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 Who is Kelleye
Richards?

 


 


Kelleye Richards is a collaboration by
Anya Kelleye and E.R. Richards.

 


These two ladies met while role
playing for one of their favorite book series. Branching out their
role play, they decided to bring to life their own
characters.

Thus, Ember and Thoren were
born.

 


These two aren’t the only characters
clamoring for existence. More will follow in the BloodMoon &
Magic series.

 


So dive in and be immersed in their
world of vampires, shifters, witches, and all things
paranormal.
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Obsession

 


I want to love you in a way that frightens
you,

Leave you trembling from my touch.

Consume your every thought,

Leave you never with enough.

 


I want to overwhelm you with my passion,

Destroy your every fear.

Make you suffer from withdrawals

Whenever I’m not near.

 


I want to be your addiction,

Your favorite drug, your highest high.

When the pain sets in be weak, give in,

I want to be the fix you can’t deny.

 


I want your heart completely,

Let every beat whisper my name.

Let it drive you to your knees

Out of love, not out of shame.

 


I want the sound of my voice

To leave you panting, needing more.

May your name upon my lips

Be the sound that you adore.

 


I want to own your very soul,

Smother you with obsession.

Leave you breathless on the floor

Craving my affection.

 


Want me

Need me

Live for me

Breathe for me.

 


Body, mind, and soul,

A love truer than true.

Love me with all that you are.

Love me...like I love you.








The Hell Within Me
by C.b. Roberts

Copyright © 2015 C.b. Roberts

www.fb.com/authorcbroberts



PROLOGUE
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“Mama, why are we here?”
the little girl asked.

“It shall all be revealed
in time, little one,” the beautiful female replied as she settled
the young girl more securely in her lap.

“But, we’ve been here so
long. I want to go somewhere else. I’m bored,” she
whined.

“Patience, my darling. We
will know when the time is right.” She stroked the girl’s
flame-kissed blonde locks and quirked her lips. Blaize matched her
name perfectly...in looks and in temperament. No patience in this
one… or another one as well, she thought as her gaze turned
thoughtful. Her daughter squirmed and pulled free from her
grasp.

“I’m going to go pick
those flowers over there,” Blaize said as she pointed to the small
cabin on their right.

“All right, dear, but do
not wander off too far,” her mother warned.

“I know, Mama. I’ll just
be right there,” she promised as she skipped off to the flowers and
began picking them and weaving them together. Evelyn gazed at the
child and sighed deeply.

“Not too much longer, my
little one. Not long at all.”



CHAPTER 1
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Ember rested in her snow leopard form
while she waited to be taken to the ring. All around her, chaos
ensued, consisting of animals and humans alike. There was a lot of
yelling, bidding, and money exchanging hands between fights. Her
delicate ears hurt from all the noise. You’d think she’d be used to
it by now since it was like this every Tuesday and Thursday
evening. She closed her eyes, panted softly, and thought of how her
life had changed so drastically within the last several months. No
one in her day-to-day life suspected anything. She had been beaten
into submission, her family threatened by Patrone himself, the
leader of the underground fighting rings. There was no way Ember
would ever betray them. She knew if they ever found out, she would
never hear the end of it. Daegan and Kael, the two older than dirt
vampire guardians who’d raised her from a cub, would be livid. And
Ahnya? She was a natural redheaded witch, as ancient as the world,
straight from the Emerald Isle. She shuddered at the thought of
what would happen if she found out. Ember could imagine her fiery
locks literally sparking and flaming along the ends of her hair.
Those green eyes would be bright with anger. However, Ahnya
couldn’t do too much harm, since what she did to others rebounded
back to her tenfold. Ember didn’t know how much longer she could go
on living this double life. With her spirit all but broken, she was
ready to give up.

“Time to wake up, little
one.” Patrone nudged her side. She gave a grunt but got to her
feet. He was the law here in the shifter underground fight rings.
You didn’t tell this man no. The first time Patrone found her was
when he came to the bar where she worked. He would come around on
the nights she worked and ask her to join his team of fighters. She
politely refused every time until, finally, he sent two males after
her. Once they delivered her to Patrone, he threatened everything
she held dear until she relented, just like he knew she
would.

Head hung low, she followed him
through the crowd. She ignored the shouts from all the gamblers
about how she better win or lose, depending on how they had bet. A
few hands reached out, running down her soft coat. She growled but
kept on Patrone’s heels. The last time she had stopped and turned
on someone, he’d nearly beat her to death. Coming to the edge of
the crowd near the gate, they stopped. While Patrone spoke with
another male and exchanged money, talking in low tones, she
stiffened. An unfamiliar smell hit her. It wasn’t a usual smell for
around here, so it brought her head up in curiosity. Normally, the
place was filled with the smell of sweat, blood, and animosity from
males and females alike who were placing bets, but this...this was
different. Sweeping her gaze around the ring, she passed by a lone
figure dressed all in black. Doing a double take, she stilled when
their eyes met, a sense of foreboding running down her spine. His
eyes bored into hers, and she saw death in that gaze.

“Ready, little puss?”
Patrone asked. “You will be fighting a really tough shifter female
in this fight.” Breaking eye contact with the loner across the
ring, she looked up at her handler and gave him a look. When he
smiled and opened the gate, she swept through, the hair on the back
of her neck rising when she saw her opponent. “Remember…by winning
you make me a happy man. Now go make me some money!”

Being reminded of that little tidbit,
Ember bared her teeth at the female jaguar. She was tough, fast,
and had been through many fights, usually coming out the victor.
But she had never faced Ember before. They faced one another,
keeping their eyes locked, mirroring each other’s steps, until
losing patience, the jaguar came at her. Tensing, Ember waited
until she was almost upon her then met her midair, mouth opening
with a snarl. They crashed against one another chest-to-chest, and
their mouths met and snapped at one another in a show of defiance.
Hitting the floor, they both slid on their sides, feet tangling
together. Ember sank her front claws into the jaguar’s side, her
back paws flattened against her belly, ready to push the other
female off. The jaguar snarled and snapped her teeth at Ember,
nearly biting down on her nose. With a growl and hiss, Ember
swatted the jaguar in the jaw, pushed her away, and then quickly
got to her feet. Ears laid back, she advanced on the other cat,
showing her teeth, tongue darting in and out between them. All
around her, people shouted until it became a light, hammering
thunder, her mind focused on the large female in front of her. When
the jaguar charged, she reared up on her hind feet, and the impact
sent her reeling. She landed hard, nearly losing her breath. The
other cat went for her throat, and Ember opened her mouth wide,
clamping down on the lower jaw of the jaguar, instantly
immobilizing it. In just a few seconds, Ember had her hissing and
trying to get away. Ember’s opponent clawed into her flesh, but she
ignored it. Blood ran down both of their chins and matted into
their fur. Hearing a short whistle, Ember released the female and
backed away, not surprised when she came at her again.

