
His hands covered her butt, pulling her against him, until their bodies danced against one
another. Only their clothes kept them from the true dance they both wanted at that moment. She
moaned into his mouth and cursed her suddenly overactive sex-drive as her hands trailed to the
front of his jeans. Her fingers wrapped about his erection, moving teasingly up and down the full
length.
"Fuck, Nʉ Sʉmʉ, that feels so good," he rasped into her mouth. But then his large hand came
between them, covering hers, holding it still.
She could feel his pulse beat within the firm column of flesh. She could hear it pounding in her
head louder than music in a disco. She frowned as she realized that it beat in perfect
synchronicity with her own. She shook her head and jerked her hand out of his, away from his
erection.
Her mind rebelled at the thought. What was she doing? She whirled and crossed the barn, putting
as much distance as she could between them.
But it did not help. The truth stared her squarely in the eye. She had been just heartbeats away
from a literal roll in the hay. With her sick child laying less than fifty feet away. With this case,
that very well might decide their whole future up in the air. And she was throwing herself at the
man, who held that fragile future in his hands.
It made no sense. Okay, so she had not had sex in a long time. And the man was drop-dead
gorgeous, if you liked rough-neck cowboy-types anyway. But she never had, and she had
certainly never been a woman to throw herself at any man.
As for the lack of sex, well, it was nothing that her toys could not replace. She did not need a
man. They did not need anyone; she reassured herself as she paced back and forth.
His deep chuckle knotted her stomach into a tight ball. "What's so funny, Mister Ranger?"
"Trust me when I do take you, my mate, the first thing that is going are those damned toys. I will
care for all of your needs from now on."
She shook her head as she looked at him. In the dim light of the barn, it seemed as if his eyes
glowed the faint red of a wolf.
"That day will never come, Mister Ranger. This is business, nothing more. It is about property,
my client's property. Those horses," she tried to keep her mind on the case, but it was not easy
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the way the man stretched his shoulders, making that chest even more expansive than it already
was.
It had felt so amazingly warm and solid beneath her fingers. What would it feel like to lay her
head against it? To fall asleep listening to his heart beating just beneath her ear. Was it covered
in soft blond hair that would tickle her nose? Or was it bare like his native ancestors?
"If this is all business, Nʉ Sʉmʉ, why does it matter that my chest is bare like my Native
forefathers? And there is nothing I want more than to hold you against me as you fall asleep in
my arms."
He drew in a deep breath, "But you are right. We need to settle this business between us first."
Jaycee's throat worked reflexively, trying to clear the tightness that his words caused there. How
did the man keep doing that? It was disconcerting, to say the least. Having another human being
know your every thought. Was he human?
Of course, he was. Psychic maybe, but even that she had a hard time believing. More than likely,
it was just that her years of staying home with Angel had made her rusty with the poker face that
her work required. She would need to practice hiding her feelings more if this man could read
them so well.
"You will never get so practiced that you can completely block me, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. That is not the
way of mates, but given time, I do not doubt that you will be able to build some walls. Filter
some of what your mind so readily broadcasts to me now. And no, I am not psychic. Not in the
truest sense of the word, only with you. Because you are my light, my breath, my one."
She shook her head, even more confused at his words. "Listen, Mister Ranger, I don't know what
kind of game this is, but I'm not interested in playing. In case you couldn't tell, I have enough
things on my plate right now. My daughter. Making this ranch work. Rebuilding my legal career.
Men are off my list. Period."
"I am glad that men are, but I am not any man. You are my mate, Nʉ Sʉmʉ," he walked towards
her, holding his hands out. "How is Angel?"
"What? Can't you just look into my mind and find out for yourself?" Jaycee felt trapped. She
could not afford to offend this man, her career and their future depended upon it. But he
frightened her and excited her as no man ever had. It was a dangerous combination.
He came to stand just a couple of feet away from her. The way he towered over her made her
feel small, vulnerable, and incredibly protected. "It does not work like that. I hear what you think
as if you said it aloud. You have not thought about Angel lately."
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She frowned at his words. She thought about her daughter constantly. How could she have gone
this long without doing so? "She's sleeping peacefully. She usually does after one of the big
ones."
"Does she have them often?"
She wanted to argue, to tell him it was none of his business, but if she wanted his help with those
horses, she needed to assure him that she could manage them. "Generalized ones like that, not so
much anymore. One or two a week. But she has focal ones, what they call absences, where she
just kind of stares off. She has several of those every day. And when she sleeps, she has
myoclonic ones, jerking."
"Besides Lupe and Hector, do you have any help? School? Her father?"
Jaycee tried to formulate her answer positively. "I homeschool her because she kept falling
asleep in class. Schools just can't manage sick children like Angel. As for her dad, he sees her
when he can, but his law practice keeps him pretty busy.” She tried to excuse her ex-husband.
“But I assure you, we do all right. Hector helps me out with some of the heavier chores when it
comes to managing the animals, and Lupe watches Angel when I need to meet with clients. She
used to be a pediatric nurse, so she is as familiar with Angel's seizures as I am."
"You're lucky to have them, but what about you? When do you get time for you?"
She shook her head and held up her hands, "Mister Ranger, that is none of your business."
"Yes, it is. You are my business. You are my entire world, Nʉ Sʉmʉ?"
She stared at him for a moment. She was getting nowhere with this. He seemed stuck in some
fantasy land with her in the starring role. She needed to get him back on the subject that brought
him here.
"Mister Ranger, I assure you that I can manage those horses. I have been working with animals
since I was a teen. I know my horses, and as you can see, I have the facilities to house them," she
asserted as she waved her arms at the barn.
"You have my support with that," his voice was low as he spoke.
"Thank you, Mister Ranger."
"You are welcome. I would never do anything to add to your burdens, Nʉ Sʉmʉ," he smiled at
her, and her tummy did a funny little loop-the-loop. Why did this man intrigue her as much as he
infuriated her?
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"I intrigue you because the Great Spirits created us to share one soul. You are the light, the good.
I am the dark and dangerous. We need one another."
Jaycee's brows arched. The quiet way that he said it made her pause. There was no doubt that he
believed what he said, but how could a man who otherwise seemed reasonable believe such
superstitions?
The man stepped closer to her, pinning her against the wall. His hand came up slowly to caress
her cheek. She sucked in a deep breath at the almost electrical shock as the rough pad of his
thumb brushed her lower lip slowly back and forth.
She found it hard to breathe when he was this close; all she could smell was him. Fresh straw,
animals, it all melted away, and all she knew was him, fresh, clean, and all man. Her man. Her
eyes went wide at the thought. Her heart skipped a couple of beats.
He bent slowly towards her once more. "Yes, Nʉ Sʉmʉ, all yours."
She did not have time to deny it before his lips softly closed over hers. Unlike all the other kisses
they had shared, where passion flared quickly and burned so brightly that she feared it would
consume her, this kiss was tender and comforting.
And it scared her more than the others ever had. How easy would it be to simply give in, accept
the crazy illusion that this handsome stranger offered? She had been alone for so long. Born so
much pain. Lived in almost constant fear of losing the one thing that meant the most to her.
Sleepless nights, just watching her daughter breathe, making sure that she did. Long days spent
in hospitals, one test after another, one doctor after another.
And nothing helped. Now she had this place and her career that she had to, simply had to,
resurrect. It was all too much. But it was her life, her reality. Jaycee had learned the hard way
that she was the only one that she could count on. Alone, always alone.
She pushed against his chest, and he drew slowly back from the soft kiss, but he did not let her
go, keeping her wrapped in his tender embrace. He leaned his forehead against hers. So close
that their breath mingled, entwined, and hung like a cloud about them, pillowing them in its
intimacy.
"No more, Jaycee, you are mine as much as I'm yours. That includes the burdens you bear. You
will never be alone again. Never face it all alone." His use of her name shocked her, she froze for
a moment, then shook her head.
He drew her into his embrace, his hands smoothing her hair as he simply held her. She knew that
she should pull away, deny his words, fight him. But the truth was that those words had crafted
such a hypnotic spell about her that she wanted nothing more than to believe them. So, for
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several long moments, she pretended, leaned against him, and allowed her fantasies to weave a
web of love and security.
He was the first to break it as he pushed her back arms-length. He gave her another of those
dazzling smiles and bent to kiss the top of her head once more.
"I want to stay here with you," he sighed as if under some heavy burden of his own. "But I
cannot. Not yet, anyway. There are things I must do, must see to, before we can truly be together
as we are meant to be."
"And one of those things is the horses. I won't lie to you, Nʉ Sʉmʉ, I have my reservations. Your
land here is small for housing such animals. But more importantly, their care is an immense
burden on top of all the others those tiny shoulders already bare. But Hector assures me that you
will have his help."
His thumb brushed her cheek once more, and she was helpless to stop herself from leaning into
the tender caress. "And make no mistake about it, I will help too. It is part of the bargain. If I
agree to place one point two million dollars worth of prime horse flesh as you keep pointing out
to me on this kiddy farm, I have the right to inspect them. Anytime. Do you understand?"
She frowned at this latest demand. Was he using his position unfairly?
"Actually, Nʉ Sʉmʉ, you are using yours to your advantage. Know this, I would not agree to this
deal for anyone except you. Hell, my mind keeps telling me that I should not even now. I may
damned well lose my job for this. But as with everything for the rest of our lives, you come first.
And you need this."
She choked past the tightness in her chest as she nodded her agreement to his demands. "Thank
you," she managed, at last, to whisper past the knot in her throat and the moisture in her eyes.
"For you, anything and everything." Once more, he lowered his head and brushed another of
those heart-stopping kisses across her lips.
This time she could not fight it, fight herself. Her fingers wrapped in his hair, drawing him
closer. It was she who deepened the kiss. Her tongue that snaked its way between his lips,
danced against his. For this moment, she wanted to taste and feel all of him, all of this fantasy.
Her body melded against his, Jaycee shivered when she felt the stony ridge pressed against her
thigh once more. Her right hand slipped between them again, moving surely over it. It was like
some magnet drawing her to him; this need to touch and explore.
She felt him tremble, knew her power, and used it as she toyed with him until she could hear
their hearts pounding so loudly that it drowned out all other sounds.
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She reluctantly broke the kiss, her hands dropping to her side. She did not want this game to end.
It had been so fucking long since she had felt her womanly powers. And this was unlike anything
she had ever felt before. If she were honest, it had been too long since she felt anything other
than worry, fear, and despair.
But it was all an illusion, a fantasy, she reminded herself. There was no room in her life for men,
love, or even sex. She had Angel, this place, and her career. There simply was not enough of her
left for anything or anyone else.
"Thank you for agreeing to this compromise, Mister Ranger. But I need to get back to Angel, and
I have work to do before those horses arrive." Her voice sounded too throaty to carry the
authority that she had hoped to convey.
He nodded, his thumb caressing the corner of her mouth one more time. "Yes, I too have
obligations. But know this, Nʉ Sʉmʉ, you and the child come before all else with me. You
always will."
She stepped back and inhaled deeply, squaring her shoulders. "Mister Ranger, like I said, thank
you for agreeing to let the horses stay here until the court case. But that is all this can ever be, a
professional relationship.”
“I'm sorry if I led you on in any way." She studied her boots and stammered across the truth, "I
lost my head for a moment. Sometimes we all dream of things that we can never have. But I
mean it, there is no room in my life for a relationship. With anyone. And certainly not a man I
met less than twenty-four hours ago."
"Bull shit, Jaycee. Say whatever you need to now, but if we both didn't have things that were so
pressing, I'd take you into that stall and show you just how real this is."
She gasped, opened her mouth to deny his claim, but thought better of it. She could not lie to him
or herself. If she had gotten the chance, she most definitely would have taken the opportunity for
a quick roll in the hay with this man. Looking at him from boots to slightly ruffled blond hair,
she admitted, lots of women would.
"You are not most women, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. And it would have been much more than a quick roll in the
hay," he laughed.
"And quit doing that. It's freaky. People can't just hear other people's thoughts."
"But I do. Hear yours. As for freaky, there are things in this world that defy explanations. That
does not make them untrue. Good-bye, Jaycee. For now."
"Wait. When will you bring the horses? Should I draft an agreement of some sort?"
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Now that he was leaving, why did some part of her feel so bereft? So alone? She was making a
fool of herself, trying to keep the man. She stopped the rising panic. There was no way she
would allow him to 'hear' these thoughts.
But the slight smile curving the corners of his delectable mouth told her he already had. At least
he had the good manners or good sense not to mention it. "I'll be in touch when I speak with my
boss. And, Nʉ Sʉmʉ, try to get some rest. Your tiredness beats at me."
"Tired doesn't even begin to cover it, Mister Ranger."
"Rex. Call me Rex, Jaycee."
She would have argued, tried to keep things on a strictly professional level, but the pile of hay
caught her eye. That boat had probably sailed already. "Alright, Rex. I look forward to hearing
from you." She stammered again, "I mean about the horses."
***
Rex forced himself to turn away from his woman. Forced each step that took him closer to his
truck and further from her. This trip had not been what he expected, but then again, nothing
about her was. He waved to Hector, who was puttering by the corral. He was thankful that his Nʉ
Sʉmʉ had the couple.
But now she had him too. He climbed into the truck and started the engine. He debated which
call to make first. He choose the easy one. Punching in the button, he listened as it rang. Just
once. It rarely rang more than that with his grandfather. He out the call on speakerphone.
"Rex, my son, what do you need?"
How like his grandfather to cut straight to the heart of the matter. "I don't know for certain,
grandfather. Could you come down to Houston for a few days? I have something to show you."
He watched the house recede in his rearview mirror. Saw her climbing the steps, her limbs
seemed almost weighed down with the responsibilities those tiny shoulders bore. "Someone I
want you to meet."
"Her."
"Yes, grandfather. Nʉ Sʉmʉ. But someone else as well." He did not want to say any more to the
man. He wanted his grandfather's first encounter with the child. With Angel, he reminded
himself. To be utterly untainted with his own opinions.
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His grandfather knew these things far better than he did. If the girl had the gift, the old man
would recognize it. And he hoped have some of the answers that the doctors seemed unable to
give his woman. "Please, grandfather."
"Of course, my son. I will leave right after my prayers."
"Thank you, grandfather."
The line went dead. Rex paused the truck at the end of the driveway. This next call would be far
more difficult, but it needed to be made. He had to convince his boss, Tim Masters, to release the
ASPCA's claim to those horses. And that was not going to be easy. Hell, maybe it would be best
to fight that battle in person.
He turned towards the highway and Houston. His mind and senses were still on overload, filled
with her, but he tried to focus on the battle that lay ahead. He would win it. He had to. For her.
He had given her his word, and he would find a way to keep it. It was just the first of a lifetime
of promises that he would always fulfill to his Nʉ Sʉmʉ.
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Chapter 3
It was almost lunchtime when Rex arrived back at the ASPCA offices. He read through the half a
dozen messages that waited in his inbox and cursed under his breath when he saw his boss's
signature on the last one. Tim Masters wanted to see him in his office the moment he got back.
He sighed and headed to the large office at the end of the hallway. No use delaying the
inevitable, just another of his grandfather's sage advice.
He inhaled deeply as he brought his fist up to the hardwood door. He could still smell her,
lingering in his nostrils as much as she did in his mind. It was that which propelled him forward
when the voice bid him, "Come in."
Tim Masters had never been his favorite person. With his freshly pressed suits that seemed out of
place in a building with hundreds of animals, he was too much the polished politician for Rex’s
liking. The man had never spent a day in the field, knew nothing of the neglect and abuse that the
animals faced.
Hell, Rex could not remember the last time he had seen the man in the holding pens, where the
animals were kept awaiting adoption. No, this man got and kept his job because of one thing, his
ability to raise money. And this time, Rex was standing in his way. He did not relish this
meeting.
"You wanted to see me, Mister Masters?"
"Yes, Mister Ranger," the formal introduction set Rex even more on edge. "I received a call from
Marigold this morning. She told me about what happened in court yesterday." The man finally
lifted his cold eyes from the computer screen, "Would you mind telling me since when does the
ASPCA work with the defense on cases we are prosecuting?"
Rex met the man's stare directly, "Miss Riley is not the defense. She represents a third party in
the case. The man's son, who claims rightful ownership of those horses. His father is contesting
his wife's will that left the bulk of her estate to their son. Mister Marshall's intent likely was to
starve the animals so that his son could never take possession of his property."
"Yes, I knew all of that going into this court case. We all did. It has no bearing on the case. If the
younger Mister Marshall wanted to claim his property, he had the responsibility to ensure that it
was properly cared for. What I want to know is what the hell came over you in that courtroom
that you would deviate from our case and take up with the opposition?"
Rex could see the red tint forming around the man's ears and hear the rise in voice. "This was an
unusual case from the beginning, Mister Masters, you know that. It is not every day that the
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ASPCA is called to one of the largest ranches in the state. The Marshalls trace their ancestry
back to the Alamo, founders of this state. And the value of those horses? We have never dealt
with those kinds of assets."
Rex skirted the subject, knowing that was the real motivation for this man's concern, the loss of
potential revenue from the auctioning of the horses. This man had never cared for the animals
themselves, just his career, his ability to impress the board and move on to another higher-paying
and more prestigious job in a couple of years. It disgusted him, but he did all that he could to
hide his feelings, to keep the conversation professional.
"Exactly, Mister Ranger, all the more reason that the ASPCA must do all that it can to protect the
welfare of those animals. We cannot appear to favor the Marshalls because of their station in this
community. You saw for yourself the state of those animals. The intentional starvation imposed
by Mister Marshall on the animals when every other animal on that ranch was well maintained
with plenty of food and water." The man's hands rested on the top of his desk. His knuckles were
turning white, where they were laced together.
"Yes, but once more that had nothing to do with his son," Rex tried to keep his anger under
control. This man got under his skin on the best of days. The past two years working with him
had been an exercise in control.
But today, when he was already on edge, when the beast in him in roared to claims its mate,
when things were happening so fast that his brain could no longer process it, his patience with
the self-centered bastard was hanging by the proverbial thread.
"And we are back to the point that we agreed with Marigold and the Prosecutor's Office before
taking this case to court. That Thad Marshall had a legal obligation to monitor the care of the
contested property while in possession of his father. How has that changed, Mister Ranger?"
Masters furrowed his brows as he stared at Rex.
Rex searched for an answer that would make sense, would appeal to this man and his agenda. He
fell back onto the only one that he had been able to come up with during the long, sleepless night
filled with images of her in his arms and bed.
"The ASPCA cannot insert itself into a civil matter of this magnitude. While those horses are
animals and deserve all the protection that we can offer them, they are also financial assets worth
one point two million dollars, Mister Masters," which he knew was the heart of his boss's
objection. Tim Masters wanted those horses for the centerpiece of the annual auction next month.
Rex would bet that the man had even listed them in the brochure already.
He took a deep breath before he continued to plead his case under the intense stare of his
superior. "Due to the nature of this case, it is likely to receive a lot of media attention, not just
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locally or even statewide, but nationally and perhaps internationally as well. We cannot have
Mister Marshall or his attorney claiming that the ASPCA interfered and prematurely seized his
property. It would do serious damage to our reputation and perhaps scare off some of our high
profile donors."
There it was, his ultimate argument. He watched as the man's brows knit together in thought, his
mouth scrunched up, his nose twitched. He waited. And waited. And waited as he allowed the
man to play through the various scenarios in his mind.
"Yes, well, I will concede your point, Mister Ranger, but that did not give you the right to
intercede on the woman's behalf without consulting Miss Clement or me."
"I apologize." He kept it simple. The sooner he was finished with the man, the sooner he could
focus upon more important things. Like her. His Nʉ Sʉmʉ.
"I'm assuming that you have a plan. That you and the woman are working out this compromise
that you promised Judge Ortega? And I trust that you are looking out for the best interest of the
animals."
"Yes, sir, I am. Miss Riley, the younger Mister Marshall's attorney, has a small ranch just outside
of Houston, in Waller County," he stumbled over the half-truth. The few acres that the woman
owned could hardly qualify for the term, but he did not want his supervisor knowing that.
"She runs a pony farm for special needs children in her spare time. And in her youth, she
competed in barrel racing at the Livestock Show and Rodeo and won several Four H prizes. She
has volunteered to care for the animals, under our close supervision, of course, until the civil
matter comes to court. If the younger Mister Marshall wins the case, then she has assured me that
he will reimburse the ASPCA for any care they received while in our possession."
He played his ultimate card, "She assures me that we have Thad Marshall's deepest gratitude.
Perhaps he would even be moved to make a generous donation." Rex waited as he dangled the
worm before this greedy fish. He saw the man's face soften just a bit before he continued, "Of
course, if Mister Marshall senior were to win, then nothing stops us from proceeding with our
case against the man and seizing the horses as we planned."
Rex smelled the man's discomfort. He knew that Masters was not completely satisfied with the
plan. He was confident that the lure of immediate revenue from the auction weighed more
heavily than any possible donation. He did not blame the man. From a purely business point of
view, it was not the wisest decision, but Rex had never been much of a businessman. And this
decision had nothing to do with business. Honestly, it had far less to do with the welfare of the
animals than he wanted to admit. It had everything to do with her.
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The man finally shook his head, "I'm still not convinced that this is going to work, Mister
Ranger. You said that the ASPCA would supervise the care of the horses? How do we even
know that Miss Riley has the facilities or ability to fulfill her duties? As you say, these are highly
valuable animals. The ASPCA needs assurances that they will be cared for properly."
"That is where I was this morning, checking out Miss Riley's facilities. While her ranch is not
large, it has a sufficient barn for housing the animals and land for their exercise. As I said, Miss
Riley, herself, is quite the horsewoman, and she has the assistance of Hector Ramirez. He was a
former jockey and groomsman until he retired some years ago. And you have my word that I will
inspect the horses often to ensure they are receiving the care they need to recover fully."
The man frowned, "Yes, well, as I said, I am not happy with the situation, Rex." Masters' use of
his first name did nothing to assuage him. "But after your little performance in front of Judge
Ortega yesterday, you have not left me much choice in the matter."
The man stared him in the eyes before continuing, "Hear me now. Do not pull another stunt like
that again without consulting Miss Clement and me. We do not like having the rug pulled out
from under us without warning."
Rex inhaled deeply, knowing that this battle was won. His mind raced ahead to the next, his
grandfather. And as it always would, it returned quickly to her. His Nʉ Sʉmʉ. "Thank you,
Mister Masters. And you have my word." He slipped from the office, closing the door behind
him.
***
Jaycee paced back and forth down the hallway. She opened the door and checked on her sleeping
daughter several times. She would pause until she heard the raspy wheeze of her snores or could
see the gentle rise and fall or her chest. If she did not, then she tiptoed into the room and softly
laid a hand on Angel’s tummy until she felt the gentle rise and fall of her chest that confirmed
the child was still breathing.
SUDEP, it was a horrible acronym. Sudden Unexplained Death in Epilepsy. It was also her worst
nightmare. The possibility that her daughter would go to sleep and never wake up. It occurred in
just one to two percent of those diagnosed with epilepsy, but they were almost all either children,
teens, or young adults.
She shivered at the thought. It was not the first time. From Angel's first seizure, Jaycee has
scoured the internet seeking information and support. One place that she received that support
was an online forum run by a national epilepsy foundation.
Her eyes filled with tears as she thought of that first night that they were home from the hospital.
She had come across a posting on the forum that would stay with her forever. A mother wrote
-34-

about putting her daughter to bed for her nap. The child had begged and pleaded for another
story, but the mother refused and closed the door. When she went to wake her daughter, she was
dead. The woman was filled with guilt, not only over the death but the story as well.
Jaycee swiped her eyes with the back of her hand. She had to stop thinking about the worst. But
on days like this, it was virtually impossible to manage. Bad days always brought out the worst
of her fears. Of course, there was no telling when Angel would have a bad day. Or why.
It did seem odd that her daughter's seizure began the moment she had touched Mister Ranger,
Rex. Then again, anything outside of her routine tended to upset Angel, and she was more likely
to have the worst seizures when she got upset, tired, or sick.
She once again debated the advisability of returning to work, but the only other choice was a
protracted legal battle with her ex-husband to increase the child support. And as Lupe reminded
her, taking a few cases also gave her a small break from the almost constant care she provided
for Angel.
She had to admit that it felt damned good to be back in the courtroom. It gave her a sense of
control that was missing in her personal life. But this case might be more than she could handle.
Already there had been days of depositions, two court appearances, and now this unexpected turn
of events.
She played over in her mind the rest of her meeting with Rex Ranger. There was no denying that
the man got under her skin. And into her mind, it seemed. How the man did that still bothered
her. It was disturbing, having another person know what you were thinking all the time. All the
time? Just how far did his gift go? Did he know what she was feeling now?
The soft vibration of her phone in the back pocket of her jeans made her jump. When she looked
at the screen, her eyes widened. Rex. She pressed the button to accept the call, "Yes, Mister
Ranger. I was just thinking about you, but I suppose you knew that."
The deep chuckle on the other end of the phone did funny things to the butterflies that seemed to
have taken up residence in her stomach since she met the man yesterday. Yesterday? She shook
her head again.
"It does not work like that. When we are not together, it is not that clear. I only feel vague
glimpses, the strongest of your emotions. A protective mechanism to know when our mates are
in danger or need us."
That information should have been reassuring to Jaycee. She had only to put distance between
them to know that her thoughts were her own once again. What confounded her more was the
idea of being protected, of anyone caring when she was upset or in danger. She had been battling
alone for so long that the very thought of it brought fresh tears to her eyes.
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She brushed them away and cleared her throat. "Yes, well, to what do I owe the privilege of your
call, Mister Ranger?"
"Many things, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. Just to hear your voice, know that you are safe. To check on Angel. Is
she feeling any better?" His soft Texas drawl washed over her like warm water in a bubble bath.
Refreshing and relaxing at the same time. She reminded herself that she needed no one, least of
all a stranger that she had met just twenty-four hours ago.
"My daughter is still sleeping. After those types of events, she often does for hours." Jaycee tried
to keep her voice business-like. Tried to keep the fence around her heart in place.
Why did he have to ask about Angel? She could talk to Sean, Angel's father, and he would barely
mention their child. But this man thought to inquire as if he genuinely cared. "I really should go
and check on her again, Mister Ranger." Jaycee tried to cut him short before he got any more
under her skin, breeched that fence.
"Just one more thing, Jaycee. I spoke with my supervisor about the horses. He has okayed the
deal. When would you like me to deliver them?"
Jaycee should have been happy. She had managed to protect her client's interests. But at that
moment, it felt like just another heavy burden on her shoulders, one that she feared might break
her. But she could not admit that to this man.
"I guess tomorrow morning would be fine. If that works for your schedule, Mister Ranger. Or
Hector has a truck and trailer. We could come there?"
She would much prefer to pick the animals up. He was unlikely to be so bold at his place of
employment. If she were lucky, he might even be out on another case, and she could avoid him
altogether.
"No, tomorrow morning will be fine. I want to make certain that they are settling," he explained.
"And there is someone I want you and Angel to meet, Nʉ Sʉmʉ."
"Fine, I will see you then." She needed to get off the phone. Some other part of her begged and
pleaded for just another minute with the deep baritone that calmed and soothed her soul. That
petrified her.
"And Jaycee, try to get some rest. The exhaustion and worry beat at me," he whispered.
Anger rose in her gut. How dare he? What did he know of her existence? Did he think it was that
easy? Did he think that she wanted to wake a dozen times or more each night just to check that
her daughter was still breathing? Did he believe as Sean and some of the doctors seemed to that
she was over-reacting?
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"I'll just schedule a week at the spa, Mister Ranger."
"I'd settle for a good night's sleep. Preferably in my arms."
"Not happening, so fuck off," she spat as she heard Angel call for her. "I have to go. Angel is
awake."
"Of course, but Nʉ Sʉmʉ make no mistake, it will happen. And soon."
His unshakable confidence disturbed her. The tiny butterfly that took flight from her tummy and
seemed to settle somewhere in her chest, causing a tightness that felt oddly like want and need,
appalled her even more.
"Good-bye, Mister Ranger," she replied as coldly as she could manage.
"See you tomorrow morning.”
***
Rex felt the tension rising inside himself. His beast roared, and not even the presence of his
grandfather in the truck beside him could quiet the monster.
The horses must have sensed the danger too because they had been uneasy in the trailer. Driving
required all his concentration. If the horses shifted to one side, he needed to be ready to
compensate, or the truck and trailer could turn over. He did not relish facing Tim Masters if
anything happened to that one point two million dollars worth of horseflesh.
"Do you want to tell me what is going on?" Grandfather calmly brought the cardboard cup of
coffee to his lips.
"It won't be long now. The turn off is just ahead." His grandfather’s piercing black eyes
continued to bore into his soul.
"Tell me all that you know about skinwalkers, Grandfather."
A rich chuckle came from the other side of the truck. "If our turn off is just ahead, son, then we
do not have time for such things. Tell me what you wish to know."
Rex pondered his response. He had not told his grandfather the real purpose of his visit. Despite
everything that his senses had told him yesterday when he met the child, his mind still rebelled,
doubted what he already knew. He did not want to prejudice his grandfather; he needed the man's
first reaction to Angel to be entirely his own.
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"Has there ever been a female skinwalker?" Rex almost whispered the question that had been the
center of his thoughts for the past twenty-four hours.
The old man studied him closer as if deciding how to answer the question, "Yes and no, my son.
Yes, there have been some girl children born with the gift." He paused, looking out the truck's
window at the field, passing them by.
"But these gifts are not easy to master. You of all people should know that. Being born with the
gift is only a small portion of it. You must also embrace your gift and learn to use it properly.
That is a lifetime process."
Given all that had happened to him in the past couple of weeks, Rex had a new appreciation for
how far he still had to go to embrace and master his own gift. "What happens if you don't?"
His grandfather continued to stare out the window for several long moments. As it often did, his
silence told Rex far more than words. When he turned back, his face was solemn, the lines of age
and wisdom seemed to run deeper than it ever had. "That is not an option, my son. The
consequences are too grave."
Rex knew that his grandfather thought he was asking about himself, but before he could explain,
he saw the turn-off. Driving required all his attention to make the left hand turn off the highway
and then to travel the almost half a mile across the dirt road with three restless horses in the
trailer. Besides, it was best if his grandfather's first reaction to Angel was unclouded with his
suspicions.
His heart leaped into his throat when he saw her working alongside Hector, preparing the corral,
spreading fresh straw. He scanned the front porch until he saw Angel swinging with Señora
Ramirez. The girl was using her feet and legs to kick, trying to make the massive porch swing
sail far higher than it could. Disappointment shown in her face at her efforts.
He stopped the truck at the end of the circular driveway and opened his door, motioning for his
grandfather to join him. Even before his boot hit the hard clay ground, her smell drifted upon the
morning breeze to him. Not even the apple shampoo and soap could cover the smell of worry and
exhaustion that clothed her like a heavy coat on a hot day.
He wanted to run to her, scope her in his arms, and carry her off to bed. Not to claim her as his
body demanded though, but to lull her into the rest that she needed, to kiss away every single
grave worry line in her forehead and erase the dark circles beneath those mesmerizing windows
into her soul. He held himself in check, reminding himself that he did not have the right, not yet
anyway. But soon.
He was so caught up in studying his woman, inspecting each inch of her after their long
separation, that he almost missed the look of shock and awe upon his grandfather's face. He had
-38-

