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Thank you to Gabi Cervenka and Leonie Duncan. You’re the best!

The day we’re celebrating this time around is Scar Appreciation Day, which is observed on October 22nd. It’s a day that strives to teach us to accept and appreciate our scars. They might be linked to traumatic events, but they’re a reminder of having survived.
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Chapter 1
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Alistair Sheehan did his best to keep his breathing even and regular. He was so focused on it, he didn’t notice when Saxon Iniko, his boss and savior, stopped talking.

When the pulse thudding in his ears was all he could hear, he shook himself and looked at Saxon. “Sorry.”

Saxon gave him a barely-there smile. “How much did you hear?”

A blush threatened to heat his cheeks, but he pushed it down. He was an expert on suppressing his reactions and expressions. He didn’t blush. Often. “You said I’d be working with a partner.”

“Yes, Talon Huxley. He’ll be the leading officer on the case.”

The walls were crawling closer, and Alistair blew out a shuddering breath.

Saxon winced. “What’s the problem here, Alistair? Start with the biggest one. I’m aware there are a few. Do you know who Talon is? I know he looks...” His sentence died out when Alistair shook his head.

“You don’t know who he is?”

Another headshake. Alistair had worked for Iniko Enterprises for four years, though he seldom came to the office building, and he never worked with anyone other than Saxon—which Saxon was fully aware of.

Saxon had saved him, though Alistair hadn’t grasped it at the time. The human police had been searching for Buster Hilford for months. The media had named him the Ridgestone Photographer, though Alistair hadn’t had a clue. He hadn’t been paying attention. So stupid.

He had no idea how the people working for Saxon had found him, but they had. One night, they’d kicked the door in and had saved him from certain death.

Alistair had been too overwhelmed to understand what was going on but retained a vivid memory of the gorgeous black man in an immaculate suit walking into that room of pain and shame. When he was a few steps away from where Alistair was huddling naked in a corner, he’d flashed fangs.

A vampire.

Alistair had all but blacked out. Hilford—simply thinking about him had cold sweat beading Alistair’s skin—was human. A big one, but still only human. And if a human could hurt him as much as he had, then what a vampire could do was beyond comprehension.

Saxon had crouched in front of him and called for someone to get him a blanket. He’d said something else, but the buzz in Alistair’s ears had blocked it out. He’d seen his lips move but had been unable to take in anything else. Then he’d wrapped Alistair in an itchy Afghan and led him out of his prison and taken him directly to what looked like an underground hospital.

It had been one for supernaturals, not an ordinary hospital.

A few days later, he’d shown up again, wearing another perfectly fitted suit and a soft expression. Alistair hadn’t believed it. Soft expressions were always false. Alistair was sure of it then, and he was mostly sure of it now, except...It had been four years, and Saxon still had done nothing to hurt him unless it was what he was planning on doing now.

When he’d come to the hospital four years ago, he’d asked what Alistair’s plans were. Since Alistair never believed he’d leave the torture chamber alive, he didn’t have any plans.

Saxon had offered him a job at Iniko Enterprises.

Alistair had turned it down. A job. He hadn’t believed him, had been convinced it was a trick, a way to get Alistair to be alone with him, and then it would start all over again.

The blessing with vampires was also the problem. Alistair was an empath—a flawed one, but it was the closest explanation anyone could give to his species. He’d gotten the tattoos at sixteen like every other empath. It was so humans—and other species, but humans vastly outnumbered everyone else—would feel safe. Bold, black lines in geometrical patterns from his cuticles halfway up his forearms. Characteristic. Easily recognizable.

All empaths had them. It was the law. They should be visible at all times—no gloves for empaths in the winter. People had the right to know their privacy could be violated at any second.

Alistair had no idea what would happen if anyone figured out what he was. Saxon knew, and on his darker days, Alistair was sure he’d use it to blackmail him one day. On his good days, he hoped he’d found a place where he could live his life unnoticed.

“Alistair.” Saxon didn’t raise his voice, but there was an edge to it, making him believe he might have been trying to reach him a few times without luck.

“Sorry.” He didn’t look at Saxon.

A sigh. “Talon will be calling the shots, okay? I trust him, and all you have to do is follow his orders. Do you think you can?”

Fuck, had he said what they were supposed to do?

Saxon rounded the desk and came to stand next to him. “Alistair.”