Behind the jaguar, she spotted the
male vamp from earlier. His scent teased her nose from across the
room. Odd. Vampires didn’t normally haunt these fights. They
usually stayed out of shifter business. His blue eyes seemed to
glow as he watched the fight. She wondered if he had placed a bet
and whom he had bet on. Distracted, Ember missed the other female
jumping and was knocked to the ground, her breath leaving her lungs
in a whoosh. The vampire’s mouth tightened, eyes narrowing on her.
When the jaguar’s mouth landed against her shoulder and bit down,
she winced but didn’t scream. Instead, she snarled and twisted back
and forth beneath the weight of the damned female, trying to throw
her off.

Thoren watched the two animals
fighting in the ring with a disgusted look. Both were lean in
muscle and equal in height, but the snow leopard was whom he was
really watching. The jaguar didn’t hold his interest like the
spotted cat did. There was something different about her. Meeting
her eyes, he put as much contempt in his gaze as he could muster.
The female leopard broke eye contact when she fell under the other
large cat, and he found himself clenching his fists at his sides,
wondering if the jaguar would finish the fight by killing her. If
not, he would have to do it, and he would take pleasure in it.
Nothing pleased him more than killing shifters. One less abhorrence
out on the streets. He’d followed the bloodline of his enemy to
this city, and he wasn’t leaving until every last one of them was
dead. Including any who were working for them, like this female.
Looking around, he glared at any and all, knowing in just a few
seconds, most would be either dead or running for their lives.
Slipping his hand into his leather coat pocket, he fingered the
detonators, a vicious smile forming along his mouth. Smelling the
snow leopard’s blood, his eyes whipped back around, narrowing. Most
shifters he encountered reeked of a sourness he couldn’t describe,
most likely from their lifestyle, but she...she smelled different.
Why? Growling low, he turned his attention back to what he needed
to do. But why was he having second thoughts when it came to that
female in the ring?

Ember pushed at the jaguar and sent
the female reeling away. Blood flowed down her shoulder, leg, and
in between her toes, but she paid little heed to the wound.
Numerous other wounds marred her coat, each one throbbing and
burning, but she ignored them. Just as Ember leaped to attack her
rival, a loud boom shook the building and ground. The jaguar
panicked and took off. Another one went off, and total chaos ensued
as humans and shifters scattered. When yet a third explosion went
off, she dropped to the ground, chest rising and falling rapidly.
Now that she wasn’t in attack mode, her wounds started to hurt. She
watched as people screamed and fled the building. All but the
vampire. He calmly watched people scattering, and she narrowed her
eyes, knowing he somehow was the cause of the explosions. With a
shake of her head, Ember limped from the ring, wincing at every
step. Patrone, she noticed, was already gone. He always disappeared
first when things got hot. One of his men, however, headed straight
for her.

“Come on, female. Patrone
would skin me alive if something happened to his prize fighter.” He
looked past her shoulder and reached for the gun at his side, just
as a gunshot went off behind her. Eyes glazed over in death, the
male fell lifelessly to the ground, blood seeping from the gaping
hole in his chest. He stared sightlessly up at the ceiling. At the
sound of footsteps, Ember dropped to the ground, looking over her
shoulder. The vamp was headed straight for her with a gun aimed at
her head. Blood splattered his clothes, and as he drew closer, she
could tell by the scent that it was shifter blood. It didn’t
surprise her. She’d gotten the feeling earlier that he despised her
kind. Hearing a click, she turned and faced the male bearing down
on her. His eyes were cold. Most likely, so was his heart. Blood
dripped into her eyes, and she shook her head to clear her vision.
When she opened them, he was right in front of her.

“Turn away,” he
commanded.

Ember dropped to her
belly, laid her head on her paws, and looked up at him.
No, she silently
challenged. If he was going to kill her, he would have to look at
her when he did it.

“Turn the fuck around,
female.” The vamp’s deep voice rose in anger.

Her tail swished back and forth as she
blatantly defied him then gave a great big sigh to piss him off
more. It worked. He shot over her head but Ember barely flinched.
Her heart raced inside her chest, and she knew he could probably
hear it, but she wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of doing
what he said just because he couldn’t kill a female without her
back being turned. Wasn’t going to happen.

“You’re fucking stubborn.
Do you know that?” he growled.

Her eyes stayed locked on
his.

What the hell?
Thoren stared down at the small female snow
leopard, his gun trained on her, but he couldn’t pull the trigger.
Those silver, unworldly eyes of hers touched something in him that
he hadn’t felt in years. Decades. Fuck! And her smell. She didn’t
smell like the typical shifter. Why? All the others had an almost
sickening scent. But not her. When her eyes closed, he brought his
arm back up, looking down the barrel at her. They opened, saw him
aiming, and closed again, but not before he saw wetness clouding
them. Damn it to hell. What was wrong with him? Clenching his jaw, Thoren lowered
the gun. With a growl, he turned and walked away. Since when had he
become so soft? He glanced back over his shoulder as a shot rang
out. At the sound of commotion, he ducked behind some barrels. He
missed the feline shift and make a mad dash to the offices near the
back of the building.

Ember raced into the office Patrone
used and went straight for her backpack. She pulled on her clothes
as fast as she could. All around her, she heard screaming,
shooting, and vehicles peeling out from the grounds, along with the
acrid smell of smoke. Chaos. Total and utter chaos. She slid into
her boots, opened the side door, and looked out. Once outside and
away from the area where the shootings had occurred, she pressed
her back against the wall and waited until everyone was gone before
sprinting toward her car. Before she made it to the driver’s door,
an arm came around her throat, stopping her. She smelled leather
and gunpowder.

“Hello, shifter,” a deep
male voice spoke near her ear.

Ember closed her eyes as she
recognized the male who had wanted to shoot her. What the hell did
he want?

“You don’t smell as bad as
the others. Why is that I wonder?” Flinging her around, he made her
look at the burning building, flames licking along the sides. “Many
of your kind are going to meet their maker tonight. Would you like
to join them?”

Her body stiffened at his words. “What
is wrong with you?” she ground out.

“I do not care for your
kind,” he snapped back, tightening the hold on her
throat.

“That I figured out,” she
wheezed. “But what have I personally done to you?”

There was a growl, then she was flung
from him. She landed on the ground, smacking her face hard enough
that her nose bled. Luckily, it didn’t break.