turned not to join Rex and his woman by the barn, but towards the house where the child sat
swinging with her caretaker.
"Grandfather," he called, but the man kept walking straight towards Angel. Rex was not
surprised, but Jaycee seemed to be as she dropped the shovel in her hand and shimmied over the
rough wooden boards of the corral. His hand shot out to capture her arm as she went past him.
"Let me go, you maroon. I need to get to my daughter." She struggled in his arms as he drew her
closer to his body. "Sex might be all you think about, but I have a child to consider. After
yesterday." She shook her head almost in accusation.
"My grandfather would never harm a child. Especially not your daughter," he soothed as he kept
his eye upon the old man.
Rex studied his grandfather as he stopped at the steps, kneeling upon the bottom one. He noted
something unusual, a calm, almost adoration in Grandfather’s face. It reminded Rex of the
stained glass in the church that his mother attended. The three wise men kneeling before the baby
Jesus in the manager.
Rex held his woman back, giving his grandfather time alone with the child. But that was not easy
as Jaycee twisted and turned in his arms, "I said let me go, Mister Ranger."
"Please, Nʉ Sʉmʉ, give him just a moment with her. You have my word. He means her no
harm."
"Yeah, well, whether he means her harm or not, doesn't matter with Angel. She doesn't handle
disruptions to her schedule too well or new people. You should know that after yesterday.” He
could see the tears glistening in her eyes.
She brushed them off with the back of her hands, but that only succeeded in smearing dirt across
her alabaster skin. The rough pad of his thumb repeated the motion erasing both the smear and
her tears.
***
Jaycee forced herself to swallow the knot of fear that threatened to choke her. She had barely
slept all night. Not only was she afraid to leave her daughter unattended after such a violent
episode, but her mind could not seem to quiet the battle that raged inside. Things had gotten out
of control. Again.
She was somewhat used to the lack of control she felt when it came to her daughter's illness.
While she still had not learned to accept it, she had been living with it for so long that it was a
familiar enemy, perhaps the way people in war zones learned to live with terrorists.
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When she decided to return to practicing law, she had not thought that she would be opening the
door to let even more chaos into their lives. But it seemed that was what she had done with this
case. And this man.
She took a deep, steadying breath as she watched the older man kneeling before her daughter.
Granted, he seemed as harmless as Rex asserted, but still, it was not him that she worried about.
It was her daughter's reaction to him, to anything new or different in their small world. She
sighed as the child smiled back at the man, they seemed to be laughing at something, even Lupe
joined in the mirth.
She looked up into the handsome man, who haunted what few moments of sleep she had
managed to get the night before. Every time her eyes closed, the dreams of him filled her mind.
His lips hot against hers, his hands were caressing her body. Going further than he ever had,
burrowing between her legs, he rubbed the tender flesh until she cried out and arched off the bed,
a powerful orgasm draining her of all energy and calming her turbulent mind.
His forehead leaned against hers, "Fuck woman! Do not think about that when we are
surrounded by people, when we have those horses to see to."
Jaycee blushed a beet red as she remembered that this man could read her thoughts. What must
he think of her? Of the wild and kinky fantasies that had never seemed to be a problem until he
came into her life. "That's it. It's all your fault. You're planting these ideas in my mind
somehow."
"Afraid not. Those fantasies are all yours, sweetheart. One day soon, I'll share a few of my own
with you, though." His thumb brushed her cheek once more, and she fought everything inside of
her to keep from leaning into the tender caress. "But right now, we need to get those horses out
of the trailer and settled."
"In a minute. I just need to check on Angel. See how she's feeling. I mean, after yesterday…"
Jaycee blushed as she admitted how vulnerable she felt. "I just need to make sure she is okay."
Rex studied her for a moment. Those lips that had been so hot and firm in her dreams twitched a
bit at the corners before turning up in a soft smile. "Alright. I want you to meet Grandfather
anyway."
She tried to think about anything except the delicious feel of his hand at the small of her back. It
was protective and yet promised a thousand erotic delights at the same time. It was her turn to
curse as she caught herself once more and knew from one sideways glance that he had heard
every single thought. 'One times one is one, one times two is two, one times three is three.'
Deep, rich laughter wrapped about her as his eyes caught hers, "And here I thought you would
take to reciting line and verse of the law."
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"Yeah, well, that takes too much work to remember, and my brain doesn't work that well when
I'm around you." Her hand flew to cover her mouth as she realized how much she had revealed to
him with her words.
"It's okay, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. Mine does not work so well around you, either." His blond head nodded
towards the truck and trailer. "I know we should get to those horses, but all I can think about is
making you laugh, erasing those tiny worry lines that crease your forehead, and carrying you
inside to that bed and re-enacting every single one of those erotic dreams of yours.”
His heavy sigh and slight smile did those funny things to her tummy again. “But there are too
many people around, and those horses do need our attention. So, let's go check up on
Grandfather and Angel, then get our work done."
They headed across the yard towards the small group on the porch. "Grandfather, may I present
Jaycee Riley. Nʉ Sʉmʉ, I would like you to meet my grandfather, Raymond Greywolf."
She studied the man as he held out a weathered and slightly misshapen hand. "It's a pleasure to
meet you," she said as she took it.
She shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot as the man's dark eyes seemed to bore into her very
soul. It was worse because of how vulnerable she felt knowing that his grandson read her every
thought, his protective hand at the small of her back moved up to drape over her shoulder in a
clear show of possession that had all three people on the porch smiling broadly.
"No, child, it is I, who am honored to meet you. I have waited long for this day, to know that my
Rex's soul is safe in the care of his mate."
Jaycee would have protested the man's wild assumption except for the bright light that shone in
those eyes. What would it hurt to let him think what he liked if it brought him happiness? He
looked like a man who had seen far too little of it in his lifetime.
He turned towards her daughter and held out his other hand. Angel stepped forward with a huge
grin, "And this special one is but an added blessing from the Great Spirit. I am humbled and
honored to count you both among our family."
Jaycee opened her mouth to correct the man. She could not allow Angel to get caught up in this
fantasy. But as her daughter's tiny hand meet the mangled dark one, she felt a zing of power.
Like a static electric shock but a thousand, hundred-thousand, times more powerful. If not for
Rex's arm about her shoulder and his other hand that came up to encircle her waist, she would
have collapsed from the power of it.
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"What the fuck?" She was shocked by it all that she forgot to filter her words around Angel. Her
knees threatened to buckle as her eyes traveled back and forth between the older man and her
child.
"See to the animals, my son. I will speak with your woman and child." The man as he patted the
wooden porch next to him. "Sit, my daughter, there is much I want to ask you."
Panic welled up inside of her. Since the moment she laid eyes on Rex Ranger in that courtroom,
she had felt that her life was spiraling out of control. Looking into the black depths of this man's
eyes, it felt more like water circling the drain, and she was just a couple of turns from being
sucked under forever. She fought to breathe as fear of what lay on the other side of that drain
consumed her.
Then she felt Rex’s strength holding her up, "No, grandfather. You take Angel inside for a bit. I
will see to the horses and my woman."
Rex exchanged a stare with the old man, and for a moment, Jaycee felt that perhaps they
communicated in some unspoken manner. But that was crazy. As crazy as him reading her mind?
She began to laugh hysterically.
Lupe looked at her oddly as she stepped forward, "Yes, Señor, I am sure that la niña would like
to show you her room. She has many horses there, do you not, Angel?"
Her daughter beamed, actually glowed, at the man as she tugged on his arthritic hand. Jaycee
squinted as for a split second, it seemed that the man's fingers straightened under Angel's touch.
She shook her head. Nothing made sense in the world anymore. And she feared nothing ever
would again.
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Chapter 4
Rex guided Jaycee towards the horse trailer, where Hector was working to soothe the excited
animals with small pieces of apple and carrot. Her silence and acquiescence were as worrisome
as her thoughts. His Jaycee was anything but quiet and docile. She was the most beautiful
mustang filly running free across the rough terrain of the Hill Country. She was…she was perfect
for him.
But he recognized too how accurate her thoughts were. In less than two days, her world had been
turned on its head. He was asking her to understand and accept things that were beyond
explanation. He smiled as he thought of the trouble she would make when this telepathy became
a two-way street. But there was much that they needed to settle before that could happen.
And these horses were the first thing. "How are they doing, Hector?" The older man had much
more experience with this quality of horseflesh than either he or Jaycee.
"The road was not easy on them, Señor Rex. The stallion is very skittish. He will not even take
the food from my hand. The gelding took a bit of apple but moved away quickly." The man's
voice was barely more than a whisper, and Rex thanked his ancestors for his heightened senses
that allowed him to catch each word. "The younger filly, she is much calmer. But that may just
be an illusion. I can feel her heart bounding still."
Rex smiled, was the man speaking of the horse or his mate? His arm about her waist was the
only thing holding her up at the moment as she struggled to make sense of things that defied
explanation. "Which do we move to the barn first?"
"Not yet, Mister Rex. Let me speak with them a bit more first. If you and Miss Jaycee will make
certain that the stalls are ready for them." He reached a hand slowly through the small open
window of the trailer.
Rex led the still silent woman towards the barn. He needed to rouse her from her cogitations. Her
beautiful mind was like a prize-winning old hunting hound who had lost the scent and was
circling round and round, trying to find something to catch the trail again.
Once they were inside the barn, he pulled her into his arms, pinning her against the wooden door
frame as his mouth took hers. He had meant to be gentle and coaxing, but the hours without her
and the long night with the distant but never-ending scent of her anxiety, had eaten at his mind.
He needed to taste her as much to know that she was still real as he did to shake her from her
ruminations.
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For a moment, she remained that docile compliant softness beneath him. It was her soft
whimpers that fed his soul as his hand came up between them to cup her breast. His thumb found
her hard nipple and brushed back and forth across it through the layers of her shirt and bra. He
was sorely tempted to tear them all away, to claim her, and put it all to an end.
But it was not this submissive and confused creature he wanted. He longed for her biting words
and that strong spirit that challenged him to be more than he had ever been before. He needed her
strength as much as she needed his. She was his very breath, his Nʉ Sʉmʉ.
Then he felt it…the shift inside of her mind as her hunger overcame the confusion of her earlier
thoughts. Her actions followed suit as her hands wrapped about his shoulders, drawing him
closer. Her tongue came to life as it battled with his. But when she arched her chest into his
caress and growled like a bitch in heat, it was nearly his undoing.
He fought for control as she fanned flames inside of him that threatened to ignite them both. But
the inferno would be a hell of a way to go. Rex gained enough self-control to slow the pace. His
kisses became the tender caresses he had meant them to be in the beginning.
Then he found himself flat on his butt in the hay and dust of the barn floor. He laughed as he
picked up a handful of the straw and threw it at her. "Vixen."
***
Jaycee was not sure what she expected of this man. How could she be really? She barely knew
him even though something inside of her screamed that she knew him better than she knew
herself. Then again, her marriage should have taught her that you never really knew anyone.
One thing was certain a handful of hay was not what she had expected when she had shoved him
away and sent him spiraling towards the indignity of that dusty barn floor. She supposed she
deserved that tiny bit of retaliation. She hugged her side as she looked down at the big man
sprawled so indignantly upon the ground.
"What's so funny, woman?"
"Nothing," she mumbled through fits of laughter that threatened to bring tears to her eyes.
"Absolutely nothing."
She watched as he rose to his full height, dusting off his jeans as he smiled at her. "We don't
want them thinking we just had a quick roll in the hay, now do we?"
"And I thought you said that a roll in the hay with you would not be quick, lover boy?"
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His face lost its lightness as it clouded with the passion that they had shared only moments
before, "It won’t be. And neither will it be a literal roll in the hay, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. You deserve silky
rose petals, not rough hay."
"You know, with a silver tongue like that, you could do much better than a bitter single mother
with a sick child and the weight of the world on her shoulders."
She was not usually the type for self-pity. Where that burst of unadulterated honesty came from,
she was not sure. Jaycee squared her shoulders and turned her back as she fought back the tears
at the thought of this man with another woman. Her mind proceeded to list every single one of
the reasons that this could never work.
But the soft hand that rested comfortingly upon her shoulder made a lie of every last one of them
as did his soft words whispered next to her ear, "You forget the only one that matters, Nʉ Sʉmʉ.
You are mine. The other half of my dark soul created by the Great Spirit from the beginning of
time. And if you think for one minute that I am letting any of those things stand in our way, well,
you will just have to see."
He turned her gently and stared down at her as his finger brushed the smile lines around her
mouth, "You are even more beautiful when you laugh, Jaycee."
She shook her head as she tried to remember the last time she had laughed, really laughed. Not
the bittersweet chuckles of irony that accompanied each small victory that she and Angel grasp
from cruel Fate, but genuine, honest to goodness laughter that came from the heart.
"I will consider it my job to make certain a day does not go by for the rest of our lives without
laughter then, Nʉ Sʉmʉ," he whispered as he placed an almost solemn kiss on her forehead.
Jaycee once more found herself fighting back the tears, but she fought back hope even harder.
Hope that for once, she would not be alone, would not face every damned burden that seemed
sent just to break her all alone. But she knew it was just an illusion. She was the only person that
she could count on in the end.
Sure, she might have good friends like Hector and Lupe to help. In the end, they went home each
night, and she was left alone in the darkness to face her demons. Alone.
***
Rex thought about arguing with her, but he realized that it would be futile. Words would never
convince this woman. She was a master wordsmith. She crafted them for her purposes, to win
cases for her clients. Her opponents used those same words to try and wrest that victory from
her. Words were not real. They were merely weapons to be used, lies to be carefully crafted to
suit the purpose.
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Only actions would convince this woman of his true intent. "Everything looks fine here. Let's go
back to the house and check on Angel and grandfather until Hector is ready for us."
She nodded, but this time it was she that took the lead. Rex smiled as he watched her assume the
reins once more. There was his woman. His strong, brave, if slightly cynical Nʉ Sʉmʉ. She
paused for just a moment to confer with Hector before leading them back to the small house.
As they entered, Rex took the opportunity to look around for the first time. He had been too
focused upon the little girl and his woman yesterday to notice anything beyond the fact that the
room was warm and safe for his charges. But now he saw the wood-burning stove that gave a
cozy warmth to the place even when it was not in use.
The rest of the place was like his woman, functional though he guessed that most of it was a
pish-posh of odds and ends that she had found at yards sales and thrift stores. But they were all
arranged to make the most of their country feel. Despite all that or maybe because of it, this place
felt like home.
She led him into the kitchen, where Lupe was working away busily. He smiled at the fragrant
reminder, "Mole?"
The older woman turned with a smile and nodded, "Si, Señor. It is my Hector's favorite. And his
reward for working so hard for Miss Jaycee."
He tried for his best boyish grin as he snuck up to the stove and dipped the end of his finger
around the edge of the bubbling brew, "I don't suppose there will be any extra?"
The woman laughed and swatted at his hand with the back of her wooden spoon. "Not if you
keep sneaking around like that. I doubt that after feeding three hungry men, there will be any
left."
He smiled and kissed the woman on her weathered cheek. It was not just the food or her genuine
care for his woman's child or even the devotion that this couple showed them. It was the
knowledge that there were still good people in this world. That this couple had been there for his
woman before he knew her. It was a humbling thought as he swore that this couple would come
under his protection as much as his Nʉ Sʉmʉ and Angel.
"You can stay and try charming Lupe if you want, but I am going to check on Angel and your
grandfather." Jaycee crossed her arms over her chest. Rex smiled, did he detect just a hint of
jealousy?
He followed the gentle swaying of her hips in the tight jeans, hypnotized by its seductive call
until his brain was throbbing with need as much as the stony ridge behind his zipper. His woman
was leading him a merry ole' chase…and he would not want it any other way. It would only
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make her final surrender all the sweeter. He, on the other hand, had already surrendered. Was
forever in her power.
***
Jaycee damned those tears that seemed ever-present as she watched the tiny dark head with its
halo of tight curls bent so close to the grey streaked one. It was as if the two of them had known
one another forever. As if they alone shared the secrets of the universe as they bent conferring
over the pages of Angel's favorite book about horses.
Rex's grandfather looked up at her with a soft smile as her daughter tugged on his shirt, "Read,
read."
Jaycee returned the smile as she stepped into the room. "Mister Greywolf probably needs a
break, sweetheart…and you need a nap."
She could tell by the pout that immediately rose on her daughter's full lips that a storm was
brewing. She was tempted to give in…to allow the child her story.
She was never comfortable with her child's meltdowns. She had adopted that term because
temper tantrum simply was not accurate. There was little manipulative about her daughter, and
these outbursts had nothing to do with getting her way. Once a meltdown began, not even giving
her what she wanted would stop them.
But there were other reasons as well. The seizure diary that Jaycee meticulously kept indicated
that there was some correlation between these outbursts and her fits. Which was the cause and
which was the effect she could not seem to fathom? At times it seemed a little of both, like a
vicious cycle. Especially around strangers, she was never comfortable having people see her
child at her worst.
Hell, even her ex-husband, had blamed her, calling her an over-protective and permissive
mother. Sean had even blamed her for their child's illness, claiming it was probably the effect of
some drug that Jaycee's mother had done when she was pregnant with her. The stings of being a
'bad' mother were terrible enough from the man she had once thought she loved. She did not
need them from total strangers.
There it was again. That damned calming hand on her shoulder. She shrugged hard, trying to
dislodge it as she fought to regain control of this situation.
"Your mother is right, my little warrior. This old man must help the others with those horses. But
by the time that you wake from your nap, they will be in the corral, and we will watch them run
together. I will show you how to read their spirits," the old man said in the softest of tones as if
he were hypnotizing her daughter…and perhaps her as well.
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She shook her head and tried to fight off the comforting feeling as if they belonged. As if she and
Angel were tied somehow to these strangers. It was foolish. They barely knew the older man or
even his grandson. And Jaycee had never been the type of woman to engage in flights of fancy.
Except maybe when she indulged in her books.
But this was no book. This was her life…and her daughter's. She shook off that web of deception
and walked over to her daughter's bed. Its big pink princess canopy was the one luxury that she
had indulged in when setting up this new home on the tightest of budgets. She had put all that
she had into this room, just as she had her only child. That was how it should be, how it was
going to remain, she told herself as she took the book from the older man's gnarled hands.
"Mommy will read to you until you go to sleep, Angel Princess."
She watched the tension drain from her child's face, and she sighed a deep breath of relief that
one disaster had been diverted as she settled into the bed next to her daughter.
The old man slipped from the room with a nod to his grandson, "I will see you outside, my son."
Rex nodded, but rather than follow behind his grandfather, he walked to the bed. He bent and
lightly kissed the top of her little girl's curls. "Sleep well, Angel mine."
The way that her child just accepted this intimate show and words of possession ate at her. She
knew that her child thirsted for her absentee father's affection. As a former foster child, it was a
feeling she knew all too well.
She had done absolutely everything she could to make up for Sean's lack. At times she had
convinced herself that she had succeeded, that her love was enough for both mother and father.
But less than an hour with these men shattered that illusion and made Jaycee feel as inadequate
as a mother as she had as a child after each meet and greet with prospective parents, who never
wanted to take her home.
Then it was her turn, and his lips brushed her cheek softly. "You are a wonderful mother. But
you can never be a father. That is not how this world works, Nʉ Sʉmʉ." He drew back slowly
and smiled down at her almost sadly, "You are not alone anymore. And I swear that I will do
everything I can to make you see that. I very much want to take you home, Jaycee."
Then he turned and left. Jaycee was left alone with her confused mind that seemed a volcano
ready to erupt at any moment. Her duty was clear, to read the story to the sleepy child. She
forced back her thoughts that bubbled and boiled as she began to read the book almost from
memory.
As she neared the end of the chapter, she stared down into Angel's brown eyes as her lids drifted
lower, "Grandfather says that I am a very special little girl, Mommy. Just like you do."
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Jaycee fought back the anger as she gently arranged her daughter on the bed. She kissed her head
gently in stark contrast to the rage boiling in her gut. "Grandfather indeed. Time for a showdown
Mister Ranger."
***
Rex heard her coming before he saw her. The loud slamming of the front door announced her
presence as surely as the hands upon those curvy hips that swayed so beautifully in the early
afternoon warmth. Damn, the woman was even more beautiful when she was mad…if that was
possible.
She was upon him in less than thirty seconds. Her dainty little finger poking into his chest as her
cheeks flamed scarlet. He knew he should be listening to every word that she said, but he was too
busy listening instead to what she thought.
His woman was scared, mortally terrified, that he and now his grandfather was getting too close.
He shook his head and fought back both rage and tears, not at her, but for her. His woman had
been alone so long that it was all she knew. This new feeling of needing someone else was so
foreign that it frightened her more than she wanted to admit.
"And who does your grandfather think he is coming in here and telling Angel that she may call
him 'grandfather'?"
Rex drew a deep and calming breath. Only one thing was absolutely clear. The one thing he
could not do was the one thing she was trying to make him do - back down. She wanted him to
leave. Or rather that was what she had decided was best…that he should go before she came to
actually need him.
She was trying to force him to do the one thing that she did not want him to do. Inside her, deep
inside, she longed to be able to lay even just a tiny bit of her burdens on his broad shoulders. The
problem was that she had been carrying them all alone for so long that she did not know how to
let them go, any of them.
His job was to show her that path. His task was to teach her honor and faithfulness in a world
that had robbed her of such things from birth. It was a monumental task, but one at which he
could not afford to fail.
His grandfather tapped Jaycee softly on the shoulder, and she spun around, glaring at him for a
moment as well.
"I apologize, child. I am sorry if I offended you. Grandfather is the name which I am called much
more often than Ray.”
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“It is not just my grandson and nephews who use it, but half of the town where I live and many
of those among the Nation. It is more of a title of respect than familiarity. I am sorry that I did
not explain that to you as I did to the Angel."
Rex watched his woman. He was proud of the way that the great oak could bend…both of them.
He knew her words before she opened her mouth. "I am sorry too, Mister Greywolf. You are
right; I did not understand that."
His grandfather smiled and took his woman's hand. "Is it too much for this old man to hope that
you too might be persuaded to call me Grandfather?"
Rex’s arm went about her waist immediately. He knew it was all that was keeping her on her
feet. How had his grandfather shattered the wall that he thought impregnable? But he felt it, he
knew it. Even as she smiled, nodded, and whispered, "Yes, Grandfather."
Rex knew something else too. This was only a temporary truce in their battles of love. She still
feared that which she wanted the most. Love. Trust. Need. Him.
But right now, it was her physical needs that battered at him most. "Excuse me, Hector,
Grandfather. Can you finish putting the horses away? I need to speak with Jaycee alone."
He did not bother to wait to see the nod from both men. He wanted to scoop her up into his arms
and carry her into the house before she collapsed. An action that was certain to lead to a fight, an
unnecessary one. As it was, his arm about her waist did much the same thing as he led her
through the front door.
"Where is your room?"
"Please, now is not the time for another round of kissy-face, Mister Ranger. I am too confused
and tired to handle it or you."
It was a breakthrough of sorts. Did she realize how completely honest she was with him? "I
know that. But beds are for more than just making love, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. And right now, you need
sleep even more than your body needs mine."
She shook her head, but he noticed that even those movements were slower, less sure than usual.
"I can't. I need to help ya'll settle the horses. I have to check on Angel. I should probably see if
Lupe needs anything in the kitchen. I have a court appearance next Tuesday."
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Her list was exhausting, even to him. And for the first time, he truly understood the depth of his
woman's responsibilities and their weight upon such tiny shoulders. His respect for her grew
accordingly.
"Hector, Grandfather, and I can handle the horses. And if Lupe needed your help, I am sure she
would ask for it. If it makes you feel better, I will check on her after I put you to bed and ask her
to keep an eye on Angel while you rest.”
“As for your case? Well, I am sure that it will be much easier to think once you have a bit of
rest," his fingers traced the dark shadows beneath her eyes even as he noticed the glassy layer of
tears that she just barely managed to hold back.
"Now, woman, your choices are to show me your bedroom so I can tuck you in, or I will throw
you over my shoulder and go looking for it myself." Rex tried to keep his expression nonthreatening and jovial, but he meant every word. He always would with this woman.
"You would too, wouldn't you?" She led the way down the hall to the closed door just across the
hallway from Angel's room. "You don't need to tuck me in. I am a big girl. I have been doing
it…"
'All my life,' he caught the unspoken words in her mind, and it was he whose vision was clouded
with tears.
His childhood might have been difficult with scientist parents seeking scientific answers for their
only child's 'shortcomings.' But he had never questioned that they loved him, even after the
divorce. And of course, Grandfather had been the stalwart rock upon which he could always
count.
But his woman had had none of that. She had faced it all alone. And her few disjointed thoughts
of Angel's father made him believe that her marriage had not been much more than a legal
partnership. It was no wonder that she found it so hard to trust…and even harder to believe.
He opened the door and, for a moment, thought perhaps they had the wrong room. The first thing
he saw was the desk and locked file cabinets that dominated the room. The place looked like
what it was her office. It was a moment before his eyes lit upon the small daybed in the other
corner of the room.
"I usually sleep with Angel anyway," she murmured.
He led her across to the bed. She half sat and half-collapsed onto it. He tried to block out the
cacophony of disjointed thoughts that beat at her already exhausted brain. It was as if she could
not even manage to focus upon a single one.
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He pulled off her boots and gently lifted her feet onto the bed. He grabbed a quilt from the end of
the bed and unfolded it, tucking it around her just as he said he would.
He wanted to climb into that bed and hold her tight in his arms, promise her that everything
would be all right now. But he knew that would only scare and confuse her more right now.
Besides, he knew too what that kind of closeness would do to his body.
No, the best option was to do what he promised…help Hector and Grandfather settle those
horses and make sure that Lupe watched the child. That was what she needed from him right
now - to carry just a tiny bit of the weight that was dragging her down. To show her that she
could depend on someone else. That she could trust him.
He bent to kiss her forehead, but despite all her protests, her eyes were closed already. "I'll just
rest for a moment," she whispered. 'Can't afford to drop my guard,' he heard even louder in his
mind as she drifted off into sleep.
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Chapter 5
Jaycee leaned against the wooden column of her front porch. It was late. After midnight. Too
late. She knew that she should be in bed. After a fitful evening, she had finally managed to get
Angel down. She should have gone to bed then. But she needed to check on the horses one more
time. Or so she told herself.
There was also work to be done for a new client. A divorce. It would not be an easy case. But
this one was troublesome at best. Her client claimed domestic violence against her husband of
almost fifteen years. That would be bad enough, but she also claimed that he had abused their
daughters. That alone ripped Jaycee’s heart out.
But the worst part of it all was the lack of evidence of any abuse because her client had dared not
call the police. After all, her husband was sheriff of the small town where they lived. Wanda
Kerr had come to Jaycee because she was another woman, a divorced mother, and lived two
counties over. But Jaycee knew that offered the woman or herself little protection.
Texas still had its ‘good ole’ boy’ network. A phone call or two would be all that it took for the
woman’s husband to locate the domestic violence shelter where she had placed her and the
children while she filed the legal paperwork for the restraining order. A restraining order that
even she knew was useless against a determined abuser, especially one this powerful.
It was a dilemma that she had been pondering for days. Even if the woman could bring herself to
flee, to beg the family that she had been estranged from since the early years of her marriage for
help, to take the children across state lines without their father’s approval was custodial
interference at the least, and possibly kidnapping.
Jaycee shook her head. Sometimes she hated her job that was nothing about justice or fairness.
She laughed as she half-remembered some line from the ancient philosopher Plato’s Republic.
One of her first-year law professors had written it in big letters across the blackboard on the first
day of class. “Justice is serving the interests of the stronger.”
It was a lesson that she never seemed to learn. She let her shoulders slump for a moment, almost
anticipating the long hard fight that would likely end in some sort of horrible compromise that
kept her client under the man’s control through the children.
She should head back into the house. Climb into bed and try to sleep. But sleep had become both
friend and enemy. Since Angel’s first seizure, it was nothing more than a simple necessity. One
that she tried to get by on the least that she possibly could. But now as her practice was
beginning to grow again, and the burdens piling higher and higher, even that necessity was
becoming a burden.
-53-

If that was not bad enough, every single time she closed her eyes, she found herself caught in the
silky spider’s web of erotic dreams about him. Rex Ranger. The damned man had become some
fucking addiction for her. Since that first encounter in the courtroom, she could not get him out
of her mind. And his visits every couple of days to check on the horses did not help.
Since she had woken up almost at dusk that night to discover, the horses safely ensconced in the
corral and everyone talking and laughing on the front porch over bowls of Lupe’s mole, she had
felt…
Honestly, she was not sure what she felt. On the one hand, the man was proving his point about
being there. He usually managed to make his ‘animal welfare checks’ at the end of his workday.
He would complete that duty, and then he would find some excuse to remain.
Angel gave him plenty. Jaycee might remain reluctant to accept his presence in their lives, but
her daughter was not. The little traitor usually managed to convince him to assist her with a pony
ride using the excuse that Mommy and Hector were too busy, not that she had even bothered to
ask either of them earlier.
If not a ride, then she wanted to hear another of his stories about ‘Grandfather’ or his ranch. Over
half of the time, those big brown eyes would turn to Jaycee and beg, “It’s okay if Rex stays for
dinner, right, Mommy?”
If her daughter’s puppy eyes were not bad enough, she usually had to contend with another set of
big sky-blue ones. She often wondered how a man that looked more like a Viking warrior could
be Native American.
That was not all she wondered about. Because at some point almost every visit, the man would
manage to sneak in a kiss somehow. A kiss? What an understatement! It was those kisses that
made her whole body ache with a need that she had never thought herself capable of having,
which only seemed to fuel her dreams.
They would begin almost the moment her eyes closed with a slow-motion, instant replay of the
latest kiss. But they never ended there. It became a configuration of the taste of those kisses,
every naughty book she had ever read, and her darkest fantasies.
Until she woke up sweating with her skin on fire, her nipples hard, and her thighs sticky from her
juices that had leaked until they practically soaked her sheets. And the realization that it was
more than just a dream somehow as her body still thrummed with the after-effects of the dreaminduced orgasms.
“Damn the man! I should just sleep with him to get it out of my system. There is no way in hell;
he can be that good.”
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Perhaps the disappointment of that reality, of making love with Rex Ranger, would free her mind
and body to focus upon the things that she needed to, like her daughter and career?
It was getting later, and there was no point in delaying the inevitable any longer. Jaycee was
turning to go back into the house when she heard the dog bark, followed by the high-pitched, and
frightened whiny of a horse. Jaycee felt the fear shoot down her spine like lightning. She froze
where she stood.
Unlike most of the state, she was not a fan of guns. At that moment, she wished she had been.
She was a woman alone with a sick child and three valuable, thoroughbred horses. She tried to
think of what she could use as a weapon? A kitchen knife? A heavy iron skillet? But there was
nothing really.
She reached for the phone in the pocket of her jeans. Her fingers trembled as she punched in the
code to unlock it. She knew she should call nine-one-one, but what if this was related to her new
client? What if she could not trust the law?
Hector was just a ways down the road, but until she knew what she was dealing with, she did not
want to endanger her friend. A wild animal was one thing, but the two-legged ones could be
much more dangerous.
The barking got louder, and a second horse joined the other in its cries for help. Without
stopping to consider why she dialed him. She was not even sure she heard it ring when his deep
voice cried out over the line, “What is it, Nʉ Sʉmʉ?”
***
Rex had spent the whole evening pacing the small apartment that never felt like home.
Something was wrong. He could feel it like bugs crawling just under his skin. But he had not
known what.
The past couple of weeks had been heaven - and hell. He had loved every minute he spent
getting to know her and their little girl. Genetics aside, that was how he saw his Angel. And he
did not think it any coincidence that the child had been born with ‘the gift.’
He and Grandfather had probed as gently as they could into the child’s background. Her father
was African-American, but that did not mean he could not also have bits of Native American as
well. It had once been all too common for the minorities, who were persecuted by the ‘white
man’ to intermarry. Of course, Jaycee herself was the more likely candidate for her daughter’s
gifts. And she knew next to nothing about her heritage.
As Grandfather said, where the gifts came from mattered little. What became of them was the
critical issue. And history was not on their side. His grandfather had been reluctant to speak of it.
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But in the end, Rex had convinced the man that he needed to know, if he was to protect and care
for what was his now. But the truth had frightened even him. Of the handful of female children,
who had been born with the gift, that they knew about from their fractured history, none had
survived to adulthood.
He had bitten back bile at the idea of anything happening to the precious little girl whom her
mother had so aptly named Angel. But the next thought had frozen his blood, how would Jaycee
survive without her child? He had wanted to cry out at the unfairness of it all, at the nasty way
that the scales of Fate were stacked against them. But what would have been the point?
So instead of getting caught up in hopelessness, Rex had demanded that his Grandfather tell him
all that he knew…anything that might save his daughter. He had never more fully appreciated the
gentle guiding hand of his Grandfather in his life until then. As they spoke of how to slowly train
the child to accept her gifts and embrace her destiny. It seemed a gargantuan task to Rex, but he
reminded himself that he of all people could understand.
But now this. This new danger. Whatever it was. He had reached for his phone where it lay with
his keys and wallet on the table, even before it rang. He had known. He would always know
when she needed him. He had told her that, but not even he had realized how deep that knowing
went. Until now.
As he waited for her to respond, he had never felt so helpless, alone, or scared. If anything
happened to either of them, he knew he would become the monster that dwelled just beneath the
surface. The monster that only she could temper. “Jaycee?” He begged her to respond.
When she did, it was a low whisper that was barely audible. He strained to hear her over the
noise in the background. He tried to identify the sounds. A dog was barking for sure. But was
that the horses? He focused on the sound of her voice.
“I don’t know, but something is wrong. One of the dogs started to bark and then the horse.
Something is not right…” Her voice trailed off. He could hear the fear in it, and that ate at his gut
like a wolf who tore open the underside of its prey.
And he was too far away. Much too fucking far to help. To get to them in time. Damn it! He
should have claimed her days ago, made her his, once and for all. Then he would have been there
to protect them, to care for his girls. But he had wanted to give her time to get to know him, trust
him, and perhaps even begin to love him as he loved her.
Now, all that may have been futile. His own undoing. Suppose he could not get to them in time.
But he refused to think like that. Now that he had found her, he would find a way.
“Listen to me, Jaycee. You stay in the house. Lock yourself in the bedroom with Angel. Call the
cops. I will be there as soon as I can,” he promised even as he reached for the keys to his truck
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on the table. He gathered them and his wallet. He was about to walk out the door when he turned
back towards his bedroom.
Her voice trembled as she spoke, “I can’t, Rex. I have to check on the horses. See what is
spooking them.”
He cursed as he crossed the room to his gun safe and punched in the combination. He knew that
these were the least powerful of the weapons at his disposal. But if he could use them instead of
the ones that lived inside of him, he would. He was not ready yet to explain all that to her. Not
yet. She needed more time.
“The horses be damned. You need to take care of you and Angel. Do you hear me, Woman?” he
demanded as he lifted his shotgun and grabbed a box of ammunition from the safe.
He slammed the door and headed back outside. He knew he could probably get there faster if he
stopped somewhere outside the city and transformed, but again he did not want to have too many
questions to answer. Yet.
“I can’t, Rex. I am responsible for them. I promised the Judge and your boss.” He could hear
how torn she was, but he could feel it even more potently.
“Jaycee, listen to me. They are animals. Animals can take care of themselves better than people
can. Lock yourself in the bedroom with that little girl until I get there,” he pleaded.
“I’m hanging up now, Rex. I will call the police before I go check on them, though.”
There was a pause as he sought words that would stop her, but he knew there were none. His Nʉ
Sʉmʉ was a strong and stubborn woman. His woman.
“Be careful. I love you, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. I will be there as soon as I can.” Rex climbed into the cab of
his truck. He pounded the steering wheel in pure frustration as the line went dead.
He was too far away, but he knew someone who was not. He found the number among his
contacts and dialed it. He was surprised when the man answered on the first ring. “The dog woke
us up. I am dressed and going there now.” Hector tried to reassure him.
Rex swallowed back the gratitude. There would be time for that later. Right now, he needed to
let the man do what he could not. But not again. Never again would he be too far to protect what
was his. Never again would another man need to do what was his responsibility…his pleasure.
“Be careful,” was all he said as he gunned out of the apartment complex and broke every speed
limit, there was to get to them.

-57-

Once he was on the Interstate and racing towards them, he made the other call that he needed to.
“Come now and bring the horse trailer,” was all he needed to say. He knew that his Grandfather
would do what he asked without question. Explanations would come later.
That final task completed, the moments seemed to drag out into eternity as his skin itched
uncomfortably. The demon was clawing its way to the surface, demanding to be released. Urging
to do what he could not. Protect what was theirs.
But he kept it caged, just barely. And he prayed. To his ancestors. To his mother’s Christian god.
To Fate. To anything that was out there, if anything was. He prayed that he would get there in
time. That his woman and child would be safe. That was all that mattered.
Each breath burned in Rex’s oxygen-starved lungs. Each mile that had become so familiar these
past weeks seemed longer and slower than ever. Each passing moment was a struggle to keep the
beast raging within him leashed. He debated over and over parking the truck and taking off
across country on hoof or paw. But he was not ready yet. Not ready to reveal all to Jaycee.
His senses were so bombarded and on edge that he almost missed the turn-off to her home. He
knew he took it too sharp and too fast, but his muscles that strained against their human
constraints welcomed the challenge of controlling tons of metal, plastic, and glass. It helped him
to remain focused, just long enough to come to a shrieking halt as close to the house as he could
get.
Which was not that close with Hector’s truck and three police cars with flashing lights and sirens
parked out front. His eyes scanned the crowd quickly, looking for just one thing. One person.
Her. His Nʉ Sʉmʉ. But he did not see her. His heart that had been beating too fast came to a
sudden halt as if it might burst from his chest into his too-tight throat. Where was she?
He would know. Surely, he would know if something had happened to her. Even as on the edge
as he was, the unthinkable would have torn him apart. He held on to that thought. She was there
somewhere. She was alright. She had to be.
Still, worry and fear beat inside every cell of his being. He was not sure if it was his or hers. Or if
that even mattered. He only wanted to find her in this crowd. Touch her. Hold her. Reassure
himself that she and their daughter were safe. Nothing else mattered. Nothing.
He threw open the door of the truck and headed out. He was not sure where to go. The house was
ablaze. It seemed every single light was on. But he did not see his Angel either. All these lights
and noise must be a living hell on his daughter’s senses. If she had woken to this, he only hoped
that she had not had a particularly bad seizure. She had been doing a bit better lately.

-58-

He had taught her a couple of the ancient chants that his grandfather had once taught him. As
they had him, it helped to calm and center her, keep her mind focused until her tiny brain could
cope with the sensory overload. He had begun to hope that…
But now? What now? He was just about to shout in rage at the skies. He did lift his head to the
deepest, darkest part of the night sky. He closed his eyes and opened his other senses. Allowed
the beast as much reign as he dared. He smelled for her, turning slowly in a circle, stopping and
filling his lungs with deep inhalations each time.
Finally, he detected her. Or what he was almost certain was her. But her familiar scent was laced
too heavily with adrenaline. She smelled of fear. He sensed something else also. Something that
he could not mistake…blood. He sniffed again. He thanked all the gods of his people that it was
not her blood. That was something, at least.
He shook his head, anger and disgust laced with his own fear and worry. His Nʉ Sʉmʉ had faced
this all alone. That ate at him like cancer that grew in his gut. How had he allowed this to
happen? Why had he not stayed closer? Why had he not claimed what was his by all the rights of
ancient customs and Fate?
But he would deal with all of that later. Right now, he just wanted to find her. Hold her. Know
that she was well and truly safe.
He opened his eyes. He was facing the barn, which seemed to be the center of most of the
activity. He scanned the small crowd. He saw Hector’s face. It was drawn into a deep furrow.
The older man looked almost ashen in the bright lights of the police cars, which were aimed in
that direction.
Rex noted that Hector was talking with a deputy. The man was busy scribbling in a small black
notebook. Their heads kept turning towards the half-closed barn door. Light could be seen
through the cracks there as well. He took a step in that direction. He stopped when the door
opened a bit wider.
There she was. Framed in the soft glow that came from the flashlight that both she and the sheriff
held in their hands. The high beams of the police cars made her appear almost translucent. She
was so pale. He could even detect a slight tremble in her fingers as she held the flashlight.
Most of all, he could see the bright sheen of tears that were gathering in her eyes. His heart
splintered into a thousand pieces. He had done this. He had let her down. Something he had
sworn he would never do. But he had.
He wanted to go to her. He needed to go to her. To wrap her in his arms. To hold her close and
just know that she was safe. Guilt and shame ate at him. What right did he have? What right did
he have to even think of her as his? Let alone as his Nʉ Sʉmʉ?
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He loathed himself as he never had. Not even as that little ten-year-old boy who everyone, even
the teachers, made fun of. Never had he felt so inadequate. Such a failure.
She suddenly stopped whatever she was saying to the sheriff. She looked up. Almost as if she
could felt him as much as he sensed her. He knew that was not possible, not yet anyway. Her
eyes searched the crowd, scanned the dark. Then her gaze captured his.
His breath caught in his lung with fear. She must hate him for letting her down like this. He did
not blame her. He could never blame her for anything.
Instead, her mouth curved into a smile. A half-smile anyway. Nervous. Tired. Uncertain. But a
smile nonetheless, and that was all that mattered. She shook her head and turned back to the
sheriff to say something. He nodded slowly and turned towards the inside of the barn.
Then she took a step towards him. And another. Suddenly she was running towards him. And
nothing else mattered.
His heart came back together in an explosion of light and began to beat again. His own feet were
released from the manacles of fear and self-hatred that had bound him to this spot. He was racing
towards her as well. Towards his future. Towards his destiny. Towards his Nʉ Sʉmʉ. She was
safe, and that was all that mattered.
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Chapter 6
It did not make sense. None of it made a lick of sense to Jaycee. She wanted to stop, to come to a
screeching halt. This was crazy. Something out of an awful movie from one of those women’s
channels. The heroine racing into the arms of the hero. But as stupid and asinine as it sounded,
that was all she wanted. To feel his strong arms wrapped about her. To have him hold her and
tell her that everything was going to be okay.
Even if she knew that it was not. Even if she still trembled and quaked from the carnage that she
had seen with her own eyes this night. Even if every fiber of her being still feared that creature.
Even if she was loathed to face the unknown that seemed to be stalking her and her daughter.
That threatened everything she had re-built for them.
And like a stupid, silly woman, she just wanted to run into a man’s arms? Still, her feet kept
running towards him. Eating up yards with each step. Bringing her closer and closer to her
heart’s desire. Her eyes never left his face. His usually tan skin seemed paler. Was it the halogen
lights from the police cruisers? Or perhaps had he honestly feared for her?
Cared? Even half as much as he said he did? ‘He is here, isn’t he, stupid?’ whispered a little
voice in her that she dared not believe. It was the same voice that she had been battling since that
first day in the courthouse.
Was it the voice of her girlish dreams that she had thought long since dead? Was it the voice of
some weakness that dwelled deep within her, that sought a rescuer when she knew that no one
would save her or Angel but herself? Or perhaps was it the heart of woman herself, crying out
for what could not be?
But then they met somewhere in the middle. His arms went about her automatically. Not a single
word was said. And everything was all right. For the first time perhaps that night, likely years,
maybe even a lifetime, she felt safe. She felt secure. She felt truly home. She did not feel alone
anymore.
That scared her even more than the lifeless, bloody carcass that lay broken and mangled in the
barn. Still, she did not rouse. Instead, she buried herself deeper into him.
He smelled of sweat and man with just a hint of leather and mint. It was the oddest combination
but comforting somehow. She buried her face into his chest just over his heart. Its steady beat
just under her fingertips was the lullaby that, as a little girl, she had always dreamt a mother
would sing to her each night. This was where she belonged. In this man’s arms. That was the
only truth she knew at that moment.
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She was not sure how long they stayed like that. It seemed an eternity but was not long enough
as Rex just held her. His warm hand moved slowly up and down her back. The motion similar to
the one that she had used when Angel was a baby to burp her, but it was more comforting than
anything she could imagine.
Finally, after a long moment, he pulled back. Not much, and for that, she was eternally grateful
because, after a night of such excitement and a lifetime of misery, she was not sure that she could
stand on her own just then. The look on his face was grave even though he tried to force a smile.
When he spoke, his one-word question said all that she ever needed to know about this man.
“Angel?”
She wanted to laugh hysterically. She knew that tears she had been holding back for hours, for a
lifetime, were gathering behind her too heavy eyelids. This man had staked his job, his career, on
her ability to keep those horses safe. He had as much or even more riding on this. And his first
concern was her daughter?
Of course, it was only natural that she be concerned for her only child. After Angel’s first
seizure, Jaycee had grown accustomed to her father’s lack of interest in his child. So, why would
this man, this stranger whom she barely knew? Why would he place her little girl’s safety above
his career?
Her throat was tight, and her voice cracked when she finally found the strength to answer. “Lupe
is with her. She is alright. Well, as good as can be expected with all the lights and noise.”
The smile that broke across his handsome face then was genuine, if weak. The hand that had
been caressing her back landed soundly with a thud against her jean-clad bottom, sending a fine
cloud of dust into the air. “That is for disobeying me when I told you to lock yourself in the
house with her.”
Jaycee was not used to anyone telling her what to do. Certainly not a man. And despite all the
hype from those books and that movie about kink, spanking did nothing for her. It never had. She
shoved against his broad chest, trying to break away, trying once more to assert herself in this
situation. Even if she wanted nothing more than to give him control. She struggled for a long
moment against the steel bands of his arms. “Let me go.”
He chuckled, and the deep sound washed over her like cool water from a mountain spring
trickling through the parched desert. “That, sweetheart, is something I will never do. And I will
never again be so far away that I am helpless to be there for you when you need me, either.”
He bent and placed a soft kiss on her lips. The moment that his warm, soft lips touched hers, she
moaned softly and opened for him. He did not need a second invitation as his tongue danced and
warred with hers.
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For the first time in hours, Jaycee felt alive again. Her body flamed with need, even though she
knew almost a dozen people were milling about, perhaps even staring at them. She did not care.
She wrapped her arms tightly about his broad shoulders and just hung on for the ride.
When he finally did break the kiss, his smile lit up the dark night and those hidden corners of her
heart. “You go inside and check on our Angel. I’ll speak with the sheriff. See what else I can find
out.”
She opened her mouth to argue. Then she realized something. She was about to argue with him
over the very thing she wanted to do most. She would be arguing just for argument’s sake. For
the past hour, she had wanted nothing more than to run to the relative safety of her home, to hold
her little girl, and try to forget bloody mangled flesh. To just let someone else deal with this
mess.
And here he was offering to do exactly that. Why was she arguing? Some misplaced sense of
independence? Some ideal of women’s liberation that said she did not need a man? Well, she
had. She had been thrilled to see Hector when he arrived, and even more glad to see this one.
Honestly, she had been waiting for him to get here, sneaking glances at the road since even
before the sheriff and his deputies arrived.
Jaycee was not foolish enough now to argue with him. Not when he offered the very thing that
she wanted most. A break from all this. Instead, she closed her mouth and nodded her head. He
smiled once more and bent to kiss her again. But this time, he kept it light. Just a brief peck on
the lips as if to seal some bargain between them.
He released her from his arms then. For a moment, she felt unsteady on her feet. She wanted to
turn back into the safety and warmth of his embrace. But she needed to see how her daughter
was managing in all this chaos. Not well, she could be almost certain. That was a pity as she had
been having a good couple of weeks since Rex had been visiting so often.
She was on the bottom rung of the steps when she realized that she had not told him what
happened, what to expect in the barn. She turned back to look for him, but he was gone.
Disappeared in the night. Just like that thing had done. It sent a chill up her spine to think of it.
Another quick scan of the area did not reveal him. Jaycee shrugged and turned back towards the
house. He would soon discover the mess for himself. For now, she had another kind of mess to
deal with - her child’s health.
***
Rex made his way towards the barn. Even without all the people milling about, his nose would
have drawn him there. The smell of blood was overwhelming. It made his skin itch. It cried to
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the beast inside of him. And now, without her in his arms, that ugliness, which he had battled all
night, was reasserting itself.
He ran into Hector first. He was leaning against the hood of one of the police cruisers. The older
man looked like he had aged a decade since Rex had seen him just yesterday. His naturally
darker skin tone was faded to a pasty white. There were dark circles under his eyes, and his
shoulders slumped. Rex noticed that his hands were trembling as he wrung them together
nervously.
When Rex put his hand on the man’s arm, Hector jumped. He let up a small squeal as his dark
eyes met Rex’s. “Señor Rex,” he shook his head, “the sheriff says it was a wolf or a rabid dog.
But I saw it. I saw it myself. That thing was no normal wolf and certainly not un perro.”
Rex felt guilt now combined with the helplessness that he had battled since he first heard her
frightened voice on the phone. This was not how it should have been. He should not have sent
this man to do his job. Protecting his girls was his responsibility.
Now this man was paying for it. The way the man’s voice broke as he spoke stood in testament
to that fact. “Lo siento, I’m sorry, mi amigo,” was all that Rex could do now. And promise
himself - never again.
The man shook his head that seemed greyer overnight. “It was a beast, Señor Rex. Chupacabra.
It was una Chupacabra, Señor. I swear. Madre de Dios, I saw it myself. It had no hair, and its
back stood up high. I saw the blood on its fangs, and I thought it was going for Miss Jaycee.
Then it looked right at me and snarled. That sound was no animal. It was more like a wounded
man crying out.”
Rex listened to every word, absorbed them as a new fear began to dawn inside of him. Was this
his fault? Had he brought this creature to their door? Was it the bond that he shared with Jaycee
that called this monster to his family? He did not have the answers, but the man that would was
likely already on his way here now.
He squeezed Hector’s shoulder, “I believe you.” That was the problem. He did believe Hector.
He knew the man told the truth or as much of it as he knew. Because Rex was one of the few
people who knew the truth, the real truth about what or who the Chupacabra was. They were the
monsters, the darkness, which lived inside of all skinwalkers. What he would become without
her.
Had this creature who had embraced the darkness come just to steal his light? Nothing bothered
the Chupacabra more than one of its kind finding the light. Had this one known somehow?
Sensed it and come to take her from him? It was a fear that ate at the core of his happiness like a
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worm rotting the apple from within. Had he brought this danger to them? To Jaycee and Angel?
Even to Hector and Lupe?
He did not have the answers. All he could do was wait. Well, not all. He inhaled deeply, but
rather than calming him, it only made his skin itch more. Blood was thick in the air, but so was
something else. Something that he could not describe. Something dark, wild, and deadly. He
could not shake the feeling, it was coming for him. For them.
Each step was heavy and slow as he made his way towards the half-closed barn door. By the
time he stood just outside of it, he too was trembling. Dread hung like a heavy cloak on his
shoulders. He did not want to open that door. But he knew that he had to. He had to see what was
inside. Had to face the horror that was stalking them. That threatened her.
His head was throbbing in time with his heart as he placed the palm of his hand against the
weathered wood and shoved gently. It was the sound of ancient war drums calling him to battle,
and he knew it. He knew fear too. Not fear for himself. Death never scared him. Whether the
ancestors of his Grandfather or the heaven of his mother, he knew that death was nothing more
than another stage of life.
No, what scared him was the thought of losing them. Losing her, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. Even though he
knew she was safe in the house with Angel, he could smell her here still. Smell her fear. It hung
like accusatory words in the air. ‘You should have been here. Where were you when I needed
you?’
But there were other smells too. Blood was the strongest. Though looking around, he saw very
little of it. For a murder scene, an animal attack. There was almost no blood to be seen as he
walked slowly to where the sheriff crouched next to the dead animal. Rex looked at it. His heart
slowed virtually to a stop. It skipped a beat, perhaps two, before it restarted that too fast,
pounding drums of war again.
Despite the lack of blood, the dog’s throat had been ripped open violently. The odd angle of its
head indicated that it was likely the beast had snapped its neck in the process. Its light blue eyes
that showed its wolf-mix heritage were fixed open. Rex caught the unique whiff of the assailant.
He memorized it. This thing that was threatening his family.
He dragged his eyes away from the dead dog and forced himself to hold out his hand towards the
sheriff. He knew the man from his work.
“Rex, what are you doing here?”
It was probably best not to say anything about his professional interest in the horses. Instead, Rex
replied, “I’m a family friend, and Jaycee called me when she heard the noise.”

-65-

The sheriff took a final photograph of the dead dog with his cellphone. “Same old story really: a
wolf or coyote, maybe a rabid dog. The horses were probably its intended victims, but the dog
got in the way.”
Rex realized that a dog this size would have put up more of a fight. Fared better even against a
rabid animal. No, Hector was right. This did not make sense. But he knew better than to argue
with this man. Legends like the Chupacabra had no place in police work or animal welfare. Even
if he knew they were real.
No, it would be up to him as a skinwalker to protect his family. To find this creature of the
darkness and end its misery. Because there was no other word for the life, it had chosen. This
creature of darkness was evil. It craved death and destruction more even than food or water.
Even in its human form, the life he led would be depraved. He would enjoy hurting others, even
those closest to him. There was no doubt. He had made his choice when he gave into the
darkness, the need for power and blood. The thing, for it was no longer human really, must be
killed. And that job fell to him alone now.
It was not a task he wanted or would enjoy, but it was one that must be done, nonetheless. Now
that the thing had her scent, it would be back. Again and again. It would not give up. And Rex
could not, would not, allow anything to happen to her. Not now, not ever.
Of course, he was not looking forward to the fight that was too come with the breaking dawn.
When she saw his Grandfather drive up with the horse trailer in tow, he knew that all the running
into his arms, just being held, and holding on tightly in return, would fly out the window, fast.
He would have to fight her as much as the Chupacabra to keep them safe. But he had an ace up
his sleeve, and he was not ashamed to use it. His mate, Nʉ Sʉmʉ, would do anything to keep her
daughter safe. Anything.