Normal empaths wouldn’t have known what he was feeling, but this close, Alistair could sense the worry and frustration. Normal empaths would have to put their palms on Saxon before they could get a read. When Alistair put his palms on anyone, he transferred his emotions to them. Only through his palms, though. If he rested the back of his hand against Saxon’s skin, he could read every emotional response in him.

Vampires were tricky. It was hard for him to get more than snippets of their emotions without touch. Saxon had played guinea pig a few times simply to see what he could do. Not many would subject themselves to it, but Saxon was interested in how Alistair’s skill worked, and since Alistair hadn’t spent any time around other supernaturals—apart from other empaths—he hadn’t known.

Humans he could read without touching, and he could channel it into another person. They’d get Alistair’s emotions too, so he seldom did it.

Being around vampires was both freeing and scary. It was disturbing not to know exactly what they were feeling, but it was also what made it possible for Alistair to stand here and be alone in his head.

Around humans, he drowned. When he was close to Saxon, he could read his most immediate reactions, but they didn’t invade him.

Saxon held out his hand. “If you want.”

Alistair looked into his eyes. It wasn’t the first time Saxon had offered despite there being nothing around that he wanted to read, but it was a rarity. Alistair blew out a shuddering breath and slid his palm over Saxon’s. His excess emotional load trickled into Saxon, giving Alistair some room to breathe.

Saxon didn’t move, didn’t flinch, didn’t grimace, didn’t do anything except hold on to Alistair’s gaze.

Normal empaths read emotions through touch. Alistair picked them up through the air and filled his core with them until he was unable to breathe. It overwhelmed him, suffocated him, crippled him unless he either could isolate himself or transfer it all to another living being.

It was illegal for empaths to touch without consent, and no one wanted to subject themselves to Alistair’s brand of touch. Though they didn’t know what his touch did. Only Saxon did. Or maybe the people who had rescued him did too, he wasn’t sure.

Alistair shivered as the overwhelm slowly trickled out of him and into Saxon.

Then there was a knock at the door, and a massive man with big scars running down one half of his face walked in. Scars that had to have been made by claws.

Claws.

It was a miracle his eye was intact. It must’ve hurt like hell. He must’ve been terrified.

Alistair couldn’t breathe, and the man stumbled to a stop as he looked at them. His gaze zeroed in on Alistair’s hand in Saxon’s, and Alistair yanked it away.

Shifters didn’t come down from the mountains, but maybe this man had gone there and been attacked.

Saxon sighed. “Talon. While I appreciate you knocking this time, I would appreciate it more if you waited to enter until I told you to come in.”

* * * *
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Talon Huxley stood frozen, one foot inside Saxon’s office, the other still in the corridor. He’d been told to be here at ten, and it was three minutes past. He’d been prepared for a sigh and Saxon looking exasperated, not to walk in on Saxon holding hands with an empath.

With the empath.

Images flashed before Talon’s eyes. He hadn’t been there when they’d gotten Alistair Sheehan out, but he’d seen the photos that triggered the process of freeing him. He’d helped track the address down, though Vera was the star there. She was awesome at tracking things online.

The Ridgestone Photographer—media was so stupid to give serial killers nicknames—had already killed eleven young men. He grabbed them, drugged them by slipping something into their drinks, and took them to his house. They hadn’t known he’d kept them in his house until they found Alistair, but the police had found human remains buried all over his back yard.

The fucker grabbed the young men, and shortly after photos and short clips showed up on different porn sites.

One photo here and one photo there. One clip here and one clip there.

Nothing suspicious to begin with, then the uploads grew more and more violent. Talon believed the bastard got a kick out of shocking people, because you could scroll the photos with a sense of unease, and then—bam!—a headless body.

The human police were looking for him, and while they’d kept an eye on the investigation, it wasn’t until a photo of an empath showed up that Saxon had ordered all hands on deck.

And good thing he had. Alistair wouldn’t have survived if he hadn’t, and Hilford most likely would’ve kept on killing until someone else caught him.

Talon couldn’t look away from Alistair. He couldn’t name the emotions welling up inside him. He’d seen this man naked and beaten, had seen him tied to some fucking spanking bench or whatever they were called. Exposed. Vulnerable. Powerless.

He averted his eyes before any of it would show on his face.

It had been years ago. Talon was unsure of how many—three, four?