“Turn over,” the male
demanded.

That tone of his really pissed her
off. Ember snarled and heard him chuckle. With a curse, she flew
around and leaped at the smirking male. She stopped short when she
came face to face with the barrel of his gun. Heart pounding, she
stilled. Silver eyes rose until they met sapphire blue. “You don’t
play fair.”

Thoren bared his fangs at
the petite female. “Play fair? Since when does your kind play fair?”

His eyes glowed blue. Ember visibly
swallowed, knowing that when a vampire’s eyes glowed they were well
and truly mad, or extremely happy. She guessed it wasn’t the
latter.

“Get up.” When she just
sat there, he reached down and jerked her to her feet. “I said get
up!” She lost her balance and fell against him. With a snarl, he
pushed her away. He took in her cowboy boots, designer jeans, and
blue and white plaid shirt. A white tank lay beneath the open
shirt. It stretched across her plump, heavy breasts, leaving
nothing to the imagination, since she was braless. His cock
twitched beneath his leathers, and he snarled again, causing the
little female to flinch. Thoren grabbed her arm, looked into her
eyes, and sent her into a deep sleep. When she sagged against him,
he scooped her up into his arms and carried her to the passenger
seat, securing her in with the seatbelt. He flung her bag into the
back and started up the car. “Fucking shifters,” he mumbled then
tore from the grounds. He couldn’t bring himself to kill this one,
but maybe she would have some information he needed to find that
leader of hers.
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Ember woke to an unfamiliar ceiling in
a bedroom that she’d definitely never been in before. A door
opened, and she quickly closed her eyes, feigning sleep.

“I know you’re awake,
female,” a deep, familiar voice said. She blinked her eyes open,
turned her head slightly to the left, and saw the vampire from the
fights. He leaned against the wall and watched her through narrowed
eyes.

“Did I pass out?” she
asked. Her voice cracked, and she coughed.

“Aye,” he returned.
“Something like that.”

Frowning, she gave him a questioning
look. He shrugged and pushed off from the wall. He handed her the
water bottle that he gripped in his hand. She kept her eyes on the
male while she tipped it back, taking huge gulps of the icy
liquid.

“Easy,” he said. “Not so
fast.”

Ember wiped her mouth and set the
bottle between her legs on the blanket. She froze when she realized
that she had been bathed and was wearing one of his shirts. His
smell enveloped her, a mouthwatering, tantalizing scent that made
her want to roll around in it until it was soaked into her skin.
Then it hit her. “You bathed me?”

The male shrugged. “Well, I was not
about to let you sleep in my bed covered in dirt, blood, and God
knows what else.”

Ember stared at the giant male in
disbelief. His bed? The more she thought about it the more her face
flamed. “Oh, dear God,” she finally muttered.

“Don’t worry yourself,
female. I did not defile you in any way. If anything, you disgust
me.”

Anger simmered through her as she
slammed the water bottle down on the bedside table, stood up on the
bed, and glared at him. “Oh, trust me. The feeling is mutual. So,
if you didn’t defile me, where did you sleep?”

His chuckle made her see
red.

“In my bed, of course.” He
quirked a brow at her.

“Your bed? This,” she
pointed, “is your bed.”

He crossed his arms as a smirk formed
along his mouth. “I have to admit. You are smart for a
shifter.”

“Oh!” She bared her teeth,
fangs lengthening. “I’m going to....”

“You are going to what,
little one?” He bared his own fangs, which were longer and deadlier
than her own. “I saved your damned life, female. You would think
you would be a little more thankful.” His blue eyes iced
over.

“Well, maybe if you were a
little less of an asshole toward me, I might,” she tossed back. Her
silver eyes turned frosty. They both stood there eye to eye,
neither one backing down.

“You are very mouthy for
one so small. Are you not scared of anything or anyone?” Thoren
sighed and raised a hand to run through his hair.

She didn’t have to think about it.
“Spiders,” she muttered.

“What was
that?”

“I said spiders. Are you
deaf?” Ember crossed her arms over her breasts, glaring at him. “I
hate those nasty, vile things. Anything with more than four legs is
not cool. Not in my world.” She shuddered.

Thoren shook his head, his
lips twitching at the thought of her losing it over a
spider. That he
might pay to see.

“What are you smirking at?
Are you scared of anything?” she asked.

“Nay, I am not.” Thoren
started to say more then stopped and frowned when he noticed how
comfortable he was getting around her. He took a step back and
gazed over the female’s smooth, tanned skin. Save for some bruises
and cuts that had yet to heal, she was actually pretty. White
blonde hair, made for a man to clench tightly in his fists while he
slammed into her from behind, cascaded down her back. But it was
those eyes that caught his attention. They rivaled the moon with
their smoky, silver glow. A light scent of sunlight lingered on
her, and he wondered if she tasted as good as she smelled. His cock
woke behind the fly of his leathers. Appalled at where his thoughts
headed, he growled. “I have to go out. Do you need
anything?”

Ember jumped from the bed and gasped
when her legs started to give out.

Thoren caught the small
female before she face planted into the floor. “Easy,
ma biche. You lost a lot
of blood.”

“I did? How long have I
been here?” She closed her eyes when a wave of dizziness hit. His
hand tightened on her arm, and she winced, knowing he could snap it
in half if he wanted. “Wait. What did you just call me? Bitch? I am
no dog you....” She tried to stand.

“Sit. I did not call you a
bitch. It means...never mind what it means.” My doe or my pet? What was wrong
with him? He pushed her back until the back of her knees hit the
edge of the bed, and she did as she was told without arguing. “You
have only been here a full day. Tonight makes twenty four hours
since I spared your life.”

“Spared my life, huh?” She
looked down at the floor, wondering how many innocents he killed
last night.

“Aye,” he replied. “And I
will not do it again. Are we clear?”

She shrugged. “Sure. So why me? Why
would you do that when your intentions were pretty
obvious?”

“Does it matter?” Thoren
snapped. “You are alive. Can you not just be thankful? Quit being
so curious. It will only get you into trouble.”

Ember rolled her eyes. “Don’t I know
it.”

A growl reverberated in his chest as
his thunderous eyes met hers. “Do you fight for that man? Is that
your job? Can you not make a normal living? A more respectable
one?”

“Excuse me?” she gasped in
outrage. “You mean like you? Like going around killing my kind is
any more respectable?”

“I rid the world of a
fucked up species,” he ground out coldly. “Your kind should be
extinct.”

“Ohh!” Ember yelled and
shoved off the bed to stand toe-to-toe with the arrogant bastard.
She had to look a considerable way up. “You know nothing about
me. Nothing!” She
pointed a finger at him, tapping it on his chest.