***
Jaycee came awake slowly. She smiled as she looked at her daughter curled up next to her, soft
brown curls askew across the pink pillowcase. She was half-convinced that it had all been
nothing more than a nightmare. A horrible nightmare. One she could never forget. The sight of
that ‘thing’ with Blu’s neck in its jaw.
It, whatever it was, was the ugliest, scariest thing she had ever seen. In some ways, it looked like
another dog or perhaps a coyote. But it was much larger than any dog or coyote she had ever
seen or even heard of. It was closer in size to Angel’s pony.
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That was not the worst part. It was completely hairless. Well, excepts for a couple of tuffs of
thick hair that looked almost like a porcupine’s quills that stood up straight on its prominent
backbone. Its eyes, even in the dark of the barn, they glowed yellow. It was like nothing she had
ever seen.
Which was why it simply had to be a nightmare. A bad one. A different kind of suffering than
her usual one. Losing Angel had haunted her since that first seizure, those she was used to.
Whether the one where she was looking for her daughter in thick banks of fog, crying out for her,
hearing her call back but never able to reach her. Or the one where she awoke to her daughter’s
cold, blue, lifeless body next to her own.
The thought of that made Jaycee reach out her hand and brush her child’s forehead. Even though
she could see the pink tinge in her cheeks and even watch the gentle rise and fall of her chest as
she breathed, something inside of Jaycee forced her to touch Angel just to be sure. She was still
warm, still alive. Even when Angel frowned and turned over in her sleep, shying away from the
caress, nevertheless, the compulsion was there. Just to be absolutely sure.
She knew it was crazy. Perhaps the past few years, as her ex Sean claimed, had destroyed her
sanity. But she was certainly not going to admit it to the man or anyone else. She was not going
to give him grounds to take the only thing that mattered to her - her daughter.
She blushed then as she remembered the other part of that dream. Him. Rex Ranger. He had been
in it too. He had come when she called. No questions asked. And he had held her. She had felt
safe in his arms. But she knew that was just a dream too. There was only one person she could
count on: herself.
She bit back the guilt. That had not been true either. Hector was there in her dream, too. He had
shown up just as that thing had taken its first step towards her. He had his shotgun also. He had
gotten off a couple of rounds.
One she swore had hit the thing in its shoulder, but she must have been wrong because the
creature had not so much as flinched. Instead, it had stood there, its back growing even more
prominent if that was possible. Then it had let out the most unearthly howl she had ever heard
before bounding off through the open barn door, right past the two of them.
She shook her head. Coffee. She needed a nice cup of hot, black coffee. The magic elixir of the
gods. She stood up and stretched. She was still in her dusty jeans and t-shirt from yesterday. She
never went to bed, fully dressed. Well, not in a while. She had done that very thing for months
after Angel’s first seizure.
She had been so frightened that she wanted to ready, should her daughter have another one
during the night. But she had stopped doing that once they were given the emergency medication
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and told not to bring her to the hospital unless they could not get the seizure to stop. After using
the medicine a couple of times and the attacks stopping almost immediately, she had relaxed a
bit, taken back to wearing nightgowns, though not the sexy, see-through things that Sean liked.
Maybe that had been another reason for the divorce? Not that she cared. She did not need him;
she rarely even thought about her ex anymore. Other than when he instigated another court
proceeding.
It was always the same thing. He wanted more custodial rights over Angel, which was ironic
given that he rarely took advantage of the ones he had already, canceling more visits than he
kept. And, of course, less money, less child support. That was the real thing. Sean loved two
things - money and power. He always had. More than he ever loved her or their child.
She stretched her too tired and stiff muscles. Her back hurt. Probably from the way that she had
slept. A single Princess canopy bed was not made for two people.
Coffee. That would put everything to right in this world, not thoughts of ex-husbands or
creatures in the night or seizures. She bent and kissed Angel’s forehead before she headed into
the kitchen.
There was almost a full pot of fragrant coffee. See, everything was fine. She must have
remembered to set the timer on the damned thing. All just another bad dream. She poured some
into her favorite cup, the extra-large one.
She cupped the mug lovingly between both hands as she headed out to the front porch. That was
her favorite place to drink her morning coffee, watching the sun come up. On those rare
mornings like this one when she woke up before Angel, that was.
She frowned as she threw open the front door. The sun was higher in the sky than it should be,
much higher. By the looks of it, it was mid-morning, nine at least, probably closer to ten. But
that was not all that was wrong. There was an unfamiliar truck sitting in the driveway. With a
horse trailer attached.
Panic rose inside of her. Something must have happened. They had come for the horses. Why
had Rex not warned her? Because no matter what he says, a career is more important than a few
stolen kisses. Hadn’t Sean taught her that lesson well enough? If her ex’s job came before her or
even their sick child, then, of course, this stranger owed her no loyalty.
She took a deep swig of the coffee, even though it burned her tongue and throat. She would need
the caffeine jolt for whatever battle lay ahead. She had started down the steps just as she saw him
emerge from the barn with one of the thoroughbreds on a halter.
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Her heart froze behind her breastbone for a moment. Not warning her was one thing, but coming
to take the horses himself only deepened the betrayal. Although why she should care was not
something she wanted to think about.
She charged across her front yard, coffee sloshing over the sides of the cup, but she barely
registered the pain of the scalding burn. “What do you think you are doing, Mister Ranger?”
They met face-to-face near the open back of the trailer.
He stared at her. His handsome face was devoid of the smile to which she had become
accustomed. He was all business, and she read the determined set of his mouth. It was a side of
him that she had not seen lately, not since their first couple of meetings.
She planted her feet firmly apart as if daring him to pass her. She wanted to put her hands on her
hips, but the cup of coffee she was holding prevented that. She thought for half of a second about
throwing the damned thing right in his face. “I said…what are you doing?”
***
Even knowing that this battle was inevitable, Rex did not relish it. He did not like arguing with
her. Those lips were meant for kissing, not fighting. But the longer he delayed the inevitable,
likely the worse it would be. Besides, the sooner they were on the road and away from this place,
the better he would like it.
He was tired and on edge. The scent of that monster taunted him, a constant memory of what
might have been. All that he could have lost. He had not slept at all last night. Even once the
sheriff left, he and Hector had dug a hole to bury the dog. Blu, he remembered its name at last.
He knew that the dog’s death would upset Angel, but he did not want the child to see what had
happened to her pet.
Then together with Lupe, he had soothed Jaycee, convincing her that they would handle
everything. That she needed a couple hours of sleep at least. For Angel’s sake.
For Angel’s sake. That was his ace card in all this. “I am packing the horses up.”
“I can see that. But why? Why have you suddenly changed your mind about me fostering them
until my client’s case comes to court?”
“After last night, well…”
He watched the color drain from her face. It went from angry and animated to pale and
frightened. He watched the cup drop from her trembling fingers. He saw her knees begin to
buckle and dropped the horse’s reigns without thought. He reached out for her arms just in time
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to keep her from falling into a puddle in the dusty dirt driveway. Those big eyes of hers stared up
into his, “I thought it was all a nightmare.”
Rex cursed under his breath. He preferred her angry and fighting mad to this. It brought all those
feelings of guilt and failure crashing back on him. He tried to clear his mind, but the smell of the
evil that was haunting them still hung in the air like a miasma that he could not shake. He needed
to get them away from this place, now.
That was what he said without preamble, “I am taking you and Angel someplace, where I can
keep you safe.”
She shook her head and opened her mouth to protest, but Rex was in no mood for arguing. He
wanted out of there, had needed it for hours but not enough to wake her. One of them needed a
few hours’ sleep, that was for sure. Given the danger they faced now.
“I do not want to argue with you, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. If you will not do this for yourself or me, then do it
for Angel. What if that thing last night had come after you? What if it had broken your neck and
torn out your throat instead of Blu’s? What then? What would become of Angel? Who would
have taken care of her then? Your ex? Would he have given up everything to make sure she has
the best care possible the way you have?”
Rex knew he was tough on her, perhaps too harsh. He might even be destroying some of the
fragile trust that they had built up this past couple of weeks. He might regret this later. But he
was tired, on edge, and all he wanted right now was to get his family as far from this place as
possible.
He hated himself, even more when she dropped her head, but not quickly enough that he did not
see the unshed tears glistening in her eyes. He felt the fight leave her body as her shoulders
slumped beneath his fingertips. But when she finally spoke after a moment, it was a whisper,
“What can I do to help?”
He smiled, even though it was strained. “Grandfather and I can manage the horses and Angel’s
pony. You pack whatever the two of you need. We leave as soon as she wakes up.”
“For how long?” She looked up at him through those unshed tears.
He gave her the only answer he had. “Take anything and everything she needs, Jaycee. Or might
possibly want because you are not coming back here. Not until I can be certain it is safe.”
Likely not even then, he thought but dared not give her that much of the truth. They were his
now. His responsibility, his to protect and care for. Never again would he be so far from them
when they needed him. When they were in danger.
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He could see that she wanted to argue once again, but she did not. Instead, she simply nodded
her head and turned silently back towards the house. He wanted to go after her. Hold her close in
his arms as he had last night. He knew that he could not. Not now, anyway. She did not want his
comfort now. And he had more pressing matters as he grabbed the horse’s reigns and saw his
Grandfather leading the stallion from the barn.
He had things to do. To make them safe or as safe as he could with that ‘thing’ stalking them.
Because one thing he knew beyond a doubt - it would find them again. Once a Chupacabra had a
scent, there was nowhere safe. But next time he faced it, it would be on his terms.
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Chapter 7
Rex watched her from the front porch of his Grandfather’s weathered log cabin. Three days.
They had been here three days, and Jaycee had barely spoken to him, except to politely ask him
to pass the salt at the dinner table.
She was hiding, emotionally at least. Not that he could blame her. He knew he had been heavyhanded that morning. But he did not regret that. When it came to keeping his family safe, he had
done what he needed to do.
His cell phone rang. He looked at the number and pushed the reject button, again. Tim Masters,
his boss. It was probably the tenth call the man had made since he had sent the email that night
informing him that he would be taking an indefinite leave of absence to handle some pressing
family business. It was not a lie. They were his family. In every way that counted.
The man had been less than thrilled to have his lead investigator just disappear, but it was the
disappearance of the horses, and the call Masters had received the next day from the sheriff that
had begun this barrage of calls.
Rex had taken the first couple of them, explaining that he had taken personal responsibility for
the animals and would ensure their safety. He had suggested that perhaps it was not an animal
attack but something more sinister dealing with the court case. Tim Masters has insisted that it
was in the best interest of the animals that they were brought to the shelter then.
Rex had refused, politely, of course. He had explained that might put other animals in danger.
That much was the truth, at least. The Chupacabra had come after the horses because it knew
somehow that they were essential to his woman. If he had her somewhere that it could not get to
her, then the thing would use the animals to draw her out.
Rex did not tell his boss, likely soon to be his former boss, the real reason. He did not trust the
man. He had never liked the ambitious center director, but now he trusted no one. The
Chupacabra had a human form. A human form that, like Masters, would be ambitious, greedy,
and unscrupulous. Or worse.
While Rex wanted to believe that he would smell the evil, he could not be sure. What was more,
even if Masters was not the Chupacabra, he could be in league with the monster or unknowingly
used by it to find his family. No, the fewer people who knew where they were, the better. Not
even Hector and Lupe were privy to that information.
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But right now, his job was the least of his worries. Keeping them safe was first. Close behind, of
course, was how to rebuild the bridge between him and Nʉ Sʉmʉ. He watched her smile as
Grandfather taught Angel to speak with the horses.
He remembered the lesson well. That first summer, Grandfather had taken him into the corral.
He asked Rex what the horses were saying. He had scoffed at his Grandfather, “How should I
know, Old Man?”
His Grandfather had smiled and replied, “But they are speaking so clearly. Can you not
understand them?”
Rex had been torn between curiosity and thinking the Old Man truly had lost his marbles. In the
end, curiosity had won out. By the end of that summer, he could hear them talk too.
His Angel had not been as stubborn. She had held out her hand and replied, “I can hear them. I
always hear them. But I cannot understand.”
He was not sure who had been more surprised - him, who understood the significance of her
innocent words, or Jaycee for whom they were cause for further worry.
Oh yes, Angel was most definitely a skinwalker. Perhaps the strongest and purest. She did not
seem to possess the same darkness that most of their kind did. Maybe that was why she had so
much trouble, though?
There was nothing to filter out the screams. She heard them constantly: the cry of the wolf
without its mate, the fear of the deer as it bounded through the woods away from hunters, even
the buzz of the bees. She felt the weight of the ants as they struggled with burdens far beyond
themselves. The tears of all the weak, the abused, and the pain of all their hurts. This tiny girl felt
it all. All alone.
No more. Angel had become almost an appendage to Grandfather. From the time that she woke
up in the morning until they put her to bed at night, sometimes even then, she clung to him. She
absorbed every story that the Old Man told her. Asked hundreds of questions, some of them
shockingly astute. She rode horses with him, cared for the animals. In essence, she did pretty
much everything that a six-year-old little girl would do who lived on a farm, and then some.
He saw and heard the conflict in Nʉ Sʉmʉ. On the one hand, her heart soared with pride and joy
at each of the little girl’s accomplishments. She beamed when her daughter asked a question that
stumped even Grandfather. She glowed when the child told her the details of all she had learned
that day.
Yet, at the same time, she hovered as she did now. Always leery, always fearful that something
would happen, something would go wrong. That Angel would have another seizure or fall and
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hurt herself. Rex understood. That had been her life for so long that she feared to relax her guard
for even a moment.
What if she did and something happened? Had she noticed that Angel had only one small seizure
since they came here? Had she seen the way that her daughter was learning to center herself and
build her filters? And how was she going to handle things when her precious baby no longer
needed her all the time?
Rex had his ideas, his plans for how to distract the woman. But with her barely speaking to him
now…
Well, that would just have to change, and now was as good a time as any to begin. He stepped
off the porch and walked across the dusty yard to stand next to her by the wooden corral.
He did not speak. He waited patiently. He smiled as he caught snippets of her thoughts. So, he
made her uncomfortable, made her aware of things she did not want to think about. Want things
she did not believe was possible. It was a start.
***
Could the man not take a hint? Watching her daughter’s curly head bent so close to the straight
grey, almost white, other one tugged at her heart. The smile of her child’s face went soul-deep,
she could see that. If getting her away from the pollution, crowding, and noise of Dallas had
seemed to improve her condition, there was no doubt that the past three days had been almost
miraculous.
But it was too soon for her to give up her vigilance just yet. This could just be a fluke. However,
something told her that it was not. There was something special about this place. About
Grandfather.
After looking to doctors, scientists, and expert after expert for six years, was it possible that there
was another path? A different option? That there was more to her child’s condition than
medicine could understand? Perhaps more to the world than the eye could see or the ear hear?
She was no longer sure.
She just knew that since the moment they had driven up the bumpy, dirt road, the second that the
faded logs came into view with the sun setting behind the hills which surrounded them, she had
felt like she belonged. Like after a lifetime, she had found a home. The home she had craved
since she was a little girl in foster home after foster home.
Only her final placement had deserved that title. She had been thirteen when her social worker
dumped in the red dust of East Texas. By then, she had developed a tough exterior. But the
elderly couple had shown that angry teen patience and understanding with just enough discipline
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to make her feel secure. The Wilsons were much too old to adopt her, but they had provided the
only stability she had known in her life until then. She would be forever grateful to them for that.
But it had taken her almost a year to feel comfortable with them. So, why had it been virtually
instantaneous here? The sane part of her argued that it was just a childish fantasy. This was his
home. His Grandfather’s. His legacy, perhaps. They were intruders for a time, visitors. When the
danger had passed, they would go back to their ranch.
She could not stifle the chuckle at that thought. Five acres, a barn, and a wood frame house that
all her efforts to re-decorate never seemed to cover up the fact that it was falling down around
them could hardly be called a ranch.
No, this was a ranch with hundreds of acres, where even wild horses could roam free. A place
steeped in history and tradition that went back generations. Angel was not the only one listening
to Grandfather’s stories.
As much as she wanted to believe these strange feelings, she could not allow herself to build up
her hopes. Not anymore. She had done that so many times as a little girl. Each open house at the
adoption agency, she just knew that some family would claim her. But they never did.
Then Sean. She had thought that they could build a family together, be the perfect couple. But
the sad truth was that they had never shared the same dreams. Her ex wanted money, power, and
sex. Lots of sex. With as many women as he could get. At any cost, it seemed sometimes.
When Angel got ill, her sandcastle of dreams had crashed around her. There was no room in the
man’s life for a sick child or a wife that ‘did not pull her weight’ as he had accused when she
gave up the law to care for Angel.
She had promised herself then that she would re-build alone. That she could give her daughter
what she never had: stability and family. As hard as it was as a single mother bearing the twin
burdens of a sick child and a job, she was determined that she would do it. She needed no one.
Until that night. Until she looked into the glowing yellow eyes of that thing, that monster. She
had been afraid then. Alone and afraid. She had wondered what would happen to her daughter,
who would care for Angel when she was gone. When that thing ripped out her throat and broke
her neck just as it had Blu’s.
She still trembled every time she thought about it. Her vision blurred, and she brought the back
of her hand up to swipe the tears away. She felt a strong arm wrap casually about her shoulder.
She was tugged gently closer. She told herself that she should push him away. That it was just
another girlish fantasy, another stupid dream, another castle built of sand.
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But she did not have the energy just then to fight him. Or herself. What would it hurt for a couple
of minutes to pretend that this illusion was real? That she and Angel belonged here. With this
man. That this indeed was the home she had been searching for a lifetime.
She heard and felt him sigh heavily. He turned her slowly in his arms until their eyes locked. He
bent slowly; she was certain that it was going to be another of those soul-shattering kisses that
they had stolen in her old barn. Instead, his soft lips gently brushed her forehead. She could not
deny she was a bit disappointed.
But his next words shook her to the core. “That is no illusion, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. You are home. And
nothing in heaven or on this earth will ever make me let you go again.”
She sucked in a deep breath and prepared to set him straight. Her logical brain argued that those
words sounded oddly stalkerish. She used statements just like that to get restraining orders for
her clients. And wasn’t it oddly strange that she had never had any trouble until he came into
their lives?
Before she could get a single word out, a tiny projectile launched herself at them both. Angel
wrapped her arms about them both and drew them even closer together. The three-way hug
brought her body into direct contact with his. His hard body. And her own, traitor, that it was,
melted instantly against him.
“Did you see me? Did you see me, Mommy? I could hear her. I could hear the horse, Rex. And
this time, I knew what she was saying. She called to me. She called me by name.” Her daughter
danced excitedly from foot to foot as she held them tighter and tighter.
Fear knotted in Jaycee’s chest. She always hated it when Angel got too excited. That was never
good. Seizures were sure to follow. But even knowing that, she did not have the heart to
reprimand her daughter. Instead, she smiled and nodded, “We saw, sweetie.”
She would talk to them later, she promised herself. Speak to Grandfather and him. Try to make
them understand that Angel could not manage over-stimulation. Perhaps even bring up the idea
that they should go back home where everything was more familiar. She was sure that that thing
was gone now.
She knew she was running, but right now, she did not care. The longer they stayed here, the
easier it would be to believe it. The whispers, the fantasies, the lies.
The old man stared at her with a strange smile upon his face. “There is something I want to show
you.” He took her daughter’s tiny hand in his.
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Jaycee frowned as the big one blended perfectly with the little. As if the two were one. She
shook her head to clear the illusion from her vision. Then she followed them into the old barn
that was attached to the corral.
The man led her daughter to an antique trunk against the wall. When he opened it, she could see
nothing but old animal hides. She opened her mouth to protest that her daughter was too
sensitive for such sights, but Rex’s hand was on her shoulder again, gently squeezing.
She turned and looked up into those eyes again as he shook his head. “Just watch for a moment
and listen.”
***
“Today, my little angel, you began your journey.” Grandfather smiled at the small wonder before
him. “I have heard of these men they call ‘horse whispers.’ They say that they can speak to
animals. But speaking is nothing, my child. We must learn to listen. We must learn to hear what
they are saying to us.”
Angel smiled up at him and nodded her head thoughtfully. “Yes, Grandfather.”
“You heard her today, I know you did. And that makes you special. Very special, Angel. But
along with being special comes great responsibility. Responsibility to care for those who cannot
care for themselves. Do you understand what Grandfather is saying?” the old man looked
patiently at the child.
She frowned then nodded her head slowly, “I think so. You are saying that because I am special,
I must take care of them, the way that Mommy takes care of me when I am sick.”
“Yes, my child, that is what I am saying. And just like it is not always easy for your mother to
care for you, so it will not always be easy for you either.
“This world in which we live is out of balance. Man believes that he is the only animal on this
planet that matters. That he can take whatever he wants. Land, water, the air we breathe are all
there for him to do with as he wishes. Without realizing that they belong to all of us, not just
him.”
“I can paint with all the colors of the wind is what you are saying, Grandfather?”
“That movie,” he laughed for a long moment. “There is more to it than the movies show, child,
but yes, that is a good place to begin. You know, you hear, you understand, things that other
people cannot. And what you know troubles your little mind. Makes it hard for you to simply be
because you know that you have great things you must do, Angel. Very great things.”
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He reached out and brushed strands of curls out of her eyes. “But you must give yourself time to
learn, to grow stronger. I know that you feel the burden. That time is short for us all. Look at me,
Angel.”
The child’s eyes stared deep into the world-weary ones. “There is time. Not much granted, but
enough for you to grow and learn. Enough for you to just be.”
Her curls shook from side to side, massive tears gathered in her dark eyes. “How? How,
Grandfather? How do I make it stop? I hear them all the time. I hear their voices, their cries.
There are so many of them. And they are hurting. I have to save them!”
He wrapped his arms around the little girl, engulfed her in them as he never had. Now there were
tears in his dark eyes, clouding them. “I know, child. I know.”
They stayed like that for several long moments, the ancient and the young finding strength in one
another. The man with his arm about his mate’s shoulder. The beast beneath finding peace in her
very presence.
Time stopped. The world grew silent. Perhaps for the first time in the tiny child’s brief existence
upon this earth, there were no cries. Just the sounds of their breathing. Of life itself.
The wise man could sense it, knew that the precious gift understood. Understood this lesson, at
least, and it was a beginning. Just the first of so many that he must teach her, so much that she
needed to learn. More even than he knew.
She was the New Age. He merely a guide from the Old and ancient. But at that moment, he
believed. Believed that together they would find a way, bridge the gap. They could do the
insurmountable job which they had were given. They could, and they would. It was their secret.
He cleared his throat, “Angel, you must learn to filter some of that, those cries. You will one day
learn the hardest lesson of all. We cannot save them all. There are just too many. This world is
too big, too painful, too…”
He smiled and drew in a deep breath, “Just too…”
He reached slowly into the trunk and pulled out a pelt. A grey wolf. He ran his arthritic hands
over it and felt the power surge beneath his fingers. Still, to this day, it was there.
In a flash of time, a heartbeat, it all came back. A lifetime of choices. Good ones and bad ones,
the right paths and the wrong. They were his history, written already except for the final chapter:
this blessed child. And was not the final chapter always the most important one in any book. So
too, was this Angel.
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He passed it to her, and she frowned. He knew that she felt it, heard the voice of the dead. He
could not save her this lesson, though he might wish he could. Reality must always be faced,
darkness conquered before there could be light. Truth must be revealed; otherwise, you could
never see the lies. “Not this one then.” He took the skin from her.
Although she did not say anything, he saw the relief in her innocent smile. He passed over the
molted white and black mustang that was Rex’s. Though the Great Spirit had entrusted his
beloved grandson with the protection and care of this child, he knew that no two living
skinwalkers ever shared the same skin, not while they still roamed anyway.
He passed over the mountain lion as well. There was nothing predatory about her spirit. He
discarded skin after skin as he sensed each would not fit this tiny giant.
In the end, only two remained. Each was ancient, his great-great-grandparents. Perhaps even
beyond that.
The one was the feathered head-dress of eagles that had been worn by one so great he dared not
mention his name. Ray had thought one day to gift it to one of the museums run by his people or
perhaps even the great one in Washington, D.C. Maybe the whole world needed to see this piece
of his people’s history.
Or perhaps the Great Ones had another purpose for it. It was likely that not since the man who
had worn it had there been a more potent skinwalker. He offered it to her reluctantly. It would be
a big spirit to grow into.
The child frowned and shook her head. She drew back and covered her ears with her hands. “Too
much blood, too many voices.”
Raymond Greywolf was relieved. He was glad that this was not her path. She was right. The
man’s vision of the future had brought too much blood. On both sides.
There was only one skin left, though, and it made no sense. It was the simple, soft doeskin dress
that had once belonged to his grandmother and her mother before her. Though these women had
born the seed of skinwalkers within their hearts and bodies, neither had ever had the gifts
themselves. To his knowledge.
Of course, there was another possibility, but that did not bear thinking. He could not believe that
the Great Ones would ask that of her. Such a small and sensitive child. To take the life of the one
in whose skin she must walk? How could that be? No, he shook his head as he offered out the
only other option.
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“It is just like the one in the movie. The one, the Indian Princess, wore.” Her hand lovingly
caressed it. A broad smile broke across her face. When she lifted her face, it was radiant, though
tears glimmered in her eyes. “But it is too big, Grandfather. It won’t fit,” the child almost cried.
He smiled as he passed the ancient and delicate dress into the hands of its new owner. “That was
the lesson, child. You must grow into it. Grow into the dress and the gifts which reside in it. It
will take time, but I know you will.”
The child nodded slowly as if pondering his words. Then she was off like a wild horse. No, like
the beautiful brown doe which she was. She bounded like the young fawn she was in that
moment to where his grandson and her mother had stood silently just inside the door of the barn.
The woman did not look happy. This was just the first of her lessons too. She, like all mothers,
must learn to let go. It was a lesson that seemed harder for the human mind than their animal
cousins.
This one especially had been such a lone wolf, protecting and feeding her young alone for so
long. She must learn now that she was part of a pack. That others shared her burdens. Others in
whom she must come to trust. He did not envy his grandson those struggles, especially as this
was only the first lesson of this day.
“I must see to supper.” The old man rose slowly from the hay that covered the barn floor. His
knees hurt. His back protested. He thought of that moment when he had touched his wolf again.
He had felt the power once more, such a fleeting glimpse of the man he had once been.
As he watched the woman begin to argue with Rex and her daughter that she could not accept
such a gift, he knew that it was his mind, and not his broken body they all needed now.
His family. And they were home. Home to stay whether they knew it or not yet. He dusted the
dirt from his jeans and tried to be casual as he brushed the back of his hands across his eyes to
clear the tears. He would be more blessed by this final chapter than the whole book that had
come before.
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Chapter 8
Rex stood on the front porch, looking out over the dry and hot Texas Hill Country. It never
ceased to amaze him how much life this semi-arid region could support. Its thin layer of topsoil
meant that it had evolved plant life all its own to survive the mostly dry and sometimes flooding
terrain.
He smiled as he looked across the yard at the Texas live oak that he had once climbed as a boy.
How old was the damned thing? He knew that as a boy, Grandfather had climbed it, too. And
after today, he was beginning to hope that his little girl would someday soon climb it as well.
His little girl? How could he think of her like that after such a short time? Only a few weeks
seemed too quick. The truth was that it had happened the moment he laid eyes upon her. Oh, he
had listened to his friends talk about the moment they had first seen their children. The instant
bond, the unconditional love.
But that was a biological thing, after months of pregnancy and anticipation. He had needed
neither, just the sight of her, those big brown eyes, and that hair flying as wildly about her head
as he hoped she would one day soar about the ranch.
He shook his head as he thought about the hours of arguing that he, Angel, and Grandfather had
with Jaycee. The woman was stubborn. That word did not come close to covering it. No doubt, if
she had been a skinwalker, her skin would have been a mule.
“What is so funny, my son?” That voice of wisdom spoke from over his shoulder.
“Nʉ Sʉmʉ,” was all he needed to say to his Grandfather. He knew the man would understand
instantly.
His Grandfather echoed his chuckle, “I will not say that I envy you, my grandson. That one is…”
Rex laughed as he turned and accepted the steaming hot cup of coffee that the old man held in
his weathered and gnarled fingers. He flashed back to that Sunday morning before he met her. It
seemed a lifetime ago. His Grandfather had been right, of course. He need not have been
worried. Fate and the Great Ones had it all under control. He hoped they did now as well.
“What am I going to do, Grandfather?”
“What you are meant to do…love and protect them,” his Grandfather’s wise advice seemed so
easy. It was anything but. If Jaycee had insisted once, she had done so dozens of times since that
afternoon. Angel could not accept such a precious gift from them. He and Grandfather had both
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tried to explain, but how could they? Tell this woman of logic that the skin belonged to the child,
or maybe the child belonged to it.
He was reminded of another mother, his own. She never did come to understand. To this day, his
mother dismissed all her father’s ways. She clung to the ‘one truth’ of her mother’s family. Even
more, she held to the science and experiments she conducted in her labs every day. She could
never accept that it was the spirit world which she denied and not the medicine that she forced on
him for years that had finally brought him the peace he sought.
Not that he had much peace since Jaycee came into his life. If he could never convince his
mother, what made him think he could convince his mate? Even now, she resisted. Refused to
see that they belonged together. Resented the way that he knew her thoughts. Denied the very
existence of the bond that provided his only hope for real peace from the beast within. The
creature that threatened to consume him as it had that other man. The Chupacabra.
There was no other choice. Rex had to succeed this time. They had to, looking to his
Grandfather. It was not just his life that rode on this outcome. But his child’s did as well.
He remembered that first day, the violence that had threatened to pull her tiny body limb from
limb. He had to make Jaycee see what she refused to admit. Her daughter had had only one of
the seizures since they came here, one of the small ones that first day. He hoped that would count
for something when the time came.
He feared it was coming soon. Too soon. He needed more time. He wanted to ease her into
things, help her to come to accept the truth that she could not see.
His Grandfather put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed softly. “Like I told the child, there is
time. Not much time granted. Perhaps even shorter for you, my son. But as with Angel, it will be
enough.”
Rex’s shoulders sloped as the reality of the battle ahead loomed larger than even the comfort of
his Grandfather’s words. He hoped there was enough time. He had to believe he could reach this
woman as he never had his mother.
He hoped he was man enough to be what she needed. To protect and love the woman and child
that he had been given. He hoped Grandfather was right one more time.
***
Jaycee watched them through the screen door. It was hard to believe that the two men were
related at all. The older one with skin almost darker than her daughter’s and long straight hair
that even through the white, you could catch a glimpse of the midnight black it must have once
been.
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She smiled as she thought about the picture that she had seen of the man. He had been an actor in
Hollywood. The wedding photo of the handsome young brave with the platinum blond starlet
had been another shocker. The other face was instantly recognizable. She would have never
guessed.
That photo and the one of the little girl with light caramel skin and straight light brown hair
began to explain how Rex had come to be so fair. She had found no photographs of the woman
and her son. None of Rex’s father. But undoubtedly, he was as fair as his grandmother had been.
Rex might not look like his Grandfather with his sandy blond short hair that curled just a bit at
the tip. If you looked closely, there was grey blended in. Of course, his Native American heritage
could account for some of the healthy copper tan.
Jaycee’s breathe caught in her chest as she thought about seeing him without a shirt that first day
as they had unloaded the horses in the late Spring heat of the Texas Hill Country. The tan
extended to the waistband of his jeans that clung like a second skin to firm thighs and a tight ass.
But it was the smooth muscled expanse of his chest that had cradled her head the night before
that had tormented her dreams every night since. She sucked in a deep breath just at the thought
of it.
“Damn it, woman,” came the pained explanation as the center of her thoughts turned to face her.
She had forgotten that as weird as it was, he seemed able to read her mind. Or she would like to
forget it anyway. Better yet, she would rather he did not.
“I’m sorry to disturb you,” she dropped her eyes to the wooden floor. She hoped they could not
see the way her cheeks flamed red in the pale moonlight. “It is just that Angel wants Grandfather
to read her a bedtime story.”
Not me, she choked back tears. She knew that she should be grateful. Happy that her daughter,
and she, had more good people like Hector and Lupe in their lives.
It seemed that there were so few of them in this world as she thought about all the people she had
once considered her friends. Back when she was married to Sean, back before Angel got sick. It
seemed another lifetime ago.
So, why was she jealous? Why did she resent these men so much? She had been grateful for the
help that Hector and Lupe offered. Even though she had always insisted that they let her pay
them something for their trouble, she knew that they did not do it for the money but out of the
goodness of their hearts. Just like Rex and his Grandfather. So why the difference?
Because she had never really had to share her daughter with them. Hell, she had never had to
share her with anyone, not even her ex-husband, Angel’s father. And that frightened her. What

-83-

would she do if Angel came to need them more than her? She had given up her life, most of it
anyway, to care for her daughter. What would she have then? What would she do?
Maybe it went deeper even than that. Angel was the only thing that was ever truly hers. The only
person that she knew would love her. As unconditionally as she loved her child. She choked back
a silent sob as they opened the door.
The older man went through first. “Please join us. I would like you to hear this story too, my
child.”
Jaycee frowned as the man walked past her down the hall to the room that she shared with her
daughter while they were here. She was not sure she was ready for anymore of the man’s lessons
today.
She had finally acceded to her child’s demands to keep the old dress when she recognized that
the child was spiraling out of control, fast approaching one of her meltdowns.
She had not had one since they came here. She had not had a seizure either. Not even in her
sleep. After five years of vigilance, it was strange lying in bed next to a peacefully still child. She
frowned as she tried to think of even one time since that first seizure when Angel was a baby that
she had gone this long without a single one. She could not.
There had to be some explanation. Maybe as a couple of the doctors had suggested, Angel was
outgrowing them? But most of the experts they had consulted had not been so hopeful. Not as
severe and frequent as her seizures were, not as young as they started. What then?
She sighed and shook her head. She would have the whole night to think about it. It was better
than more wet dreams about his bare chest and tight ass. Or worse yet, about the hard ridge that
she had felt in his jeans during their brief stolen moments on her ranch. Before all this…
She felt the hand on the small of her back like a red-hot poker. Her nipples hardened painfully.
She felt the moisture as it ran into her panties. Damn, why did this man have this effect on her
body every time?
He captured her hand in his and brought it to his soft lips. He kissed the palm as he stared into
her eyes. He slowly lowered her hand then, but instead of releasing it. He brought it to the front
of his jeans, “Because it is mutual, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. My body craves yours as much as yours desires
mine.”
“But we were summoned by Grandfather, and we should not keep them waiting.”
Jaycee nodded mutely, glad for any excuse to escape the heat and need she felt building for this
man.
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This was the first time he had touched her since they had come here. She had even begun to think
that he was having second thoughts. That after seeing what her life was truly like day in and day
out, he had decided that he was not that interested in her after all. She would not have blamed
him.
“Never. That little girl is not a burden. And even if she were, she would be mine to bear right
alongside you, Nʉ Sʉmʉ.”
He bent and brushed a kiss atop her head, “I just knew you were mad at me. I wanted to give you
time. But never think for a single second that I do not want you. Need you. I do. And I always
will.”
Jaycee did not want to admit it, but his words came as a relief. She was glad to know that he still
wanted her. She was half tempted to put her hand right back on the front of those jeans just to
prove to herself how much.
“Damn it, woman, your timing sucks.” He growled, and for all the world, it sounded like a wolf.
Like the old pelt, his Grandfather had shown her daughter that afternoon come to life. His hand
at the small of her back urged her forward, “Later.”
Was it a promise or a threat? Not that she cared one way or the other. Her body anyway. It was
starved for his touch, his kisses, his caresses.
Rex pushed her through the door where the soft glow of the lamp seemed to embrace them all,
young and old.
His Grandfather looked up as they came in. Was that smile just a bit too knowing?
***
“I am glad you could join us, my children. I was just about to begin without you. Tonight I
promised our Angel that I would tell her a very important story, another lesson. About
skinwalkers…”
Raymond Greywolf saw the frown on Jaycee’s face. He knew that all of this was hard for his
grandson’s mate. He understood better than he wanted to remember. He recalled just how
difficult it had been for his Jane. He had not dared to tell her the truth of his ancient heritage and
gifts. She had discovered them for herself, coming into the old barn one night to announce dinner
just he took off his wolf. Even then, even having seen for herself, she struggled to believe.
He knew that their daughter did not believe the legends and never would. Perhaps he could have
or should have shared the truth with Raine when she was younger, but they had had so much
more to cope with. Her mother’s death had left them both devastated. While he was admired
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among his kind for fighting back the darkness that always descends with the loss of a mate, he
had done it for their child because he knew that it was what his Jane would want. Still, he
wondered all too often if he had not failed there also, just as he had been unable to keep his mate
safe.
But that was all the past. This was the present. And the future. Not merely his future. Or even
Rex’s. But the miraculous little girl whom he had come to know and love as perhaps he never
had any other. And ultimately, he believed, as the legend foretold, this was the very future of this
planet. A new breed of skinwalkers sent just as humanity and the Mother Earth needed them
most.
The question was - could this woman embrace and support the gifts of those closest to her?
Raine certainly had not done so for her son or father. Even his Jane had never fully dealt with his
other. While she acknowledged its existence, the compromise was that she never again saw his
wolf. Maybe that would have changed over time. He always liked to think it would. But he
would never know, less than two years later, and his Nʉ Sʉmʉ was gone, dead.
This was his second chance. Something that most people never got, and even fewer had the
courage to take. But he would. For his grandson’s sake. And this precious little gift. And even
for her, Jaycee, herself. She had a role to play in this too. If she would…
“There are many stories about how the world was created, my little Angel. I am sure that you
have heard of the god who made her in six days. And perhaps of this Big Bang and evolution as
well.”
The little girl nodded her head to each. Those intelligent and compassionate brown eyes bore into
his soul as Angel hung on each word he spoke. “My peoples have two varieties of the creation
story. Both believe in the Great Spirit. Some call her mother. But unlike the Judo-Christian god
or many other myths, the creator spirit is distant. Once creation was complete, the spirit left this
world to others. The sun, the moon, the wind, and other ‘lesser’ gods.”
“How did She make the earth, Grandfather?” Angel gripped the blanket tightly about her.
Perhaps this was not the best bedtime story. It seemed to ignite that magnificent mind of hers.
“Ah, here is where the stories differ. In some peoples, the earth and life arise from the ancient
seas. Creatures collect bits of mud to form the land. Then others crawl up on to it to live. The
historians, sociologists, and anthropologists that attempt to piece together the fragments of our
stories and beliefs, which their white ancestors did not manage to destroy, call this the earthdiver myth. Is it not strange that hundreds and thousands of years ago our peoples held this belief
that scientists call evolution?”
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Angel nodded her head, but Ray was more interested in the reaction of her mother. Jaycee leaned
against the wall by the door. She stood stiffly, barely inside it. If not for his grandson’s presence
filling that doorway, he feared the woman would have left already. He realized that it would not
get any easier from here.
“But it is the second belief, the emergence myth, as the white ‘experts’ call it, that I want to tell
you about tonight. In these stories, and there are many, many of them, among peoples as diverse
as the Choctaw, the Blackfoot, and the Hopi, humans came from deep, deep, deep within the
Earth.”
Her little brows furrowed as she tried to comprehend how that was possible. “The Earth was
made of many layers, deep caverns. Humans would climb from one deep cave up into the next.
They would live there happily for a time, and then something would force them to move on, a
flood or lack of food. Some god or hero would come along to lead them up out of that place to a
higher one.”
He looked once more towards the woman. So far, everything he had said was verifiable.
Carefully couched as legends or myth recorded by the white man. Still, he noted the increasing
tension in her face and stance. Rex had stepped closer into the room. His arm lightly rested about
his mate’s waist.
“When humans lived in those deeper caves, they were more animal than man, but with each
cave, they climbed higher towards the surface, they lost some of their animal characteristics.
Until when they finally reached this world, the surface, they walked upright and were fully
human.”
“Isn’t that like evolution, too, Grandfather?”
Her mind never ceased to amaze him. This child was gifted in so many ways. Destined to be a
great leader of their people, of all people. If they could help her learn to focus, to control those
gifts, so that they did not tear her frail body apart. Over the past couple of weeks, he had come to
hope that was possible.
But he knew that the situation was precarious. Without the full understanding and support of her
mother, well, his grandson’s self-doubts illustrated where that path led. And this child’s course
was so much more vital and dangerous than his or Rex’s had been. No, they, he and Rex, must
somehow bring Jaycee around, help her to embrace the reality of their truth.
He inhaled deeply and nodded, “Yes, Angel, it is. Except that our peoples believe that animal
lives inside of us still.”
Angel frowned again as if trying to grapple with some hard truth. He paused the story, giving the
child time to do so.
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He was much more worried about her mother. Jaycee was shifting nervously from foot to foot.
Her shoulders were squared. She had even pulled away from Rex’s gentle embrace. The frown
on her face marred the woman’s natural beauty. Ray knew that she wanted to argue with him,
was tempted to remind them this was just a legend, nothing more. But the others in the room
knew otherwise.
He resumed the tale, more slowly this time. “For some of our peoples, this animal is a spirit
guide. Young men go on vision quests before they become men, warriors. They go alone into the
desert or wild. They pray and meditate, seeking their spirit guides. Their animal side. In some
traditions, especially the Pacific Northwest, this is called their totem and is immortalized in
cravings.”
“You’re a wolf, aren’t you, Grandfather?”
He nodded and smiled, “Whatever made you guess that?”
“I can see it. I see your wolf standing behind you.”
It was Ray who was shocked. This was unheard of. “And Rex? What is he?”
“He’s a pony. Much prettier than mine. So many colors, but his mane and tail are pure white.”
The little girl turned towards his grandson and her mother, “Mommy is a bear.” Angel frowned,
“But she’s different. Her bear does not stand as close. And she’s turned away. Like she doesn’t
like Mommy. Why is that?”
Ray knew that he had to take back control of this conversation. As much as he wanted to follow
the trail of this brilliance, now was not the time. This night, this story had always been more
about his grandson’s mate than her daughter. And he felt the confusion and anger growing in
Jaycee. He had only moments to smooth the way for Rex, if that. He and Angel would have days,
weeks, months, and years to explore her talents. Or he hoped they would.
But not if they could not win this mother bear over. It made perfect sense, though he might have
guessed the turtle with its self-reliance, tenacity, and slow progress. No, a mother bear with her
strength, courage, and leadership fit this woman much better. But bears were known for their
solitary natures as well. And it was up to him and Rex to draw her bear into their protective
circle. At that moment, the task seemed impossible.
***
Rex smiled, a bear, his mate was a bear and not a mule. That was good. He should have seen it
sooner, but then again, he did not have the gifts that his grandfather or daughter had. Right now,
though, he was more than a bit worried about Jaycee’s claws.