He looked at Alistair again. His gaze was fixed on the floor, so Talon looked at Saxon and got a glare in return.

“Alistair, this is Talon Huxley.” Saxon gestured at him, and Alistair nodded at the floor.

“Talon, Alistair Sheehan. You’ll be working together on this case.” Saxon walked in behind his desk and picked up two folders, then he took one in each hand and waved them slightly, indicating he wanted them to take them. Talon stepped forward, closed the office door behind him, and walked over to grab his copy. Alistair remained unmoving. Saxon lowered the folder to the desk.

“There is a missing girl. Human. Her dad is paying us to find her.” Saxon focused on Talon.

“Who is she?”

“Fourteen.”

“Who, not how old.” Talon tightened his hold on the folder.

“Emma Perfetti.”

Talon’s pulse picked up. “Related to Leandro Perfetti?”

A nod.

Talon growled. “We’re working for the mob now?”

Saxon shrugged. “With. And we work with whoever pays us.”

“Are you serious?” He couldn’t be serious.

Saxon met his gaze and held it. “They’re not asking us to kill someone for them, we’re not acting as debt collectors or pushing any of their products or anything.”

Great, Iniko Enterprises were now working with drug dealers, weapon smugglers, traffickers, murderers. “But we’re working for the mob.”

“We’re looking for a missing girl. They suspect Sidorov, but they can’t search their territory for her. It would lead to war, and they obviously can’t go to the human police.”

The Russian mafia and the Italian mafia, with a missing girl between them. Great.

“Saxon.” Talon did nothing to hide his exasperation. They worked both human and supernatural cases at Iniko Enterprises, but they didn’t work with the fucking mafia.

“I owe him.”

Talon gaped. “Who?”

“Leandro Perfetti. He helped me once. Now he’s calling in the favor. We’re treating it like any other kidnapping case. We do not care what the girl’s father does for a living.”

Fine. “What do we know?”

“It’s all in the folder. I’ve booked tickets. You’re flying out to Wingsby tomorrow morning.”

“Wingsby?”

“It’s where she was taken from, and it just so happens Sidorov is in town. Rooms are booked for you at the Seven Seas Hotel, but you’ll be staying in a safehouse nearby.”

A barely audible whimper sounded from Alistair, and Saxon winced. Then he took a deep breath and focused on Alistair, who still had his gaze glued to the floor. “There is a fundraiser tomorrow night. Andrei Sidorov will be there, as will you. Alistair will be a waiter, and you, Talon, will be there without being seen.”

Talon couldn’t read Saxon’s expression, had never seen him look like he did now, but he would bet it had something to do with the rapid breathing coming from Alistair. Fuck.

“What will we learn from a fundraiser?” Maybe focusing on the job would help him calm down.

“Hopefully something to go on.”

“Saxon.” Alistair’s voice was nothing but a whisper. “I can’t.”

“One hour. The story is you’re covering for a woman named Madison who had to...do something. It’s in the folder. You’ll walk around with a tray of champagne flutes, nothing else. Madison will be back before the food is served. You’ll zigzag through the crowd, see what you can pick up on. It’s only a quick recon mission to get the feel of the mood.”

Alistair shook his head.

“You’ll need to conceal your hands.”

“What?” His head flew up, and he gaped at Saxon. “It’s illegal. I can’t do anything illegal.”

Saxon held his gaze. “I’m your boss. I’m telling you to conceal your hands.”

The conflict was easy to see on Alistair’s face, and his scent soured. It had already had an acid tinge to it, but now it grew worse. “But...It’s illegal.”

Talon had heard louder whispers.

Saxon raised an eyebrow. “It’s your job. You’re doing it for the greater good.”

Talon held in a snort.

“Are you unable to follow orders, Alistair?”

Normally, Talon would’ve laughed, but the way Alistair crumbled in front of his eyes turned the laughter into unease in his belly. What the fuck was going on?

“No, sir.”

Sir? They were not an organization where anyone called anyone else sir. It didn’t matter that Saxon was the boss, the owner, the one in charge. He was not sir to anyone.

“Good. Then go home, read up on the information in the folder, and Talon will pick you up at eight tomorrow morning.”

Alistair nodded, grabbed the folder Saxon held out anew, and scurried out of the office. The moment the door closed, Saxon groaned and rubbed a hand over his face.

“What the fuck?”