“I know enough.” He
sniffed the air around her. “I’m not sure what is worse. The fact
that you are a shifter or that I spared your damned life. The
latter is right up there on the worst decisions I have ever made
list.”

Ember screamed and grabbed
Thoren, sinking her teeth into his forearm. Thoren shoved her to the side, fangs bared in
retribution. She barely regained her
footing before he grabbed her, flung her against the wall, and held
her at eye-level. Snarling at her, he
quickly sank his fangs into her neck, taking a couple of pulls
before shoving her away in confusion. He
never lost control like that. Ever. He watched her slide down to
the floor, her hand tight to her neck, and tried to calm
himself. He licked the blood from his lips
and groaned at the exquisite taste. Her
blood was like nothing he’d ever tasted before. It was so...sweet. His eyes held hers until he noticed her
face turning pale. Cursing, he dropped to one knee in front of
her.

For a moment, Ember was struck with
fear. All she could do was use her free hand to try to hold him
back, but it was no use. He slapped it away and leaned toward her
neck. Panic set in, and she waited for death. At the first touch of
his tongue, she stiffened, her body convulsing in fear beneath
him.

Thoren licked the wound he’d made
closed and realized he did not like the fact she trembled in fear
beneath him. Just a few minutes ago, he would have reveled in it,
but now.... Quickly, he stood to his feet and helped her up. Once
she had settled back on the bed, he cleared his throat. “So, my
original question still stands. What do you need?” He backed away,
his thoughts still on the taste of her blood.

“How ‘bout my jeans? The
sooner I can leave the better. I don’t want my family to worry
about me.”

“Family?” His jaw
tightened. The idea she probably had a mate never crossed his mind.
Fuck. Why did he suddenly feel jealous? And why did it matter to
him?

“Yes, my family. And don’t
you dare go after them. One threat from someone doing that is
enough.”

“Someone threatened
them?”

She tightened her mouth and refused to
divulge any more information.

“Fine. I’ll be back before
dawn,” he said with a scowl. “Don’t mess with anything.”

“Like I have the energy
after you just nearly drained me of all my blood.”

“It was only a couple of
swallows. Don’t be so dramatic.”

She mocked him silently and rolled her
eyes, getting a growl in return. She plopped back on the bed and
stared up at the ceiling, arms crossed behind her head. “Got
anything to eat around here?”

“No, and don’t go around
snooping,” he warned. With that, he stormed from the room. A few
minutes later, she heard the front door open and shut. A soft click
sounded, letting her know he locked the door. Minutes later, Ember
closed her eyes and fell into an exhausted sleep, but woke a half
hour later when the front door creaked open once more. From down
the hall, she heard the sound of the vampire’s distinct footsteps.
She listened to him moving around and wondered what he was up to.
The scent of chicken drifted into the bedroom, making her stomach
growl. Food! Quietly as possible, she slid from the bed and made
her way tentatively down the hall. The front door shut again just
as she made it to the open living area. With a frown, Ember looked
around at the mostly empty place. He didn’t have much. No
television and no furniture. Only a square wooden table that looked
like it had seen better days sat over by the kitchen. There was a
dark hallway that led to what must be more bedrooms and a bathroom.
Curious as she was, she would not go investigating.

Instead, she made her way to the table
and opened the sack, groaning when the smell hit her. Inside the
Styrofoam box she found fries and chicken tenders. A large drink
sat beside the sack. She devoured the food in record time. Maybe he
wasn’t so bad after all. Finished, Ember tossed the trash in a
receptacle that she found under the kitchen sink then went and
opened the window, gazing out into night. The wind was cool for a
summer night and blew gently across her skin, causing her to
shiver. The usual night sounds were very calming, and that was when
she finally noticed; he didn’t live downtown but on the outskirts.
Just through the trees, she could see the high rises that marked
downtown and wondered if Daegan would be at the bar right now. It
was Wednesday evening, so he should be. Thankfully, she had off
Wednesdays and Fridays to recuperate from her fight nights.
Crawling up into the wide window, Ember leaned back and stared into
the night sky. So many wishes swept through her mind, and even
though none ever came true, she never stopped hoping. She wondered
briefly what her mother would think of her situation and grimaced.
She would be disappointed in her for sure. Daegan and Kael had told
her stories of her mother. She had been fierce and protective over
her unborn cubs and never let her clan know anything about her
pregnancy. For that very reason, Daegan and Kael had given Ember
their last name when her mother and twin sister died in childbirth.
If her mother’s clan knew she lived, they would hunt her down and
use her for breeding purposes. Snow leopard shifters were on the
verge of extinction. Now wouldn’t that piece of information
immensely please the vampire who detested her? Unshed tears
threatened to fall. What she wouldn’t give to have her mother and
sister here.

“What the hell are you
doing?” Thoren ground out.

Ember’s train of thought derailed at
the low growl. She jerked and fell from the window, landing with a
hard thud. Slowly lifting her head, she peered over the window
ledge. Silver eyes met blue. She blinked. He didn’t.

“Well?” he
demanded.

“I um...I was only getting
some fresh air. What the hell are you doing?” she asked
nervously.

“This is my house. I can
do whatever I want.”

She flinched and nodded, looking out
past him. Several bats darted around, chasing after insects beneath
the yard light. “Are those real bats or some vampire thing you got
going on?”

“What?” Thoren glanced
over his shoulder with a scowl. “Just how much TV do you watch?” he
asked incredulously.

She shrugged. “Just checking. Ya never
know these days. All sorts of freaky things can happen. I once saw
this man turn into a horse. I’d never seen a horse shifter before.
Didn’t know they even existed. How harmful could they be? Would you
kill one of those? I would love to have a horse. Not a shifter
horse, of course. Just a plain ol’ horse.”

“If they talked half as
much as you? Aye.”

Ember placed her hands on the
windowsill, resting her chin on them. Her eyes flicked from him to
the bats, as if she wasn’t quite sure whom to watch.

“What is wrong with you?”
Thoren finally asked.

“What do you mean? I’m
perfectly fine. And can I ask you a question without you biting my
head off? Why do you use the word, aye? Isn’t that a Scottish and
Irish thing or something?” Her right pinky started to tap on the
sill. When his eyes dropped to it, Ember stopped then started again
when he looked away.

Thoren scowled a bit then
crossed his arms. “Not exactly. It’s actually from Middle English
or Old Norse. My grandfather was Norse. So that is why my family
has always used it,” he said with a shrug. “Any other
questions, mon chaton
curieux?”