-88-

Angry did not come close to describing his mate’s disjointed thoughts. The one that worried him
most was betrayed. She felt that he and Grandfather had betrayed her trust, were leading Angel
down a path that was more fiction and fantasy than reality.
He would have to deal with that. Now. This night. He was confident that was what his
grandfather had intended. To force his hand, to make him reveal himself to her. Perhaps he
should be angry at the old man, but he knew that his grandfather had his best interest and his
daughter’s at heart.
He knew the man had felt the growing tension inside of him, the need to claim his mate had
warred with his desire to give Jaycee time to adjust to all the changes in their lives. He had
wanted her to know him and perhaps to even begin to love him, just a tiny bit, before they faced
this crucible. Or maybe he had just been delaying the inevitable? Perhaps he feared that her
logical mind would reject him and his gifts as his mother always had?
He did not have that luxury anymore. He knew that he must face her with the truth, not only
about himself but about her child as well. He hoped that her diary, where she meticulously
scribbled each of Angel’s seizures and behaviors, would be enough evidence to supplement what
he had to show her, his other-self. That the undeniable progress of their child combined with the
irrefutable evidence of her senses would be enough to overcome a lifetime of indoctrination into
the Western Judo-Christian paradigm. That seemed a lot to hope for right now.
“Mama Bears can be a bit grizzly at times when they are protecting their cubs, little doe,” his
grandfather teased as he brushed a lock of Angel’s soft curls from her forehead. “But don’t you
want to hear the rest of my story? Or are you perhaps too tired? Another night?”
His daughter shook her head, that curl falling right back across her forehead as it liked to do.
“No, Grandfather. Tell me, tell me the rest of the story, tell me about skinwalkers.”
“Oh, I sense a bit of the otter in you, too, my child. Inquisitive, bright, playful, trusting, and
loyal. A Feminine Power to be dealt with. Though it is not common, some skinwalkers have
more than one side.”
His daughter frowned as his grandfather continued the tale that he remembered all too well. It
was the same, yet different, from the one that he had recited to Rex and his ‘cousins.’
Though Jack Greywolf was his second cousin, or was that first cousin once removed? He had
never understood any of that. Jack was the grandson of his father’s only brother, but it was
simpler just to say cousins. Of course, Ryan was his cousin. The only son of his father’s sister.
They had been an odd combination. Jack, with his long, straight black hair, dark eyes, and light
brown skin just a shade or two lighter than Grandfather’s or Angel’s, was the prototype of their
Native American heritage. Ryan, with his blond hair and blue eyes, was the complete opposite.
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Though he held a deep respect for Grandfather’s Native American lore, it was not something he
carried in his blood. ‘A child of my heart’ was what the old man had called the troubled young
man from that first summer when he had joined Rex at the ranch.
He was somewhere in the middle, a mix of both races, though at first glance, he favored more the
Germanic heritage of the Rangers and their berserkr roots. He and his grandfather were both
fascinated by the fact that animism had deep roots in the Viking culture of the ‘white man’ half a
world away.
But the word berserker literally meant bear warrior. It was not just bears, though. The Viking
literature or what little was left of it after being sanitized by the Christians, as their own heritage
had been, spoke of Úlfhéðnar, or wolf warriors, and Svinfylking, the boar.
Rex knew that his Grandfather’s library was filled with books from around the world that
detailed the various animistic and shapeshifter lore from cultures other than their own. His
logical mind had often sought solace in those volumes.
If they survived this night, perhaps he could share these alternative beliefs with his mate as well.
Though, he of all people understood the depths of conflict in her mind, heart, and soul. Even as
often as he had worn his other skin, transformed himself, some part of his mind rebelled against
the truth that he knew but could not believe.
***
Jaycee had reached her limit. Had enough of hooky pie-in-sky myths and legends. She did not
doubt that the older man and sadly, perhaps even Rex believed the bullshit. However, she would
have hoped for more from a modern and seemingly enlightened man like him. It was something
she would have to consider before committing to any…
What was she even thinking? This was just temporary. As soon as it was safe, she would take her
child back home. Even if she did give into these wild lusts, that had been raging in her body
since the moment she walked into that courtroom, that did not mean anything.
Jaycee had learned early. This world, this moment was all there was. More than one of her foster
families had dragged her to church, shoved their god, and salvation down her throat. Even the
Wilson’s had felt it their Christian duty to do so. It was the one thing that had come between her
and the older couple. But by the time she came to live with them, Jaycee had become too jaded.
Some warped sense of Christian morality seemed to permeate the world of fostering. But it never
lasted. Those people didn’t other families had never really loved her, didn’t give a damn about
her. That little girl was just another good deed. Until she became too much of a burden, or until
one of their ‘real’ children needed them more. Then they packed her bags and sloughed her off
on the next family.
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As for their god? Why would she want anything to do with someone or something that created an
innocent child only to abandon her to the vagarities of strangers? How many times had she tried
to be a good girl? Prayed to those people’s god for a ‘real’ home, a real family? Each time to be
let down yet again.
Hell, even her marriage, which she and Sean had agreed was a partnership, a practical
arrangement for the creation and bringing up of children, a contract of sorts, she had discovered
the hard way that even that was an illusion. She had only one person she could count on: herself.
As much as the mother in her wanted to protect and nurture her daughter, she knew that
ultimately her job was to instill in Angel that same sense of courage, strength, and determination.
Because as much as she wanted to believe otherwise, even she could not always be there to
protect her child. Ultimately, Angel had to learn to stand on her own two feet. That she was the
only person, she could truly count on.
Yes, she might owe these people a debt of gratitude for being there when things had gotten
difficult, just as she did Lupe and Hector. Yes, maybe they were good people. She knew in her
heart that the old man and his grandson meant well. But how many times had well-meaning
people let her down?
No, she could not allow this man’s crazy beliefs to pollute what she was trying to accomplish
with her daughter. Especially with the challenges she faced, Angel needed to be firmly grounded
in this world. In reality. Not some spiritual mumbo jumbo.
Jaycee forced a smile as she stepped away from the wall. “Mister Greywolf, Grandfather,
perhaps that would be best. Perhaps we should finish this story another time.” However, she
would make sure that time did not come.
***
Angel felt the panic and fear overcoming her. She reached for the old man’s hand, clutched it
desperately. “Please, please, Mommy, no!”
She was powerless to stop the tears. Even holding Grandfather’s hand, she felt the power begin
to grow, flooding and threatening to overpower her brain. The haze came from the sides,
narrowing her field of vision.
But what always frightened her most was the anger and violence that she feared would one day
burst forth. She worried that it might consume her. Swallow her whole. Eat everything that was
Angel. Then she would become some monster, some demon. And who would be able to control
it then?
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It was the fight that had lived inside her for as long as she remembered. Good and evil. Light and
dark. Right and wrong. She knew that it was the same for everyone. But it wasn’t. She was
different. She had always known that. She ‘knew’ so much. But she had known so little.
Until these men came into their lives. The moment she had seen the Pony Man step out of his
truck, she had felt safe. For the first time, she felt hopeful. That things might be alright for her,
and Mommy.
And when he had brought Grandfather to her, she had known this man could help. He could lead
her to the light. He could teach her how to control the gifts inside her. He was her guide, her
helper.
She knew Mommy was scared. Mommy was always afraid. Someone had hurt her. And Mommy
wanted to protect her. But couldn’t she see? Didn’t she know? How could she make Mommy
understand they did not need to be scared anymore? They were safe. They were home.
But she was scared now. Frightened that Mommy would take it all away. She was Mommy, and
she could do that.
Angel was too little, too new. She could not find her voice any more than she could find her way
back here. She wanted to scream. To throw things. She was scared she would explode. She did
not like exploding.
She felt her heart pounding. Her head was throbbing. She felt the tingle that always began at the
base of her spine. She knew what happened next. But she was tired of it. Tired of the explosions,
the violent jerks, being trapped inside a body that would not obey her.
She had thought that was gone. In the past. That Grandfather would help her past that all. But
what if…what if Mommy…
“Angel, look at me,” she heard Grandfather’s voice beckoning her back. She tried to focus on it.
To let it guide her home.
“Great spirit of us all, you have made my body strong. Please fill me with your wisdom, so I’ll
know right from wrong.”
Grandfather’s words so closely mirrored her hopes and dreams. If only she could believe that her
body was strong, healthy enough to make it back to that kind voice that called her back from the
edge. She felt the hand tightened around hers, a gentle squeeze, but enough to ground her and
keep her there, for now at least.
“Let me see myself as others also see me, so I’ll know if my character agrees with how you say it
should be.”
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Angel knew what she wanted. She wanted the light. She tried to be good.
“Let me be slow to anger, yet so quick to forgive. Grant me patience, oh great spirit, so happier
my life I can live.”
She breathed in deeply. Yes, patience. Grandfather said she had time. She believed him. He
would not lie to her.
***
Rex felt his mate tense. Knew that she wanted to go to her child. But he knew something else
too. He could not let her.
He felt his daughter’s pain to the depths of his soul. It mirrored his own. How many times had he
begged and pleaded with his mother to let him come to this man? To let him find the peace he
sought with Grandfather.
Like Jaycee, his mother believed only what her eyes could see, her ears hear, and her hands
could touch. Or so she said. The irony was not lost on him that his mother, the nuclear physicist
studied particles, subatomic and powerful, but things that she could not see. Things that she had
to take on faith every bit as much as he had to take his other side.
He reached out, his hand took Jaycee’s and drew her back. His voice was far more potent than he
intended, held far more command than he was comfortable with, “Come with me.”
She shook her head and opened her mouth to speak. But instead, he turned her to face them as
they recited the prayer for guidance that his grandfather had taught him that first summer, even
before he knew the gifts that lie within himself. How many times had he recited those words over
the years?
“Can you do that? Can you give Angel peace and self-control? Or would you only upset her
more?” He saw the pain in her eyes as tears collected there. He hated himself for bringing her
that pain, but it was time his mate faced some truths.
It was time they both did. “Come with me,” he tugged her from the room.
His grandfather turned to smile at him. The man had better be right. Again. So much rode on this
one. Not just his own life, but his daughter’s as well. He prayed to the great spirit for wisdom
and courage to face what he knew was to come as they stepped from the front door into the
bracing cool of a Texas Hill Country night.
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Chapter 9
Jaycee wanted to run. Run as far and as fast as her legs could take her from this place and these
people. This man especially.
But she could not. At least not now. Why had she foolishly agreed to leave her old battered
second-hand car at her ranch? The excuse of it being a decoy seemed lame when she needed it
now to get them far from this place.
She sighed, her shoulders slumped as she stepped from the front porch on to the rocky, hardpacked red earth of the Hill Country. She lifted her face and looked out across the hills from
whence its name came. In the sunlight, they would burst like fire with reds and deep burnished
oranges. But by moonlight, they seemed dark and steeped in mystery. Jaycee had enough
mystery for one night.
Tomorrow. Tomorrow, she would make some calls. Speak with Hector and Lupe. Surely, it was
safe for them to go home by now. She would not think about why the run-down wooden frame
house and five acres of land seemed so barren now. Why it stretched out like some lonely
soulless maw waiting to devour her life?
She wrapped her arms about herself as the cool night air hit her. She refused to believe it was the
thought of going back to her life without him that brought a chill to her heart as well as her body.
He stepped forward and wrapped his strong arms over her shoulders. Heat blasted through her.
Not merely the additional body heat of another human, but some chemical reaction that only the
two of them were capable of combusting.
She knew she should pull away. For her sanity’s sake at the very least. But she never seemed
strong enough to resist when Rex was this close. Like magnets drawn together. Or more like that
moth who could not resist the light until it flew too close and burned its wings away.
He drew her deeper into his embrace, pressed his lips to her forehead tenderly. “Nʉ Sʉmʉ, why
can’t you see? You are my light. I am that moth, completely helpless to resist you. And yes, you
have the power to destroy me.”
He drew back with a heavy sigh. The moon must have been playing tricks because she would
have sworn his eyes glistened with unshed tears. But he held her hand firmly and tugged gently,
“Come. I have something to show you.”
She considered arguing but could not find the energy. What did it matter? She had made up her
mind. Tomorrow she would take them far from this place. She would put all of this behind her.
Behind them. It was what was best for Angel.
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He pushed open the barn door. He did not turn on the bright lights that might disturb the horses
as they slept. Instead, he used the torch on his phone to light their way back to the stall with that
old battered trunk.
Jaycee wrapped her arms tighter about herself as a sense of foreboding crept up her spine with
each step that Rex took away from her and closer to that trunk.
She was not a hunter. While she was not a vegetarian, she sincerely believed that humans had an
obligation to care for animals, even the ones that they ultimately ate. She had been disgusted not
only by Tybor Marshall's action towards the horses but his son’s neglect as well.
So, the animal hides and feather headdress in that trunk bothered her, but there was something
else as well. She was not sure what, but something more profound that made her uncomfortable
around them.
“What are we doing here, Rex? I should get back to the house. Make certain that your
grandfather has not upset Angel. Try to settle her for the night.”
He turned with the mottled tan, brown, black, and white pelt in his hands. His voice was flat,
hard even when he spoke. “Right now, your doubts and fears are doing our little girl more harm
than you realize. That’s why I got you out of there. And why I brought you here?”
Jaycee stood taller, her shoulders squared, her hands on her hips. “MY daughter is none of your
concern. Your grandfather may be a nice old man; I don’t deny that. But Angel doesn’t need her
head filled with mumbo-jumbo. We don’t…”
“Don’t need anyone, Jaycee?” He stood with the hide in his hands, crossed the room to her.
“Everyone needs someone. And I need you. Yes, that little girl is my concern. Just as much as
her stubborn, pig-headed, obstinate mother is.”
His tone softened as he shifted the pelt and brought one hand to caress her cheek. She wanted to
draw back but instead found herself leaning into the tender caress. “You’re a good mother,
Jaycee. I know how much you love Angel.”
“But right now, this minute, and for the past two weeks, you have been standing in the way of
the one thing that can help our little girl.”
“That is my fault. Maybe I should have done this sooner. Certainly, it was safe once I brought
you here. No more. It is past time I showed you the truth. As much as you may want to deny it.”
He leaned in and once more placed one of those heart-stopping kisses on her forehead. “I love
you.”
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Jaycee felt the floor give way under her. She gripped the doorway to keep on her feet. Angel was
the only person who had ever said those words to her. Why now? Why this man? She could
almost dismiss the sexual heat they generated. That was biology, hormones, and
neurotransmitters, nothing more. But those words?
She felt bereft when he stepped deeper into the stall. The light was a bit dimmer. The moonlight
drifted through the window above. He passed her his phone with the light to illuminate the dark
stall. Jaycee watched his every move, uncertain why they were here.
When he began to strip off his clothes, she was more than tempted to run. Maybe it was
curiosity that held her there. Lust was undoubtedly another option. After weeks of fantasizing
about what lay beneath his clothes, how could she resist?
She shook her head as her eyes drifted from his body to the object that now lay at his feet. Jaycee
shuddered at the realization it had once been a wild mustang. And from the looks of it, a
spectacular one at that.
“Rex, what are you doing? This is ridic…”
Before she could finish the word, he had divested himself of the last of his clothes. Then he
reached down and reverently lifted the pelt. He wrapped himself in it. Rex closed his eyes,
leaned back his head, and hugged the horse blanket even tighter about his shoulders.
Jaycee dropped to the hay that covered the floor of the barn. Not even the wall could hold her up
as she watched. It was as if the animal swallowed the man as it grew, stretched, transformed.
Even as she watched, she could not believe it. It was not possible. Men did not become horses by
merely putting on a skin.
The horse took a step in her direction. Then another, and another. It moved slowly as if
recognizing that she was frightened, so skittish she might turn and run. Not that she thought she
could. The best she could manage at the moment was to crawl away, and she was not sure she
could even do that.
The pony came and stood beside her. It gently nudged her hand as if begging her to touch it. To
feel for herself its solid muscles, the warm pounding of blood coursing through its veins, very
much alive.
But even as she felt that life coursing beneath her fingertips, her mind rebelled. How was it
possible? How could Rex become a horse? Just by putting the skin of a dead animal around his
shoulders? It just was not conceivable.
***
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His horse neighed. Its silky white mane swished as he shook his head. Whoever said that seeing
was believing had never met his mate. Of course, he could not fault her completely. His own
mind still questioned the how.
This time he stayed where he was, entirely within the dim light. Tomorrow, they would go out to
the hills where his horse liked to run free with the others that his grandfather had brought to this
sanctuary. He would shift in broad daylight. He would do it again and again. Until her doubts
were pushed to the corner of her mind as his own were.
But tonight, they had other business. He cleared his mind and stepped from his other. He felt his
form shrink and reshape until he once more stood holding his skin. A man. He looked into her
shocked eyes before he turned and took the pelt back to the trunk in which it and others were
stored.
His hand brushed softly across it as he blocked her disjointed thoughts from his mind. He sent a
prayer of gratitude, ‘Oh, Great Spirit, creator of all we are. I come to you with humble gratitude.
I thank you for my life and all that it is. I thank you for the opportunity of life in this form and
the knowledge and power that goes with it. May I always be worthy of the great gifts which you
have bestowed upon me.’
He closed the lid and opened his mind to hers. The battle still raged. Did she believe her senses?
Her eyes? Her ears? Her touch? Even in the face of the impossible?
He hid the secretive smile that formed on his lips. Mixed through all the other was another
emotion. Need. Lust. He considered picking his clothes up from the floor and dressing once
more. But if things went his way, they would only be quickly discarded?
And if they did not? He had been giving that a great deal of thought too lately. If his mate
rejected him, then he would not need his clothes, perhaps never again.
He stood and went to his mate, naked physically and emotionally. He dropped to the hay covered
floor next to her and drew her into his embrace. His chin rested on top of her head. He dared to
smile that knowing grin.
He could almost feel the shock waves echoing within her skull. He did not attempt to convince
her or to ignite the flames in her that could burn away her doubts. He simply held her while she
waged her war to come to terms with what she had seen and heard this night.
When the question finally came, it was not the ‘how’ but rather, “So, what now?”
He gently gripped her chin and turned her sublime face to his. “That is your choice, Nʉ Sʉmʉ.”
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She shook her head as she tried in vain to understand, “You can do as you plan and leave this
place tomorrow. Tear Angel from the peace, safety, and hope she needs to survive. And rip my
very heart, soul, and humanity from me.”
He paused and looked deep into her eyes, knowing that as hard as the words were, he must place
his trust and life in her hands. “I won’t try to stop you.”
She shook her head as tears gathered in her eyes. “Or? What’s my other choice?”
He smiled softly and brushed his lips across hers like the wind whispering over your skin. “Or
stay. You step into the skin you have been given as my mate. And as hard as it is, you decide to
trust and believe. In me. In Fate. In the things that your heart knows are truer than your mind can
comprehend.”
She inhaled as those tears spilled from the corners of her eyes, “I don’t know if I can, Rex.
Maybe this time, your Fate or Great Spirit or god or whatever, got things wrong. Maybe I’m not
what you need. What you deserve.”
He laughed, and the sound echoed around them, at odds with the solemnity of the moment. He
felt her anger rising once more at his outburst. He leaned down and kissed her nose, “Oh, Nʉ
Sʉmʉ, you are exactly what I need. Though you may be right, I might not be worthy of you.”
“It’s not funny, Rex. This is serious. This is my life. Angel’s life. You expect me to put aside
everything I have always thought was true, everything I thought I knew, and jump off some
irrational, preposterous, harebrained cliff of faith. Believe in things that can’t possibly be real.
And you laugh at me?”
He shook his head, “I would never laugh at you, my love. I laughed with Fate. How perfect you
are, how well we complement one another. I laughed with joy at your very presence in my arms,
Nʉ Sʉmʉ.”
“How can you know that? We’ve barely known one another a month. We haven’t even…” She
blushed and looked down at her hands. But her cheeks flamed even redder as she realized what
else that move brought into her full view. And the little traitor twitched in salute to its mate, as if
to accentuate her words.
“We haven’t made love. I haven’t made you mine?” His face was severe as he lifted hers to him
once more. “And I won’t. I won’t make you mine. I won’t take that precious choice from you.
Though it goes against everything I have been taught, everything I believe.”
“I won’t even seduce you with kisses until we both can’t think clearly enough to make a truly
free choice. I won’t beg or plead or tell you how you hold my life, my Fate, the lives of others in
your hands.”
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“Maybe its pride. Perhaps it is stubborn stupidity. But I want you to choose me. Because you
want me, want the love and life I freely give to you.”
“Not because Fate made us, either of us. The way I see things, Fate put you in my path. Fate
drew me to you. But every single day for the past few weeks, I have fallen deeper in love with
you.”
“You, Jaycee, the consummate lawyer, the determined and loving mother, even the frightened
little girl. Maybe especially that broken child who felt that no one could love her. No one would
ever choose her.”
He brushed his lips across hers as he tasted the salty, earthiness of tears, knowing that they were
not just Jaycee’s but his too. Mixed together as he hoped and prayed their lives would be. “I,
Rex, the man, choose you, Jaycee. I love you. All of you.”
“And that has not a gods’ damned thing to do with mates or Nʉ Sʉmʉ. That is because I have
watched you, come to know you, and fallen deeper and deeper in love with your incredible
strength, your deepest fears, your patience, your compassion.”
“I want a future with you. With Angel. I want to fall asleep next to you and wake up next to you
every day for the rest of our lives. I want to fight your battles, not for you, but with you, side by
side. I want to love, and laugh, and live for as long as we have.”
“And yes, I want that little girl to be mine. In every way that counts. Even if DNA or the law
says otherwise, Angel is my daughter as much as yours.”
“But none of that matters, if you don’t want to take a risk. Jump off that cliff of faith, as you
said. Knowing that this battered, old cowboy will always be there to catch you, for as long as he
has breath, and even beyond if he can find a way.”
Rex held his breath. He waited. Was it heartbeats or eternity? Either way, that was how it felt.
His eternity. His Fate.
***
Jaycee drew her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms about them; she leaned her head
against them. She could still feel his hand like a branding iron at the small of her back, but as the
man said, he did nothing to stop her withdrawal.
But she felt the bereavement anyway. As if she had lost some part of her soul. That made no
sense.
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None of this did. How could she feel a more profound passion for a man she had known less than
a month than the one that had been her business and marriage partner for a decade? Why had the
seizures that had plagued her daughter practically her whole life suddenly disappear when they
came to this place? And why had that thing targeted them? What was that thing anyway? There
were just too many unknowns.
She sighed as she forced her mind back to the things that she did know. From the moment that
she had met this man, there was some attraction, some bond, unlike anything she had ever known
or imagined, was real. It seemed to even extend to him being able to read her mind. As
implausible as that sounded, the evidence was just too overwhelming.
As for this latest, his ability to shapeshift, to change, into a horse, unless they had given her some
powerful hallucinogenic then as unbelievable as that sounded, the evidence was clearly there as
well. Though, it might take some time for her mind to come to terms with that one.
It was the other that perhaps troubled her more. His declaration of love. Other than the love of a
mother and her child, Jaycee’s life had been starkly bereft of that commodity. As a little girl, it
was the one thing she craved most, her dream and fantasy, to be part of a family, to be loved for
herself. By the time she had reached her teens, she had come to view that need as childish and a
weakness. She had lived that way for over two decades now.
Did she have it inside her to change? Dare she release that hurt little girl from the prison she kept
her in the back of her mind? As genuine as his words sounded, what if? Could she handle one
more rejection? His especially?
She felt the pressure As he leaned his head between her shoulder blades, the heat on her back
warmed her body to the point of boiling as he whispered. “That is one thing you need never, ever
fear again, Nʉ Sʉmʉ.”
She turned towards him as he lifted his head to face her. One question burned in her mind,
though she feared she knew the answer already. “What about Angel?”
“What about her? I told you she is as much mine as yours now.”
“That is not what I meant. As much as my own experiences say otherwise, somehow, I believe,
no, I know, you mean that.”
She sighed as she dropped her eyes from his gaze. She reached deep inside of herself to pluck up
the courage to ask the question that she already knew in her heart. “How does she fit into all this?
Grandfather keeps telling her how special she is. What does he mean, Rex? And why have her
seizures virtually stopped since we came here?”
***
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This was the moment he had been waiting for. His mate even recognized the truth for herself.
Nonetheless, his heart and mind quaked with fear. Was she honestly open to what he had to say?
Could she learn to accept what she did not understand? But they had no other choice.
He drew in a deep breath, closed his eyes, and prayed for wisdom and guidance as he began. “I
think you know the answer to that already, Nʉ Sʉmʉ.”
She shook her head, but before she could put her doubts into words, he brought the truth into the
light. “Angel is a skinwalker.”
“She can’t be. She’s not Native American. How can she be?”
He took her hand and squeezed it gently as his eyes held her, his voice steady. “We don’t know
that, for certain.”
He felt his mate’s pain before she even spoke, “You mean because I never knew my birth
parents?”
“But these things can go back generations sometimes. It could just as easily be her father. It was
not uncommon for the oppressed peoples such as ours and former slaves to group together for
protection, to intermarry even. He might not even know that he carries Native blood. But where
she got her gifts matters less than that she has them.”
“What is the connection with her seizures, and why have they stopped?”
Rex sighed heavily, “Everything in this world is a duality. Two-sided. These gifts especially
come with darkness. When you are young, before your gifts manifest themselves fully, before
you learn to walk in your skin, there is an unease, an agitation.”
“I don’t know how to describe it to you. This sense of not being comfortable in your own mind
and body. Perhaps because you know that something is missing?”
“For me, as a little boy, the doctors called it ADHD. Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder.
My parents sent me to one doctor after another. Strong drugs, always higher doses. Until I no
longer felt anything. I was like a zombie.” Just telling his mate those things made him feel more
exposed, no vulnerable than sitting naked with her ever could.
“No one knows for certain. So much of our heritage has been lost over the years. Not just from
wars either. But both my grandfather and his brother were taken from their parents on the
reservation. Placed for adoption with white families. Separated from their parents, their heritage,
and one another.”
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“Grandfather has spent his whole life trying to piece together the rich tapestry of our past. But it
is like a jigsaw puzzle with so many, many pieces lost over time.”
“He believes that once these children would have been identified, their gifts recognized, and they
would have been trained almost from birth to be at one with their other. That is what he has been
trying to do for Angel these past few weeks.”
She nodded her head, “It seems to be working.”
He took her hand, “I want you to understand something, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. No matter what happens
between us, even if you reject me, Grandfather will always be there for Angel.”
She laughed nervously, “I didn’t think rejecting you was an option. I thought Fate had decided
already?”
Rex smiled weakly as he turned her hand over. He began to nervously trace the lines in her palm
as if trying to foresee his future as other cultures believed. “No, we always have the final say.
Fate may point us in a direction. It may even push us that way. But I don’t think it ever forces us
to do something we don’t want to do. How could it?”
He looked up, “No, Nʉ Sʉmʉ, I am afraid you will very much have to make a choice. A choice
to believe in me, Grandfather, and our hooky mumbo jumbo or to walk away.”
***
Jaycee shook her head. Rex was wrong. She did not have a choice. Not really. Something deep
inside her understood that Angel’s life, not just her future but her physical life, depended upon
her learning how to control ‘it.’ Her daughter seemed to be doing that here with Grandfather.
‘It.’ Jaycee knew she was copping out. But her mind could not process everything she had
learned this night. Not that fast anyway.
She looked at him. This man, who had walked into her life less than a month ago. It did not seem
real. How was that possible? It was as if she could not even remember her life before him? Or
imagine her life without him?
“So, if it is my choice, Rex, give it to me straight. The full truth. No punches.”
She did not like the way he hesitated. So she began herself, “I can choose to stay here, and we all
become some big happy family. You become the father Angel has always wanted. Grandfather
trains her to use her gifts. And we all live happily ever after?”
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“Mostly. We still have the Chupacabra to deal with first. And life is never that simple or easy.
But I believe it can be easier when you aren’t trying to do everything all alone, my solitary mama
bear.”
She laughed, and it felt good. She could almost believe his words. The fact that he sat there
completely naked, comfortable in his man's skin as much as the other one did nothing to help her
focus on what she knew might be the single most important conversation of her life.
Of Angel’s. Of his. And theirs. If she believed him and Grandfather, it went deeper even than
that. Its outcome could change the course of history itself, the face of this planet. She felt that
somehow too. No pressure at all.
Still, it was hard for her to imagine what it would be like to share her burdens with another soul.
She never really had. “And if I leave, Rex? What happens then? To you? To Angel?”
His silence said more than words. “Tell me, Rex. I need the truth.”
He shook his head, but words came anyway, seemingly against his will. “The Chupacabra, that
thing, was once a skinwalker. One who gave into that darkness. Perhaps he never found his mate.
Or perhaps he simply chose the power of his gifts over the responsibilities that come with them. I
don’t know.”
Her voice quivered, and her hands shook. She felt the cold shiver move up her spine. “Are you
saying that without me, you become like that thing?”
“No, I’d never place that burden on you. Grandfather fought back the darkness after my
grandmother died. It has been done before.”
“But? But not often? Not easily? What would happen, Rex? What would you do? If I say no?”
He looked away for a moment, his voice was quiet when it came, “I’d probably put on my skin
and run with the others.”
“You’d become a horse? Permanently?” She had to know.
“It would be the safest option.”
She got the feeling that there was more he was not telling her. “And Angel? You said that
Grandfather would continue to help her. But I can’t imagine that it would be easy. I mean, how
could he not resent me if you…”
Rex shook his head in denial, “Grandfather would never blame the child or you.”
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Her throat tightened as she remembered the scene in the bedroom earlier, her daughter’s panic.
“What happens to my daughter if I decide to leave?”
He turned away from her, but she was determined. “What happens to Angel, Rex?” She
demanded the full truth.
“You have to understand, as far as we know, there have only been a handful of girls born with
this gift.”
“How incredibly misogynistic of your Great Spirit.”
“No, that is not what I mean. It is not like that. Our legends, our stories, and histories are filled
with strong women: human and goddesses. I am not the expert that Grandfather is, and even he
knows that much of the truth is lost to us. And that is one of them. We can never know why there
were not any women skinwalkers.”
“Wait. You said there had been girls born with the gifts. But now you say that there were no
female skinwalkers. How can that be?”
He reached for her hand, but she drew back. “You’re saying that Angel would die. My daughter
could die. I mean, she is getting better, right?” She felt panic as her greatest fears were mirrored
in his words.
“Those girls did not survive to adulthood.” He held up his hand, “But we don’t know why or
how. Like I said, so much is lost.”
His gaze held hers as if pleading with her, “But there is one fragment, a legend of great women
warriors who will rise one day. They will unite to save the Great Mother when she needs them
most.”
“Grandfather believes that Angel is one of those. He thinks that with help and training, her gifts
will manifest the same as any other skinwalker. Actually, he believes her power and gifts are
greater.”
“But without his help, without this training, my child will die?”
He nodded slowly, “It is possible. Perhaps even probable. But I think you knew that, didn’t
you?”
How many nights had she laid awake just watching her daughter breathing after a bad day? How
many times had she woken in a night to make sure that her daughter was still breathing? It was
her worst nightmare and greatest fear. But to hear it confirmed from him somehow made it more
real than it ever had been.
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She felt the tears flood down her cheeks, “You’re wrong. I don’t have a choice. Not really.”
He took her hand and drew her across the floor. He wrapped her in his strong arms, and she felt
the heat of his breath as he pressed a tender kiss to the top of her head. “Yes, you do, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. I
promise you; Grandfather will be there for you and Angel no matter what.”
But it was more than just her daughter’s life that rested on her choice, and she knew that. His did
too. And honestly, that weighed just as heavily on her mind and heart. The thought this strong,
brave, and compassionate man would become like that thing she had seen in her barn frightened
her almost as much as losing her child. Even the idea of him spending the rest of life running free
among the wild horses here on his grandfather’s ranch somehow felt cold and bereft of real hope.
She was the problem. She was the weak link. She was not sure that she was strong enough. After
a lifetime of being alone, of believing in nothing and no one, she was not sure she was capable of
this kind of trust, of working together, of being a real family, a real couple.
This was not the cold legal and social contract that she had formed with Sean, a practical solution
to companionship, a societal expectation for his political career, or even the most efficient means
of raising children. Rex was talking about a true partnership, a melding of their lives, and even
souls. Could she do that? Could she truly let another person into her life and heart?
What choice did she have? The idea of losing either of them was more frightening than the risk
of being hurt, rejected, and once more disappointed to find herself in the corner, on the outside
looking in.
She knew she had to try at least. For Angel. For him. And yes, for herself. She had spent her
whole life alone, shuffled from one place and one family to the next, never belonging. What he
offered was true belonging, real family, true love. If she dared to reach out and grab it. It might
be almost four decades late, but Jaycee had the chance to have the family she always dreamed of.
To give her Angel that safety, security, and love. How could she not?
She turned her head and looked up into his roughly handsome face. She saw that knowing grin,
“Damn it, Rex. That’s not fair. How’s a woman to keep any secrets when you’re in my mind all
the time?”
“Did I forget to mention that’s a two-way street, Nʉ Sʉmʉ?”
She tried to reach her mind out to his. Maybe she needed some training from Grandfather like
Angel? Perhaps she could not concentrate properly while sitting in his naked lap. The man was
hotter without his clothes than even her fantasies.
Rigid muscles, but not the grotesque gym ones of her ex. These came from hard work, manual
labor. Even better, there was just enough of a layer of fat, perhaps a testament to aging, it did not
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matter though. It was sexy as hell. Right up there with those grey hairs that were liberally
streaked among the dirty blond at his temples and around his ears.
She drew her thoughts back from all that as she felt the heat and need rising higher in her own
mature body. She most definitely did not have a choice in one thing. This man was an itch she
had to scratch.
She concentrated on other things at the moment, though. She most definitely could not read his
thoughts. The hard cock that brushed against the rough denim as she sat on his lip was her only
clue. “No, I got nothing. You definitely have the advantage, cowboy.”
He chuckled, “Just wait.” His mouth covered hers, and the fires ignited once more. With kisses
like that, maybe it did not matter that this man had such an advantage over her.
***
The taste of her burst on his senses like sunshine on the dewy grass. He savored each moment as
the kiss morphed between passion, tenderness, and exploration in turns. He could just kiss this
woman all night, though the bulge beneath her jean-clad bottom argued otherwise.
His mate had other ideas as she shifted to the side. Her delicate hand moved between their bodies
to stroke up and down the hard ridge. Rex moaned into her mouth and fought back the urge to
come at her first caress. So, his mind was elsewhere, and he was caught by surprise when she
shoved him onto his back among the bedding of fresh straw.
Jaycee was astride him in seconds. Her hands splayed across his chest as her hips imitated the
erotic dance of mates. “Sorry, Cowboy, but it’s easier to pick hay out of your hair than mine.”
“Whatever I can do to oblige, Ma’am.” His hands came up to cup her breasts. His thumbs
brushed across the hard nipples through too many layers of clothes.
Jaycee sucked in a deep breath, her eyes closed, her hair hanging down her back, as she too
moaned at his caress. Her hips moved faster and harder against his.
“Dammit, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. You’re killing me here,” he pleaded.
She giggled as she looked down into his face, the soft glow of the moon caressing her perfect
features. “What can’t you just morph away my clothes or something? All the great shifters in my
romances can.” He enjoyed the teasing they shared – to a point.
“No, but I can rip them off you.”
“Don’t you dare. You might have no trouble parading around naked, but my body has a lot more
flaws. I have no desire to walk bare butt back into the house tonight.”
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His fingers began the laborious task of unbuttoning her shirt. She chuckled as she pulled her shirt
from the waistband of her too-tight jeans that had driven him crazy all day. The damned thing
only became more infuriating as the seconds ticked by. Her fingers began to unbutton from the
bottom up until their hands deftly met in the middle.
Their fingers entwined for a heartbeat, and their eyes met as if in some understanding of the
deeper meaning of the action. A partnership of equals. Not a race or competition, but cooperation
for the greater good of one another, their family, and the planet.
Jaycee shrugged the shirt from her shoulders as she stood over him. “Don’t go nowhere,
cowboy.”
She unsnapped her jeans and pushed those to the ground. She swore softly as she realized that
she could not get them off over her sneakers. And that she had only made it more challenging to
get those off with her jeans pooled around her ankles.
“Dammit, why isn’t it ever as easy as they make it in my damned romances? They never have
problems like this. The clothes magically disappear or are strewn all over without getting stuck
like this.”
He loved it, the way they could laugh together at this moment as easily as they loved together.
“Give me your foot.”
She carefully lifted her foot as high as she could. Rex tugged the shoe off gently so as not to send
her sprawling on that delectable derrière. When he was done, they repeated the process without
the need for words. Her feet unencumbered; she managed to kick her jeans off until she stood
before him in only her underwear.
“That needs to go too, sweetheart.”
Jaycee blushed and crossed her arms across her bare abdomen. The tiny lines glowed silver in
the moonlight. Her self-doubts and insecurities ate at his mind. He leaned up; his lips managed to
brush just above the top of her panties.
“A warrior always wears his battle scars with pride, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. You have earned every single one
of those as badges of honor for the gift you brought into this world. Never, ever be ashamed to
bare your body or your soul to me. Both are perfect. At least in my eyes and heart,” he whispered
as he showered that area with tiny kisses.
His fingers slipped under the elastic waistband and tugged them gently down. He looked up into
her face as she nodded and lifted her feet to kick them into the hay alongside the jeans.
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His hand grasped hers as he drew her into his lap. He battled valiantly once more not to
embarrass himself as he felt the hot, wetness of her core brush teasingly along his shaft. They
were eye to eye. He felt her insecurities raise their head once more as his fingers struggled to
unclasp her bra.
He tugged it gently down her arms and tossed it into the growing pile of her clothes. His hand
tenderly cupped her breast as he lowered his mouth, sucking her hard nipple deep. Jaycee
moaned, and her hips thrust wildly against him. Her movements caused the head of his cock to
slip just inside her welcoming warmth. They both moaned then.
“Fuck,” his mate cussed as she threw her head back when her first orgasm overtook her. The
intense contractions of her muscles tried to force him out, but his hips pressed deeper, not
wanting to be denied any further.
Her fingers gripped his shoulders, her nails bit into his flesh, but he was too far past giving a
damn, even if she broke the skin. He would follow his own advice and wear those battle scars
with pride.
He switched his attention to her other breast as their bodies seemed to take control, finding the
rhythm unique to them, pushing each higher. Rex feared that as fucks went, this one would be
disappointingly short compared with those books of hers.
But since his mate had not seemed to stop coming since the moment his cock slipped into her, he
was not too worried about leaving her unsatisfied. Besides, they had all night to practice until
they got it right — a whole fucking lifetime.
His cock surged deep into her depths as her orgasm intensified. He felt those nails pierce his skin
even as her heart, mind, and soul cleaved his own. He did not bother fighting the tears as they
became one. His essence flowed into her.
He drew her tighter against him, releasing her nipple, as he leaned his head into the crook of her
neck. His thoughts danced with joy at the completeness he knew for the first time in his whole
life.
But it was not to last as his mate shoved him back among the hay. “Damn you, Rex.”
He smiled up at her, knowing his lips were more than a bit smug, ‘I did warn you.’
They both broke into laughter as they quite literally rolled in the hay. That thought was a
mistake.
“I thought you promised me that a roll in the hay with you would not be quick.”
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He moved to pin his mate beneath him, “I’m not finished yet, Nʉ Sʉmʉ.”
“Oh,” was all Jaycee managed to say before his lips captured hers, and their bodies renewed the
Texas two-step that was all their own.