Saxon pulled out his chair and more or less collapsed into it, then he gestured for Talon to sit as well. He walked over to the chair in front of the desk across from Saxon and sat.

“I hate doing that.”

“Doing what?”

It took a couple of seconds before Saxon looked at him. “Using his nature against him.”

Talon didn’t understand. “Care to elaborate?”

“Alistair is an empath.”

Clearly. “I know.”

“Empaths live to serve.” He waved his hand before Talon could say anything. “Not in some weird self-sacrificing way, or maybe a little self-sacrificing...sometimes a lot self-sacrificing, but it’s not the total power exchange D/s thing some humans appear to think.”

Talon stared at him, which made Saxon groan again.

“He wants to do the right thing, is driven to do the right thing. The moral thing. The thing that pleases the people around him. An empath is at their happiest when the people around them are happy. What we witnessed here was a battle between following the law and following his boss’ demands. We know the law trumps whatever I say, and on some level, he knows it too, but he wants to please me—again, not in some warped sexual way.”

Talon nodded, not sure he understood, but maybe. Or maybe not, since he still couldn’t grasp what Saxon was saying.

“So I pushed. He doesn’t do well in crowds. Hates them. Would avoid them till the end of days, but again, he wants to do what I tell him to do. I need you to keep an eye on him at all times.” Saxon grimaced. “There are mental issues.”

“Mental?”

Saxon slumped in his chair. “I don’t know it all. I’m forcing him to see a therapist monthly. He has been going for four years now, and there’s been progress. A lot of progress. But he freezes, he panics, he—” He waved a hand in front of his eyes. “—disappears. Closes off.”

Great. Talon sighed. “His hands. Do you want him to touch people when he’s there?”

Saxon held his gaze for a long time. “He doesn’t have to.”

“But you want him to.”

“No. He doesn’t need to touch them, he’ll read them anyway.”

Talon frowned. It was not how empaths worked.

“I made you the leading officer, but if you abuse it, I’ll pull you so fast you don’t know what happened to you.”

Abuse it? “What do you mean?”

“He will follow your orders because I’ve told him you’re his superior.”

Talon nodded.

“He’ll follow them whether he wants to or not because he can’t help himself.”

Using his nature against him. A bitter taste spread in Talon’s mouth. “He’s unable to say no?” The photos he’d seen years ago flashed before his eyes. He’s unable to say no.

“He might object verbally.” He gestured at the spot where Alistair had been standing. “But if you push, he’ll fold. He doesn’t want to conceal his hands. He doesn’t want to deceive anyone, and he’ll see it as deception.”

This time, Talon snorted. Insecure fucking humans forcing people to follow their rules.

“But he’ll also want to do what you tell him to.” Saxon rubbed his eyes. “And he’ll be an emotional mess because of it.”

“Great.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Why is he on the case?” Talon always worked alone.

Saxon hesitated, and for some reason, it had a shiver travel Talon’s spine.

“He can blend in, and he can pick up on things neither you nor I can. Sidorov, if it is Sidorov who has taken Emma, won’t respond well to a werewolf sniffing around their business. Alistair, though, is a harmless human they won’t notice.”

Talon studied him. Vampires were much better at lying than humans were, or rather, they were more in control of their reactions, which meant he had a harder time scenting a lie, but he was almost convinced Saxon was withholding something from him. “He’s not human.”

“With enough concealer on his hands, no one will be able to say he’s not. He smells human, right?”

Talon inhaled. He hadn’t reflected on how Alistair smelled. There was the cold scent of vampire and...yes, human, but most of all, the room reeked of fear and panic. It set him on edge.

He focused on the lingering scent of Alistair. Maybe there was a subtle difference, but unless he ran his nose over Alistair’s skin, he didn’t think he’d noticed if he hadn’t seen the tattoos.

“We all know the stats when it comes to kidnapping. The first seventy-two hours.”

“How long has it been?” And they wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow, wouldn’t lay eyes on anyone from the Sidorov family until tomorrow evening.

“She disappeared from a coffee shop yesterday.”

“Yesterday.”

“Perfetti waited for a message, a threat, a ransom to pay, but there’s been nothing. He called me around midnight, collecting on his favor.”

So much time had passed already.

“If they wanted her dead, I think she’d be dead already.”

Talon nodded. Maybe she was, but the body hadn’t been found. “But wouldn’t Sidorov make a demand?”