“Nope. That about covers
it.” Her eyes left his and followed the bats, her pupils widening
every time they passed close. When Thoren sighed heavily, mumbling
something about cats, she arched a brow. When he just looked at
her, she wiggled her lower body, wanting to be outside to prowl
around. His brow shot up, and she stilled. Ember looked from Thoren
to the bats and back again.

“Something is seriously
wrong with you.”

“News flash. This just in.
I....” There was a long pause. “Am a shifter.” Ember giggled and
fell backward when he lunged forward with a menacing growl. She
laughed harder, until his eyes trailed down, stopping at the
juncture of her thighs. When she followed his gaze, her jaw dropped
open. In the blink of an eye, she had his tee shirt down over her
knees scowling at him. “Some respect, please!”

“Maybe if you acted more
like a lady, I would give you respect,” he snapped back.

“Oh, you insufferable
blood sucker! I don’t have any clean clothes besides what you gave
me.” Standing to her feet, she strode over, wrenched open the door,
and stepped outside. Thoren was in front of her in an
instant.

“Get back inside.
Now.”

“What? No!” She went to
step around him, and he caught her upper arm in a tight grip. “What
is with you?”

“It’s never safe to just
walk out any time you please,” he warned. “Do you not have any
sense?”

“Of course I do. I’m a
female. We have way more sense than you males.” Ember tried to jerk
her arm free, which only caused him to hold it tighter, as he
looked around for any danger. “What are you looking for? What’s
going to attack me out here? A squirrel?”

“Keep your voice
down.”

“Why?” She raised it on
purpose then grew quiet when there was a rustle in some bushes
nearby. Her eyes widened, and she started to say more, but a large
hand clamped over her mouth. Two glowing blue eyes narrowed on her.
She talked behind his hand, the sound coming out
muffled.

Thoren scowled and gave her arm a hard
squeeze. “I will stuff a bandana in your mouth if you do not quit
talking. Do you understand me?” Ember nodded, and he slowly let go
of her mouth, not fully trusting her. When she didn’t make a sound,
he turned and scanned the perimeter of his property, checking for
any danger. Two soft hands landed on his back, and he stiffened. He
forced himself to relax when the female’s head peeked around him.
He almost chuckled but stopped himself.

Ember peered into the darkness beyond,
wondering what they were looking for. Not able to stand it another
minute, she said. “I find it hard to believe that you even own a
bandana,” she whispered.

Thoren let out an exasperated sigh,
closed his eyes, and mentally counted to ten. “If you don’t shut
that pretty mouth of yours, you’ll find out I own more than just a
bandana to keep you quiet.”

“You know, you’d make one
helluva Dom.” Ember giggled and tore off back into the house when
his blue eyes flicked to hers with a warning.

He watched her run, fighting back the
urge to chase her. Not one single female he’d ever known rubbed him
the way this one did. Thoren ran a tongue around his long fangs,
still looking at the front door that she’d disappeared behind. She
needed to go. The feelings she stirred inside him weren’t sitting
well. She was the enemy, and it had to stay that way. He took one
last look around then followed her scent back into the house. He
found her going through her backpack and arched a brow when she
pulled out a cellphone and toothbrush.

“Oh, thank goodness,” she
murmured after finding a tube of toothpaste. Ignoring him, she
waltzed right into his bathroom and started brushing her teeth.
Thoren crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the door
to watch her.

“Make yourself at home,”
he said with a dry tone.

She gave him a thumbs up, catching his
eye in the mirror.

When her phone rang, he walked to the
bed and looked at the caller ID. Daegan? “Who the hell is Daegan?
Your mate?”

Ember finished up and came back into
the room, making a face. “Eww, no. He’s my guardian.”

“Is he in on the
fights?”

She frowned and stowed her things back
in her backpack. “God, no. He’d kill me if he knew.”

“Why do you do it then?
Does your family know?” Thoren stared down at her.

“He is my family and no,
no one knows.”

Thoren ran a hand down his face. “How
can they not know? Why are you hiding it? Because it’s shameful?”
he asked.

Ember fumed and spun around, looking
the great big male in the eye. “It’s none of your business why I do
it!”

“I am making it my
business!” His eyes glowed as he locked gazes with her. “You need
to give me some answers. I spared your life when I could have
easily taken it. Who do you work for?”

Canines lowered in anger, Ember
stepped forward and craned her neck, looking up at him. “Go. Fuck.
Yourself. I am not giving you any info. Thanks for not killing me,
but we never made any deals. If you want information, you can go
seek it elsewhere.”

“You are really trying my
patience,” he ground out.

“Ditto.” She grabbed her
phone and backpack, then took off, leaving him standing there to
stare after her.

“Where the hell do you
think you’re going?”

“It’s been lovely, but I
gotta skedaddle. Where are my keys?” She stopped, and he ran into
her, nearly knocking her down. “Geez, dude. A little
space.”

Jaw clenched tight, Thoren reached out
and steadied her, then took in every detail of her face, hair,
eyes...God, those silvery, moon kissed eyes. She had to leave.
Didn’t she? He breathed deep and let her scent seep into his lungs.
He grabbed the keys to her car and laid them in her hand, his body
tensing when their palms touched.

Ember sucked in a breath when they
touched. She almost didn’t want to leave but knew she had to. He
may well kill her if she didn’t. Clutching the keys in her hand,
she smiled up at him and backed up, reaching for the doorknob.
“Well, anyway um...thanks for the....” She cleared her throat.
“Hospitality. And for not killing me. You know, we could be real
good friends if it wasn’t for your attitude and the way
you....”

Growling, Thoren pushed past her and
opened the door. No words were needed from the look he was giving
her.

“Yeah, that. That growling
thing you do. It’s so...rude.” She tried to explain.

“Out!” he
thundered.

“I’m going, I’m going.
Sheesh. Maybe you should think about going to anger management
classes.”

“I manage my anger just
fine.”

Ember ducked beneath Thoren’s arm with
a roll of her eyes and turned to him. “I got some bad news for ya
then. It ain’t working.” The door shut in her face with a loud
click. She stood there grinning. “If you ever need a friend, I work
at a bar downtown called the Bow and Arrow. Just look me up when
you....”

Thoren rested his head against the
door, his eyes closed in annoyance. “Never.”

“Well, just in case,” she
offered.

“No.”

“Your loss. I’m a
wonderful friend.” There was a curse, and the door swung open.
Ember squealed and took off, laughing all the way to her
car.