-109-

Chapter 10
Jaycee smiled as she brought the steaming cup of black coffee to her lips. She had been standing
on the front porch watching Grandfather teach Angel to ‘talk’ to the horses.
A few weeks ago, the whole idea would have seemed preposterous. But so much had changed for
them. For her, mostly.
Especially since that night. Just thinking about it, about him made her body come alive from
head to toe, particularly those good bits in the middle. If she weren’t careful, she would need to
change her panties. She seemed to be going through the things at an alarming rate, changing
them a couple of times every day.
Not that she minded. The nights more than made up for it. And the occasional morning and
afternoons while Grandfather kept Angel occupied with her ‘lessons.’ The reading, writing, and
arithmetic of home education seemed to have taken a backseat to these new studies. But she did
not mind. With each new day, Angel seemed to improve.
There had been no seizures in weeks, and even her meltdowns were becoming a thing of the past.
While Jaycee might not be a fan of religion, the prayers, chants, and meditations that Grandfather
taught her daughter seemed to be working miracles that no medicine had.
Of course, that would be the real test. She had not found the courage, or perhaps faith would be a
better word, to discontinue her daughter’s seizure medications. Not yet, anyway. She knew it was
ridiculous. None of those meds had ever proven effective at completely stopping the seizures as
these past few weeks had. Still, she held on to the safety net.
Though Rex and Grandfather, even Angel, were beginning to pressure her. The side effects were
not worth it, they claimed. Rex, especially, should know, having spent most of his childhood on
similar medications. She knew they were right. But?
Her cell phone on the rail in front of her dinged. She picked it up as much out of habit as
anything. Yes, she still had her clients to consider, but there were not that many of them. And
Hector and Lupe usually checked in once a day or so as well.
She cursed as she saw the message. Why suddenly was Sean playing the concerned father? Was
there some new woman in his life that he was trying to impress? Or perhaps some new political
position that could use the boost of a couple of photos with his poor sick child?
But for whatever reason, for the past few days, her ex-husband, who only called once or twice a
month, usually to say that the child support was too much or would be late, was calling two and
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three times a day, demanding to know where she had taken ‘his’ daughter and when they would
be returning.
Jaycee considered ignoring the text but knew that would only result in another phone call. The
last one had ended with Sean threatening to take her to court for interfering with his parental
rights. Unfortunately, this time, she knew he was right. She did not have a right to keep Angel’s
whereabouts from her father. It was not a legal battle she could win, not without serious evidence
of abuse.
These past couple of weeks here had been so peaceful. But it was not just Sean who was
intruding on this ideal. Rex’s boss, Tim Masters, had emailed, phoned, and repeatedly texted
about the horses, too.
Since the animals were no longer on her ranch, they had violated the agreement. They must
surrender the horses to the RSPCA. He had fired Rex. Not that Rex seemed bothered by that.
Grandfather had been begging him to quit and work with him to keep this place running. But
now Masters too was threatening to take them to court. It seemed she would have plenty of work
to do, just none of it paid.
If she had been worried that this was some dream, afraid that someone would pinch her, and she
would wake, then this was much worse. The world was closing in around them from all sides.
She was not sure how much longer they could keep any of it at bay.
The pinch on her jean-clad bottom brought her back to the present. As Rex smiled and held out a
breakfast burrito, “You need to eat before we face any of that. But yes, this is very much real, Nʉ
Sʉmʉ.”
He leaned in and kissed her, drawing her bottom lip between his teeth and biting lightly. “The
good and the bad. I’m afraid we can’t keep hiding from any of it.”
“Yes, but…”
‘What if that thing finds us here?’ he switched to speaking in her mind.
She still found that incredibly strange, almost frightening. But at times like this, it could prove
useful. While she had learned that Grandfather could occasionally overhear them, it was better
than spelling to keep adult talk away from little ears.
‘We knew we would have to face it eventually. And we need to. We can’t spend the rest of our
lives hiding.’
She nodded, though a chill ran up her spine at the memory of that night. The sight of that
monster. The sound of Blu’s dying whimpers. The smell of fresh blood on that thing’s fangs. She
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did not want to think about what might have happened if Hector had not arrived with his gun.
But not even that had stopped the thing. It merely absorbed the bullets like some bad science
fiction movie.
Rex’s arm went about her. He drew her closer to his side as he planted a tender kiss on the top of
her head, “This time, you won’t be alone, Nʉ Sʉmʉ.” He spoke those words of reassurance aloud
as Grandfather and Angel joined them on the porch.
“And this time, we know what we are facing. We will be ready. In our time and on our ground,
my children,” Grandfather added as he shooed her daughter into the house.
“So, what do we do?” She looked up at Rex.
“We draw them here. All of them,” Grandfather replied.
She shook her head, “All of them?”
“Yes, child, since we cannot know where the danger comes from, we bring all of the players
together. Here.”
The thought of bringing that thing, and whatever danger it represented here was terrifying. This
had become their refuge, their fortress. And inviting their enemies in was not something she
wanted to consider.
Rex nodded, “Grandfather is right. We have no other choice, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. We have not been able
to identify who the Chupacabra is. So, bringing all the players here is our best option.”
“But won’t that put more innocent people at risk?”
Grandfather sighed, “Yes, my daughter, but it is the only way. We do not why, what it seeks.”
“The horses, it went after the horses that night,” she answered.
“Yes, but were they its ultimate goal? Or merely something to feed upon before going for its real
target?”
“What do you mean, Grandfather? Are you saying that thing was after Angel?”
He shrugged, “It is possible, my daughter. Or perhaps it is you. Maybe it came to stop you, some
case you are on.”
“Only a couple of them are that big. Most are wills, no-contest divorces, that sort of thing.”
“We bring them here. Bring them all here. Call them, arrange meetings,” said the old man.
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She shook her head, but it was Rex, who voiced the concerns for both of them. “When? And in
what order?”
Neither of them liked his grandfather’s response, “All of them. As soon as possible.”
***
Rex was not sure this was a good idea. Bringing so many ‘potential suspects’ to the ranch at
once. They had spent Angel’s afternoon nap discussing who to include. Not that Angel needed to
rest any longer; usually, she just read or meditated quietly in her room.
The list was surprisingly long. It made him feel that Grandfather had watched one too many
episodes of Murder She Wrote or what was that other one with the doctor? But this was a
Chupacabra they were dealing with. And each of those people became possible victims if they
weren’t careful.
He stared across the dry hills as the sunset. It was a spectacular view, the reds and oranges of the
sky bringing the land alive with its natural beauty. Any other time he would put on his other and
take to the hills with his friends. Run free and wild, just feeling its beauty.
After that first night, Jaycee had thought he carried the skin around with him, that he needed it to
transform each time. She had thrown a handful of hay at him when he doubled over with laughter
at the misunderstanding. It had deteriorated into a tickle fight that ended with another ‘quickie’
roll in the hay.
Then he had explained that the pelts were necessary only in the beginning as a skinwalker
learned his other. Eventually, it was a part of you that you carried inside and could call forth at
will.
The misunderstanding made him realize how much work they had to do, how much Grandfather
had to teach Angel, but first, they had to deal with that thing.
“Dammit, Sean, you can’t have it both ways. Either you want to know where Angel is staying
or…”
His mate’s anger and frustration beat at his mind as he opened his arms. She smiled weakly as
she stepped out on to the porch, the old wooden screen door slamming quietly behind her. He felt
the surge of desire and peace as she stepped into his embrace. She, too, faced the sun setting
behind the hills. The way her round bottom brushed against the front of his jeans was torture.
Rex forced his mind to follow along with her side of the conversation, instead of how hard and
horny he was. That thought earned him an elbow to his ribs and a stern look. “Yes, Sean, I
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realize how busy you are. Aren’t you always? But we brought Angel here for the peace and
quiet…”
“We? A friend and I. What does that matter? Sean, I know you understand the law well enough
to know that who I am or am not screwing is no longer your business. That’s one of the benefits
of a divorce.”
He caught the fleeting, ‘not that you bothered to wait.’ He drew her closer and squeezed her
gently, reminding her that he was here now, that what they shared was different.
She shook her head, he could not make out what the man said, but he could hear that his voice
had risen, gotten much louder.
“As the email communication between our attorneys and us indicated, I am happy to meet you in
Comfort day after tomorrow. We will show you where Angel is staying, and you can spend some
time with her, see for yourself that she is happy. But no, I am not just texting you the address.”
“Why? Why, Sean? Because I am not playing your games anymore. I’m not having you show up
once every couple of months, upset her routine, then disappear for weeks. If you want to be a
part of her life, then you keep to the court-appointed visitation schedule.”
“I am not discussing that with you. It is none of your business. I have never interfered with the
women you brought around my daughter. So, no, Sean, you don’t have the right to a name, and
you certainly don’t have the right to do a background check on him. Good night, Sean.”
“We will be at the bank at nine Saturday morning. If you want to see Angel, then show up.
Otherwise, I will see you in court in six or nine months.” Her cheeks were flaming red, and she
was trembling by the time she hit the button to disconnect the call.
He drew her closer into his embrace. If she wanted, or needed, to talk, he was there. He knew
from what he heard of his mate’s thoughts that she was struggling. The truth was always hard to
face.
***
Jaycee leaned back against Rex. It felt so strange, knowing that she did not face this alone. That
she no longer encountered any of life’s struggles by herself. It was perhaps as much an
unbelievable miracle as a man who could turn into a pony. Maybe more so.
She did not know why she had come out here. Sure, she had felt his unease with the situation, but
she was caught up in her own issues at the moment. Why had she felt an almost compulsion to be
near him then?
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He laced their fingers together and brought them to his lips, kissing the back of her hand,
tenderly, ‘Because we will always be stronger together, Nʉ Sʉmʉ.’
That too was a foreign concept to Jaycee, one that seemed vastly at odds with her Feminism 101.
You were not supposed to depend upon a man. You were strong, and you dealt with your shit
yourself. That was how it was supposed to work, right?
Two independent adults who willingly came together by choice for sex, companionship, and
perhaps to raise a family. That was the deal she had negotiated with Sean. Except that phone call
reminded her that was not how it had really worked in their marriage.
She sighed as she faced the uncomfortable truth - she had been abused. Oh, Sean never hit her,
sure. But for all his public and private rhetoric about the rights of women, he had verbally and
mentally abused her. Cut her confidence in herself as a woman and an attorney. Gaslighting was
the term.
From the casual comments like ‘you’re wearing that?’ to his need to always win any argument or
debate they had. Right down to the decision to buy the cream-colored sofas that were hardly
practical with a baby on the way.
Professionally, of course, she had never questioned it. Sean was almost fifteen years older and
more experienced. He had been a full partner in their prestigious firm when she was just a
summer intern.
Looking back, she supposed she had gotten caught up in the romance of it all. This older man,
who had lost his beloved wife years before, was taking an interest in her. But their marriage had
never been a fairy tale, nor was it, she was beginning to see, the partnership of equals that she
had wanted to believe it was.
She shivered at the memories. She knew that Rex could not read her mind exactly, only the
thoughts that she spoke inside it. That was a fine line, one she had not learned to walk yet. Oh,
but she wished she had. There were things in her past, in their marriage, that she was not ready
for him to know. Maybe she never would be.
His lips on the top of her head brought her back to the present. “Know that I will never judge
you, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. And if you do not want to talk about it, now or ever, I will love you and support
that decision.”
She turned in his arms, wrapped her about his neck, and stood on tiptoes, pressing her lips to his.
“Thank you, Rex. There are somethings that I have to come to terms, perhaps on my own.”
“Do you think he’ll come?”
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She was grateful he had changed the subject, at least a bit. “Who knows what Sean will do. For
such a brilliant legal mind, the man rarely makes sense.”
They had decided that the only way to control the situation was for them to agree to meet all the
parties on neutral ground, then bring them back to the ranch. If they gave away the location
before then, who or whatever that thing was, could show up here at will. They needed to control
this first meeting.
Rex and Grandfather were confident that one, if not both of them, would be able to sense or
smell that thing on one of them. So, they had spent the afternoon going through both of their
lives looking for someone, anyone that might have a reason to harm them.
But the ‘them’ was the problem. Was that thing after her, or Rex, the horses, or even Angel?
They did not have any idea. So the list of possible subjects had grown incredibly long. Well,
more accurately, her list.
Rex only had his former boss, Tim Masters, on his. He wanted to believe that if he had spent
months working with such an evil being, he would have known. But he had to admit that
something had never felt quite right about the man.
Her list, on the other hand, had included not only her ex-husband but both Thad Marshall and his
father, Tybor. That man clearly had some evil living inside of him. Not only was he doing
everything he could to disinherit his only son, simply because the man was gay, but his treatment
of the horses showed a cold-blooded disregard for life.
The last-minute addition to the list had been the sheriff of Sebida county. The man might boast
an impressive war record, be some heroes’ hero with his former SEAL team. Still, nothing
excused his treatment of his wife and daughters, not to mention the rumors of corruption that
Jaycee had discovered while investigating the man.
Of course, that brought her back to where this all began. Her marriage. She was not ready to face
the possibility that the man she had been married to for a decade could be - that thing. Maybe
Sean had not been a good husband or loving father, but surely she would have known if she lived
and had sex with such evil?
Or would she? She tried very hard not to let her mind drift down those pathways. But then she
had denied them for years.
“Rex, are you sure about this? Isn’t there some other way?”
He shrugged those broad shoulders that she had spent the past few nights resting her head upon
as she slept peacefully for the first time in over five years. “I don’t see how, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. We can’t
hide here from that thing for the rest of our lives. Or even until Angel is grown.”
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“Your ex is threatening to take us to court for keeping his daughter from him.” She was glad that
he did not mention she could lose custody of Angel or even go to jail.
“And you know that Masters is demanding we return the horses to the RSPCA, or he’ll have us
arrested.”
As much as she had wanted to live in the ignorant bliss of nights spent in Rex’s bed and days
spent watching her child blossom, she knew he was right. As for Thad, Tybor, and this
mysterious Sheriff Kerr, while it was unlikely that any of them were involved, the only way to be
sure was to bring them here, too.
It still worried her. What if they were wrong? What if neither Grandfather nor Rex could identify
the Chupacabra? What then? Maybe none of them were involved? Perhaps it was all just random,
though her gut and theirs said otherwise? But what if they brought that thing here and it left them
all vulnerable? What then?
“You have my word, Nʉ Sʉmʉ; I won’t let anything happen to you or our daughter.”
But that was what worried her too. After finding this man, she could not believe that Fate would
be so cruel as to snatch him from them. But she knew that what he left unsaid was, ‘no matter
what.’
***
“Come with me, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. There’s something I want to share with you,” Rex pleaded as he
turned her in his arms.
He refused to believe that Fate brought them together to tear them apart. But whether it had or
not, he intended on living each and every moment they had together, whether that was days or
decades.
She followed him across the dusty yard, passed the barns, and the corral. Only once they were
out of sight of the house did Rex disrobe.
His mate smiled and stepped closer. He trembled as her dainty hand traced a line from his
fingertips, up to his arms, across his shoulders, and began to trail down his chest. His hand
covered hers before it went any lower. There would be time for that later, but he had something
else in mind when he brought her here.
He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it. “I know you aren’t a skinwalker. And can never fully
understand the world that Grandfather, Angel, and I inhabit. But tonight, I want to share it with
you. As much as I can, Nʉ Sʉmʉ.”
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He took a couple of steps back. His eyes met hers, “Do you trust me, Jaycee?”
“That’s a stupid question, Rex. After all, we’ve been through in such a short time. Of course, I
trust you.”
“No, sweetheart. This isn’t about mates, or Fate, or skinwalkers. This is about a man and a
woman. About two human souls.”
His eyes held her gaze, “Hell, it probably isn’t even about a woman. It’s about a little girl that
was hurt and all alone in the world. A little girl who desperately wanted someone to love her. A
family to call her own. A child that was disappointed and hurt time and time again.”
“Can that little girl deep inside of you trust me? Know that I love you and want you more than
life itself?”
He watched the tears track down her cheeks. She held her other hand, clasped tightly in front of
her heart, but she nodded her head slowly.
“You know, Angle has been torturing me with all her movies. But there’s this one I like.” Rex
stepped forward and kissed her forehead gently, “Tonight, let me show you a whole new world,
princess.”
The tears were streaming as he took two more steps back. His mind reached for his other. He felt
his body grow; his muscles stretched and transform. Until the breathtaking mustang knelt,
bending his knees just enough to allow his mate to grab hold of his mane.
Rex felt the gentle tug as Jaycee threw her leg over his back and shifted her weight. He neighed
softly, remembering that she had once run the barrels. Fate had not gone wrong, giving him an
experienced horsewoman as his mate.
She leaned forward, her hands gently stroking his neck as she whispered in his ears, “I do trust
you, Rex.”
It was all the encouragement he needed as he took off at a gallop, heading for the hills that
surrounded the house. He could almost sense where the herd ran this night. The moonlight lit his
way, but he was not worried. He knew this ranch. It was him home. Their home. And he was
determined that here they would be safe.
***
The night was magical. Jaycee tried to remember a time when she had felt this free and at peace.
It was not simply riding bareback with her hands laced through his mane, racing the wild horses
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across the rolling hills from which this region got its name. The moon was almost full, and it
gave a surreal feel to the land.
She could not remember the last time she had ridden at all. Though she had a few older horses
and ponies at her ranch that they used for the children, she was so busy caring for Angel or trying
to rebuild her legal career that she left their care and exercising mostly to Hector.
Tonight reminded her how she had felt the first time she rode a horse. She had been moved
again. Another foster home. The Wilsons were an older couple in East Texas. They had a huge
old farm. They had raised their children and a grandson on the land that had been in the family
since before Texas was a state.
But they were getting older now. Chores weren’t as easy for them as they once had been. An
older foster child meant a bit of free labor. Perhaps others would have resented the arrangement,
but those final years in the foster system with the Wilson’s had been the best for Jaycee.
The stability, discipline, and love that they had provided had turned her life around. She had
gone from a mediocre student to the valedictorian of her class. She had been president of the 4H
club and even learned to ride barrels. She owed everything to the couple.
She had lost touch with them following her marriage to Sean. She had lost touch with lots of
things then. There was never any time for the things she had wanted to do or her friends. Besides
their firm, which took up twelve or more hours a day, there was always some political or charity
event that required their presence.
Or those other… But she did not want to break the spell of this night with those memories.
They topped the highest hill, and Rex stopped. She inhaled the crisp night air. She wanted to
shout or sing but settled for laughing. She could not remember the last time she laughed with
such aplomb either. Perhaps she never had?
She hopped down from the horse’s back. It was the man she wanted to share this moment. Her
man? Her mate.
She was never sure if she would get used to watching him transform. Especially knowing that
one day, her daughter would undergo the same metamorphosis. Of course, there was an
otherworldly feel to the way his body stretched and grew, hair covering it entirely. When the
process was complete, she covered her mouth and giggled.
“What’s so funny, Nʉ Sʉmʉ?”
“Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea; you’re going to get cold like that pretty quick,” she teased
as a naked Rex stalked her.
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He caught her, not that she was trying to flee all that hard. Rex wrapped his arms around her and
leaned in to nuzzle at her neck. “You know, you can do serious damage to a man’s ego that way,
woman.”
“I am only concerned about your comfort.”
“Well, if that’s the case, then I can think of a couple of ways to generate some heat, sweetheart.”
He began to unbutton her shirt.
“What then I’ll be cold too?”
He bent and nuzzled her neck, “Oh, no, sweetheart, I’m gonna get you plenty hot. And wet.”
Rex matched actions to words as his hand moved inside her shirt, cupping her breasts. His
fingers brushed over her sensitive nipples. She moaned and shucked her shirt down her arms.
The slight chill added another layer of sensation to her suddenly overheated skin.
Her hands ran across his shoulders and upper back, drawing him towards her lips. She was in no
mood for games. She wanted him, and she wanted him now.
She giggled as their fingers battled over the button and zipper of her jeans. She surrendered that
one in favor of toeing off her sneakers. Working as a team, they made surprisingly quick work of
her clothes until she was as naked as Rex.
She looked around. Sand, rocks, and mesquite did not make comfortable beds for what she had
in mind. But Rex had that one under control as well. Taking her hand, he guided her to one of the
low trees. Placing her hands on the trunk, “Spread your legs, Nʉ Sʉmʉ.”
Jaycee was not in the mood to argue. Feminism 101 be damned. She cried out as he surged into
her. Her body was more than ready for its mate; she came even before he was entirely inside her.
Her moans mixed with his and rang across the hills, joining nature’s chorus of owls, frogs, and
insects in the song of life.
Time held no meaning for the lovers. Moments or hours rolled by, lost in the embrace of love.
He took her to that peak over and over again before joining her in nirvana. They both sagged
replete against the tree.
She turned her head and brushed a soft kiss to his cheek, “I love you.”
Those words came surprisingly easy. Especially considering the fact that she had never said them
to anyone other than her daughter.
His lips captured hers, his cock still hard inside of her. “And that makes them more special than
you can ever know to me, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. I love you, too, Jaycee. Not just as my mate, my one, but as
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a woman, and a person. You’re strong, beautiful, and caring. And I am the luckiest man alive to
have you.”
She felt his tongue on her cheek, and only then did she realize that tears had spilled from her
eyes as he spoke. After a lifetime of looking for love, needing to belong, she had finally come
home. To this special man. Fate could not be so cruel as to take him from her now.
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Chapter 11
Jaycee paced in front of the old bank building on the main street in Comfort. With its older
builders, historical signs, and quiet streets, this place lived up to its name. But they had chosen it
as the meeting place for this unusual assemblage of characters for another reason – its location
close to Grandfather’s ranch.
She looked at her watch. Eight-forty-eight. Her heart beat faster as she contemplated the day
ahead. There were just so many unknowns. As carefully as they had planned things, she knew
they were flying blind here. Trusting that Grandfather or Rex would be able to detect the
Chupacabra among the myriad of suspects, what if they didn’t?
‘Relax, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. I promise nothing will happen to you or Angel.’
His voice in her head was more comforting than she could have imagined that first day on the
steps outside that courthouse. But despite knowing that for the first time in her life, she did not
face her troubles alone, she was still worried. She knew that the unspoken bit of that statement
was ‘if it cost him his life.’ She had quickly come to fear losing this man, every bit as much as
she did Angel.
She watched as the white truck with a horse trailer came down the road. Rex came to stand
beside her, “So, Masters is the first. Why does that not surprise me? Eager to get his hands on
one point two million dollars worth of prime horseflesh.”
She chuckled that he chose to use the words she had spoken that first day in the courtroom. “Yes,
well, Thad is the red sports car right behind him.”
Before the words were even out of her mouth, the car traversed the double yellow line and
overtook the truck, pulling into a parking space in front of the bank. She had not seen the young
man who got out of it in weeks, since his father’s attorney, Mitch Taylor, had deposed him.
Despite the seriousness of the matter, Thad Marshall seemed surprisingly jovial.
She held out her hand, “Thanks for coming, Thad.”
His smile broke for a moment as he took her hand. “I’m gonna be honest, Jaycee. I need this
thing over as soon as possible. I just want to move on with my life.”
She nodded as the middle-aged and slightly paunchy man in khakis and a knit shirt got out of the
truck and walked towards them. “Rex,” was his only comment, not bothering to hold out his
hand to his former employee.
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She held out hers instead, “Mister Masters, I’m Jaycee Riley, and this is my client Thad
Marshall. We’d like to thank you for your patience with this matter. Hopefully, we can come to
some mutually agreeable resolution today.”
The man eyed her client as if taking the man’s measure. “Yes, well, I hope so as well. If not, then
I’m prepared to seize the animals again.”
Thad was about to say something but was distracted as a police cruiser pulled in next to his
convertible. The man who got out was the opposite of Masters – hard in every way, from the
toned body that testified to hours spent in the gym, and perhaps a few illegal steroids as well, to
the grim look on his aging but still handsome face. This man meant business as he studied them
all.
He covered the distance in only a couple of strides. He did not bother offering his hand either but
was polite enough to doff his hat at her. “I’m assuming that you’re Jaycee Riley, my wife’s
litigator?”
This man was everything that she had been warned about – and perhaps more. “Sheriff Kerr,
thank you for coming today.”
“Where’s Joyce and my girls?” The man got straight to the point.
She was glad that they had decided it was not necessary to involve that client in the matter. The
woman and her daughters were deep in hiding, thanks to a network for domestic abuse victims.
Jaycee knew that none of them were emotionally stable and recovered enough to handle a faceto-face meeting with their abuser, and she did not doubt after meeting this man that he was that
and more.
“I’m sure you’re aware, Sheriff, that it is not necessary under these circumstances for your
former wife to be present at your deposition.”
“We’ll see once my attorney gets here.” His smile sent a shiver up her spine, “I think you might
know the man – Sean Riley.”
It did not surprise her that a narcissistic, gaslighting bastard like Earl Kerr would stoop to such a
tactic. But it did shock her a bit that Sean would lower himself to personally dealing with a mere
custodial issue. She tried her best not to let that show, as he added, “Biblically speaking even.”
Jaycee was glad that the arrival of a shiny new SUV obviated any need to respond to his dig. She
turned her attention instead to the young man next to her as she smiled reassuringly at Thad, “At
least your father and his attorney came.”
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Thad Marshall nodded, but she noticed that her client was decidedly less sanguine than when he
arrived. His face darkened further when his father got out of the vehicle. Even Jaycee was taken
aback by the change in the older man’s appearance.
Gone was the self-assured and sanctimonious rancher. In his place was an old man. Perhaps a
dying man, she wondered as she watched Mitch Taylor bring a walker out of the back of his car.
Even then, Tybor Marshall could barely stand. His skin was yellowish, and his hands covered in
bruises of various shades of black, green, blue, purple, and yellow.
Her attention was entirely on her client as she watched the mixed emotions fleet across Thad’s
face. She reached out and gently squeezed his shoulder, realizing how easy it had been to
stereotype him as uncaring - of the horse, the case, and his father. Perhaps it was not that he did
not care, but that he cared too much.
Thad nodded at her as he climbed down a couple of steps to greet his father. “Here, let me help
you, Daddy.”
Tybor Marshall shook his head, “Do you really care, boy? Looks like you’ll win by default.” But
the man allowed his son to grip his elbow and gently help him up the steps.
Jaycee held out her hand to Mitch Taylor, realizing that they could eliminate one suspect from
the list. Couldn’t they? Could a man in that shape be capable of transforming into - that thing?
‘No, he couldn’t,’ Rex’s voice in her mind was a gentle reminder that she was not alone. But she
appreciated that he had allowed her to control this circus.
“If you all will bear with me for a few more minutes, we’re only missing one more participant,”
she added in her courtroom voice.
Mitch nodded as Thad spoke quietly with his father. Masters grumbled as he glared at Rex. But it
was Kerr’s over-confidence that bothered her most, “He’ll be here; you can count on it.”
She was grateful for Rex’s hand on her shoulder, even if Masters did raise his eyebrows. “So,
that’s why you bent over backward for this case, Ranger.”
Rex’s only response was a gentle squeeze as the black BMW came down the street. ‘Let the
show begin.’
***
Rex leaned against the post of the front porch. His eyes were glued to the men as they hung on
the wooden beams of the coral. Grandfather was putting Angel through her paces with her pony.
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Something was off. He could feel that. But since Sean Riley had driven into town in his flashy
car, he and the sheriff had been inseparable. Rex couldn't get a clear enough read on either of
them. Both were evil; of that, there was no doubt. But which, if either, was the Chupacabra?
Of course, he worried that he was biased against Riley. He wished he could say that he could not
see what his mate had seen in the man. But it was all too easy to see exactly what had attracted
her to the man. Mature, self-assured, successful, the man wore it all like the designer suit, which
he had on, even today.
The man was a bit older than either Jaycee or himself. Early fifties, perhaps? The prime of his
life? Rex had seen red when the man got out of his car, walked straight to his mate, and kissed
her. On the cheek, but a kiss, nonetheless. Only the word ‘asshole’ filtering through their bond
held him in check.
The man was an expert at pushing buttons: his, Jaycee’s, and it seemed even his only child’s.
Rex had not seen Angel so withdrawn, even on that first day, when she had the seizure. She was
always the light in this dark, grey world. After the first, ‘watch me, Daddy,’ when the man only
gave her a half-smile and wave before turning back to his conversation with Sheriff Kerr, she
had seemed… Off? Was that the word?
Rex wanted to speak with his grandfather, but they had all agreed to keep communication, even
this psychic form, to a minimum. A Chupacabra had the same heightened senses, after all, and
they did not want to tip the creature off.
And it was a creature. He had to keep reminding himself of that. Whoever it was, had long since
given up his soul to that thing. The man was no more, merely a servant of the evil. He would
prey upon the pain of others as much as the Chupacabra fed upon the blood of its victims.
Time to engage his prey. Rex walked down the steps and across the rocky, dry ground to the
corral. He, too, leaned against the wooden fence. “Good girl, Angel,” he called encouragement to
his daughter.
The men stopped their conversation. Sean Riley glared at him, “That’s MY girl.”
Rex did not doubt that Sean Riley meant those words just as they sounded. A warning to him, no
doubt. But equally, this man did not see Angel as her own person. She was nothing more to him
than another possession, like his BMW or his suit.
Except in Angel’s case, that product, that possession, was flawed. Defective. Was it because of
her seizures? Or was the man equally disappointed that his only child had been a girl?
His adversary stepped away from the other man, sidling down the coral towards Rex. He held out
his hand, “Sorry, I forget your name.”
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Rex shook the man’s hand. Evil, for sure, but he had known that already. Could he be that thing?
Certainly. But was he? Rex had been confident that he would know, but it was not that easy.
He was beginning to worry that this had been a terrible idea. If they could not identify and
neutralize the Chupacabra, then they had opened themselves up to more attacks. They had
revealed their safe haven, making it harder, if not impossible, for him to keep his family safe.
Rex did not bother responding to the man’s comments. Letting Riley make the next move was
their best option. Instead, he focused his attention on his grandfather as he helped Angel down
off her pony. Something was definitely off with the child. He wanted to speak with her alone.
“You’re getting better every day, Angel. How about Grandfather and I put you down for a rest
while Hector rubs down Bambi?”
Angel lifted her head and nodded slowly. Were there dark circles under her eyes again? Rex was
glad that they had agreed to ask Hector and Lupe to join them on the ranch for a couple of days.
A couple of extra hands, especially with Angel, would free them to focus on the things they
needed to accomplish.
“Where’s Mommy?” her voice did sound weaker, less animated. Rex was not certain how to
describe it, actually.
He reached out and brushed the curls back out of her eyes. “She’s in some important meetings
with her clients. But Lupe is here for you. And Grandfather can tell you another legend.”
She looked up at the man who had become her mentor and nodded, “Can you help me with my
meditations?”
Sean Riley stepped forward, “Come on now, Angel. You haven’t seen Daddy in weeks. You see
these people all the time. Besides, you’ll be seven soon. You’re too big for naps.”
His daughter frowned but nodded as Grandfather lifted her over the fencing. Rex reached out to
take her, but Riley pushed him aside. No sooner had the man’s hands touched her waist than her
brown eyes rolled back in her head, and her tiny body began to jerk violently as if this seizure
indeed would tear her apart.
Riley started to release his hold on the child. If Rex had not been so close, Angel might have
dropped to the dirt. But he managed to catch her in his arms as he pushed past the man’s stunned
face.
He covered the distance to the house in only a few strides. Lupe was standing on the porch, “Get
the emergency meds, and I’ll let Jaycee know.” Rex took control as he followed the woman into
the house and down the hall to Angel’s bedroom.
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He had never felt more useless, more helpless. Not even during the worst of his cases as he stood
just off someone’s property, sometimes watching an animal fight for its life, while he was forced
to wait for a court order. He swallowed down the fear that clutched his throat as he laid her stiff
little body on the bed.
Tears marred his vision. His child was fighting for her life. He knew that. And there was not a
damned thing he could do about it.
***
Jaycee stared at the faces around the dining room table. It was not the usual conference room
where she negotiated deals or interrogated adversaries, but maybe that worked in her favor this
time. This group and this meeting were certainly not what she had expected when they set this
meeting up.
She stared across the table where Tybor Marshall sat next to his attorney. Mitch Taylor leaned in
and whispered something to the older man, who only shook his head as he looked up at his son.
“What’s the point now?” His voice brook over the words as his eyes clouded over.
“Daddy?” Her client did not seem to know what to say. It had been months since he had seen his
father, perhaps more than a year. The man across the table bore little resemblance even to the
one she had seen just weeks before in the courthouse.
“Family drama aside, I’m here to deal with the issue of those horses. Can we focus on that?”
Masters glared at all those around the table.
The man was pompous, arrogant, and a jerk. Of that, there was no doubt. But he was not evil.
Even she could feel that.
“Yes, that would be as good a place as any to begin,” Mitch reached into his battered leather
briefcase, a relic from another era it seemed. He pulled out some papers and passed a copy across
the table to her, and another to the man sitting alone at the other end.
“As you’ll see from this doctor’s report, my client’s cancer has metastasized to his brain. In his
expert opinion, my client cannot be held legally accountable for the abuse of those animals as the
tumor impaired his judgment.”
Thad took the papers from her hand before she could read them. His face blanched of color as he
scanned them.
Masters, on the other hand, seemed intent on reading every line before passing it back towards
the center of the table. “Yes, well, that does not really affect the ASPCA. You can take that up
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with the prosecutor's office and Marigold. I’m here to deal with the final disposition of those
animals.”
“If we give them to you, will you make sure she drops the case against my father?”
Jaycee reached out to place her hand on Thad’s arm, but he shook his head. “I don’t care.
They’re just horses. It’s just money. I don’t want Daddy to spend his final days in jail,” his voice
cracked.
“Guilt, boy? I thought I raised you to be tougher than that.”
“Loving someone doesn’t make you weak, Daddy. Mama taught me that.”
The older man turned his face to the wall, “Yeah, well, we know what kinda lovin’ you’re
doing.”
Her client shook his blond head as tears trekked down his cheeks. “Daddy, being gay doesn’t
mean I don’t love you. That I didn’t love Mama.”
“It ain’t being gay that’s the problem, boy. It never was.” The older man practically shouted until
he broke down into a coughing fit.
They waited as Mitch wrapped his arm around the man to support him. Thad got up from beside
her and went to kneel at his father’s feet. Taking the man’s bruised hand and holding it until the
coughing quieted.
“What is then, Daddy? I always thought it was the same old Bible thing of ‘a man lying with a
man’ as it was with Mama for so long?” The younger man searched his father’s face.
Tybor Marshall laughed, but it turned into another coughing episode. Jaycee noticed that during
the worst of it, when his breathing was labored, he turned his hand over and gripped his son’s as
if to comfort and sustain him.
“Boy, you should know I never bought that woman’s religious hogwash. You know, I had a gay
bull once — paid good money for the damned thing. Top dollar for a dang bull that would hump
all the other bulls he could find, even break a fence to get to another one.”
“But the moment you put him into a dang pasture with the heifers, he couldn’t be bothered. That
taught me right then and there that sort of thing ain’t a choice. It’s just how you’re born.”
Tears were flowing down the young man’s cheek, “Then, why, Daddy? Why do you hate me so
much? Why are you fighting so hard to keep me from coming home?”
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The man stared at his son, “Coming home? I thought you just wanted the ranch so you could
parcel it out and sell it off, tract by tract like the Monroe place was?”
Thad shook his head, “No, Daddy. Not the ranch. That’s been our home for generations. I want it
to remain that way. Our roots go deep.”
“That’s the problem, son. There’s been Marshalls and Andersons on that land since before Texas
was its own country, let alone a state.” He shook his head, “But all that ends with us, boy.”
Tybor Marshall had tears running down his face as he squeezed his son’s hand. “We never told
you, but you’re one of them, test-tube babies, just like most of our cattle.”
“Your Mama and I married young. I think more to please our families and unite the ranch than
any love. Oh, I liked your Mama as much as any other girl, but it was the ranch and family that
mattered to me.”
“And when it passed down to me, the land was all we had — a few heads of cattle and some
horses. But there weren’t two red cents in the bank. In fact, the bank held a note on the ranch
too.”
“The Andersons were a bit better off. They might not have had much cash in the bank, but they
had a decent herd, and their land wasn’t mortgaged. Only problem was they had just the one
daughter. Her brother had gone off to the Army and been killed in that dang war.”
“We did what was expected of us. And I worked hard, damned hard to build the ranch up. The
problem was we didn’t have no child to leave the damned thing to. Twenty years of marriage and
doing our duty and not once had your Mama been in the family way.”
He was silent as he stared off out the window for a long moment. “I had just paid it all off. We
were starting to make a profit. And your Mama came up with this crazy idea of in vitro
fertilization.”
The man looked at his son for a long moment, “I remortgaged the ranch. It took us three tries
before she got pregnant with you. We were so happy.”
“But what now, boy? Who you gonna leave the ranch to? Being gay and all.”
Thad laughed as he reached into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out his phone. He
pushed some buttons and held it up to his father. “That’s my husband, Trey, and our little girl.
Her name’s Sarah Rose, after Mama.”
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The older man’s hands were trembling as he took the phone. The room was utterly silent. The
only one who seemed unmoved by all that had transpired with Masters, who was fidgeting
uncomfortably with the stack of papers on the table.
“The ranch will stay in the family? You won’t sell it, Thad? I have your word?” Tybor pleaded
as a smile transformed his face, at least a little bit.
“You have my word, Daddy,” Thad squeezed his father’s hand.
Mitch looked across the table at Jaycee. “My client had instructed me to drop the lawsuit
contesting Rose Anderson Marshalls’ last will and testament. I was reluctant, but given this turn
of events,” he passed another stack of papers across the table to her.
“I’ll look these over. But I’m sure that we can come to some agreement over everything.” She