Saxon quirked his lips, making the tips of his fangs visible. “I fear he would have.”

“So we don’t know it’s him.”

“No. Perfetti believes it is, but it doesn’t fit. Whatever parts of the market they’re fighting over, there would be a demand for Perfetti to step back, drop a deal, or whatever, in exchange for the daughter. Staying quiet doesn’t fit my image of Sidorov.”

“Any other leads?”

“No. Focus on the fundraiser first, see if Alistair picks up on anything—”

“Emotions.”

Saxon nodded. “Yeah, he doesn’t read minds.”

“Even if he picks up on distress or whatever, we don’t know if it has anything to do with the case.”

“True, but it’s a starting point. Get him in front of Sidorov and go from there.”

Great.

Saxon’s gaze bore into his. “Whatever happens, keep your temper in check when around Alistair.”

What?

“No violence. None. I don’t know how well he can read you. Me, he has to stand close to be able to pick up fragments, touch to get a real read. Maybe shifters are the same, I don’t know. Once he calms down in your presence, you should ask him. It’s good for us to know.”

There was a swoop in Talon’s belly. He’d always found the humans’ distaste for empaths ridiculous, but to think Alistair could read his every emotion if they were in the same room was disturbing.

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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Alistair huddled by the trash cans outside the entrance to his building. People tended to keep their distance from them when they passed on the sidewalk.

Normally, there weren’t many people milling about, and fewer still near the trash cans. He had a shitty apartment, in one of the lower-income districts of Ridgestone, and it suited him fine. People were too busy with their own problems to pay him much attention.

He hadn’t slept. He’d dozed for maybe half an hour. His hands were shaking, and his breaths were coming in short puffs.

The October morning was cold, but not cold enough to numb him.

When a black Chevy truck turned the corner of the narrow street, every muscle in Alistair’s body tensed. It didn’t belong here.

It slowed and then stopped right outside the door to his stairwell. The windows were tinted black, but he could make out the massive man in the driver’s seat.

Then the door opened, and Talon stepped out. Alistair gulped and pressed his back against the brick wall behind him.

Talon didn’t walk any closer. “Alistair?”

He nodded.

“Ready to go?”

He wanted to shake his head, but he had to go. It was his job. It took another few seconds before he could get his feet to move.

Talon got back into the truck, and Alistair stopped again. Where should he sit?

When the passenger door opened from within, he forced himself to move. He climbed in and hugged his duffel bag to his chest.

“Want to put the bag in the backseat?”

Alistair didn’t move, didn’t breathe. He couldn’t feel Talon. It made him look at him. Talon watched him in return; there was a frown between his brows.

Why couldn’t he feel him?

“Okay.” Talon blew out a breath. “I think we need to work on communication. Can you nod?”

Alistair nodded, and there was a quick tug at the corner of Talon’s mouth. It made the scars deepen, the ragged marks denting only to smooth out when the almost-smile disappeared.

“Good. Can you shake your head?”

Alistair stared at him for a second, then he gave a slow shake.

“Awesome. Do you want to put the bag in the backseat?”

Alistair kept on staring.

“Shake or nod.”

Turning, Alistair pushed the bag between the seats and dropped it on the back seat.

Talon nodded and turned the key in the ignition. “And off we go.” He maneuvered them out of the narrow street and onto the highway. “Did you read the file?”

When Talon glanced at him, Alistair nodded.

“Do you think it’s Sidorov?”

Alistair increased the distance between them. Was it a trick? Would he ridicule Alistair if he said something? Punish him if it went against what Talon believed? “No.” It wasn’t more than a whisper, but it was a word.

“You don’t.” Talon nodded at the road ahead, which didn’t make any sense.

Alistair remained quiet, and thankfully, Talon didn’t ask anything else.

When Talon turned off the highway and into the airport parking, panic rose in Alistair. He couldn’t do this. Every muscle tensed, and a buzz built in his ears.

“Breathe.”

Alistair jumped at the sound of Talon’s voice.

“What will make it easier?”

“W-What?”

Talon frowned. “It’s being around too many people, right?”

Alistair nodded. Talon didn’t need to know one person was too many.

“So what will make it easier? Do you have a strategy?”

A strategy?

“A coping mechanism. When you go grocery shopping, what do you do?”

“I order online.”