He stood at the window and watched her
tail lights fade into the night. His chest ached like a huge weight
sat on it. Why did she rub him the wrong way, yet he still felt
some unknown pull toward her? He waited a few more minutes to be
sure she was gone before heading back out into the night. He still
had an hour or two before dawn to go looking for the shifter he was
after. He’d just missed him at the fighting location where he’d
found that female. Granted, he had been a bit distracted. Damn
females. The glimpse he had of that male shifter had caused him to
wrinkle his forehead. The male looked so much like his great,
great...however many greats it was now...grandfather, that the
resemblance was uncanny. But shifters didn’t live as long as
vampires, so no chance of them being one and the same. At least he
had a name now.

Patrone.

Leader...Master...Boss.

So he was French. Definitely part of
the clan he was looking for then.

Thoren returned to his
house just as the sun started to pinken the horizon. He walked
through the door and listened for any sign that she might have returned.
Nothing. Thank God, he thought. So why did the house suddenly feel...empty? He’d
never noticed that before. Never mattered. Shaking his head to
clear that train of thought, he locked down the house, turned, and
headed for his bedroom. Her scent still lingered all around, and he
knew without a doubt it was going to be a while before he fell
asleep. And he was right. He had stripped down and crawled into
bed, and cursed when her sweet, sugary scent enveloped him. He fell
into a fitful sleep, tossing and turning all day, before he woke
later that evening. He leaped from the bed and yanked the sheets
off. As he tossed them across the room, his nostrils flared in
anger. He still smelled that damn female. He realized her scent was
on his skin, and with a few more choice words, he stalked to the
bathroom for a shower.
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The shrill sound of her alarm clock
sent Ember toppling out of bed, the sheets tangled around her body.
The more she struggled, the more entangled she became. She finally
popped her head through, blinked, and looked around with wide eyes
as she searched for danger. Heart pounding, she finally realized
she was back home, and that damned vampire wasn’t anywhere around.
She turned the alarm off, wiggled from the sheets, and stretched as
she stood to her feet. With a smile on her face, Ember walked
bare-assed naked to the bathroom to take a shower and get ready for
work.



CHAPTER 2
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Three Weeks
Later

 


“Leo!”

Daegan bellowed the nickname from
behind Ember, and she nearly dropped the glass of beer she was
pouring. “Yeah?”

“Did ye remember tae bring
yer bow? Ye have that tournament tae get tae soon, aye?”

“Yes, I have it.” She
nodded toward a spot under the bar. “It’s right there.”

“Good. Because the last
time ye forgot it, I lost a bet with Kael.”

Ember raised a brow. “Well, that tells
me you shouldn’t be placing bets then,” she teased. “Does Ahnya
know how much you lost to him? Because....”

“Nay! And ye will keep
your mouth shut or....”

“Or what?” She placed the
glass of beer in front of a nice male around her age, sitting at
the bar. Crossing her arms, she leaned against the counter. “I’m
too old to be spanked.”

Daegan’s brows shot up at her words.
“Nay, little Leo. Trust me, ye are not too old.” A funny look came
over his face.

“Whoa! Keep it to
yourself. Whatever you and Ahnya do behind closed doors, I don’t
want to know.” Daegan chuckled then bent and kissed her cheek
before making his way back to his office. Ember watched him until
the door shut, then turned when a couple of servers came up with
drink orders. She filled them and glanced around the club. Booths
and tables were crowded as hordes of bodies moved and gyrated to
the beat of the dance music that thumped from several speakers
along the walls. It was like this every Wednesday through Saturday.
She turned when she was tapped on the shoulder. The new female
server in front of her had a worried expression. “Hi. Are you
okay?” Ember glanced down at the nametag. “Lauren.”

“There’s a guy in the very
back corner booth. He doesn’t look that friendly. Can you maybe
take his order? I just....”

“I got it. Help Karen for
me while I go do this.” Ember threw a thumb over her shoulder at
the female who helped her bartend when it got busy, then went to
find the male Lauren had mentioned.

Just as she got through the crowd, she
caught a scent on the air. Vampire! Ember turned to the left and
right, but she couldn’t pinpoint the...male. It was definitely a
male and seemed familiar. She couldn’t recall where she knew his
scent from, but he definitely wasn’t like her two guardians, Daegan
and Kael. No, this scent was more lethal. Being a snow leopard
shifter had its advantages. All of her senses were heightened ten
times more than a human’s. She couldn’t bench press a car or punch
someone so hard they flew into a wall, but she could make someone
think twice before manhandling her. An elbow to her side snapped
Ember out of her thoughts. With one last look around, she continued
toward the back booth, the male’s scent growing thicker. It tickled
her nose, leaving her wondering who he was. When she came up to the
table, she did a double take.

What the hell? He was here. Right
here. Of course he would pick the darkened corner where no one ever
sat. Go figure. Being raised around two vampires, this was nothing
new to her. Ember couldn’t see him clearly since he sat in the
shadows, but he looked dangerous as ever. Sort of scary in a way.
Like a monster under your bed scary. The kind where you tuck your
feet under you and scoot up against the headboard, trembling and
waiting for that moment the monster comes out, baring its sharp,
deadly teeth. As he does, you open your mouth to scream, but
nothing comes out.

The male’s scent was different than
Daegan’s or Kael’s. Theirs was more friendly and alluring; his was
more reserved and cautious. He was definitely a solitary creature.
Beneath his scent, though, Ember sensed something more. Pain?
Anger? Her heart reached out to him, and before she knew it, she
was headed his way, determined to make his life a little
brighter.

The closer she got, the more her steps
faltered. Sometimes, curiosity wasn’t a good thing. When his eyes
suddenly shot up and glanced around, Ember forgot who, what, or
even where she was. Those eyes glowed a beautiful shade of blue,
like sapphires. He looked back down just as someone bumped into
her. She jerked and started moving toward him again, a little
slower this time, as something inside her warned her to run, but at
the same time, it pushed her forward. Heart hammering beneath her
ribs, she stopped at the table and waited for him to look up. When
he didn’t, she cleared her throat and asked, “Hi again. Can I get
you something?”

A soft, raspy voice broke into
Thoren’s thoughts. A voice that was made for sex and sounded
awfully familiar to him. His eyes lifted, and his nose picked up
the sugary sweet scent of the shifter from several weeks ago. His
eyes narrowed as he took in her petite build and long blonde hair
that fell to her waist. Cursing, he locked down his thoughts on
her. There was nothing that turned him off faster than smelling or
seeing a damned shifter. To him they were all the same. Loathsome,
tricky, and untrustworthy beasts that the world could use fewer of.
Her eyes met his, and something stirred in him. God, those silver
eyes of hers were beautiful. They seemed to glow even in the low
lighting of the bar, and with the black rings around the irises,
they looked even more otherworldly. Thoren continued his perusal of
her, his eyes taking in the tight tank that hugged her plump, firm
breasts, down to the denim shorts that barely covered her ass. She
was lean with just the right amount of curves, especially for her
short height. He never understood why men were attracted to short
women. It baffled him. He preferred his women tall, beautiful, and
leggy. Not that he would ever consider fucking a shifter. That
would never happen. When she brought the pad up, pen clutched tight
in her hand, his eyes snapped to hers.