smiled. Not often did she enjoy her career as much as this.
“Yes, well, that does not settle anything as far as the ASPCA is concerned,” came the cranky
voice from the end of the table.
“As I said, if you’ll get the DA to drop the charges against my Daddy, you can have the damned
horses.”
“Wait a minute, son. Them horses are valuable — your Mama’s pride and joy. Don’t be so rash.
I’m sure Mitch can drag that court case out long enough to give this old man time to die in
peace,” Tybor chuckled.
“Thoroughbreds aren’t much use on a cattle ranch, Daddy. I’d much rather have you spend your
time getting to know my family than tied up with court cases. We can pick out a few nice ponies
for Sarah together.”
Tybor Marshall paused, looking at his son before nodding slowly.
Jaycee was about to steal the deal when Rex came into the room. “We need you.”
She did not have to question why. Even without the mental link, they shared now, the answer
was written in the drawn lines of his handsome face.
“Angel,” she stood and headed down the hall without a word to anyone.
***
Rex hated this impotent feeling as he stood behind his mate. Lupe had administered the
emergency seizure medication over two minutes ago, but his daughter continued to jerk violently
on her bed. His mate rubbed her shoulder and whispered softly as tears streaked down her face.
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There was absolutely nothing more they could do for a few more moments, though Lupe was
already preparing another syringe of the medication. “Give it a couple more moments, Señora.
She may come around. If not, then I will give more.”
Jaycee turned her frightened gaze to her friend and nurse, “Why, Lupe? She’s been doing so
well. We’ve never had to give her a second dose before.”
Rex felt his fists tighten as his throat choked back his pleas. But to whom those prayers were
sent, he had never been sure. His mother’s god of ritual that had little to do with the simple
carpenter who had taught love and forgiveness. The self-absorbed, trickster gods of war that
were his father’s Norse pantheon. Or…
He felt the calm begin to bubble up from the bit of his stomach as his grandfather placed his
hand on his shoulder. The man put his other hand on Jaycee’s, “May I, child?”
His mate started to shake her head, but then looked down at her daughter, whose lips had taken
on a deep blue tinge. Jaycee scooted over on the bed, making room for Grandfather.
The older man knelt on the floor next to the bed. Though his grandfather was an active man for
his more than seven decades on this planet, Rex knew that it must be painful for knees that had
seen better days. His wrinkled and gnarled fingers brushed a curl back from his daughter’s face,
and she drew in a deep breath, the first in a minute or more.
Grandfather closed his eyes, then held out his arms in greeting and supplication to the ancient
forces that, even after a lifetime of research, seemed more mystery than certainty. Rex watched
his lips begin to move. His words were familiar but quiet.
“Mother, sing me a song that will ease my pain, mend broken bones, bring wholeness again.”
Rex released his breath and the tears that he had been holding inside, as he closed his eyes and
centered his thoughts on the words, “Catch my babies when they are born, sing my death song,
teach me how to mourn.”
He fumbled over those words as he felt Jaycee stiffen. He knew that death, too, was part of life.
A door through which the circle was complete. But like his mate, his mind cried out at the
injustice of the very idea that one so young and gifted should walk through it too soon.
He sent another prayer to that gentle carpenter, ‘Please not this.’
His voice cracked, and he faltered as Jaycee drew in a deep breath. He opened his eyes to see
why and sighed himself as Angel’s little body seemed to relax.
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Lupe squeezed in between Grandfather and his mate. Her fingers pressed firmly against the
column of Angel’s neck. “It is over now,” she confirmed as Angel’s breathing seemed to
regulate itself, too.
Jaycee collapsed into his arms as Grandfather nodded before continuing the chant quietly. “Show
me the Medicine of the healing herbs, the value of spirit, the way I can serve.”
“This is bull shit,” boomed the voice from the door.
Angel jumped even though she appeared to be still unconscious. Jaycee’s shoulders tensed under
his fingers, and every eye in the room turned towards the doorway.
Well, over six feet of imposing man stood blocking the exit from Angel’s bedroom. Rex was not
sure which was more ominous, the man’s broad shoulders and chest that virtually blocked even
the light from the hallway filtering into the room, or the dark countenance on his face.
“Jaycee, if you think for one moment that I’m standing by and allowing any kind of spiritual
healing mumbo jumbo with MY child, then you are crazier than I thought.”
He pulled his phone from his suit jacket pocket, “I’m calling Child Protective Services. Judge
Pettus will grant me an injunction.”
His face contorted with hatred and anger as he stared about the room, “I’m taking MY child back
to Dallas where she fucking belongs. Where there are real doctors and real medicine, not this
ridiculous Indian chant crap,” he waved his hands towards Grandfather.
Jaycee stood up and released her daughter’s hand, “I’ll speak with you outside, Sean. Angel
doesn’t need to be disturbed right now.”
“What does it matter? The child’s fucking out of it, woman. Are you that stupid? I’d thought that
you were smarter than that; that you might have potential. But those pregnancy hormones must
have fried your brain.”
Rex wanted to launch himself across the room and rip the man’s throat apart. It was what a throat
that could utter such disrespectful rubbish deserved. But Jaycee placed her hand squarely in the
center of his chest and shook her head, ‘I need to handle this.’
He shook his head and wanted to argue as he watched his very life walk across the room. She
barely reached the man’s chin, but she squared her shoulders and looked up at her ex-husband.
“For your information, Lupe administered the Diastat as prescribed. She had the next dose ready,
if necessary. You know, or you should know, that the doctors don’t want us to call or bring her in
unless…”
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“I know what I saw. Some type of heebee-jeebie spiritual garbage and that combined with your
sudden move across the state without notifying me will be more than enough evidence for them
to grant me full custody,” he mouthed as Jaycee pushed him out the door.
Panic rose in Rex’s heart as she closed the door behind them. His grandfather reached his hand
out and took hold of his arm, “She needs to face her demons alone, my son. And right now, she
needs you to be here for your daughter. Help me finish the prayer.”
Rex wanted to argue. He needed to rush from the room, stand between Jaycee and whatever
demons she faced, be they physical or emotional. But he had seen the same truth in her eyes.
And as hard as it was, being her partner sometimes meant knowing when to let go.
He inhaled and reached for her mind. They were just outside on the porch, arguing. But Jaycee
was holding her own, refusing to be intimidated, or allow the man to demean her – again. He had
to trust her, trust the link they shared, and ultimately trust in Fate.
He nodded and knelt next to his grandfather by the bed. Lupe was fussing with the blanket that
covered Angel’s tiny body. She looked so pale; her lips were no longer blue, but the dark circles
beneath her eyes made her look as if someone had given her two black-eyes.
Rex lifted her hand. It was still limp, but he felt the pulse in her wrist, beating solidly as he
closed his eyes.
“Mother, heal my heart so that I can see the gifts of yours that can live through me.” This
precious Angel was the greatest of gifts that the Mother could entrust to him. Her and her
mother.
His mind reached for hers, and he was alarmed to feel them moving further from the house. He
battled to remain calm and beside his child. Not to break the trust that Jaycee had shown in him.
Not to be another controlling son of a bitch like her ex-husband. When you are the partner of a
strong woman, you have to allow her to be strong on her own, on her terms.
He was so deep in thought, repeating the chant almost without thinking, that he almost missed
the gentle squeeze around his hand. It took him a moment to realize what it was. He smiled as he
opened his eyes to stare into the depths of Angel’s dark brown ones.
But his heart froze in fear as she glanced from him to Grandfather, “Will I be evil like Daddy
when I get big? If I will, then let me go to the light.”
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Chapter 12
Jaycee watched as her ex-husband paced a few feet in front of her. Perhaps this had not been a
good idea. But her only thought when Sean had exploded was to protect Angel; it always had
been. While the man had never physically harmed either of them, she knew mental and
emotional abuse could damage too.
Angel had been doing so well. Until today. Until they brought all these strangers here. Until her
father came.
She felt the unease and sense of foreboding rising inside her. Whether this man was the evil that
they sought or not, he was and had been her personal demon for over a decade.
But she was not that same starry-eyed, insecure law intern who stood in awe of the great Sean
Riley. Her heart torn with sympathy for this brilliant attorney that was mourning the great love of
his life.
Perhaps if she had known stability and a loving home, she would have never settled for the paltry
arrangement of companionship, professional partnership, and…
And what? The truth stared her in the face, but she still found it hard to think the words.
Breeding. She had never been anything more to this man than a breeder.
It was her failure in that too, which had fueled the divorce. For both of them. The more she
focused upon her baby girl and finding the answers they needed for her seizures, the more that
Sean has insisted they should try again. Another baby would be the distraction she needed.
As if Angel were some broken doll that could be discarded and replaced with a ‘perfect’ one. She
had been appalled Sean would even suggest such a thing. What if the other child had epilepsy
too? They did not know if the condition was genetically linked.
So, as she withdrew from her career and husband to focus more on her daughter’s health, he had
drifted deeper into the other world, the carefully hidden double life they had always lived.
If she had been stronger, less in awe of the man, would she have ever agreed to it? To the
swingers and BDSM clubs. It was not that she had anything against them. Some people wanted
or perhaps needed such things. She had not been one of them. But Sean had pestered, demeaned,
and bullied her into it.
She shivered and wrapped her arms about herself, carefully studying the man who had been her
first lover, her husband for almost a decade, and her professional mentor. Was it possible? Had
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she lived all that time with that monster and never known? She did not want to believe that was
possible.
‘The other’ cracked through the carefully constructed cage in her mind. Sunshine was the only
name that she had ever known the young woman by. However, the girl was perhaps more
accurate, barely legal.
Jaycee shuddered to think of what had happened to her. She had read the news story just weeks
before deciding to leave Sean. Had that influenced her choice? Had she known all along the
depths of this man?
But she had no evidence. Knowing the victim of a serial killer did not make you one. Besides,
Sean’s reputation was so above reproach and his secrets hidden so well that only she knew them.
Who would believe an ex-wife?
She inhaled deeply, willing her heart to slow, as she watched him pace back and forth. He always
did that when upset. She had grown used to it over the years. What bothered her was that his
position effectively blocked her only escape route. Behind her was a rather substantial drop,
perhaps enough to kill, certainly enough to cause serious injury.
She knew that the longer Sean paced, the more worked up he became. As much as she did not
want to do it, she knew it would be better, in the long run, to engage him in conversation. She
had once been able to talk him down from the worst of these episodes. But that had been years
ago, before Angel’s birth. She only hoped that she could remember those skills.
Jaycee held up her hands as if in surrender. Submission, even if only pretend, worked best to
soothe her ex. “Sean, let’s talk this through.”
“Talk? Why should I want to talk with an ignorant bitch like you? You had one job to do. One
lousy thing that I asked of you. Give me a son to carry on my work. And you fucked up even
that.”
His words hit to the core of Jaycee’s self-confidence, confirming what she had suspected for
years. But she was not going to let him see that, know that he had scored a direct hit. “No, we
have a beautiful daughter, instead.”
“Pah! A daughter? Worthless. Girls can’t inherit…” His words dried up like the landscape
around them. He went back to pacing, more rapidly this time.
“Sean, I’m afraid you may have gotten the wrong impression from what you witnessed. Until
today, Angel has been doing so much better. Being here, the quiet, slower pace, her seizures had
almost disappeared. And she’s really gotten close to Raymond…”
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“Polluted. You’ve polluted my child with all that goodness and light bullshit. Don’t you get it?
After all these years, are you so fucking stupid and clueless not to see, not to know? The world
does not work like that.”
“Let’s cut the bullshit. Since you won’t be around to finish the book, I’ll tell you the ending. Evil
wins. It always does.”
His words chilled her to the core. But it was other words in her mind that she choose to focus
upon, ‘I’m coming for you.’ Those too brought fear to her heart. What if Rex did come? What if
Sean was right?
For the first time, Jaycee allowed the blinders to slip. She faced the nasty truth. Her ex-husband
was not merely ambitious, or even greedy and hubristic. He was evil.
‘Yes, sweetheart. He is the Chupacabra.’ She did not question Rex’s words. Though she felt her
knees weaken at the realization that she had lived with a murderer for over a decade, worked side
by side with him, even bore his child.
But she knew too that her best bet, her only hope of coming out of this alive, was to keep him
distracted. Keep him talking. Sean loved to speak. Most attorneys and politicians did. And she
knew just how to keep him distracted while Rex came for her. She only hoped that the man she
loved stood a chance against the monster she had once married. She knew that it was her job to
give him that chance.
“Why, Sean? Why did you do it?”
***
Rex raced out of the house. He could feel her, sensed where they were. He knew her fear, too. He
felt even more helpless than he had that other night.
Why had they done it? Why had they thought they could bring such evil here? But it was too late
to worry about that now.
All he could do was race against time and Fate himself to reach the woman who held not just his
heart, but his very soul and life in her dainty hands. Because make no mistake, without her, he
too would become like that thing.
That thing. A Chupacabra.
That was not right, either. It was no longer merely a thing. It was her ex-husband. A man she had
lived with and loved for a decade. The father of her child. Angel’s father.
“Señor, Señor Rex,” he heard Hector calling from the barn.
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“What the hell?”
He did not recognize the other voice from the house behind him, and he did not have time to find
out who it was, either. She needed him.
But damn it, there were too many people around here. He needed to transform. His other was
stronger, faster, better able to protect their mate. But was even he a match for such a thing?
He considered changing instead into a wolf. He had done it a couple of times when he was
younger — tried on Grandfather’s skin. But it was the mustang that had fit him best. Now he
wished for something, anything stronger, more lethal.
None of that mattered if he could not get away from the people who seemed to be pouring out of
the house now.
“Where do you think you’re going so fast, buddy?”
He recognized that one, as much from the tone of command as anything — the Sherriff. But the
man was corrupt. Perhaps as much as that thing, only in human form. And he was in league with
the creature.
Every second was precious now. He did not have time for this. Any of it. She needed him, and
these delays could cost them their lives. And it was their lives.
He turned to the only one he knew, the only one he could trust. “Jaycee needs me,” was all he
said to Hector.
The man nodded as he stepped between Rex and the men who were flooding from the house.
“Go, I will handle them.”
“Handle who? Who are you? And what is going on here?” demanded the Sherriff.
Rex wanted to punch the man, anything to get him out of his way so he could get to her. How
could he even explain? Would this man even listen? “I have reason to believe that Jaycee is in
danger.”
“From whom? Sean Riley? The man is one of the most respected attorneys in this state. Hell,
he’ll be our governor one day. The man just wants answers. Answers about his child. I can
understand that.”
The man grabbed Rex’s shoulder. He felt the zing race down his spine and up to his brain. The
taint of evil was there, even if it lacked the magic, the power.
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“But your woman doesn’t seem to think men have any rights when it comes to their children. Not
even the right to know where they are, how they are, or the people they’re with. So, if you ask
me, it isn’t your woman’s that in danger but Sean Riley.”
“And I sure as hell am not letting you run off from here like some hot head. Who knows what
might happen to the man?”
“You really believe that she’s in danger?” The other voice was incredibly weak.
Rex nodded at the old man, “I know it.”
“How? How do you know anything?” Earl Kerr blocked his path.
Rex searched for an answer, one that was reasonable. He landed on a half-truth, “Angel. When
the little girl came around, she was worried about her mother. Said that her father might hurt
her…”
“Oh, so here we go again. Filling a child’s impressionable mind with garbage. Turning them
against their own fathers. Having innocents makes false allegations. Just what I’d expect from a
woman like that.”
“Well, not on my watch, buddy. You are staying right here. Give those two time and privacy to
work this out on their own. If I have to cuff your sorry ass and put you in the back of my squad
car, I will.”
Rex had had enough. He gripped the man’s shirt. Looked him eye-to-eye, something that he
could do with few others, “On what fucking grounds, asshole? Need I remind you this is not
Sebida county. You don’t have any authority here.”
The older man stepped between them. His frail and bruised hands did their best to pry the men
apart until Hector joined the effort, pulling Rex back as Tybor Marshall pushed Earl Kerr back.
“Okay, boys, settle down. Ain’t nobody arresting nobody here.” He turned towards Rex, “You
honestly think the man will hurt his ex-wife?”
How could he possibly make any of them understand without revealing the truth? And even if he
did, who would believe him? ‘Oh, I’m a shapeshifter, and Jaycee is my mate. I can feel her
emotions.’
Yeah, that would go over like a fart in his mother’s church. In the end, his shoulder’s slumped as
he sighed and nodded his head. The old man stared at him for a long moment.
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Tim Masters stepped forward, “I’ve known Rex for a year, and except for those horses, I’ve
never known the man to be rash.” His former boss eyed him for a moment. “I trust him,” were
not the words that Rex expected from this man.
Hector, too, stepped forward, “Señor Rex would not lie. Nor would Angel.”
“So, ya’ll want just to let this man run off, interfere with a father’s rights?”
“How about we all go? Search parties. We know what direction they headed at least,” as the
consummate lawyer and good ole’ boy, Mitch Taylor stepped in to mediate.
It was not the solution that Rex wanted or needed, but if he were to get to Jaycee, at all, it would
have to do. “Hector, come with me.”
“I don’t think so,” Kerr stepped forward. “I’m coming with you. Make damn sure you don’t butt
your nose in where it don’t belong.”
What choice did he have? But somehow, someway, he would manage to slip from this man’s
watchful eye. He would do whatever it took to be there for her. If that meant taking this man out
of the way, so be it.
“Let’s go.”
***
Jaycee wanted to be sick. How had she not seen? She had lived with this man for ten years and
worked with him for a dozen. Had sex with him, slept next to him. He was the father of her child.
She had always known that Sean was ambitious, perhaps even ruthless. But the difference
between amoral and evil stared her starkly in the contorted, rage-filled face of her ex-husband.
She took a step back, but there was nowhere to go. She glanced sideways; the drop was a good
twenty, maybe thirty feet, almost vertically down the rock face of the cliff. Her only escape was
forward through her worst nightmare, the man she had once idolized, if never loved.
Her best chance, her only one, was to buy time, delay him until Rex got here. That, too, was a
frightening prospect. What chance did his palomino have against that thing? But she could not
think about that now as she repeated her question, “Why, Sean?”
His laugh was far worse than any B-grade movie villain; Vincent Price could have taken lessons.
“Power, you stupid bitch. Why else does anyone do anything? Power and money are all that
anyone ever thinks about.”
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She shook her head, “No, Sean, not everyone. There are other things in this world than money
and power. Greed and hubris don’t rule everyone.”
“What? Your weak little hero? Not for long. Not once I kill you. Then he will become just like
me. A skinwalker cannot survive the death of its mate. Either it too dies or…”
She shivered, “Is that what happened, Sean? Was it the death of your first wife? Was she your
true mate? You know no one ever even told me her name, let alone what happened to her. Is that
why, Sean?”
Jaycee dug her heels into the soft, dry earth as he lunged for her. His fingers bore into the tender
muscles of her upper arms until she feared he would rip them off, or worse, toss her over the
edge of the cliff. That was his plan; she knew that now. Understood, that was why he had chosen
to stop at this spot in particular.
Her mind automatically reached for Rex’s, but she stopped herself. If this was the end, she did
not want her final thoughts, pleas, and screams to be in his mind and soul when he faced this
thing.
But Sean was wrong. Rex would never become a monster as he had. Yet, that meant he would
follow her into death, once he destroyed this thing. Then what would become of Angel? Her
daughter? She was sure that Grandfather would take the child in, but what if something happened
to him? He was not a young man.
She stared into the glaring, almost red eyes of the man/thing which held her life in its paws. She
had watched Rex transform, but this time she was virtually a part of Sean’s transformation. As
she felt his nails lengthen and thicken into claws. She winced as those claws punctured through
her shirt and skin, embedding in the muscles.
He was wrong. Sean was wrong, she realized. A skinwalker had survived the passing of his mate.
Raymond had done it. For his baby daughter’s sake. She knew that Rex had promised her that
Angel was his now, but was it enough? Without a genetic connection, would the bond be strong
enough to tie him to this world to get him through the pain of her death?
Maybe she should be afraid. She never had ‘made her peace with Jesus’ as so many of her foster
carers pleaded and even beat into her. But if there were a Jesus or god, surely he or she would
understand. Be compassionate. But that was not what worried her. Only what would become of
her daughter and Rex.
Did she dare? She had no choice. ‘Take care of Angel. Promise me, Rex,’ she pleaded through
their link.
***
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Rex was sorely tempted to hit the cold-hearted bastard over the head and leave him where he fell.
Sheriff Earl Kerr more than deserved it. Not just for his pompous and biased stance on this
situation, but if half of the rumors they had uncovered were right, this man should be locked up
for the rest of his life.
“Slow down. I keep telling you that this is ridiculous. Sean Riley would never hurt the woman.”
The man shook his head as he reached to grab Rex’s arm, but he shook him off and kept moving
in the direction in which he felt her. If they were where he thought they were, he could not get to
them soon enough. And this man was not going to delay him.
“What the hell is this world coming to when a man can’t even show genuine concern for his
children? When women can cut men out of their children's lives for nothing? Mere accusations
are enough to get these bleeding-heart liberals all up in arms over a simple spanking. When I was
growing up…”
But Rex was not listening. Not to the man anyway. He increased his pace, but it was not fast
enough. Not fast enough to draw the man’s interest, and not fast enough to reach her in time.
Silence. All Rex heard in his mind was silence. That worried him more than anything she might
say or think. He knew that she had been practicing. He had even offered her advice on how to
block him a bit. Legalese was not his thing and hours of hearing it had been tiresome. Why had
he not realized that she could use those skills at other times as well?
The only thing that gave him comfort was that he could feel her. Her heart still beat in time with
his. He could sense that, hear it almost. She was still alive, and that was all that mattered.
“I said stop,” the man behind him was bent over with his hands on his knees. “I don’t know what
gym you go to. I certainly did not think I had let myself get this out of shape. But you need to
slow down. Like I told you, you’re overreacting to some lie that a child has been coached to
tell.”
Rex might regret it later, but it felt damned good when his fist connected with the man’s jaw.
Earl Kerr fell unconscious to the ground. “Shit, I’ll have to face the music for this one.”
He increased his pace, not transforming yet, just utilizing the almost superhuman speed that was
also part of his gift. He was eating up the distance more quickly now, just another moment or
two…
‘Take care of Angel. Promise me, Rex,’ was not what he wanted to hear from his mate.
‘Hang on, Jaycee. I’ll be there in a minute. Just hang on,’ he pleaded.
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He came to the edge of woods, if you could call the patch of mesquite trees that clung to the
rocky cliff that. They were less than fifty feet away. The Chupacabra gripped his mate by the
shoulders. He could smell her blood on the air, and it enraged him.
The thing stopped with her just inches from the edge of those cliffs. It stopped, lifted its mangy
head, and sniffed the air. “I know you’re here. Come out now. Or I swear I’ll throw her over the
edge.”
“You’re going to anyway,” Rex choked out each word.
The thing laughed, if it could be called that. The sound grated more than nails on a chalkboard
that his second-grade teacher had used to punish him when his attention drifted elsewhere.
“I will trade you. Your life for hers.”
Although Rex knew better than to trust the thing, it was his one chance. And he took it, stepping
from the edge of the trees with his hands held out to the side in surrender. “Then let her go. Let
her go now. And fight me.”
***
The thing’s laughter echoed over the cliffs and arid terrain. As hurt and disgusted with herself as
she was, Jaycee knew one thing – she needed to keep Sean talking, distract him, and give Rex
the best chance.
“What happened to that girl, Sean? What did you do to Sunshine?”
He turned towards her, taking his eyes off Rex for a moment. Eyes that glared inhumanly red at
her.
His ordinarily dark brown ones had always been icy cold, but she had wanted to naively believe
that was only from the pain of losing his wife.
When she had begun her internship at his firm, she had heard all the stories of how devastated
the ‘poor’ man was by his wife’s death. Perhaps in his ‘deal,’ she had thought she could take
away that pain. Instead, she had found herself drawn into a world that she wanted no part of.
“Did you kill her, Sean?”
“Of course.”
The simplicity of his admission to murder shocked her senses. “Why? She was just a kid. What
could she have possibly done to deserve that?”
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“She had an abortion. She murdered my child. I got sloppy, something I never did with you. I
was hungry for a kill. So, I transformed and went hunting. I did not know that she saw me. I
thought she was asleep.”
“When I came back, she was gone. Would not answer my calls or texts. But I was not going to
allow that, not when she was pregnant with my son. I hunted her down. But I was too late. When
I tried to bargain with her to come back, just until the child was born, she told me there would be
no baby, that she would not bring another monster into this world.”
“I could not let her live. Not only had she murdered my legacy, but she knew the truth. Sure, I
could have discredited her as delusional. But why take the risk? She deserved to die.”
Jaycee was not sure whether to feel pity or anger at the young woman. Perhaps even sympathy,
how would she have felt if she had known the truth about the man, about that thing? She wanted
to believe that she would not have blamed an innocent child, but would she?
“You have a child, Sean. Angel, isn’t she enough?”
“A girl. A worthless little girl. You saw what happened. The seizures. She won’t live. They
never do.”
He shook her, hard. “It’s all your fault. You had only one purpose - to breed me a son. And
you’re so pathetic you couldn’t even get that right.”
Jaycee would not allow his words to shake her as she noticed Rex inching closer to where they
stood. She dropped her head and turned her body just slightly. She knew that Sean interpreted it
as his words hitting their mark, but it brought them parallel to the drop. Her back was no longer
entirely to the cliff, and Rex was no longer in Sean’s direct line of sight.
She lifted her head and stared into those glowing orbs, “And your first wife? Did you kill her,
too?”
Jaycee was grateful that she had maneuvered into a better position as Sean pushed her away. As
it was, she fell to the hard ground a few feet away. Now she had a clear route of escape. Not yet,
though. She would buy Rex some more time as he got into position.
“Do not ever speak of Astrid. You have no right!”
She squared her shoulders and lifted her head, “I have every right to know the truth. I lived with
a monster for a decade. I gave you a child. The truth is the least I deserve.”
The thing shook its head, half beast, half man. “What does it matter? You won’t live to tell
anyone.”
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“No, I did not kill Astrid.”
For a moment, Jaycee would have almost sworn she saw the man she had once admired, that
deep pain which she had once tried to soothe. But then it was gone with a snarl.
“Astrid killed herself.”
The words hung between them. Jaycee could not have moved if she wanted to. Even Rex froze
twenty or thirty feet behind Sean or that thing.
“Why?” She seemed as bad as Angel when it came to that word. But this might be her last
chance to get any of the answers she needed to make sense of most of her adult life.
“Because she could not give me a child, you stupid bitch. Do you have any idea how much I
loathed you? Watching you get bigger every day of your pregnancy, knowing it should have
been Astrid.”
He shook his head, and his eyes softened to those endless, almost black pools she had once
thought attractive, “She was wrong. I would have loved her anyway. She was my fucking mate.
How could she not have known that meant more than a baby?”
“Oh, Daddy, I’m so sorry.”
Jaycee’s heart stopped as she turned to look over her shoulder. Grandfather stood next to Hector,
who held a ghostly pale Angel in his arms. She squirmed and pushed at the older man’s shoulder.
“Let me down.”
“No, no, Angel,” but her pleas were in vain as her daughter wobbled to find her footing.
Her daughter shook her head and met her gaze, “It’s okay, Mommy. It’ll be alright, I promise.”
But Jaycee was not so confident. Their daughter had never meant much to Sean. She had known
that even before his harsh words today. She reached out as the child passed by but was shocked
at the speed and agility with which her daughter avoided her grasp.
“It will be okay, Daddy. I know you’re still in there. Somewhere. The man, the skinwalker that
she knew. You just need to fight your way back for her. For your Astrid,” the child pleaded.
The thing bent down on the ground next to the little girl. It ran a sharp talon down her cheek.
Jaycee was surprised not to see blood in its wake.
It shook its head as it spoke, “No, it is too late for me, Angel. You are so like her. So, full of life,
and light, and laughter. It hurt just to be near you. You were such a reminder of all I had lost.”
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Angel reached out her hand and gently caressed her father’s cheek, “You can make this right, I
know you can.”
He closed his eyes and, for the briefest moment, leaned into that touch. A gentle smile almost
touched his lips. Jaycee would have sworn that she saw real tears glisten in those dark chocolate
depths as her ex-husband met the gaze of their daughter.
“No, Angel. Daddy has done too many bad things. Bad things that you may hear about one day.
They are all true. But remember, I was not always this way. Once upon a time, I was young like
you. And full of light and hope. You hold onto that – like I could not.”
Rex was only a few feet from them, but he was not quick enough, not even with his preternatural
speed. He could not stop the man from flinging himself over the edge of the cliff. He barely
reached the little girl and grabbed onto her to keep her from following.
He wrapped his arms tightly about Angel and turned them so that she could not see over the edge
of the cliff.
But the small group of men who emerged from the woods just behind him walked to the
precipice. The old man leaned on his son as his attorney shook his head at Jaycee. Tim Master
looked as if he might lose the contents of his stomach.
“What’s going on here?” boomed the voice from behind Grandfather.
Jaycee jumped at the sound, which startled her out of her shock. She moved quickly to where
Rex and Angel were, wrapping them in her arms and holding tighter than she knew she should.
When Sheriff Kerr joined the men at the edge, he turned to Rex. “I’m putting you under arrest
for the murder of Sean Riley. You have the right to remain…”
It was Mitch Taylor who put his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Not only do you not have the
authority to arrest anyone in this county, but the man is innocent. Sean Riley threw himself over
the edge of that cliff. And there are half a dozen witnesses to prove it. So, I suggest you back off,
buddy.”
“Anyone have a signal?” The man took charge of the chaos.
They all shook their heads. “Then, the sheriff and I will stay here and secure the scene. The rest
of you go back to the house and call the local authorities.” He turned to Kerr, “The ones that do
have the power to investigate this mess.”
Somehow or the other, Rex steered them away from the cliff. The walk back to the house seemed
an eternity, as so many old memories flooded her mind. Pieces of the puzzle falling into place,
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but still, there were so many missing. Things that she would never know or understand about the
man she had been married to for a decade.
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Chapter 13
Rex ran his trembling fingers through his hair. His head throbbed. Not from any physical
ailment, but from the bombardment of her thoughts and feelings. He was glad that her mental
walls had dropped, but the recriminations and self-doubts were almost more than he could stand.
He needed to go to her. To hold her and reassure her that none of this was her fault. That there
was no way that she could have or should have known who or what her ex-husband was.
Instead, he was stuck here in the tiny waiting room of the local sheriff's office. Thankfully, it was
not the original one that had been turned into a tourist trap. Still, the modern version, which was
tucked in the small lot behind it, was not that much bigger. It did not need to be. The biggest
crime to hit Comfort was usually a couple of drunks mashing up the local bar on a Friday night.
The sheriff here was decidedly unprepared for a suicide. Though Earl Kerr had made the whole
process worse by insisting that it be thoroughly investigated as a murder, that had meant a few
statements taken on Grandfather’s ranch was not sufficient. All of them had been dragged down
here and questioned individually. Only Guadalupe had been allowed to remain to care for the
child.
He looked at the clock on the wall, eight forty-seven. They had been here for over six hours. He
had been interviewed a couple of hours ago but refused to leave without Jaycee. The others had
all given sworn statements and left one by one. They must have been quite a sight driving
through town like a funeral procession. Kerr in the Sebida county sheriff's car had led the way,
each of them had followed in their vehicles since there was not enough room in the sheriff’s car
for all of them.
No, Jaycee alone had been subjected to that humiliation. At least Sherriff Todd had not given
into Kerr’s assertion that she be handcuffed and read her rights. It had been traumatic enough for
Angel to have her mother torn from her after…
He shook his head and sighed. This was not how he had wanted things to end. Had it even
ended? Would it ever? He had so much work to do with his mate and their daughter. He had not
even been allowed to phone the ranch to check on the little girl until after he was interviewed.
Even then, he had used the phone at the station. His cell phone would not be returned to him
until he left the building.
Thanks to Kerr’s allegations, this investigation required far more intrusive investigation than
suicide normally would. Not that the sheriff here in Comfort believed that it was murder. At least
not by the time he got around to interviewing Rex. With matching statements from Grandfather,
Mitch Taylor, both the Marshalls, Hector, and Tim Masters, Kerr was the lone dissenter. Todd
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just wanted to make absolutely sure that the investigation was so thorough and unbiased that the
other man had no grounds for complaint.
The look on Kerr’s face had been priceless when they had arrived at the police station. He had
attempted to push his way into the lone interrogation room in the back. Todd had stood toe-to-toe
with the man, reminding him that in this county, he was nothing more than a witness like all the
others. Rex could tell from the look on Kerr’s face that he meant to argue the point, but the other
man preempted it by suggesting he wait with the others in the reception area – make sure no one
had the opportunity to get their stories straight.
Sherriff Todd had interviewed Tybor Marshall first. He could see that the man was not well,
even before Mitch Taylor had intervened. The attorney had demanded to be allowed into the
room with his client, but Sherriff Todd had pointed out the conflict of interest since he, too, was
a witness. Marshall waved the man’s concern’s aside and disappeared into the back with Todd.
Rex had wanted and needed to wrap Jaycee in his arms to comfort her, but Kerr had preempted
even that, demanding that they all sat apart in silence until it was their turn. Marshall had not
been in the interview room for more than half an hour before the visibly weakened man emerged.
Sherriff Todd had interviewed Mitch Taylor next so that he could get the elderly man out of
there. His interview, too, had not lasted much more than half an hour. It was a pattern that was to
continue with the younger Marshall, Tim Masters, and Hector.
Kerr would have been next, but he insisted that Grandfather was interviewed before him. That
left just the three of them sitting in the waiting area. Kerr was pacing back and forth like a soldier
on guard. But Rex was more concerned about Jaycee, who sat curled into a ball in the chair
across the room from him. She rocked back and forth with tears streaming down her cheeks. He
had tried to reassure her then, but she gave no response to his gently whispered words in her
mind.
When Grandfather emerged from the interrogation room over an hour later, she had begged
Sherriff Todd to let her call the ranch and check on her daughter. Rex could see that the man
would have agreed, but Kerr was not having it. Todd had smiled and nodded, then demanded that
Kerr was next to be interviewed. The man shook his head, saying that the two suspects should
not be left alone to get their stories straight. Todd had pointed to a camera in the corner that he
had not noticed and assured him that was not a concern. The man had practically dragged Kerr to
the back.
Jaycee had flung herself at Grandfather, begging and pleading with him to take care of Angel.
Other than her self-recriminations, her daughter had been her only thoughts. It was not merely
the seizure. That was worry enough for any mother. But the little girl had been witness to her
father’s suicide. Hell, Kerr was demanding that the child be interviewed too. But so far, at least
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Todd had been able to put that one off, insisting that specialist interviewers from Austin and
Texas Rangers had to be called in for that.
Kerr had been in the interview room far longer than any of the others, over an hour, closer to
two. When he emerged, he had gone to take a seat across from Jaycee. But Todd had been
adamant that he was free to go. When Kerr protested, Todd had taken both of them to the back,
leaving the other man alone.
Rex wanted to protest when Todd had led them to the empty cells; there were just two. He
wanted the sheriff to interview Jaycee first while he waited in the cell. If Kerr came back here,
well, his fist might still be a bit sore, but he could handle himself.
“I’m sorry, son. But the little lady needs to be interviewed last.” Todd had closed the solid metal
door to the reception room. The click of its lock held such finality.
Jaycee had roused herself enough to give the man a weak smile, “It’s fine. May I lay down on
the bed?”
“I’ve ordered a couple of burgers from the local dinner. I figure you ain’t eat much today.”
It’s my daughter that I’m worried about.”
“I called the ranch and spoke with that nice lady caring for your little girl. I ain’t gonna lie to
you; your daughter is mighty upset. How could she not be? But the woman said to tell you she
has not had any more seizures.”
Jaycee practical collapsed onto the small cot in the corner then, “Thank you.”
He took a step to go to her, but the sheriff put his hand out to stop him. “I need to read you your
rights, son.”
Rex’s heart had accelerated at the man’s words. The words ‘why’ on his lips as a smile broke
across the older man’s face. “It must have felt damned good to hit that bastard. I’m sure it was
self-defense, right?”
He had drawn him out of the room and down the hall. That was almost four hours ago. Jaycee
had been in that room for over two hours now. What could she possibly tell the man? He ran his
hands through his hair again as he shut his eyes and sought the calm that had eluded him for
days.
Rex felt a firm hand grip his shoulder. He opened his eyes and looked up, expecting to see
Sherriff Todd, but it was not the older man. “Ryan, what are you doing here?”
***
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Ryan Ranger studied his cousin, “You look like shit.”
The man only shook his head. “What are you doing here, Ryan? Why would your employers care
about a simple suicide? I’m assuming you did not rush half-way across the state because
Grandfather called you.”
“No. How is the old man anyway?”
“Until this started, he’s been fine. He’s taken Jaycee’s little girl under his wing the way he did us
and Jack. You know how much having an apt pupil revitalizes the old man. But you still have not
answered my question. What does the US government care about the suicide of one lawyer?”
Ryan was aware of the security camera in the corner of the room. While he was authorized to
share certain facts with the sheriff, he did not want those on record. “Let’s get your mate out of
here, and we’ll talk on the way back to the ranch.”
He could see that his cousin wanted to argue with him, but he figured the man had enough on his
plate right now. He knew how long Rex had been waiting for his mate, and just what that meant
to his cousin.
They were related through Rex’s father. So he had none of the Native American blood, which
had embued Rex with his gifts. However, he had joined his cousin and Jack, Grandfather’s greatnephew, on the ranch for more than one summer. He had known about his cousin’s other since
they were just teens.
He turned and looked directly into the camera. Taking his badge from the pocket of his suit
jacket, he held it up to the device. “I’d like to talk to you.”
It took the sheriff, an older man who had held the job for close to four decades only a moment to
come out from behind that closed steel door, “What can I do for you?”
“If you’re done with the woman, I have a few questions I’d like to ask her.”
The older man shook his head, “I’m sorry, but that little lady has had about all she can handle for
one day. I know you play for the big boys but have some compassion. The woman watched her
ex-husband jump off a cliff. She ain’t seen her sick child in hours. She’s hardly eaten. And she’s
been accused of having something to do with the man’s death.”
“Why would anyone think that this was anything more than suicide? Who accused her?”
“One Sherriff Earl Kerr of the noble Sebida County, Texas.”