For a moment, Alistair believed Talon would roll his eyes, but then he shrugged. “Of course you do. Okay, something unavoidable. Going into work.”

“I rarely go there. Saxon sends me information via email, or he comes to my place to drop it off, and he comes to get me when I have to attend a meeting.”

Talon’s eyes widened. “He does?”

Alistair nodded.

“But yesterday. You were there yesterday. How did you manage?”

“I didn’t know you’d be there, and I’ve known Saxon for four years, so...he’s not too bad to be around. And he’s a vampire. Less intrusive.”

Talon pursed his lips. It pulled at the scars, and Alistair found himself studying them. How had it happened? They were so precise. One half of his face striped, one untouched.

“Okay. We need to get going if we’re gonna make our flight, so if there is anything I can do to make it easier for you, this is your chance to let me know.”

Alistair shook his head. There was one thing, but he wouldn’t do it. He’d focus on separating himself from people’s emotions as best he could. It never worked, but it was all he could do.

* * * *
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Talon was used to people staring at him. His size and his scars made them give him a wide berth, but never had he been met by so many looks of disgust. There had been a man who’d spat after him right there in the departure lounge.

Talon had whirled around, ready to give him a piece of his mind, when he’d realized it wasn’t aimed at him. All the looks, all the distaste, were aimed at Alistair.

Alistair, who was pale as a ghost, eyes glassy as if his soul had left his body.

For fuck’s sake.

Talon reached for him only to still when Alistair flinched away. Okay then. “This way.” He nodded toward their gate, which thankfully was open.

He handed over his boarding card to the woman waiting there. She eyed it, handed it back, and motioned for him to enter.

Then it was Alistair’s turn.

He tried to show her the boarding pass, but she scurried back from him as if he would burn her. “Hold on a minute, sir.”

Then she grabbed the phone on the desk, but she didn’t speak to anyone, simply pressed a button while holding the receiver against her shoulder.

“What’s going on?” Talon stepped closer to Alistair, only to have him back away. Talon wanted to growl at him. He was no beauty, but he didn’t have anything contagious. Plus, weren’t empaths supposed to see the inside of people, and not the outside?

He’d read somewhere that all empaths were bisexual or pansexual or whatever. Omnisexual. They were attracted to, and fell in love with, people of all colors, shapes, and genders. It was their...souls, or whatever, they were attracted to.

Maybe Talon had an ugly soul as well as an ugly face. Bitterness welled up inside of him, but he pushed it away and focused on the woman at the desk.

She was reeking of fear but didn’t so much as look at Talon.

“Excuse me, ma’am. What’s the problem?”

She still didn’t look at them, but before Talon could ask again, two security guards hurried toward them. The woman nodded at them, then she focused on the man behind them who wanted to board.

What the fuck?

“Excuse me.” Talon straightened to his full height, allowed some of his wolf to bleed through as he pinned the guards with his gaze. “What’s the problem here?”

Alistair had shrunken. He’d dropped his bag on the floor. His head was bowed, his shoulders curled inward, and he was hugging his middle. Fuck. The scent of panic was thick enough to choke on.

“You need to come with us, sir.” The biggest of the guards spoke while glaring at Alistair.

“Why?” There was a growl in Talon’s voice now. “He’s done nothing wrong. All he tried to do was board the plane.”

The guard met Talon’s gaze for a second. “We have to think about our other customers. They’ve paid for their tickets—”

“As have we.”

“—and they don’t want to sit next to someone like him.”

The guard who hadn’t spoken yet reached for his nightstick and gestured at Alistair.

Talon had seen fear before, many times, but he wasn’t sure he’d ever seen panic as wild as that in Alistair’s eyes when he looked up. If the guard came any closer, Talon was sure Alistair would fight like a trapped animal with no concern for his safety. Or not. Did empaths fight? No.

Without thinking, he stepped between the nightstick and Alistair, then he allowed his wolf some room. Eyes, teeth, and claws changed as he growled at the guard. “Do not touch him.”

The scent of fear intensified, but Talon didn’t care. Both guards were gripping their nightsticks now, and Talon fished out his keys from his pocket and tossed them in Alistair’s direction. “Go to the truck and call Saxon.”

He didn’t know if Alistair heard him. His focus was on the guards. The talkative one nudged him with his nightstick. “You’re coming with us.”

Talon had figured as much.