“Scotch,” he growled. His
voice was deep and smooth with that hint of a French accent she
remembered from before. Blinking, she nodded curtly.

“Scotch coming right up.”
Ember turned on her heel and muttered to herself about assholes,
forgetting he was a vampire with superb hearing.

As Thoren followed her progress back
to the bar, he smirked a bit when he heard her low grumble, despite
his aversion to shifters. What was it about her that caused him to
see her as just a female and not the damned shifter she was? The
scent she left behind seeped into his lungs, and he ran a hand
through his hair. She smelled both earthy and like a sweet treat
found at a fair. Growling low, he scowled as he shifted his eyes to
the rest of the bar, hoping he might find something to help in his
search for the shifter he should be focusing on and not this
female.

Ember pushed her way through the
swinging doors at the bar wondering what the hell that male vamp
had against her. The way his countenance changed shouldn’t have
bothered her, but it did. Never had one of her customers given her
such a look of loathing, or growled for that matter. She thought he
might have warmed to her a bit when she saw him last, but she must
have been wrong. An arm snaked around her waist and caused her to
jump. Looking up into familiar amber eyes, she grumbled as she
reached for the scotch.

“Daegan.”

Daegan saw her frown and tilted her
chin up with a finger.

“Ye look wound up, Leo.
What’s the matter? Do I need tae hurt someone?”

Ember took in his Armani suit and
leather Italian dress shoes before pouring the scotch into a
glass.

“You know you look like a
mob boss, right?” At his smile, she rolled her eyes. “Of course you
do. And no, I can handle my own problems,” she said.

“Problems? Did someone
touch ye?” he snarled.

“Oh God, no. Not this time
anyway. It’s nothing I can’t handle,” she grinned reassuringly. A
familiar face appeared behind him down the hall, and Ember waved.
“Ahnya is waiting for you. You better go.” She skirted around him
and Daegan grabbed her arm, stopping her. She smiled when he bent
and kissed her cheek softly.

“Ye know I will take care
of ye no matter what it is, right?” Daegan asked. After she nodded,
he replied, “Good. Just so we’re clear.” He swatted her ass when
she headed out of the bar area, watching her disappear into the
crowd. With a smile, he headed down the hall to his office,
nostrils flaring when he caught the scent of his mate.

Ember neared the table with the moody
vamp. She put on a friendly smile, determined not to let the
animosity she felt from him get to her. He looked up as she neared.
If looks could kill.... A chill raced down her back, one of
foreboding. It was like that night after the fights all over again.
Maybe he was just having an off day, and she was in his line of
fire.

She snorted to herself. If
that was the case, he had better watch out. Her leopard didn’t take
well to being a doormat. Wonder how he liked his
stake? Ember’s smile
widened into a full-blown grin at the thought. She ignored the
quirk of his brow and put his drink down in front of
him.

“Here’s your scotch,” she
said pleasantly. “Anything else for you?” Asshole being implied,
but left out. Her eyes sparkled in amusement until his lips
thinned. A cold blast of air hit her, and she crossed her arms over
her chest.

“Nice parlor tricks, vamp,
but you don’t scare me. I’ve lived with your kind. I know all the
moves.” Ember leaned in, placing her palms flat on the table, and
got into his face. “I don’t know what I did personally to piss you
off, so why don’t you tell me, huh? I’m a big girl. I can take it.”
 As Thoren clenched his jaw, he glanced around before baring
the tips of his fangs.

“If you know how vampires
are, perhaps you should be more careful about how you deal with
them, shifter,” he said, giving her a deadly smile. “Maybe it is
the fact you are female that has put me in a bad mood. Ever think
of that?” Thoren downed the amber liquid in one gulp and very
precisely, set it back down on the table. Sitting back in his
chair, he perused her again from the top of her head down to her
toes. As she stood up with an indrawn, angry breath, he slowly
raised a brow and smirked. “Rather mouthy for one your size, aren’t
you? I’m surprised you don’t shift into a chipmunk.” He
chuckled.

Ember’s eyes widened, and her jaw went
slack. Waves of fury rushed through her. He was comparing her to a
fucking chipmunk? His chuckle sent her over the edge.

“Trust me, I am no
chipmunk, and you haven’t seen mouthy. You’re damn lucky we’re in a
crowded place with a lot of humans present.” The leopard in her
snarled, and Ember felt her pupils change to slits as she kept eye
contact with the bastard. He met her glare for glare, and the smirk
he sported only pissed her off more. “Why would my being a female
put you in a bad mood? Oh, wait. I just assumed...I didn’t know you
were into guys.” Disappointment flooded her, but she quickly
shrugged it off, not liking the fact she found the bastard
attractive in the first place. She pushed off the table and
laughed, showing her fangs that lengthened whenever her emotions
grew heightened. “Pity.”

Thoren’s eyes flashed. “No, I’m not
into men, and I’m sure as hell not into women who look like little
girls. Are you related to Thumbelina, perhaps?” His eyes grazed
over her with distaste, a sneer lifting the corner of his
lips.

Ember clenched her jaw and stepped
back, her body shaking with rage. He had a lot of nerve coming in
here and acting like a prick, even if he was the sexiest looking
male she’d ever laid eyes on. Clearly, he needed an attitude
adjustment. She lifted her chin and said with as much calmness as
she could muster, “Enjoy your evening, asshole.” She stared at him
for a moment, her voice sounding hollow even in her own ears. When
she started to say something else, her name was called
out.

“Ember!” She turned and
saw Cody, a young wolf shifter around her age. He waved, and she
returned the gesture, giving him a polite smile before returning a
cool gaze to the vamp. The look he returned her was just as cool,
making her want to get as far away from him as possible. When his
lips turned up into a sneer, she frowned, turned on her heel, and
walked stiffly back to the bar, untying her apron as she went. She
grabbed her bow and headed out the back door to the alley, not even
stopping to say goodbye to Daegan and Ahnya like she normally did.
Not tonight. She had a tournament to get to. Not to mention, a
vampire to get away from.