-150-

That name, too, rang a bell with Ryan. Though much lower down on his food chain, he knew that
the sheriff also was under federal investigation. “And do you have any reason to believe that the
man’s accusations are legitimate?”
“None whatsoever. But I had to go all out on this one. Dot every I and cross every T. I don’t
want this hanging over anyone’s head for years to come.”
“And are you satisfied? That it was a suicide? Is your investigation complete?”
“Mostly. I still need to interview the little girl. But that can wait. I need to consult with some
experts before I put a sick kid through reliving her father’s death to satisfy some aaa…”
“An asshole?” Ryan liked this man more by the minute.
Sheriff Todd only smiled, “Your words, not mine.”
“Noted,” Ryan nodded at the camera. “But back to my question. Is there any legitimate reason
why you cannot release Jaycee Riley into my custody?”
He caught sight of his cousin rising from where he sat on the hard wooden bench, but held up his
hand. “You’re not taking Jaycee anywhere,” his cousin protested. “The only place my mate is
going is home. Back to Grandfather’s ranch so she can rest, eat, and see her daughter.”
“I have no objection to that. But I do need to question her.”
“Why? Why does the US government need to talk to my mate?”
Ryan turned to Sherriff Todd, “Would you mind bringing Ms. Riley out, please? I’ll sign
whatever release you need.”
“No, I have finished with the woman anyway. She’s free to go.”
“But that does not mean she’s going with you, cousin,” Rex confronted him.
Before he could respond, though, a tiny slip of a woman emerged from the back with the sheriff.
She was incredibly pale with dark circles under her eyes. Ryan could see she practically
trembled. His cousin rushed to her, wrapping her in his arms, placing his body like a shield
between them.
“Thank you, Sherriff Todd. I’ll see that Mister Ranger and Ms. Riley make it back to the ranch,”
he dismissed the man.
His cousin turned, the woman still silent in his arms, “We’re not going anywhere with you,
Ryan.”
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He held up his hands, “Listen, Rex. It would be half an hour at least before Grandfather could
come and pick you both up. He’d need to leave that little girl alone or bring her out to do that.
Just let me give you a lift back to the ranch. I’ll explain on the way.”
He turned his attention to the woman, “Please, just a few more questions?”
“I don’t see what I could possibly tell you or why you even care.” She turned her eyes up to his
cousin, “I just want to get back to Angel as soon as possible, Rex.”
His cousin nodded and, with a protective arm about the woman, followed him out the door.
***
Jaycee opened the door of the nondescript black rental car. Her feet hit the ground running, and
she was across the yard and up the porch steps before it even came to a full stop. She opened the
front door and raced down the hallway to the bedroom that had become her daughter’s. Her hand
was on the doorknob when it opened.
Raymond Greywolf stood in the doorway, blocking her path to her child. He raised his finger to
his lips to quiet her as she looked over his shoulder to examine her sleeping daughter. Angel was
incredibly pale and still, but she could see and count each gentle rise and fall of the child’s chest.
The old man stepped into the hallway, pushing her back a bit as he pulled the door closed behind
him. “I know that you want to go to her, my daughter, but your anxiety and exhaustion beat at
even this old man’s trained mind. It took me and Guadalupe hours to calm her. She has just
drifted off to sleep. Please, I beg you, let Angel rest.”
His words were such a rebuke that they cut Jaycee to the core. She would have collapsed then
except for the strong arms that scoped her up and carried her into the bedroom across from her
daughter’s. The bedroom that she had shared with this man for weeks.
Rex laid her gently on the bed. She was too tired and confused to argue as he began to strip her
clothes from her body. When she was naked, he stripped off his own clothes and climbed into the
bed next to her. She knew that she should give some protest when those strong arms reached for
her, wrapping about her shoulders and drawing her closer into his embrace. But she just could
not find the energy to argue with him.
Tomorrow. Tomorrow would be soon enough. She would answer whatever questions the other
man had. Then she would pack their things and leave. One thing that Sean Riley had reminded
her was that fairytales were not for people like her.
She felt the brush of his soft lips on her forehead. “Yes, tomorrow, we will face it all. Together,
Nʉ Sʉmʉ.”
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***
Jaycee had no idea what time it was as she stretched in the bed. She was alone, and the light was
streaming through the closed curtains. She rolled over and reached for her dusty jeans on the
floor next to the bed. “That can’t be right?” She mumbled as she looked at the time on her
cellphone.
“Yes, it is almost two p.m., Nʉ Sʉmʉ.” Rex’s broad shoulders filled the doorway. “Here, I
thought you could use this,” he held out a steaming cup.
Jaycee’s fingers trembled as she took the cup of coffee. It smelled like a small piece of heaven as
she brought it to her lips. It was scalding hot, but she did not care. The flavor and burn reminded
her that she was still alive. However, some part of her felt numb, dead.
He sat on the bed next to her. She could not bring herself to look at him. To see the
disappointment and recriminations in his eyes. You could not live with someone for over a
decade and not know. Not unless you were as stupid as Sean Riley accused her of being.
“You are not stupid, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. Someone, a creature, like Sean Riley, a skinwalker who chooses
to give up his soul, to become a monster like that Chupacabra, they are expert liars.”
She shook her head, lying was one thing, but how could she have lived and worked with the man
all those years and never known?
Yes, she had come to see the man as less than perfect. Her idolization of the great civil rights
attorney had not withstood the first year of marriage. It was an act. Sean Riley cared less about
rights and principles and more about power, money, and fame. She had known that.
She had been disgusted by his sexual mind games. Not that she condemned those who did such
things, but it was the way that Sean had bullied and demeaned her. And the others. No, there had
been plenty of signs. If she had wanted to see them.
Rex brushed a stray strand of hair back from her forehead, “And you did, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. That’s why
you took Angel and left the man. But you had no way of knowing what he truly was.”
Jaycee discovered that she was still too tired to argue. But she knew the truth. Sean had simply
reminded her of it. At the very least, she should have gone to someone with her suspicions when
she learned of Sunshine. “Is your cousin still here? Does he still want to speak to me?”
“Yeah, Ryan ain’t going nowhere until he interviews you. But first, you need to eat something.
Guadalupe has made a big pot of her mole. Then, I think you and Angel both need some time to
talk. Ryan can wait.”
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“I need a shower first, though.”
She could feel that Rex wanted to argue with her, but thankfully he recognized that she was just
too mentally exhausted. He kissed her forehead, “We’re in the kitchen when you’re done. And
Jaycee, remember one thing – I love you. We will get through this together. As a family.”
Tears welled in her eyes as she watched him get up and close the door behind himself. If only
she could believe that.
***
The shower revived Jaycee enough to face the day to come. Or so she had thought until she stood
in the doorway of the kitchen. Guadalupe was stirring the pot on the stove. Rex, Hector, and his
cousin seemed to be engaged in some serious discussion in the corner of the room.
But it was the way that her daughter’s dark head was bent so close to the grey one. Her tiny hand
covered the rough, gnarled one on the table. How could she have thought it would be as simple
as packing their things and leaving?
She studied the child carefully. Though there were still dark circles beneath her eyes and she was
paler than usual, a slight smile curled the corners of Angel’s mouth as her head bent over some
book that lay on the table in front of Grandfather.
As if the man heard her, and perhaps he had, Raymond Greywolf looked up at her. “Glad that
you could join us, my daughter.”
“Mommy, Mommy,” Angel chorused as the chair she had been sitting in toppled to the floor, and
her daughter rushed to her, wrapping her little arms tightly about Jaycee’s legs.
For the first time since she watched ex-husband sail over the edge of that cliff, Jaycee felt
something other than numb. She fought back the tears that welled in her eyes, and she squeezed
her daughter’s shoulders, perhaps a bit too tightly.
Angel looked up at her with those dark eyes that reminded her of Sean, but they had always held
far more light and laughter, even during the worst. And this moment might qualify as that. She
felt her throat tighten. What did you say to your child? The child who only the day before had
watched her father throw himself from a cliff?
“It’s okay, Mommy. It’s going to all be okay. Grandfather said so. He says that we all have
choices to make. That each of us is re-spoon-sible for our own Fate. No one can make those
choices for us. Not even Mommys,” she beamed up at her mother as she squeezed her legs even
tighter.
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“Grandfather says we don’t have to be like our Mommys and Daddys either. That we all have
our own path to walk. Don’t worry. I’m not like Daddy. I promise. I know that now. And
Grandfather says I’m right,” her daughter turned and smiled across the room at the old man.
How could she possibly think about taking Angel away from the old man? Her daughter needed
this man’s wisdom and guidance. It was for sure that she had no idea how to provide that.
But watching as Rex broke away from the other men and came closer to her, she battled to stand
her ground, not to turn and flee. Didn’t he know? Couldn’t he see it? She would never be good
enough for someone like him. She had too much blood on her hands. And her soul.
“I’ll make you a sandwich until dinner, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. Do you feel up to talking to Ryan now?”
She nodded her head; it was the least she could do. She had tried to tell Sherriff Todd about
Sean’s murder confession, but all he could do was promise to pass the information along to the
proper authorities in Fort Worth.
Maybe Rex’s cousin would take the girl’s death more seriously. Why else would he want to
speak with her? Her hand went to her mouth, were there others? Was that why the federal
government was involved? Had her ex-husband been a serial killer?
Those thoughts were still on her mind as Rex's cousin, who was a slightly blonder and bigger
version of him, led her out of the house onto the front porch.
“I don’t want your daughter hearing us,” was all he said as he closed not just the screen door but
the wooden inner one as well.
“Thank you for that. Will Angel have to be interviewed?”
He nodded, “But I have arranged for our best children’s therapist to come here. She will use play
and art with Angel. I don’t want to push the child too much. Rex explained about her medical
condition.”
“And Grandfather told me about the rest. So, Angel will only know Kira as my friend. We’ll stay
a couple of days and allow things to unfold naturally. Is that acceptable to you?”
Jaycee choked back more tears, brushing them away with the back of her hand. “It sounds as fair
as it can be, I suppose. I just wish she did not have to relive the…” She inhaled and clasped her
hands together in her lap as she began to rock in the old swing. “Her father’s death,” she forced
the words out.
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“I can understand that. But sometimes talking is the best thing. Kira is one of the best. I know
she’ll be happy to talk to you, too, about ways that you can help Angel cope when we leave. Are
you up for a few questions?” He pulled up an old wooden chair next to the table.
She could only nod at first, “But I don’t know how much I have to add. Sean and I have barely
seen one another since the divorce a couple of years ago.”
He took out a small recorder and pushed some buttons, “I know you understand.”
“Sure, I’ll tell you whatever I can. But you realize that I am an attorney, so anything that I might
know professionally about Sean’s life is probably protected by privilege.”
“As an attorney myself, I understand that. So I’d like to focus on your ex-husband’s friends and
associates outside of the office.” His face seemed to redden a bit as he cleared his throat, “The
ones from the clubs.”
Jaycee’s heart froze for a moment. She had honestly thought that no one outside of those places
would ever know. As Sean had assured her, even if they did run into someone that they knew,
those people would have as much of a vested interest in keeping their secrets, lest their own be
revealed. But that obviously was not the case if this man knew. How much did he know?
“Please, Mister Ranger, no one knows about that. That part of our marriage. Or I did not think
so,” Jaycee stammered.
“Did you know a young woman named Maria Louisa Cortez?”
“But I only knew her as Sunshine back then. Before he died, Sean confessed to her murder. I told
Sherriff Todd that, but he did not seem very interested.”
“I am. The people I work for are. That and anything else you can tell me, Ms. Riley.”
“I don’t know much. I suppose you are aware that part of my relationship with Sean ended years
ago. When I had my daughter. I never had,” she blushed deeper and forced out the words.
“That was never my taste, Mr. Ranger. None of it. So, when I had Angel, when she began having
seizures, I used that as an excuse to withdraw from that part of our marriage.”
“I understand. Can you tell me anything about who your husband associated with? In the clubs?”
She shook her head, “As with that girl, I never knew real names of most of them. Everyone went
by some nickname in those places.”
“Yes, Zeus and Hera, I believe.”
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Jaycee sucked in a deep breath, realizing just how much this man might know about a very dark
part of her life. “Yes. Sean liked the double entendre of that one. Not just the chief Olympian
god, but the black civil rights activist from that action movie. I forget who played him now.”
“Did you ever know anyone else’s real name? Or recognize anyone?”
“Only one. The man usually wore a mask in the clubs. But once, the last time. I was pregnant
with Angel and tired, so I went looking for Sean because I wanted to leave early. I came upon
them in one of the ‘playrooms.’ They seemed to be discussing something serious, but I did not
hear what. Those places are a tad on the noisy side, as you might imagine. The man had his mask
off.”
“And how did you know him? What made you recognize this man in particular?”
She chuckled though it sounded forced even to her ears, “Most people would. That’s probably
why he wore the mask. When you are the CEO of a Fortune 500 company and a billionaire
philanthropist, your picture tends to make the newspapers, Mister Ranger.”
The man leaned forward, “And you recognized this man? You can identify who your husband
was talking with in that room? One-hundred percent?”
“No witness is one-hundred percent, Mister Ranger. I know you realize that. But yes, yes, I can
identify the man beyond all reasonable doubt.”
“A name? Who was the man you saw with your husband that night?”
“Gerald McBride.”
The man smiled and nodded.
***
Rex watched his mate from the doorway as she fussed over her daughter. Angel had spent much
of the day with Guadalupe or Grandfather. Because of the severity of her seizure and the trauma
of what she had witnessed, Jaycee had insisted that she not ride her pony for a couple of days,
just to be safe. Instead, Angel had bombarded Grandfather with questions. The old man had done
all he could to answer them all honestly, even when the response was ‘I don’t know’ or ‘I
think…’
The truth was Angel was fairing much better than her mother. As hard as Jaycee had been trying,
she had not been able to block him from her mind completely. She was just too exhausted and
confused to expend the mental energy it took to keep the walls up all the time.
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He had to admit, some of what he had seen bothered him — a lot. The very idea that the other
man had casually shared something so precious to him incited rage. But he knew that was not a
useful emotion. He had blocked his turmoil over the other. Abuse.
He was not one to judge other people; Grandfather had taught that often enough. So what other
people did sexually, the swinging and BDSM was their business. As long as it was truly
consensual. But he knew in his mate’s case it had never been. None of it. Her husband had
coerced and bullied her into doing things that no woman should have to. That sadly was the dark
side of that world about which he admittedly knew so little.
Which made knowing what to say or do to help his mate come to terms with that trauma even
more difficult. Of course, that was compounded by the fact that Jaycee refused to see what
happened to her as abuse. Like so many victims, she blamed herself. She should have said no, or
so she thought, refusing to recognize the power dynamic of an older, more experienced husband
who was also her boss.
Jaycee denied it all. She was bottling her pain, just as she had been for years, perhaps her whole
life. But how could he break through all those defenses? And what then? Was he even prepared
for what might happen? How did he empower his mate? Help her to build her self-esteem? Show
her that she was worthy of love, true love?
She shifted on the bed next to Angel, brushed a stray curl out of her daughter’s face. Angel
turned towards her mother, opened those soft brown eyes, smiled, and lifted her hand to caress
her mother’s face, “It’s not your fault, Mommy. Daddy made his own choices. Just as we all
must.”
His mate smiled at her child, yet he could hear the wail in his mind, suspected that Angel could
too. Yet that smile never broke as Jaycee bent and kissed her daughter’s forehead. “Get some
sleep, Angel. Mommy loves you.”
She stood and looked down at her child, who had once more closed her eyes, though Rex could
see Angel’s lips moving, likely in one of his Grandfather’s chants. Jaycee brushed passed him
without a word or even making eye contact.
He was turning to leave when that small voice whispered in his mind, ‘It’ll be okay.’
He looked over his shoulder, but Angel’s eyes were still closed, her lips moving in prayer.
He was halfway out the door when the hand on his shoulder stopped him. His throat tightened,
and his vision blurred as he turned to look into the comforting dark pools of his Grandfather’s
eyes and the calm, wizened features of a man who had seen so much, knew even more. “Leave
her be for a while, my son.”
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He looked out into the darkness. He could feel her moving, knew where she was going. He
should be there for her.
“And you will be. But not yet. Your woman is not ready. As hard as it is, Rex, we can never
make choices for another. Not even those we love the most.”
“So, what do I do? Just wait?” He wanted to scream, to rage against the Fates that had brought
her to him, given him the most precious gift of all, then crushed it all.
“No, my son, you grow. You deal with your own anger and pain. Or you will not be able to help
her when she is ready to face hers.”
“How, Old Man? How do I deal with this anger and hate? The man is dead. I did not even have
the pleasure of killing him myself.”
“Because he did the honorable thing. In that final moment, Sean Riley was touched by the light
in his child. And he did the only thing he could. He knew that it was too late for him. That he
could not win against that thing, against the darkness that he had fed for so long. So, in a brief
moment of lucidity, he took the only honorable path open to him. He destroyed that thing.”
Anger burst inside of him, “You make him sound so fucking honorable. He killed a young
woman. At least one. Who knows how many others? And he…”
He could not bring himself even to say the words. They stuck in his throat. He choked on them.
Rex was not even sure he could force air past them.
“And he beat, raped, and abused your mate.”
There they were. The words he could not bring himself to say. They hung in the air. They
brought him to his knees. His hands gripped his head as if he could pull them and the hundreds,
thousands, of images that taunted him from his brain. Excise them like a surgeon wielding a laser
scalpel.
Air pushed past that knot, which had threatened to choke him. It erupted like a volcano. The pain
and anguish burst forth in screams that he knew would wake the others. But he could not bring
himself to stop. If Hector, Guadalupe, or his cousin heard him, he was passed the point of caring.
Not even for his beloved child could he tamp down the vitriol.
He collapsed as he once had as a child into the only safety he had ever known. His Grandfather’s
arms embraced him, became the only solid ground he knew as he cried. Great gulping sobs of
hate, anger, shame, fear, and helplessness flowed.
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Rex was not sure how long they stayed like that. His head buried in his Grandfather’s shoulders,
his body wracked and plundered as those floodwaters of pain burst forth. Trembling, tears
coursing down his cheeks, wailing from the depths of his battered soul. With only the comfort of
the old man’s arm to center him.
Then he felt it – a soft, gentle glow of light and love pushing back the darkness. His eyes opened
in wonder, and he looked into the soft brown ones of the child. Her fingers caressed away the
tears as she drew him back with the simple words. “We need you, Rex. Mommy and I need you.”
He lifted his head and nodded, still unable to force words passed his throat that had become
hoarse with his screams and tears.
His grandfather smiled as he pulled the little girl who had become his protégé into their embrace.
“Now you are ready, my son. Now you see. Now you understand that it is only the light, only
love, that pushes back the darkness. Pain, anger, hatred get us nowhere. Only love can make us
see that which we do not want to.”
***
Jaycee sat a few feet from the edge of the cliff. She wondered if it were daylight, would she still
be able to see her boot prints in the rocky soil? Or had they been erased by the dozens of local,
state, and even federal law enforcement officials, who had spent the past day and a half scouring
every inch for clues?
Was that what she was doing here too? Looking for clues? It was so unlike the man she knew to
have taken the ‘easy’ way out. She would have never thought Sean capable of suicide. Then
again, had she ever known the man she had been married to for a decade? Evidently, not.
She was still numb. Was it just shock? Or would she always feel this way? His words had bored
their way into her mind; she knew that. To realize that she had never been anything more than a
breeder to the man was one thing. She had known that all along, at least on some level. The
terms of their marriage had left little doubt that her purpose was to produce children.
But she had once thought he had chosen her because he respected her mind, considered her his
protégé. That, too, was a lie. The disdain that he had voiced in those final moments played like a
loop through her head, eating away every shred of self-confidence she had worked so hard to
achieve this past couple of years.
Wanda Kerr’s bruised and battered face sprang to her mind. Jaycee had always been so careful to
‘own her shit’ as she called it. To accept full responsibility for the things that she had done
during her marriage to Sean.
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She had convinced herself that while she did not always enjoy some of it, if any, it had been a
journey of self-discovery, of pushing her limits, a rebellion against the ‘good girl’ mask that she
had been forced to wear her whole life. It had all been consensual. Or so she had told herself.
She shivered, but it had nothing to do with the crisp night air. She should have… What known
better? Told Sean ‘no’?
The pressure had been so subtle at first. They had been on their honeymoon cruise that first time.
They had made friends with the only other couple their age. Well, younger actually, at least the
woman had been. Nineteen, or so her forty-something husband had claimed. Sean had gotten
Jaycee drunk, perhaps even drugged her. Then he had casually suggested that they swap partners
for the night.
Jaycee remembered so little of what happened that night. Brief flashes of hands or lips here or
there. That was one of the reasons why she had considered the possibility that she had been
drugged. Or perhaps the human mind merely blocked that which she did not want to remember?
And there was plenty of that over the next couple of years as they tried to conceive. Other
couples. Swingers clubs. As with that first experience usually while on holiday or business trips.
She wished she could forget the business trip to Los Angeles. Several hundred people crowded
into a large ranch in the hills just outside the city.
She had spent most of that night huddled in a corner, drinking. Eventually, she had drifted out
into the cold night, much as she had this time. She had walked and thought about her life and
marriage as the sun came up over the mountains.
She had decided then that she had had enough. That perhaps a divorce, a fresh start somewhere
else, would be better than this double life that was not her ‘cup of tea.’ Before they got back to
Dallas, before she could work up the courage to speak with Sean, she had become ill. At first,
she thought it some tummy bug she had picked up on the trip. But after trying for almost three
years to conceive, she quickly recognized the pattern. She was pregnant. At last.
She had convinced herself that a baby, the family Sean always wanted, would settle him down.
She was just beginning to show when Sean suggested they try a new place he had heard about. A
new ‘club’ in Austin. Jaycee had tried to beg off, pleading the tiredness associated with her
pregnancy. But as before, Sean’s had belittled her, badgered her, even thinly veiled threats.
She had only gone a couple of times. This one far beyond her comfort level. Jaycee laid her head
on her knees and closed her eyes against the images that sprang unbidden to her mind. She could
probably thank her pregnancy that it had not been much worse. Sean had forbidden some of the
harsher things such as paddles, electro play, and tawse. But that had not saved her from twenty
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lashes with the cane on the soles of her feet. Or being tied up like some hog at the Livestock
Show and Rodeo and paraded around naked for the perverse pleasure of others.
She felt the tears spill from the edges of her closed eyes. She heard the roar of some mortally
wounded animal. She gripped her knees tighter. Perhaps if she could curl into a tight enough
ball, then she would simply vanish like some magic trick?
Her throat tightened. Did she want to? What about Angel? Yesterday, on this same spot, she had
come to terms with dying, leaving her child in the tender care of Rex and Grandfather. But that
was not what she wanted. She wanted to see Angel grow up - to become this warrior of light that
the old man claimed she was.
But could she do it? Could she bring herself to remain here for Angel’s sake? To be so close to
the man that she loved, and know that he could never see her the same way, never want her
again?
She opened her eyes and inhaled the night air. She had been avoiding looking over the edge,
half-expecting Sean or that thing to leap from the canyon below. She could still hear the echoes
of that laugh off the walls of rock. He had won. Sean might be dead, but the victory was his in
the end anyway.
Because she knew that she would never be the same. She was broken. As broken, no, more
broken than the mangled body that Rex had tried to shield her from seeing as they wrenched the
basket up the side of the cliff and over the edge. It had done no good, though. In the end, it was
she who had been forced to identify her ex-husband for the coroner.
It was strange. As maimed and disfigured as his body was, she almost thought she had seen a
smile upon his lips. Not that arrogant mockery Sean always wore after a victory in court or the
condescending one he used every time they argued. No, there was something genuinely peaceful
and serene about it.
That would be the ultimate irony. If his dark and nefarious soul had in death, found something
which his final words would forever deny her – peace and happiness. Love, she had come so
close to that one. But his words and those images danced through the streets of her mind. Even if
she could find the strength to face her demons, Rex would never want something as stained as
she.
Jayce lost track of time as she cried, her mind circling the drain, swirling deeper and deeper into
the oblivion and pain. No, it had never been her choice. None of it. Nothing about her marriage
to Sean had been that consensual lie that she had wanted to believe. The truth was that she was as
much a victim of abuse as Wanda Kerr. Perhaps more so, because that woman had found the
strength to break free of her abuser, Jaycee would never get that chance.
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***
Rex watched his mate. His heart shattered even as it continued to beat wildly within his chest. He
wanted to take her in his arms. Kiss her sweet lips. Promise her that everything would be fine.
He wanted to bury himself so deeply inside of her that they became one. Until he erased every
single one of those disgusting memories from her brilliant mind. But he knew he could not. If he
approached her now, he might only push her further away.
But he knew who could. Stepping into the row of trees, he removed his clothes. He allowed his
other freedom.
The palomino emerged from the clearing. It approached the woman that was their mate
cautiously. It brayed softly into the still, silent night, alerting Jaycee to their presence.
She looked up, her lovely eyes clouded with tears, some shed, and others still held back. She half
smiled as it approached her.
The pony trod carefully over the rough ground until it came to stand beside her. He gently
nudged her shoulder until she lifted her hand, and tenderly rubbed the bridge of its nose.
“How did you know?” she asked the darkness.
But Rex knew that she understood, that she realized their mental connection was unbroken even
if the physical ones were. For now.
The animal leaned down, just enough. His mate grabbed hold of the mane and pulled herself on
to its bareback.
The horse worked its way back to the house, but not before a brief detour. Rex knew just where
to find them. The herd. The other wild horses that Grandfather had rescued over the years, and
their offspring that had never known the tortures of captivity, that knew no fear of man.
They ran together with the beasts. The wind whipped hair and mane about their faces and into
their eyes. The sky was growing light when they finally approached the weathered but solid old
house.
Without a word, he transformed back into his human form. If his mate noticed or was bothered
by his naked body, she said nothing. She had erected those mental walls once more. He knew he
might be able to burst through them. But then he would become like that other man, taking what
she would not offer.
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He took her hand. He thought for a moment she might pull away, but she did not. They climbed
the steps together and turned down the hall. When she would have slipped into Angel’s room
across the hall, Rex shook his head. “Please, Nʉ Sʉmʉ, just let me hold you?”
She looked at the closed door of her daughter’s room. He was sure she was going to refuse him.
But then she turned back; fresh tears glistened in her eyes as she nodded her head. Rex took her
hand and led her into the room that they shared.
He kept his eyes down; he erected his own mental walls as he began to divest her of clothes. He
would not have her frightened by the strong current of desire that raced through his blood. This
was his mate. Nothing changed that. Nothing ever could.
When she wore nothing but her bra and panties, he drew back the old quilt. He tenderly picked
her up and deposited her in its softness before walking to the other side and slipping in beside
her.
Rex felt her stiffen as he pulled her into his arms, but he only kissed the top of her head. “You’re
safe now. Angel is safe. Sleep. Rest and recover, Nʉ Sʉmʉ.”
It was some time before the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest told him that she slept. Even then,
he laid awake, pondering it all. How could he reach her? What if he never did?
But finally, the exhaustion, mental as well as physical, overtook him, and he too slept.
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Chapter 14

Ryan watched his cousin as the little girl delighted in putting her pony through its paces. Rex’s
arm was loosely wrapped about his mate’s shoulder. Jaycee stood stiffly; the weak smile she
wore did not reach her eyes. He knew how difficult these past few days had been for all of them.
His go-bag was packed and sat at his feet. Kira was packing hers now. Within half an hour, this
part of his assignment would be over. He already had his orders for the next stage - infiltrate
McBride Industries at the highest level.
If Sean Riley was dead at his own hand, it was nothing more than a glitch in the investigation.
They had bigger fish to fry; they always had. Riley had only been one domino in a long chain of
them - a crucial one perhaps.
The agency had long suspected his involvement with Gerald McBride, but they had had no
evidence to prove it, or even enough to get the search warrants to move ahead with their
investigation. Not even the US government accused a man like McBride of money laundering,
prostitution, and dealing drugs without substantiation.
Jaycee Riley’s testimony might not be enough to convict the man, but it was enough to get the
go-ahead to put him undercover in the man’s company. It would be his job to find corroboration.
He studied the woman closer. He knew way more about her, her child, and her ex-husband than
he was at liberty to share with his cousin. He knew that pain like hers did not just disappear
overnight. But she was an incredibly strong and intelligent woman. She would have had to be to
survive marriage to Sean Riley.
Ryan did not doubt that eventually his cousin would find some way to heal those old wounds,
which the past few days had reopened. After all, Rex had the mating bond on his side. Ryan
wished there was more he could for the man. More that he could share with his cousin, but he
supposed Rex’s bond with the woman probably supplied details that not even the agency had
uncovered.
He had wanted to go to Rex the other night. His cries had been so pathetic. Ryan had even made
it as far as the doorway, but Grandfather was more able to manage the situation than he was.
What did he know about relationships?
Oh, he had had a couple of girlfriends over the years, but none of them lasted more than a few
months, a year or two tops. Maybe he was like the man who fathered him, whoever that might
be, incapable of true love and commitment.
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Growing up a bastard in small-town Texas had not been easy. His mother, like Jaycee, was
incredibly stalwart. Ingrid Ranger had, with the support of her family, finished her final year of
college, then brought her baby back to the town that their family had helped to found. But not
even his family’s standing in Fredericksburg could wipe away the stain of his birth.
For over three decades, his mother had dedicated herself to two things: the small museum where
she worked as a historian and her son. She had faithfully dragged him to the Lutheran church
each Sunday until he got old enough to refuse. She had served two terms as President of the
PTA. But none of that could obviate the sins of the young woman who had born a bastard.
Maybe if Ingrid had remarried? If she had found love again? If he had had a step-father? Perhaps
then he would have understood more about relationships, about how they worked. About this
thing called love and commitment. But she had not. The only male influences he had growing up
was his uncle - Rex’s father, and Grandfather.
“They will be fine, my son.”
Ryan had long since gotten used to the way the old man did that. As a teen, he had resented the
man’s ability to read his thoughts, but in his time in the military and with the agency, he had seen
how valuable those skills could be.
“I know,” was all he said. The hard truth was he was jealous of his cousin. Maybe he always had
been. The whole mate thing. Having one perfect woman in this fucked up world. One woman
meant just for you.
Oh, he understood the dark side of that, too, even before this case. Grandfather had never hidden
that peril from his grandson. Though the man was one of the few, the only living one in memory,
to survive the death of his mate without succumbing to the darkness that had claimed Sean
Riley’s life and soul, he had always been clear with Rex about the dangers.
But still, Ryan knew he would give anything to be in his cousin’s position. To know that kind of
love and stability. To be accepted, flaws and all by another human being. But such was not his
lot in this life.
He felt the firm grip on his shoulder and turned to look into the depths of the universe in dark
eyes that knew all his secrets. “We all have mates, my son. It is just that for some of us,
recognizing them is easier.”
If only he could believe that as easily as he had so many of the other lessons he had learned from
this man.
He turned back to watch as his cousin drew the woman closer to his side. He saw her stiffen, he
knew at least some of what she was struggling to come to terms with, but the old man was right.
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Between Grandfather, her little girl, and his cousin, he was confident they would break through
those walls of pain, encasing her heart right now. What were terrible memories when compared
with such love and devotion?
Rex brushed a kiss across his mate’s forehead, and Ryan’s heart tightened in his chest. He was
happy for his cousin. Really, he was.
“Remember, son, if you want that kind of love, then you must be willing to risk giving it as
well,” the old man gave his shoulder a final squeeze and walked over to join the couple as they
clapped for the child’s equestrian endeavors.
Ryan would have plenty of time to ponder it all. It was a four-hour drive to Houston, and if
things went the way they were supposed to, he would be on a ten-hour flight to London soon.
He loved his job, really he did. It was just - sometimes, he wanted more. But Ryan Ranger had
learned early in life – some things just were not meant for little bastards.
***
Jaycee watched as her daughter put the pony through its paces. Angel’s face shone with
happiness. Happiness that was in stark contrast to the events that had transpired here just three
days ago. Not that she begrudged her child this happiness.
But Jaycee was struggling, struggling to come to terms not just with the events of the past few
days and weeks, but of her ten-year marriage. Hell, a lifetime of pain and heartache as a foster
child.
She stiffened and inhaled as his strong arms drew her even closer against his hard body, his lips
brushed her forehead. ‘It will be alright, Nʉ Sʉmʉ,’ his calm voice spoke in her turbulent mind.
She wanted to scream, to push this man far away, to scoop up her child and run. Run so far and
so fast that…
Jaycee exhaled slowly as tears slipped out the corners of her eyes. But that was not possible.
Angel thrived, perhaps needed, Grandfather’s guidance. Besides, where would they go?
Their ‘ranch’ was frozen, all of Sean’s assets were. Rico, Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt
Organizations Act. Since she had purchased the farm with her settlement from the divorce, it was
a grey area. But at least until she, herself, was cleared and could prove that she had no idea of her
husband’s illegal activities or the monies source that avenue was not open to her. Of course, her
income from the few cases that she had taken was not in question. But that would not go far.
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More tears joined the others until her vision blurred. The truth was she did not want to go
anywhere. Even if she had the money. Even if Angel was not so incredibly happy here on this
ranch with Grandfather and Rex.
Rex. As hard as she pushed him away, kept him at arm’s length, she could not even begin to
imagine what it would be like to crawl into bed alone at night. She did not want to consider it.
Rex was the only thing keeping her sane. Not even the depths of her mother’s love for Angel
could anchor her right now. Only falling asleep in his strong arms, her head pressed into the
molten steel of his shoulders, the refreshing, crisp smell of man filling her senses, his words of
love in her mind a lullaby. That was all she had.
But it was not fair or right. She had nothing to give this man in exchange. Nothing except pain. It
was all she had ever known.
“Mommy, look,” Angel called as with Hector’s help, her pony jumped the lowest wall. She held
her breath until her daughter was safely on the ground.
The fear of losing her that Jaycee had lived with almost Angel’s whole life was slowly loosening
its hold. Perhaps not fast enough for her child, who wanted to make up for all those lost years of
sickness, wanted to cram those lost experiences into every moment.
No pain was not all she had known. No matter what, she could never regret her daughter’s
existence. If she had it all to do again, knowing everything she knew now, would she? To have
that beautiful soul in her life and this world?
Her throat tightened as she brushed the tears away with the back of her hand, “You’re doing
really well, Angel.”
Yes. Yes, to have her child, her daughter, she would do it all again. Perhaps she would change
some things; the death of that girl still weighed heavily upon her conscious. But all of it, the
swinging, the clubs, even that cane was worth a single one of those smiles.
“Now, you see, my daughter.”
Jaycee was no longer surprised that Grandfather seemed to read her thoughts, as clearly as Rex
had from the beginning.
She had not had the energy the past couple of days to block Rex. What he thought or felt about
those things she had not dared to consider. She caught only brief glimpses of his thoughts, things
that she knew he wanted her to see. But otherwise, she was both too inexperienced at such things
and also too caught up in her own shit to delve deeper.
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“Regrets are pointless,” the old man continued. “If you had not walked the path you did, then
you would not be standing here this moment. You would not have that special little girl. And
while you and Rex are Fated mates, you would not be the same person that you are.”
“Strong, beautiful, compassionate, loyal. You are all those things, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. And like the steel
blade of a fine hunting knife, those things have been forged in fire.” Rex brushed away a stray
tear, “As your mate, I would do anything to prevent you pain. I’d lay down my life for you,
Jaycee. For our little girl.”
He brought her hand to his lips and brushed a tender kiss across the knuckles before turning it
over and placing another in the center of her palm. “But I could not. I could not keep you safe. I
did not even recognize the real danger until it was almost too late. That eats at me, sweetheart.
What kind of mate am I?”
It was on her lips to deny it all, but a cough interrupted her. “I’m sorry to bother you, but Ryan
and I are leaving.”
Jaycee turned with a forced smile to the other woman. She had not been happy about the
prospect of having some ‘shrink’ probe her daughter’s mind, force Angel to relive those tragic
moments of her father’s death, or the lifetime of disappointment that had marred their
relationship.
She had reluctantly agreed, only because she felt she had no other choice with the government’s
involvement in her ex-husband’s life. Begrudgingly, she had to admit that Kira Goldman had not
only been exceedingly compassionate of Angel’s situation but a big help in the child coming to
terms with it all.
“Thank you, Dr. Goldman,” she said, holding out her hand to the woman that was perhaps a
couple of years older than her thirty-nine.
The woman nodded her head as she took Jaycee’s hand. In her other hand, she held out a small
card.
“What’s that?”
“The number of a friend in Austin. She is expecting your call.”
“But I thought you said Angel was coping with the whole thing better than could be expected. Is
this really necessary? I don’t want to put her through anymore.”
“It’s not for Angel. It’s for her mother.” The woman smiled as she waved good-bye to the little
girl. “I know that you want to be the best mother possible to her, but you can’t do that if you
allow all these things to fester inside of you, Ms. Riley.”
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“Please, please call Elizabeth. She’s the best I know at working with victims of gaslighting and
abuse. She even does video counseling if you can’t manage a two-hour drive.”
Jaycee was not sure what to say to the woman, but she was saved from the need to respond by
that little streak of joy who propelled her tiny body at the woman, wrapping her arms about her.
She looked down at the card and sighed. Perhaps. Perhaps this was what she needed. It was
undoubtedly the route that she would recommend for her clients. But the thought of laying her
soul bare before a stranger was not easy.
***
Rex watched his mate. For two weeks, this had become her routine. They put Angel to bed,
usually with Grandfather’s assistance, sharing another legend. Then Jaycee slipped from the
house. She always came here. The same place, the spot where her ex-husband killed himself.
Some nights he merely watched her from the edge of the woods, always managing to make it
back to the house and slip into their bed before she did, pretending to be asleep. Once or twice,
he had gone to her in his other form, and together they had run free with the ponies.
He knew two weeks was not that long. Not long at all to process a decade of pain from her
marriage, a lifetime of hurt. She had been faithful in her counseling, though. Once each week,
they had driven into Austin to meet with the woman, and twice more, Jaycee would video
conference her.
Rex was careful not to intrude on her thoughts during these sessions, even as much as he wanted
and needed to understand his mate’s pain. She would tell him – in time. He wanted to believe
that - needed to.
But when?
It was more than sex. He had lived without that for much of his adult life. What was the point of
getting your rocks off with someone who you did not share a connection with? It only led to
misunderstandings.
He supposed he should be content that she had not wanted to move from the room they shared.
But each night, after that first when she had protested, Jaycee had come to their bed, slipping in
next to him. She usually wore some old t-shirt or her bra and panties.
Sometimes, when she thought he was sleeping, she would slip her arms around his waist, lay her
head on his shoulders. Most nights, he felt her wet tears against his skin. He wanted to kiss them
away, but he did not dare.
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No, what Rex missed most was the connection. That special bond they shared. Oh, it was still
there. As long as they both had breath, nothing could sever the mate bond. But those walls that
he had taught her to erect on occasion had become the norm.
Sure, he could have pushed back against them. But he did not want to take that which she would
not give. He did not want to be like that other man.
“Oh, Great Spirit, whose voice I hear in the wind, whose breath gives life to all the world,” he
began as he had so many other times in his life.
“Hear me; I need your strength and wisdom. Let me walk in beauty, and make my eyes ever
behold the red and purple sunset.” The words never failed to comfort him. Not since that first
summer, when Grandfather had taught them to him.
“Make my hands respect the things you have made and my ears sharp to hear your voice. Make
me wise so that I may understand the things you have taught my people.” Though he knew that
so much of his people’s truths had been lost in the past, that they could never recover, he held
firm to that which he did have.
“Help me to remain calm and strong in the face of all that comes towards me.” Those words
especially, had become a mantra. He came back to them over and over and over again these past
few days. He knew to the depths of his soul that strength and calm were the things that his mate
needed most, especially from him. Especially now.
“Let me learn the lessons you have hidden in every leaf and rock.” As always, he felt that
connection.
He chuckled in his mind at the image of their daughter in the doeskin dress that would become
her skin, once she grew into it, which he feared might be sooner than he imagined or thought
possible. But for now, it was still much too big for her, physically as well as spiritually. That had
not stopped Angel from dancing about the room singing that famous song from the children’s
movie, which was surprisingly faithful to the beliefs of his people.
“Help me seek pure thoughts and act with the intention of helping others. Help me find
compassion without empathy overwhelming me.” That was proving incredibly hard. The feelings
he had for his mate went so much deeper than mere empathy, and yes, they very much threatened
to overwhelm him. At times like these, he felt he was hanging on by the most insignificant of
threads.
“I seek strength, not to be greater than my brother, but to fight my greatest enemy Myself. Make
me always ready to come to you with clean hands and straight eyes.” That too, he had struggled
with the past few weeks.
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Once, once upon a time, Sean Riley had been his brother. One of the few of their kind remaining.
Even Grandfather had no idea how many there were, or if as he believed there were others, in
other forms, other lands, and cultures.
Rex even understood what had driven the man to embrace the darkness within his soul, the shade
that lived within all skinwalkers. He watched her, and tears clouded his vision.
He knew that Grandfather had found the strength to honor his mate’s memory, to fight back that
darkness. First, for the sake of his mother, who had been little more than a baby when her mother
died. Then, Grandfather had become consumed with the need to find answers, to uncover the
hidden truths of their people.
But Rex knew something that few others did – it was still a daily battle for the old man. The
great Raymond Greywolf, the revered elder of their people, still fought that darkness. His
grandfather had struggled incredibly hard the past couple of months since the death of his
brother.
He knew that Grandfather harbored so much guilt. Though what did the man think a little boy of
five could have done to prevent the white man from taking the children from a drunk and abusive
father, and a sick and impoverished mother? But still, he blamed himself as the elder for all those
lost years, over fifty of them, before the two men who had been friends for years began to
compare notes on their childhoods.
Was it Fate that had brought the men together? How remarkable that each had in his way become
such a leader among their people. His grandfather, a spiritual one, and his great-uncle had been
one of the first to open a casino, to provide jobs, independence, and dignity for so many of their
people.
“So when life fades, as the fading sunset, my spirit may come to you without shame.” Yes, those
two had undoubtedly accomplished that.
Still, Rex wondered, could he have? His throat tightened; if things had gone differently that day.
Could he have found the strength to go on as Grandfather had? Or would he have taken his
vengeance upon that thing? And in the process sealed his own Fate, becoming the very thing that
he had fought.
‘You would have done the right thing.’ He wanted to believe that sweet voice, which spoke in
his mind.
He smiled as he stepped from the edge of the woods. “How long have you known I was here, Nʉ
Sʉmʉ?”
***
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Jaycee knew this moment was coming. It had been for days. She had thought it all through
carefully. Talked it all out with her therapist. But now? Now, it seemed all those carefully
rehearsed words had fled her mind like a flock of geese after a shot rang out.
She watched as Rex took careful steps towards her. How like the man who had worked with
skittish animals for so long. Her throat tightened, and she brushed away the tears that had marred
her vision.
He stopped just a couple of inches in front of her. “How long?” He reiterated his question.
She inhaled as she prepared to face her future, “Always.” She lifted her hand and allowed it to
come to rest over his thudding heart. She felt him stiffen, knew that he was holding tightly to his
self-control. For her sake. He always thought of her first. Her and Angel.
“I have drifted into your mind a lot these past few days. When you were focused on other
things,” she admitted with a blush.
He nodded and lifted her hand, bringing it to his lips, he pressed a tender kiss in the center of her
palm. “You needed to know what I was thinking, what I felt.” It was a statement, not a question,
and Jaycee nodded her head slowly.
“And?”
She allowed her fingers to caress the lines that bracketed his mouth. Rex closed his eyes and
turned his head slightly, capturing her finger between his lips, drawing it softly within his mouth
and suckling. His tongue circled the tip, and her nipples pebbled within the cursed confines of
her bra.
“Did I pass your test, Nʉ Sʉmʉ?”
“It was no test, Rex,” she denied.
“Wasn’t it, sweetheart? Didn’t you need to know that this was real?”
“Perhaps you’re right. Maybe you know me better than I know myself.”
He stepped forward, just inches, but enough to close the distance between them. Jaycee sighed
and forced herself to release the tension that automatically tightened each muscle in her body.
Fight, flight, or freeze response, as Elizabeth had explained, was natural for abuse victims.
Survivors, she reminded herself. She was an abuse survivor. Or she was determined to become
one. She was not going to allow Sean this final victory. Was not going to let him control her in
death as he had in life.
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Therapy had been hard. It was intensely challenging to take experiences out of that box at the
back of her remind where she had shoved them all. To pull them out, scrutinize them, turning
them over and over from all angles.
It was difficult for her to admit the depths of abuse even to herself, especially to herself. She had
crafted this image of herself in her mind of a strong, independent woman. A professional, an
attorney, someone that others went to for help. Not someone who needed assistance, certainly
not a victim.
Her intelligence and strength had been Sean’s greatest weapons. He had used those very things to
isolate her. To push her to do things that made her uncomfortable. Testing her boundaries,
exploring herself had been how Sean had challenged her to do so many things that were not what
she wanted.
And if she dared to question him or to deny him anything he wanted, then he held the ultimate
weapon – he withdrew his support and approval. That was all it had taken to control and
manipulate her for over a decade.
That little girl had craved belonging so profoundly that the woman had been whored and beaten.
Sean could call it swinging and BDSM all he wanted, but without her true consent, it could never
be those things.
Yes, she had known some for whom those things held not just pleasure but were a part of their
identity. But she knew that she was not the only one who had been badgered and bullied into
doing things that she would have never done otherwise. That was the dark side of those things.
The part that no one wanted to admit existed.
Now, she had a choice to make. She could continue to let her past control her. She could wallow
in self-doubts, recriminations of all the things she should have been strong enough to say and do.
She knew that it could take years, a lifetime, of therapy to unpack that box in the corner of her
mind.
Or she could move on. Angel had. It had astounded her how wholly and quickly her daughter
had grasped the situation. ‘Daddy made choices. I don’t have to make the same ones.’ It was
indeed that simple for her child. And it was — truly that simple.
The past, her past lay over the edge of that cliff. She had spent two weeks unpacking it. She had
felt the hurt, shame, pain, and filth of it all. She had even come to understand how Sean had
manipulated her so easily. Why he had chosen her to begin with.
There was only one piece missing to the puzzle that was her life. And that piece did not lay at the
bottom of that cliff. She had no idea where it lay. She was not even confident she would ever
find the answers she sought. But she had come to the decision she needed to try.
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“I want to find my parents, Rex.”
He only nodded, “Of course, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. Anything you need.”
She knew he meant that, too. She had found herself slipping into his mind so much over the past
few days. At first, she had not even realized she was doing it. As the initial shock and pain of
Sean’s death wore off, as her therapy began to explore things she had wanted so much to forget,
to pretend did not even happen, she had found herself wondering what this man would think of
her, how he would feel about it all.
Without even thinking, her mind had brushed his that first time as he and Grandfather worked
with Angel and her pony. What she discovered had brought tears to her eyes. Genuine love and
concern for her daughter. It was all that little girl inside of her had ever dreamt of.
Was it any wonder that Angel found it so easy to brush her father’s rejection and death aside?
Her daughter had everything that she had not – love, security, and stability.
When she had come here that night, she had just felt his presence, known that he was near. She
had expected him to approach her as he had that first night. But he had not. Instead, he merely
hid among the trees, observing her, protecting her. She had not dared delve deeper then, afraid
that he would sense her presence.
But over the coming days, she became bolder. She knew that she could erect barriers to keep him
from slipping into her mind. But she had not needed them. And that said something to her as
well. It was not that Rex did not want to know her thoughts and feelings, but that he wanted her
to share those with him freely. And until she was ready, he was determined not to take that which
she would not give.
She had known then. Known that this man truly did love her. How could she not? Every time
that she had slipped into his mind, whether by choice or accidentally, Rex’s concern was for her
and Angel. Not once had she caught a glimpse of disapproval or censure, even the slightest hint
that he held her culpable.
“Because you are not, Nʉ Sʉmʉ. Why can you not understand as Angel does? The only person
responsible for his choices is Sean Riley.”
“But if I had…”
“You might be dead, too. Angel and her gifts in the hands of a monster. And me condemned to a
living death, eventually forced to decide to kill myself or become like him.” He brushed a strand
of hair back from her face, “You did what you could. You left. And you kept yourself and Angel
safe. That is what is important.”
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He drew her into his strong arms. It was like coming home. It was home. He was home. He and
Angel. Grandfather and this place. It was the home that she had been seeking her whole life, and
nothing could ever change that. Not Sean’s death or the years of existence that would always be
that box in the corner. Not whatever or even if she never found her birth mother or father. This
was what mattered. He was what mattered.
She could hear his heart beating steadily just beneath her cheek. It reassured her as nothing else
could. It was the sweetest music that she had fallen asleep to each night for the past couple of
weeks. “Make love to me, Rex.”
***
Those were the words that Rex wanted to hear most. They had been for days. Words that he had,
in his weakest moments, feared would never come.
His hands brushed tenderly down her arms to her fingertips and back again, as if to spread
warmth or reassure. “Are you sure, Jaycee?”
His mind reached for hers and was relieved to find no doubts. He wished that teleportation was
among the powers of a skinwalker. But since it wasn’t, he began to unbutton his shirt. They
could get back to the ranch quicker as his other.
Jaycee’s trembling fingers joined his in the battle of the buttons. Her warm hands slipped
beneath the soft chambray and brushed the offending material aside. He allowed it to drop where
it would. He would worry about retrieving the damned thing tomorrow. Or maybe the next day.
He was not sure when he would let his mate out of their bed.
Her fingers were already working the thick metal clasp of his belt. It was taking too long, but he
focused on kicking off his boots while she was victorious over both the buckle and the zipper of
his jeans. Her hands were as hot as branding irons on his hips as she pushed the jeans aside. He
stepped out of them and pressed a sweet kiss on her lips.
“Step back, Nʉ Sʉmʉ, so that I can transform.”
“No, Rex.”
He stared at her in confusion as her dulcet words filled his mind, ‘Here, Rex. Take me here.’ He
shook his head, partly in denial and partly in confusion.
Her lips were practically pressed to his as she spoke aloud this time, “This is going to be our
home. For the rest of our lives. I don’t want the memories of that day to haunt me for years. I
don’t want to have to avoid this place.”
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Her fingers traced the lines about his mouth, “Make new ones with me. Fill my head with ones
that will make me blush; make me smile. Make this place, all of this ranch, ours again.”
He heard the others, too. The unspoken ones, ‘Make me yours again. Completely yours.’
While it was not something that would have occurred to him, he could see her point. They had
not discussed what would come next – for any of them. But Grandfather had been pressing as
never before for Rex to commit to this place.
He no longer had the job that he had once loved. Besides, his salary would not have been enough
to support his new family the way he wanted. And his small apartment in Houston was definitely
not family-friendly. It would be years, if ever, before Jaycee might reclaim her ranch.
Perhaps most importantly, he knew and understood to the depths of his soul, how much their
daughter needed the loving, but firm guidance of his grandfather. He remembered well those
years that his mother had denied him this place and the old man’s presence. They could not do
that to the child, especially not now.
He felt incredibly stupid, like some teenage boy tangled up inside, pleading with his first
girlfriend. “Are you sure, Jaycee?” he asked again.
“Yes,” the single word was breathed across his lips, a heartbeat before hers captured them.
Need erupted like a volcano, molten lava coursing through his veins. It felt as if the whole
universe exploded from the top of his head as her tongue slipped inside his mouth to dance
against his.
It was happening too fast. He had planned this moment for days. He had lain awake with her in
his arms formulating and calculating each touch, every moment. But none of it had taken this
into account - her.
Jaycee was not the sweet, innocent who needed coaxing and seducing. She was a woman - all
woman. A woman who knew what she wanted and was not afraid to take it. She was his woman.
And he would deny her nothing.
His fingers began to fumble with the buttons of her shirt, but it was taking too long. With a groan
of frustration, he grabbed each side and ripped. She only chuckled in his mind, ‘Good thing that
was your shirt, cowboy.’
‘It could have been my favorite, and I wouldn’t care. It was in the way.’
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Her lips broke the seal, and she stepped back. Her fingers went directly to the button of her jeans,
“Then I better get rid of these before I’m walking back to the ranch naked. Good thing, I did not
rip your shirt off you. At least I’ll have something to wear.”
Her sweet laughter echoed off the canyon. It was the sweetest country ballad he had ever heard, a
song that he had feared would never be the same again.
She kicked her shoes off, and the jeans quickly followed. Then as if by magic, she was back in
his arms. He had never felt so complete, so right.
Her hands moved across his shoulders, back, and chest. “It is not the same. I am not the same,
Rex.”
She pulled back just enough to look him in the eye. He saw the tears swimming there as she
spoke, “I’m not hiding anymore. I can’t change the past. And even if I could, I’m not sure I
would. That past brought me Angel. And for all the pain, I would not change that.”
“I can’t deny or run from the bad memories either. I must live with them. But living with them
does not mean they have to control or destroy me. As Grandfather told Angel, we all have
choices.”
Her gaze held his as a single tear slipped from the corner of her eyes, the moonlight dancing on
it. The smile on her lips radiated a glow that threatened to consume him. “I choose you, Rex. I
choose our future. Together.”
She sealed that with a tender kiss that was as consuming as the passion had been but a moment
before. Rex’s hands would no longer be denied as they moved over her skin, igniting flames that
they shared through their link.
She shoved, and he fell back onto the hard ground with a thud. He knew that his back would bare
more than one scratch and bruise, but he did not care as she followed him down. Her body
covered his. He was not complaining.
She sat astraddle his hips. Her head tossed back as that laughter burst across the cool night air
again. This was no sweet ballad; this was a bold Texas two-step. It was joyous. And free.
Her fingers played across his chest as she shifted her hips. His cock slipped home, welcomed by
her wet warmth. “Yes, sweetheart. Free. That is how I feel. For the first time in my life. I feel
free. Alive. Happy, even. You gave me that. Your love was the key that unlocked it all.”
“Marry me?” The words were out of his mouth before they even entered his sex-starved and
addled brain. But Rex knew they were right. He wanted this woman as much as he needed and
loved her. And he wanted the world to know the depths of that commitment.
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***
Jaycee stared down into his face, dumbfounded. Those were the last words that she expected to
hear at this moment. But why should they surprise her?
She brushed her finger gently through his hair. Was there more grey at his temples? Was that
because of her? Of the troubles that she had brought to his life? She tenderly sketched the lines
which bracketed his mouth before turning to those along his forehead. Were they deeper? Lines
of worry?
Rex turned his head into her caress. His hands gripped hers, holding them against his flesh. ‘And
I would not change any of it, Nʉ Sʉmʉ.’
She smiled as she nodded her head. “Yes, Rex. Yes, I’ll marry you.”
She felt his relief and joy at those words to the core of her being as he lifted his hips, burying his
shaft deeper inside of her. ‘That was easier than I thought.’ His hands gripped her hips as he
guided her to match his rhythm, ‘Now, we can get on to more pleasurable things.’
The tender teasing ignited her love for this man as well as her passion. She leaned forward until
her nipples practically brushed his cheek. Close, so incredibly close, but she kept them just out of
reach. Until he was moaning and pleading beneath her.
Her hands grasped his, drawing them away from her hips and above his head. She pinned him
firmly beneath her, at her mercy. She bent and brushed a kiss across his cheek, trailing them to
his ear. “My turn to play,” she whispered as she blew softly into it.
But she had other fantasies in mind as she drew the lobe into her mouth. She swirled her tongue
about it as if it were the head of his cock. Rex trembled beneath her with a moan. She bit down,
hard. Not hard enough to draw blood, but close. His hips jerked beneath her, and that moan
turned into a roar.
She leaned back, and her eyes sought his. “So, you like that?” She did not need to hear the
words. His blush and the frantic pace of his hips told her more than they ever could. She threw
back her head as laughter bubbled up from the depths of her belly and soul.
“Good, cowboy, because next time I’m bringing rope.” His quick intake of breath and the way
his eyes flared at her words sent a feeling of feminine power surging through her. It was a new
sensation. One that she liked. Lot.
A dozen ideas of ways to torment, torture, and tease him sprang to mind. A smile the size of
Texas spread across her face as her hips matched his pace. A lifetime with this man would not be
enough to explore them all. But she was going to give it her best shot.
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She heard a wolf or perhaps a coyote call across the hills to its mate. She felt at one with the
creature. With her own mate. With nature itself. But perhaps most importantly, Jaycee Riley,
soon to be Ranger, felt at peace with herself. With her past, even the bits of it that would always
remain painful or unknown.
She knew all that was truly important. She was woman. And together with this man, she was
complete. And that was alright.
Something that her Feminism 101 had not taken into account was that true equality was not
always about being like man. It was about two strong individuals coming together by choice into
a partnership that transcended all else. That kind of love could never make you weak or less than
a man. Because she held his life in her hands every bit as much as he held hers.
“Now that you know the truth, Nʉ Sʉmʉ, would you please, please, put your cowboy out of his
misery?” Rex begged as his hands flexed beneath hers.
She leaned forward, keeping her nipples once more just out of reach. “Never,” she said as her
lips captured his. Her tongue conquered her mate, catching his very breath and soul, drawing it
deep within her until they mixed and melded as one, then breathing that life back into him.
Only then did she give in to his pitiful whimpers and pleas for relief. Riding him like the cowgirl
she was. Racing towards something far more precious than a blue ribbon at the rodeo. Because in
the end, there were no losers in this race of love and life.
Their cries mingled with that of the coyote and the howls of the wind. And life began anew. As
the Great Spirit, Oden, Zeus, Yahweh, Buddha, Vashti, and the Goddess intended from the
beginning of time.
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Chapter 15