“Alistair, go.” He didn’t look over his shoulder, didn’t want to give them an opening to clobber him when his focus was elsewhere, but he wouldn’t move until he heard Alistair move.

“Alistair.”

There was a rustle as Alistair picked up the keys and his bag but still didn’t leave.

“Good, now go to the truck and call Saxon.”

One of the guards moved forward as if to stop him, so Talon moved. He might work best alone, and he might not have wanted a partner, but no one was touching Alistair on his watch. It would’ve been different if he were someone who could defend himself, but so far, he had shown no such skills.

Talon watched as Alistair scurried away, bag hugged to his chest and gaze fixed straight ahead.

“Now, gentlemen.” Talon grinned in a way that would show off his teeth. “If you so much as touch me, I’ll sue not only the discriminating bitch at the counter, but you too.”

Uncertainty flickered in the eyes of the one who’d spoken, but the other one swung his nightstick. Talon caught it in a clawed hand and yanked.

It was a stupid thing to do. The bitch at the desk was screaming, more guards came running, and Talon had to choose between a bloodbath and letting them grab him. He swung his gaze over the semicircle of pathetic men in front of him, then he tossed the nightstick to the floor. “I’m Talon Huxley. I’m an agent at Iniko Enterprises—” He urged his shift back despite adrenaline running high. “—and I will find out what her name is.” He pointed at the woman at the desk. “And I will report it. Whether or not there will be assault charges attached to it is up to you.” He offered his hands to the guard who’d done the talking. He appeared the most stable.

The guard slapped handcuffs on him. It surprised Talon. He didn’t think pretend-cops were allowed to carry restraints, but he wasn’t too worried. He could get out of a pair of handcuffs if he needed to.

* * * *
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Chapter 3
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Alistair was curled up on the passenger seat in Talon’s car, breathing fast and shaking violently. He’d never been stopped at an airport before. People tended to avoid him, not stop him. He’d had the passenger next to him demand to get another seat, but he’d never been stopped at the gate.

And Talon...Shit, what were they doing to Talon?

He fumbled to get to his phone and called Saxon. It was the only listing in his contacts.

“Alistair?” There were noises in the background, several voices. Was Saxon in a meeting?

“Alistair, are you there?” Saxon’s voice softened. “Hey, Alistair? I can hear you breathe. Deep breaths, okay?”

Alistair sucked in as much air as he could.

“Good, you’re doing well. Another breath.”

Alistair followed his instructions, then he spoke. “Talon.” His voice was nothing more than a croak.

“What about Talon? Did he do something?”

Alistair nodded despite Saxon not being able to see him. A second or two later, Saxon cursed. “You’re not calling from the plane, are you? Is it delayed? Is the airport too much?”

“The woman at the gate stopped me, called the guards.” The words tumbled out of him in one breath.

Silence.

“What?” Alistair had heard Saxon snarl at people, but he always kept calm when he spoke to Alistair. Not today.

“She wouldn’t take my boarding pass and called the guards.”

Another curse. “Are you okay?”

A quaking mess despite no one having touched him. “Yeah. Talon...”

“Is Talon with you?” He was back to being calm and coaxing.

“No. When a guard took out his nightstick—” A shaky breath- “—he...eh...he...”

“Did they touch you with the nightstick?”

“No, Talon stepped between us. Tossed me the keys to the truck and told me to go. I don’t know what they’re doing to him.”

Saxon growled. “Okay. Stay in the truck, and I’ll see what I can find out.”

“Saxon?”

“Yeah?”

Alistair wasn’t sure what to say or how to say it. “He had claws.” When he’d lobbed the keys in Alistair’s direction, there had been claws on his hand.

“Ah...yeah...Talon’s a shifter.”

Not only someone who’d gone to visit the mountains and gotten attacked, but someone who’d lived in the mountains. “I can’t feel him.”

Silence, then Saxon hummed. “Not at all?”

“I haven’t touched him, but when we’re in the truck, I can’t feel him.”

“And when you and I are in a car, you can feel me?”

“Not...deeply.” It was most likely the wrong word. “I’d be able to pick up on strong emotions, not dive under the surface, but he is blank.”

“Okay. Maybe you should try to touch him at some point.”

“No!”

Saxon chuckled. “I didn’t mean without consent, my little philanthropist. I doubt you’ll come across any shifters on this mission, but it might be
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