Thoren narrowed his eyes at the young
male who had taken the female shifter’s attention away. He was just
starting to enjoy pushing all her buttons. His eyes took in the
male’s looks and height, sensing the male had feelings for the
female. A wave of possessiveness ran through him, and he frowned.
Had he really just felt that? Over a damned shifter? The minute
Ember headed out the back door, he stood and quietly followed her
out. Maybe she would lead him to the shifter he searched for. He
rounded the corner of the alley one street over from where he was
shadowing her and caught the scent of a group of shifters. He’d
been so focused on trailing after the female, he failed to notice
the other scent right away, and now it was too late to pull back.
Five large males turned toward him with snarling growls, and he
reached behind him to pull the double-edged sword from the scabbard
on his back. It looked like he was going to have to keep this as
quiet as possible, since it was still early yet. Several humans
were still out and about. As the first shifter advanced on him, he
spun the sword from side to side before stopping with it centered
in a ready position.

“I hope you are ready to
lose your life, shifter,” Thoren said with a snarl of his
own.

“You think you can take us
all on, vamp? You and that medieval sword of yours? If you haven’t
noticed...the dark ages are over.”  The male laughed, looking
over his shoulder at his friends.

Abruptly, Thoren swung his sword out,
making contact with the male’s arm and opening a deep gash before
jerking it back. The male roared and grabbed his arm.

“Consider that the only
warning you get, asshole,” Thoren said.

“Motherfucker! You’ll pay
for that!” the male roared and then shifted into a huge lion.
With his front left leg dripping blood, he crouched then sprang
forward.

Thoren ducked and rolled into the
lion, causing the shifter to twist around mid-leap to try swiping
at him. The huge male caught his leather duster instead, leaving
four long gashes in the expensive material. Thoren jumped to his
feet and spun with a hard arc of his sword, catching the shifter in
the neck. Blood sprayed out as the momentum of his swing separated
the lion’s head from its body. He watched the head roll away to hit
the alley wall. Hearing a roar behind him, he spun around just as
the other four shifted and started to run toward him. Thoren gave
them a deadly smile and waited.

Ember was walking along the mostly
deserted street when sounds from the alley up ahead caught her
attention. She stopped and stood still, listening with her sharp
hearing. Several grunts filled the air, making her scrunch her
brows together. She lifted her nose and sniffed, smelled the
metallic scent of blood. Just ahead, she saw the park where the
tourney was being held.

“Damn it,” she muttered,
before deciding to investigate what was going on in the alley. It
was curiosity, plain and simple. Her inner feline couldn’t resist.
A moment later, she had her back up against the wall near the
entrance of the alley where the noise was coming from. With a deep
breath, she leaned forward and peered down the darkened street,
using her cat vision. What the hell? The shifter-hating vamp was
surrounded by five shifters. The scent of lions teased her nose.
Shit. It would be lions, she thought. Walk away,
Ember, she told herself. She knew their
clan pretty well and didn’t like them in the least. They were all
unpredictable and liked to start fights with anyone and everyone.
The huge male the vamp was fighting swung out and sliced open his
leather coat, revealing an empty scabbard centered down his back.
Interesting. It was like watching a sci-fi movie unfolding before
her very eyes. She saw the large vamp turn with an angry roar. He
sliced clean through the male shifter’s neck with the sword that
normally rested in the scabbard. Blood sprayed out around him,
splattering against the walls. The dead shifter fell to the ground
with a sickening thud. She couldn’t help but stare at the sight,
almost falling into a trance. Loud cries of rage had her jerking
her gaze up. The other four males were starting to shift. The vamp
backed toward her as he warded the others off with his sword. A gun
was holstered on his hip. Why didn’t he use it? Was he concerned
about the noise it would make? When two of the shifters advanced on
the vamp, Ember stepped from the shadows, reached over her shoulder
for an arrow, notched it, and let it go. It raced through the air,
taking a piece of the vamp’s collar, and sank into the heart of the
shifter on his left. She notched a second arrow as she ran forward
and came to a halt next to the vamp, who shot her a look of
annoyance before turning back to the snarling shifters that were
left. “You’re welcome,” she murmured with eyes focused on the
shifters.

“What the fuck are you
doing?” Thoren growled without taking his eyes off the other
shifters headed toward them. “Get out of here!”  

“You sure are ungrateful
for one who is knee deep in shifters. Myself excluded, of course.”
She heard a rumbling growl in answer and grinned, raising her bow
as the last three came forward at once. “You get those two. I’ve
got this one.” She kept her bow trained on the snarling cat in
front of her. She wondered briefly if there was a place in hell for
shifters who turned on their own kind.

“I...don’t...need...help...from your kind,” Thoren snarled and
stepped forward, trying to stay between the shifter males and the
female. One giant male leaped into the air, and Thoren crouched,
catching it in the belly with his sword as it flew over his head.
He fell to his back, pushing the shifter off his sword with his
feet, then rolled to the side as the other male turned and pounced,
his intentions clear. Thoren brought the sword up and over his own
neck for protection when the shifter tried to sink his teeth into
him. He wrapped his legs around the male and rolled him onto his
back, straddling the cat’s belly. In an instant, he had his sword
up with both hands, and jabbed the point down into the throat of
the male. One paw caught the side of his face as the cat struggled
to breathe through the hole in his neck. Thoren rolled off, pulling
his sword with him. He hastened to his feet, looked for the female,
and saw her taking on the one remaining shifter.

A trickle of fear slithered down
Ember’s spine as she faced off against the large male lion that
paced back and forth in front of her. Her arms started to shake
from holding her bow at the ready, waiting for him to attack. When
he suddenly leaped, she hesitated, ducking at the last moment.
Knocked on the shoulder, she stumbled and hit the ground hard. Her
fingers lost their grip on the arrow and it shot forward, missing
its target. However, it did almost pierce the male she was trying
to help. “Oops,” she breathed out.

“Fuck!” Thoren growled as
the arrow cut through the sleeve of his shirt and nicked his
arm.

“Sorry!” Ember called out.
“I’m a little new at this kind of fighting.”  When he closed
his eyes and took in deep breaths, she was relieved. That is until
he disappeared. “What the hell? You coward, you don’t have to....”
 She screamed as a hand landed on the back of her coat and
hauled her off the ground. There was air between the pavement and
her feet. Before either of them could say anything, the male
shifter came hurtling through the air at them.

Thoren pulled a dagger from the sheath
across his chest and threw it at the lion as he held Ember against
his body. The dagger caught the male in the chest, and he landed
hard in front of them, blood pouring from the wound. As the
shifter’s movements ceased, smoke started curling up around the
dagger. Thoren released the female and ran over to jerk it
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