Jaycee wore some loose, gauzy white thing that whipped about her legs as Angel led her towards
the edge of the canyon. Rex beamed at his girls. This day was perfect. Well, almost. Ryan was
already so deeply undercover that he could not be there. Considering how quickly they had
managed to arrange the damned thing, that was impressive, even for the federal government.
But his other cousin, Jack, was more than happy to fill in as best man. He had worried about how
Grandfather would feel about seeing the only grandchild of his dead brother. But he should have
known better. The moment the young man stepped from his truck, Grandfather had wrapped his
arms about him as if it were just another summer, and his brother Joe had sent the young man to
run loose on the ranch with Rex and Ryan.
They had kept the wedding small — just the two of them, Angel, Grandfather, Jack, Hector, and
Lupe. Jaycee had not minded. Grandfather would perform the ceremony, a mix of the legal one
and various Native American traditions.
And if anyone had thought it strange that they chose this place to say their vows, they said
nothing. It had been Jaycee’s idea, claiming that it was only appropriate as the place where one
life ended, and another began for them.
Angel glowed with health as she came to stand beside him. There had been no more seizures
since that day. Even though it had been less than a month, she was already badgering Jaycee to
discontinue the medications. Grandfather and even Lupe supported her entreaties. He had not
weighed in on the issue, but maybe he should. He understood Jaycee’s worries, but perhaps it
was time to let go of those as she had so many others.
Those thoughts were cut short by the smile that radiated from his bride’s face as she closed those
last few feet between them. The final cords of the sweet feminine voices raised in harmony
echoed in the canyon, “Cowboy, take me away. Fly this girl as high as you can into the wild
blue. Set me free, oh, I pray. Closer to heaven above and closer to you…closer to you.”
Jack leaned over and whispered, “Damn, man, any woman that chooses the Chicks is a keeper in
my book.”
Rex chuckled at his cousin, but when he turned back, every other thought flew like birds before
the storm.
She was beautiful. She always was, from that first day in the courthouse. But never more than at
this moment. To say she took his breath away would be an understatement. She took it away and
gave it back again. She always would. “Nʉ Sʉmʉ.”
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***
Jaycee smiled up at his words as she reached out and captured his hand in hers.
Grandfather’s voice was steady as he began.
“Now you will feel no rain, for each of you will be shelter for the other. Now you will feel no
cold, for each of you will be warmth to the other. Now there will be no loneliness, for each of
you will be companion to the other. Now you are two persons, but there is only one life before
you.”
When Grandfather had first shared this blessing with them, Jaycee had thought no words could
more accurately capture her feelings than those. They so wholly reflected her new understanding
of Feminism 101 and relationships.
“May beauty surround you both in the journey ahead and through all the years. May happiness
be your companion, and your days together be good and long upon the earth. Treat yourselves
and each other with respect, and remind yourselves often of what brought you together.”
Jaycee turned and smiled up at Rex, remembering that first day in the courtroom. She would
never have imagined then that she would be standing here with this man. Or had she? From that
first moment, something deep inside of her had recognized him as her mate.
“Give the highest priority to the tenderness, gentleness, and kindness that your connection
deserves. When frustration, difficulties, and fear assail your relationship, as they threaten all
relationships at one time or another, remember to focus on what is right between you, not only
the part which seems wrong.”
These past weeks had certainly put those admonishments to the test. She did her best, but it was
Rex for whom those things had come so easily. She squeezed his hand, though that was not fair.
As she came to be more comfortable inside his mind, she had learned that what might appear
natural from the outside often came at a very high price.
“In this way, you can ride out the storms when clouds hide the face of the sun in your lives remembering that even if you lose sight of it for a moment, the sun is still there. And if each of
you takes responsibility for the quality of your life together, it will be marked by abundance and
delight.”
Aww, there it was again. That equality. Equality of responsibility as well as privilege. That was
the difference. That was the foundation stone of a good relationship. Caring for the other
person’s feelings and needs as much as your own. And while their mental link made that a bit
easier, it still required a choice. Each and every day, usually several times a day. She did not
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always get it right, but she was trying. And learning and growing every day. Thankfully, she had
a patient partner.
“Rex, my son,” Grandfather intoned.
His eyes shone done at her with the heat of passion as they had that first day, but it was matched
or perhaps surpassed by the compassion that had captured her heart. Empathy not just for her, or
even Angel, but kindness that extended to others in their lives like the Ramirezes. Why had it
taken her so long to see that? But what did it matter? She had a lifetime to make it up to him.
Rex’s voice was incredibly strong as he began. “Fair is the white star of twilight, and the sky
clearer at the day's end, but she is fairer, and she is dearer. She, my heart's friend.”
His smile never wavered, nor his gaze never left hers as he squeezed her hand and heart, “Fair is
the white star of twilight, and the moon roving to the sky's end, but she is fairer, better worth
loving.”
He leaned in and gently brushed a kissed upon her smiling lips as he finished, “She, my heart's
friend.”
Jaycee’s eyes filled with tears as Rex’s cousin Jack handed him something. Rex lifted her hand
to his lips. He pressed a sacred kiss first to her knuckles and then into the center of her palm
before he slipped the most unique and utterly perfect wedding band onto the second finger of her
left hand.
“Though my people needed no rings to bind one soul to another. Nonetheless, it would be my
eternal honor if you would wear this symbol of my undying love, respect, and pledge to you this
day.”
He slipped the solid wooden band over her knuckle. She tried to examine the intricate carvings in
its polished surface, but the tears kept getting in the way. “The great oak offered forth this piece
of herself that I might bestow upon you my pledge of strength and protection. Each moment I
spent carving it was a prayer and blessing for a long and loving life with you, Nʉ Sʉmʉ.”
She watched as his throat constricted, just as his fingers tightened around hers. “Do you accept
my pledge to you and all that is yours?”
She could not even strangle words out as those tears raced faster down her cheeks. All she could
manage was to boob her head rapidly. But it seemed completely natural and perfect that Angel
answered on their behalf, “Yes, we do,” as she wrapped her arms about both of their legs and
held tight.
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As Jaycee did her best to brush the tears from her eyes, she worried that she would not remember
the words that she had spent the past week memorizing. Her voice was certainly not as sharp or
sure as his or Grandfather’s, but somehow or the other, she managed to squeeze the words past
that log in her throat.
“Rex Ranger, you are my husband.” That word never held a more profound or wholly inadequate
meaning than at that moment.
“My feet shall run because of you. My feet shall dance because of you. My heart shall beat
because of you. My eyes see because of you.” How this man had opened her eyes to so much in
such a short time. She looked forward to all that the rest of their lives would reveal.
“My mind thinks because of you.” Yes, it was not merely her eyes that his love had opened. But
her mind and heart as well.
“And I shall love because of you.” She barely managed to squeeze those last words out as his
strong arms lifted their daughter and drew them all into a tight circle.
Jack, Hector, and Guadalupe surrounded them, laying their hands on their shoulders as
Grandfather extended his hands to their heads.
“Great one in heaven above, please protect the ones we love. We honor all you created as these
your children pledge their hearts and lives together.” There were tears in the old man’s eyes, too.
Or Jaycee thought there were, she could not be sure, given how blurred her vision was.
“We honor mother-earth - and ask that this marriage be abundant and grow stronger through the
seasons,” Grandfather reached into the ceremonial apron that adorned his waist and sprinkled dirt
over their heads.
Then Jack passed each of them a candle. “We honor fire - and ask that their union be warm and
glowing with love in our hearts,” the old man pulled a flint from the pocket and lit Jaycee’s
candle.
“It is woman who is the fire at the center of her home, my daughter. It is her right, privilege, and
duty to share that as she alone sees fit.”
Jaycee nodded her head though shock prevented words. She knew that this was not part of the
ritual, but an individual blessing of this man to her. The significance of that was not lost on her
as she turned and lit Rex’s candle. Then together, they lit the candles of the others.
Grandfather spread his arms wide and lifted them to the sky. “We honor wind - and ask, they sail
through life safe and calm as in the mother's arms.”
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Raymond Greywolf spun in a circle as with many of the traditional dances. But the wind that
blew was far more robust than any the motions of his body might warrant. For a moment, their
candles flickered, but they held, roaring to life with the oxygen breathed into them by this
blessing.
Then the old man reached out to Angel, taking from her the double spouted Native American
wedding vase. The sentiment might have been traditional, but the execution was anything but.
Jaycee knew that their daughter had spent days working with Grandfather to craft the slightly
lopsided vessel. Each design and mark etched by young and old hands working together to bless
this day and them.
Grandfather lifted it to the heavens, “We honor water - to clean and soothe this relationship - that
it may never thirst for love.”
He held the vase over their heads, which were bent close to one another. Then Grandfather
poured the water that she had collected that morning from the stream that ran through the ranch
over them both. Some of it trickled down to be captured in Angel’s curls as she giggled with
delight.
“With all the forces of the universe you created, we pray for harmony and true happiness as
Jaycee and Rex forever grow young together. Amen.”
Raymond winked at her and added, “A-woman as well.”
Their friends erupted into laughter as Jack slapped Rex on the shoulder then drew him into one
of those guy hugs. Lupe, with tears running down her weathered cheeks, wrapped Jaycee in a
maternal one as Hector and Grandfather looked on.
But something had captured Angel’s attention as she danced towards the edge of the cliff. Jaycee
opened her mouth to scream out a warning, but Rex shook his head and pulled away from Jack.
“Let me, Nʉ Sʉmʉ.”
It was still incredibly hard for her. Even with Sean, Jaycee had never really had to share the
responsibility for her child. She knew that this was far more than merely some need to impress
her or even share her burdens. Rex genuinely loved Angel and saw her as much as his child as
hers. She was admittedly still struggling with the depths of that.
But she knew that the words and promises they had just shared extended to Angel as well. So,
she had better start to learn. No time like the present as she nodded her head then turned to speak
with his cousin.
***
-185-

Rex’s heart fluttered as Angel turned her dark head and beamed up at him. Those smiles were
almost as precious to him as her mother’s. Though in a decidedly different manner. He reached
his hand out towards his daughter.
“Your mother is worried that you’re too close to the edge, sweetie.”
“Mommy worries too much.”
Rex threw back his head as the laughter rolled out of his gut. Angel looked up at him sheepishly
as he knelt in front of her. “I don’t think we should tell her that. Not quite yet.”
Angel’s brow knit together as she pondered his words. Then she nodded slowly, “But soon.”
Rex considered exploring what she meant further, but Angel remained distracted, staring out
over the edge of the cliff. Had Jaycee been wrong? Was it too soon to bring the child back to this
place?
“No. It was right. It was good for Daddy to be here.”
He frowned. Was that because the child could so easily slip into his mind? Grandfather was
right; they should never underestimate her powers. They would have to be more careful about
erecting barriers.
Or was it her words themselves that bothered him? The idea of that man having any part in this
day did not sit well with him. He knew that he could never erase Sean Riley from their lives or
memories. He had only to look at his child’s darker skin and tight curls to be reminded that their
bond was not biological. Not that it bothered him – usually.
But at this moment, he was not sure what to say or think, especially to the man’s only child.
“Daddy brought the pretty lady and three little boys with him.” Her eyes remained straight
ahead, seeing things that Rex could not. “He seems happier now. I’m glad.”
She turned back to smile at him once more, “Mommy needs another baby. Then she will stop
worrying about me so much.”
Rex shook his head and laughed again. “What makes you say that, Angel?”
“The pretty lady said so.” Then as if that settled the matter, she ran off to where Grandfather
stood, chatting with his cousin Jack.
Rex was left to come to terms with the turmoil that continued to rage in his mind and heart. His
hands tightened into fists at his side. It angered him that he had never even gotten a punch in on
the man.
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After all the pain and hurt that Sean Riley had inflicted, both physical and mental torture, on his
mate, he had never been able to defend her honor. The man had robbed him of even that
satisfaction. He wanted to roar, rage at Fate itself. To have denied him the pleasure of bringing
justice to that thing.
His shoulders slumped. Angel was right. Sean Riley had not always been that thing, the
Chupacabra. Once upon a time, before Jaycee, before Angel, he had been a man. From the
background that Ryan had shared with him, an honorable one, as concerned with righting the
wrongs of the injustices and enslavement of his people as Grandfather was.
He had been a brother, too. Though Rex knew of no other skinwalkers beside Grandfather, he
knew they were out there. Somewhere. He believed that. And once upon a time, Sean Riley had
been such a comrade.
Then he has lost the most precious thing of all to any skinwalker – his mate. On this day, above
all others, Rex could empathize with the man. The skinwalker that Riley had once been. He
shook his head, would he ever find peace with it?
Angel had almost instantly grasped the situation, releasing the pain of losing the man who had
sired her, yet never been the father she had needed. From the little that he had witnessed of their
relationship that day, Rex believed the child’s pain was far more profound than that.
Riley had not seen her gifts, only that she was not the son he had wanted. But more than that,
Rex knew that until Grandfather came into her life, Angel feared that she would become like the
man – a monster.
One talk with Grandfather and that was it. All the pain of a lifetime gone. Simply by the
knowledge that Riley’s choices were his own and that she did not need to repeat them or pay for
her father’s sins. Hell, the child could even find joy in imagining a happy afterlife for the bast…
He felt the soft hands on his arm and smelled her sweet scent even as she spoke. “Grandfather is
right, you know. If Angel says that Sean and Astrid were here today, maybe they were.”
“Doesn’t that bother you?” The words of anger were out of his mouth before he could stop them.
Jaycee gently turned him to face her, “No, honestly, it does not. Maybe it should. But it does
not.”
She turned her head and stared out over the cliffs for a long moment as she wrapped her arms
about his waist and drew him to her side.
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“I never knew the man I married until it was too late.” She shook her head, and he could see tears
glisten in her eyes. “I had stars in my eyes for the man he had once been. I was in awe of the
legend, the man and attorney he was before.”
She turned back to face him, “The man that had died with Astrid. I am not excusing anything that
creature did or became. He hurt far more than just me. And we may never know all the damage
that he did.”
“But one thing I have learned is that forgiveness is not about him. It’s about me. About us. And
the future. Our future. A future I want to share with you and Angel.”
Her fingers tenderly caressed his cheek, “It is not our place to judge Sean’s soul. If there is a
heaven or a hell, then that job belongs to a bigger judge than me. If instead we are reincarnated,
then maybe he’ll have the chance to atone for what he did in the next life. And if there is nothing
after this…well, it seems silly to allow him to continue to control our lives. Even a little.”
Rex leaned his forehead against hers, “I wish I could be as wise as my wife and daughter.” His
throat choked, “But it hurts, sweetheart. Knowing that I failed you. That when you needed me
the most, I wasn’t even there. That I never got the chance to right those wrongs for you.”
She shook her head as she took his face between her palms and placed the tenderest of kisses on
his lips, “Don’t you get it, cowboy. Sometimes a woman has to fight her own battles.”
“I’m glad that you did not fight Sean. Have you ever considered what it could have done to
Angel if you had killed her father? How could she have trusted you after that?”
He had not thought of it that way. But of course, she was right. For all that he had done and not
done, the man was still Angel’s biological father.
“No, Rex, what happened here that day was the best thing. Love won out over revenge. And that
is always the best outcome of all.”
He wrapped his arms around her and lifted her. He kissed her sweet lips until the passion flared
between them, erasing all thoughts of the man from both their minds. “I don’t know about the
best outcome of all. I can think of a few better ones.”
She winked at him, “Yes, well, since it was Grandfather that sealed the ties of holy matrimony, I
was thinking about other bonds. Ties. And rope, cowboy.”
“What did you have in mind, Nʉ Sʉmʉ?”
The image his mate and wife sent scrambled the neurons in his brain, caused his cheeks to flare a
bright red and his cock to harden in his jeans. “Yes, ma’am,” was the best he could manage.
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She wrapped her tiny fist about the neck of his shirt and drew him back to her lips, “That’s the
right answer, cowboy. Just as soon as we get rid of these people that we love.”
They both chuckled and walked hand and hand back to their family and friends, but Rex’s mind
was somewhere else. The ideas that she had planted in his mind danced down his spine and
settled in his groin.
***
Jack Greywolf stood on the porch, staring up at the dark Texas sky. This far from the city or
even town, the black depths twinkled with a million stars. Billions. Even more were not visible
to the naked eye. His dark eyes scanned the inky blanket, looking for the brightest.
He knew exactly what to wish for. The same thing he had had been hoping for months. Years,
perhaps his whole life? How could finding one good woman be so damned hard?
His cousin had managed the gargantuan task. Of course, Rex was lucky; he had a secret weapon
– his skinwalker senses drew him to the one woman meant just for him. His true mate.
Jack was not destined to be so blessed. He had to do it the old-fashioned way – dating. And that
had not been working out for him in a long time. He could not remember the last time he had
gone out with a woman that he would consider more than a one-night stand. Had he ever?
At least not since that cheerleader in high school, but he had never thought seriously about
marrying her either. What was her name? Oh, and his ‘babysitter.’ But Laura Reynolds had quit,
throwing his grandfather’s money back at the old man. And all because he copped a feel of her
sweet tits. What was a horny thirteen-year-old kid to do in small-town Texas, anyway?
He chuckled, and the sound tinkled across the crisp Hill Country night. Somewhere out there, his
cousin was enjoying the pleasures of his new wife’s ‘good lovin.’ Jack was happy for Rex. And
pea-green with envy.
He had been looking for a woman like Jaycee for at least the past couple of years. But he had
gotten serious about it with his grandfather’s passing. Leave it to Injun Joe to stipulate in his will
that his only grandson and heir had to marry within a year of his death or loss his inheritance.
It did not help that he had wasted almost a month of that time finishing out his last enlistment in
the Army. He had not even known the old man was dead until he got back from his final mission
with the Green Berets. Being informed by a chaplain that the man who had raised him from the
time he was eight was dead and buried for weeks had not set well.
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He was still trying to make peace with the decade long estrangement with the man he had
idolized. Unfortunately, there were no do-overs in life. He had learned that on his first mission as
a Green Beret when he was one of only a handful who made it back.
Jack ran his hands through his hair. It was longer than it had been a couple of months ago, but
nowhere near as long as it had been before he joined the Army straight out of high school. At this
length, it even had a bit of curl. Something it had not, when it was regulation short or when it had
hung halfway down his back as his Native American forefathers once wore theirs. He still had
not decided if he would grow it back that long.
There were so many things he had not decided. And how long to grow his hair with the least of
them. He was so angry with his grandfather that he continued to toy with the idea of turning the
casino over to the Nation and the employees.
Jack was not even sure that a casino was what his people needed. Not anymore. Not that he
blamed his grandfather, but the legacy of casinos and titles like Injun Joe did not sit well with
Jack. He had seen too much of this world and its legacy of greed, hubris, and domination of one
man over another. He had not unwittingly furthered those things once. He did not want to do so
again.
Not that he might have much choice. If he did not find a woman to marry in the next nine and a
half months, then the choice would not be his to make. Maybe that was right, too.
Of course, if all he wanted were to fulfill the conditions of his grandfather’s will, that would be
easy enough. Between his good looks and inheritance, he’d have them lining up for the privilege.
But Jack was old-fashioned. In loads of ways. The least of which being that he damned well
intended to do this marriage thing only once.
He sighed and shook his head as he searched the horizon. If only things were as simple for him
as it had been for his cousin.
The deep laughter that rumbled from behind him made Jack turn. In the dim light cast from a
single lamp in the living room, his great-uncle reminded him so much of his grandfather that
Jack’s vision blurred with tears he had sworn never to shed. “What’s so funny, old man?”
“Ryan felt the same way.”
Jack’s shoulders slumped at the mention of the other man. It had been years since he had seen
Rex’s other cousin. The three young men had spent summers here with Grandfather. Though
Raymond Greywolf was his own grandfather’s only brother, the term was honorary. Hell, much
of the Nation called the old coot ‘Grandfather.’
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“How is he, anyway?” Jack knew that the man had been part of the investigation into the suicide
of Jaycee’s ex-husband. Hell, if Ryan was not off on some top-secret undercover thing, he had
no doubt that it would have been him to whom Rex turned for the role of ‘best man.’
“As restless and unsettled as you, my son.”
Jack shook his head and chuckled. “As cryptic as ever.”
“Like medicine, some times, the truth needs a bit of sweetening.”
“Truth? Is there even such a thing?” Jack had once been idealistic enough to believe there was. If
the man, who had raised him, had not managed to live up to the ideals that he had preached, well,
that did not mean there weren’t any.
But Jack had spent over a decade traveling the world, he had quickly learned that it was not
‘freedom’ he was defending, but some rich bastards’ greed to take from others. He probably
should have left the Army after his first enlistment. Then he would have been there for his
grandfather at the end.
The problem was Jack had no idea what he wanted to be when he grew up. At thirty-three, he
still didn’t even know who he was or where his home was. Jack was a drifter. Maybe that was
why the Green Berets had worked so well for him. No mission was more than a few months and
most decidedly less. In and out.
Maybe those first few years of his life had left more lasting scars than he realized? Or perhaps he
was as much a drifter and rebel as the woman who had given birth to him? Or maybe growing up
Native American and the abandoned bastard grandson of an activist who preached one thing and
lived another had done a head number on him? But truth? Jack doubted that he would ever know
such a thing, even if it did exist.
“Some times, truth is hidden.”
So were lies. Jack had seen enough of what living a life of hidden lies did to a soul.
The hand that gripped his shoulder was surprisingly strong, given its gnarled, arthritic fingers. “I
know that Joe deeply regretted the estrangement with you.”
“Did you know?”
“Know what, son?”
Even Jack was not sure the answer to that question. Did Grandfather know how perilously close
to death his brother was? Yes, the coroner listed his grandfather’s cause of death as a heart
attack. That part had been sudden and unexpected. But the man had been in decline for months.
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Two months to be exact. Two months – since that woman had died of breast cancer. That was the
other unspoken question. Did Raymond Greywolf know the lies and double life that his brother
had been living for almost four decades?
“Yes, I knew.”
Jack shook his head, his throat too tight to form words. Though they were not always necessary
with this man. And as before, Grandfather was just as ambiguous with his answer.
They stood wrapped in companionable silence for moments that seemed like hours, an eternity
that flashed in the blink of an eye. A lifetime of memories, dreams, and regrets passed through
Jack’s mind until those unshed tears threatened to choke him. Maybe coming here was a mistake.
This place, these people held so many recollections.
But he could not let Rex down. And truth, if there was such a thing, was that he had needed to
face this man. The only other living person that his grandfather called family. “Why?”
Why had his grandfather not reached out to him? Not tried to scale the wall that he had built after
that day? The moment he had first seen his hero for the flawed the man he was.
Raymond Greywolf sighed as those fingers dug deeper into his shoulders. “Because, like most of
us, my brother thought he had more time.”
The old man gently tugged Jack so that they stood face-to-face, “Oh, Joe knew that the circle
was closing. He felt that.”
A sad smile creased his great-uncle’s weathered face, “He called me that night.”
Jack’s muscles tightened, his hands clenched at this side. Anger and jealousy burst in his heart.
That his grandfather would reach out to this man, his brother, but not to him. Even if he had been
on a mission, his grandfather could have left a message. It would have been something, at least.
“You weighed on his mind that night. All Joe could see was the mistakes he had made.
Especially with you, son.”
Jack fought hard to keep those tears from falling. It was not some macho ego that held them
back. But what right did he have to cry? He had been as much to blame for all the lost time as his
grandfather. Maybe more.
“Like I said, some times, the truth is hidden. And some times, the truth is right in front of us. We
are just too blind to see it.”
Jack shook his head. Now he would never know the truth. Whatever that was. Even if there was
such a thing.
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“Don’t be like your grandfather, my son. Don’t think that you have time to find what you are
seeking. When it finds you, grab hold and never let go. That was Joe’s biggest regret. That he
had not done that. He did not want that for you, Jack.”
Without another word, the old man turned and walked back into the house, leaving Jack alone
with a million unanswered questions and thoughts that were scattered to the four corners of the
Earth as he had been for over a decade.
“The truth? The truth is that it is too late. I’ll never know or understand any of it.”
And if he could not make sense of the love that brought the greatest man he had ever known to
his knees, made him betray principles that he held dear, and even weakened his stout heart to the
point that it broke, then how could Jack ever find something he both craved with all his being
and feared as his greatest enemy?
***
Rex triple-checked the guide wires on the tent, cursing himself for a fool once more. He should
have booked them into one of those fancy spa things that had sprung up in the area over the past
decade. It was their honeymoon. A woman like Jaycee deserved so much more than musty old
sleeping bags and too thin air mattresses.
“You forget, cowboy, this was my choice.” The warmth of her arms embraced his waist. Her
body heat radiated deep into his parched soul. His wife leaned her head against his back as she
squeezed tightly, humming sweetly off-key.
“I wanna sleep on the hard ground in the comfort of your arms on a pillow of bluebonnets in a
blanket made of stars.”
He chuckled as he drew her about, wrapping her tightly in his arms as he pressed a tender kiss to
the top of her head. “Okay, I give up. You win, counselor.”
Jaycee beamed up at him, “I think we both win.”
Her fingers threaded through his hair and drew his head down until their lips touched. The Texas
sky erupted into a kaleidoscope of hyperspace accelerating towards the center of the universe.
The heat they generated hotter than Rigel, the blue giant that twinkled in Orion, the hunter.
And this hunter was home at last. Home in this woman’s loving arms. Dwelling in the place that
had always been his comfort and refuge. Home with the man who had always been there for him.
The whole fucking universe was perfect as far as he was concerned.
He felt her stiffen in his arms, “I’m sorry. That was thoughtless of me.”
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“No, Rex. You’re right. For you, the universe is perfect. Angel, too, I think.” She leaned her
head against his chest. He could not see her face, but he felt her tears to the depths of his being.
“I’ll get there, too.”
They held one another as the music of nature sang its melody. The wild horses were neighing
and galloping across the hills beneath them. A coyote called to its mate or perhaps the moon. A
distant owl screeched the eternal quest, “Who…who?”
He understood all too well how his mate felt. He had spent most of his life uncertain. Uncertain
of what to believe. Uncertain even what or who he was. And the biggest uncertainty of all – what
his future held.
Until the day that this woman had walked into a Houston courtroom and turned his world upside
down, then righted it again. She gave him purpose. She made him whole. But he understood for
his very human mate - things did not work that simply.
“So, where do we begin?”
She shook her head and sighed heavily, “I have already filed the paperwork with the Department
of Family and Protective Services requesting my file be unsealed.”
“How long will that take?” He knew how important this was to his mate. How much Jaycee
needed answers to her past before they could begin to build their future.
“No. There you are wrong, cowboy.”
Her fingers tenderly caressed his cheek, and his blood simmered like a fresh stew on the back
burner. Done, cooked, but the flavor enhancing with each bubble that popped, each moment on
the slow heat.
“I may want or even need answers to my past, but that won’t change the facts of my future.”
Her fingers boldly traced a line down the front of his shirt until her hand came to rest over the
taut zipper of his jeans. “And this future? What does it hold, Mrs. Ranger?”
“Love. Laughter. A few tears. And most definitely more than a few thrills.”
Her fingers became bolder as they worked to loosen first his belt buckle then the button. Neither
of them had the patience to wait, so Rex dispensed with the zipper himself as he maneuvered
them towards the open tent flap.
His new wife had other ideas as she drew back from his embrace. “I forgot something. You go
on inside and finish getting undressed. I won’t be but a moment.”
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Rex was not going to argue, even if his patience was fast approaching its limits. He nodded as he
kicked off his boots, his jeans tangled with them. He stripped his shirt over his head and pushed
his shorts down to join the growing pile.
“Socks, too. I am not making love with a man who wears his socks to bed.” Her voice tinkled
along his spine as he lifted first one foot and then the other to dispose of those too.
Jaycee turned back to stare at his now fully naked body as if inspecting it. The nod and smile that
she gave indicted that perhaps she was. “Now, wait for me inside. I won’t be long.”
Rex nodded his head, “Yes, Ma’am.”
***
Jaycee watched her husband’s naked backside disappear inside the tent. And oh, what a lovely
bum it was. So much had changed in little more than two months. She had gone from a lifetime
of being alone, except for Angel, of course, to being a part of an extended family.
And this place, it felt like home. For the first time in her life, she felt like she belonged
somewhere, to someone. And that did not even come close to the miraculous changes in her
daughter.
So, why are you trying to destroy it all? Are you in some kinky self-destruct mode? It was the
question that she had been wrestling with for weeks. Was she testing the lengths of Rex’s love
for her?
She slapped the coil of rope in the palm of her hand. She did not think so. But all those hours of
reliving her times in the clubs with Sean had awakened some beast inside of her. Even she was
not sure what it was or its depths.
She had no interest in pain. She was neither a sadist nor a masochist. And humiliation was a
definite hard limit. She had lived a lifetime under the strain of that not so suitable weapon. But
one thing, one image, keep coming back to haunt her dreams, even the waking ones. Rope. The
beauty of it, yes. But just the idea of physically binding Rex to her as they were emotionally and
spiritually.
But given all that had happened, was she opening a Pandora’s box that was better left firmly
shut? Did she even have a choice?
‘This is torture, woman,’ his deep voice touched her mind as much as the fresh night air caressed
her body.
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And there was that, too. The need to dominate. To control, tease, and command her husband. Not
because she was physically stronger, or more intelligent, or powerful, but because he surrendered
some part of himself willing to her.
She knew it was selfish. Foolish perhaps. With happiness within her grasp for the first time in
her life, why was she playing these silly games? Why was she risking everything?
Because she feared it was who she was. As much a part of her as Rex’s other skin was of him.
But could he understand that? Would he be willing to play these games? The problem was she
was not satisfied that games would be enough for her.
She heard the baneful moan from the tent. It fed something inside of her — that darkness that
needed control.
She had to find out.
The rope firmly clasped in her hands, she slipped inside the flaps. “You need to learn patience.”
Rex, in all his naked glory, sat up and reached for her. “Not so quick, cowboy.” She slipped the
rope around one wrist.
Rex’s eyes widened as he looked up at her. He held her gaze for a long moment. The silence
stretched into forever. With an almost imperceptible nod, the tension in his broad shoulders
eased, “So, what do you have in mind, sweetheart?”
She felt the stress relax a bit in her own body, “Nothing too dangerous. No whips or chains, or
anything really kinky.” She blushed as she forced the words from her mouth, “But tonight, I
want…no, I need…to be the one in control.”
She pushed him back among the sleeping bags. She moved within the confines of the tent until
she sat astride his hips. She was still fully clothed, and she knew that the rough material of her
jeans abraided his most sensitive areas. She circled her hips and drew another pitiful moan from
his lips.
Rex threw back his head and closed his eyes. His whimpers were those of a wounded animal as
he lifted his hips and sought that which she denied him. She smiled down at him, “Open your
eyes, Rex. Look at me.”
His almost instant obedience fed her monster. She felt power course through her as she never
had. Not even her most significant win in court came close to the satisfaction she felt in that
moment.
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Her hands captured his wrists and drew them above his head. She held him in place. Though she
knew that his superior strength could overcome her at any moment, that was the point. For Rex
to willfully surrender that control to her. Just for a bit. If even this once. It was something that
Jaycee feared she needed as much as water, food, oxygen, or this man.
Her lips captured his. Her tongue invaded his mouth, conquering, subduing. Overpowering and
mastering her powerful mate, this man whose beast always resided just beneath the surface,
waiting to come out.
The kiss stretched out for long minutes. Sometimes demanding, sometimes teasing, sometimes
so powerful that it stole her breath. But still, she prolonged it. Only her lips and hips made
contact with his body.
The powerful body that writhed beneath hers, seeking relief that she controlled, that she denied
him. Denied them both. But not just yet.
Jaycee broke the kiss but used her lips and tongue instead to torture her husband more as she
trailed kisses, nips, and licks down his strong jaw. She drew his earlobe between her teeth, bit it,
and tugged forcefully on it until Rex was moaning. Then she simply blew softly as she
whispered, “We’re just getting started.”
His voice was almost not recognizable as human when he growled. “That’s what worries me,
darlin’.”
Still, Rex made no move to break the bonds that held his wrists, though she was confident he
could. Jaycee continued her game as her mouth and lips returned to blazing a trail down the side
of his neck.
His pulse that pounded like his ancestor’s war drums called to her. She licked it, sucked it until
she was sure there would be a hickey. She could not even resist biting into his flesh, though she
did not break the skin. She even wondered what his blood would taste like. Perhaps she had read
one too many vampire novels?
“I’ve another bodily fluid you can taste instead, sweetheart,” he chuckled.
She had been so caught up in her games that she had forgotten to erect mental walls between
them. It had just become so natural, shockingly so, to have him running around in her mind. Or
to run in his.
She ground her hips against his bare cock, “Only if you’re a very good boy.”
His smile was incredibly sexy as his voice whispered in her mind, ‘Oh, sugar, I’m always good.’
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“We shall see,” she replied aloud as she returned to the slow burn of kisses, licks, and nips across
his broad shoulders and chest.
She paused at the darkened circles of his nipples. She toyed with them for several moments, first
one, then the other, as if they had all night. And they did. They had a lifetime of them. Jaycee
was enjoying her little game of chicken with her beast.
Rex’s hips were arching and grinding against her jeans now. Trying to achieve the release, she
prohibited him. She shifted her weight, coming to rest beside him.
“Awww, darlin’, what did you do that for?” he whimpered.
Her hand cupped his balls, and she tugged, none too gently. “Because someone is getting too
excited.”
She pulled back so that their bodies did not touch anywhere. That was not an easy task, given
how small the tent was. Her eyes held his, dared him to look away, as her fingers worked the
buttons of his shirt that she wore.
She took far longer than was necessary. It took her minutes as she treasured each flair of his
expressive eyes, each deep breath, each time that he bit his lower lip. However, he did not
attempt to escape her bonds.
She smiled as the final button came loose, and she slipped the soft chambray material down her
too sensitive skin, “Good boy.” She rewarded him with another of those heated kisses, making
sure to keep distance between the rest of their bodies.
With a sassy smile, she trailed her hands across the flesh that her mouth had tortured. She
watched his eyes, saw them flare as her fingers pinched his nipples. His hips lifted off the air
mattress. Another tortured moan escaped his lips. But he did not pull on the ropes. Not even a
little.
Her fingers continued lower, wrapping in the soft fuzz that surrounded his navel. Toying with his
happy-trail, but always avoiding the most sensitive areas.
Jaycee paused their games again. She shifted and wiggled as she unfastened her jeans. Perhaps
she should have planned this part a bit better. It was almost impossible to wriggle out of their
tight confines in such limited space. And certainly not in a manner that approached sexy. This
time the delay was practical rather than planned torture.
It took her far longer than she had thought it would, but Rex’s bright eyes followed her every
move adoringly. Until she finally succeeded, tossing her jeans to the side so that she wore only
her matching bra and panties.
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“Now. Where were we?” She teased with a smile as her hands began a slow trail up the outside
of his thighs. She touched him everywhere, a gradual path of fingertips and short nails that raked
his skin. Everywhere, of course, except the one place that he wanted most.
Yet, he lay unmoving. His eyes followed her every movement. His breathing grew faster and
more shallow with every caress. When Jaycee’s fingers caressed the insides of his thighs, Rex
almost whimpered. But his hands remained still above his head. Her fingers repeated the
movement on the other side.
She wanted to continue this game. To stretch it out all night long. But it was getting to her as
much as it was him — the waiting. The teasing was increasing her own arousal every bit as much
as Rex’s. His surrender especially was driving her to the brink.
She reached behind her and unclasped her bra, allowing it to slowly slid down her arms to her
fingertips before tossing it away as she had the shirt and jeans. She bit her lower lip. She wanted
his touch, needed it. But not enough to end these games.
Instead, she used her fingers to pull and twist her nipples. His eyes bulged at that as he growled
deep in his throat. She reconsidered her plan. Her own need was riding her now. Could she go
through with it? When her desire was as great as his, perhaps even more?
But she had another idea, a way to have her cake and eat it too. Most definitely eat it. She sat
astride his hips once more, pinning him beneath her. Her fingers plucked faster and harder at her
nipples as she watched his beloved face. She gloried in the need and desire that she saw. She got
high, knowing that she had brought this man to that point. But it was still not enough.
She brushed her panties to the side. Her hips moved in slow, deliberate circles. She felt her cunt
juices dripping onto his cock as her movements quickened, spreading them, coating it. Still, she
teased, never allowing his cock to breach her folds. Rex writhed and moaned; it all fed her dark
soul. Until she could not deny herself a moment more, sinking deep onto his hard length. Her
orgasm was quick and powerful.
But she stopped midstride, quickly shifting to the side. Her whole body cursed her, denied its full
release just as she had denied him.
Her hands cupped his sac, felt it draw up tight. She squeezed and pulled at his balls as her mouth
swallowed the head of his cock. Rex lifted his hips, trying to plunge his length deeper down her
throat. Instead, she let him slip from her lips.
She refocused on licking her cream from him, leaving nothing unexplored from the enraged
purple head of his cock, slowly down the backside to the base, then back up. Only to reverse the
action, savoring the flavors on the other side.
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When she once more faced his hairy balls, she was not deterred. Her senses inflamed; this night
had loosed something inside of her. Something wild and free. And Jaycee liked it. She liked it a
lot.
Her mouth swallowed one of his testicles while her hand lifted and weighed the other. She
sucked and licked. Then she switched. The wildness in her grew, her fingers found a tender
bundle of nerves just beneath his balls, pressing against them.
Rex arched off the mattress so violently that it would have dislodged her, but she held tightly as
his cries echoed into the darkness.
There was no doubt what she wanted. She shifted her body once more to cover his. Nothing was
teasing about it this time as she sank fully down his length. Engulfing it and taking them both
where they wanted to go.
She was once more that cowgirl rounding that final barrel and racing for the finish line. She
reached it first. Her body soared to heights she had never imagined. But she was not alone as she
felt Rex trembling beneath her. She felt each hot burst as he filled her with his love and new life.
Jaycee had never felt so complete. So whole. So loved. Like she truly belonged. Her fingers
fumbled with the ropes until she finally managed to release one of his wrists.
Tears slipped from her eyes as she collapsed onto his broad chest. Those strong arms wrapped
about her. Rex just held her in the dark silence for an eternity.
“Thank you, Rex.”
He brushed her hair to the side and shifted them so that he looked down into her eyes. “What
for?”
She chuckled and felt his still hard cock slip deeper inside of her. “For putting up with my little
games. For letting me explore another side of me.”
Rex shook his head and lifted her hand from where it rested over his heart to his lips. “Don’t you
realize yet, Nʉ Sʉmʉ? It’s not a game. Not to me.”
He pressed a tender kiss to the back of her knuckles, then turned her hand and pressed another in
her palm. “With or without the ropes, you hold my very life right here. In the palm of your
hands. You have ever since you walked into that courtroom. And you will until the day we
breathe our last breath. Probably even beyond that.”
Jaycee’s throat constricted as tears raced down her cheeks. Sometimes dreams did come true.
Even ones that you were too afraid to have. And no matter the nightmares of her past, or the
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roller coaster of life that was the future, she knew that it would be a ride worth taking. Because
this was the one man that she wanted by her side.
“Nʉ Sʉmʉ. You know you’re My One, too.”
Those were the only words necessary as she laid her head back on his chest. And for the
moment, just enjoyed the peace and security that was their love.
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