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Lily

The truck bounces and weaves its way
up the dusty, deserted country road that leads straight up the side
of the mountain. I glance my brother’s way. Ben’s mouth is set in a
hard line, his forehead wrinkled as he concentrates on the curves
ahead. His alert eyes constantly shift from side to side, seeing
nothing. There is nothing to see on this desolate piece of land,
nothing except trees, brush, and an occasional skittish rabbit. For
the first time ever, I feel closer to the rabbit than the cougar
shifter I am.

Ben must have noticed my anxious
glances, because he reaches his hand across to snag mine and gives
it a squeeze before saying, “It’ll be okay, Lil. Everything will be
okay.”

“I’m sorry,” I say again.
I must have said it at least fifty times over the past two
days.

“It’s not your fault. What
happened is not your fault. I’m just sorry you can’t stay with
Amber and me, but with the baby due any day now I need my focus to
be on them. I can’t protect you like you need—like a big brother
should.”

I hear the regret and the stress. I
have put a lot on him in the past couple of days. At twenty-two, I
need to do a better job of taking care of myself. So far that plan
is not working out so well.

“So this guy Max that
you’re taking me to, you trust him?” I ask.

“Yes,” he answers simply.
When he doesn’t elaborate I push further.

“Do you trust him with my
life, Ben?” I whisper. I am almost afraid to say such a thing out
loud for fear that the gods that be may see fit to test the theory.
I am scared, terrified actually, and I have good reason to be. As a
result, I am apparently having some trust issues as
well.

Ben takes his eyes off the
road for just a moment, but it was long enough to give me “the
look”. The look that said if I didn’t, I
wouldn’t be taking you to him. He turns
back to the road before answering.

“Yes, I trust him with
your life, my life, and Amber’s life. He’s the best there is. He
will keep you safe, Lily, I promise. He was my CO, until his
injury. He never asked one of us to do something he wouldn’t do
first. He’s good, real good.”

I turn away from Ben and look out the
window. The landscape flies past. Ben is speeding, and the road
conditions are sketchy at best. I didn’t admonish him because I
know he is in a hurry to get back home to Amber. His wife was due
to have their first child any day now, and he hated leaving her.
Amber isn’t a shifter like us. She is human, which makes her more
vulnerable. Fragile, like the two humans I had witnessed torn to
shreds days ago.

I close my eyes, but within seconds
they pop back open. A scene of blood and horror plays over and over
again in my head every time I close them. Like a damn horror movie
stuck on repeat in the scary parts. A scene I know I will never be
able to wash from my memory.

But Lord, I am tired, weary to the
bone. Sleep, though, means nightmares in which I wake up screaming,
even in the daylight. I had terrified Ben and Amber my first night
with them. It is best to just keep my eyes open. Ben, my Special
Ops older brother, was taking me to the woods at the top of this
mountain, to stay in a cabin with a retired Special Ops buddy of
his. A stranger, a fellow shifter, Ben said he had become somewhat
of a loner since an accident had left him disfigured.

“I just wish he knew we
are coming.” I am so exhausted I don’t even realize I have spoken
the words out loud until Ben answers.

“Yeah, Max’s phone service
out here is almost non-existent. He likes it that way. He’s not
much into chit-chatting. It will be okay though. He won’t let us
down. I promise.”

“A man who lives so far
removed from civilization is doing so for a reason,” I point
out.

“Okay, yeah you’re right.
Listen, Max was injured in Afghanistan, an IED explosion that took
out a couple of guys in our unit. Max has some scarring and he lost
an eye, and because of it he just prefers his solitude. He’s the
best, though, make no mistake about that. One of the strongest
cougar-shifters I’ve ever seen. You will be safe with him, even
safer than if you were to stay with me. You just have to trust me
on this, Lily, okay?”

He has told me all of this earlier and
he is my only brother. Of course I trust him, but still I have my
doubts about this guy letting me stay. I know Ben has to do this,
so for his sake and Amber’s, I let him. Their lives depend on me
being as far from them as possible. I hope this friend of Ben’s can
live up to his hype. Both of our lives will depend on
it.

At my nod, Ben gives me a reassuring
smile, “Good girl, because we’re here.”

We’ve come through a clump of trees
into a clearing in which sits a small log cabin with a hunter green
metal roof. The place looks neat, but deserted, empty … lonely.
Much like the man who lives there, I imagine. Cougar shifters are
normally loners, but this seems extreme even for us. I only hope he
won’t be so much of a loner that he refuses to let me stay. He
doesn’t know it yet, but he is my last hope.

****

Max

I step out on the front porch as Ben’s
truck comes to a stop. Normally I would have gone out and met my
old buddy, and communications sergeant, but I can see he is not
alone and that it is not Amber who sits in the passenger side of
the truck. So I hang back on the porch and wait for Ben to come to
me. The girl, I note, stays in the truck. She casts nervous looks
my way and glances down when she realizes I am watching her. Even
from this distance I can see she is a beauty, and I can’t help but
wonder what she’s doing with Ben.

“How ya doing, man?” Ben
asks as he walks toward me stretching out his hand. We
shake.

“I’m good, Ben, and you?
How’s Amber? Has she had the baby yet?”

“No, not yet, man, but any
day now. I still can’t believe I’m going to be a dad. It seems so
surreal.”

I wait, knowing Ben has something else
on his mind. I don’t have to wait long.

“Listen, I need to talk to
you. That’s my baby sister, Lily,” he says, nodding toward the
truck, “and she’s in trouble. It’s bad, real bad, and I need your
help.”

I eye the woman in the truck with
renewed interest. Even from this distance I can feel the heat of
her gaze on me when she thinks I’m not watching, and I turn to make
sure my scarred right side faces away. Doing so has become almost
second nature to me. The scars don’t bother me. I’ve made peace
with them. What I haven’t made peace with are the two men who
didn’t come home when I did. I turn away because most people are
uncomfortable with my scars. I can feel Lily’s curious gaze, and it
heats me from the inside out.

Of course I know Ben has a younger
sister, but I’ve never really thought much about her. My mind
always went to some kid in pigtails, not a full grown woman. A
woman who even from this distance has my heart racing and the cat
in me yearning to pounce.

“You know I will help if I
can. What’s going on?”

“She needs a place to hide
out, just for a short time.” Ben sighs and runs his hands through
his golden hair, sending the ends standing on up. I recognize the
stress I see on his face. It’s the same look we all had in the big
sandbox overseas. “Okay this is the short version of the story.
Lily can fill you in on the rest herself. She graduated in May from
college, and unknown to me and the rest of the family, she took a
job with a local news station, which promptly sent her undercover
to investigate a reported cult run by this fucking nut job named
Vincent Flint. He calls himself a prophet of God and has been
recruiting young people in the area. Lily infiltrated the damn
cult!” Ben is pacing now, growling his frustration, and I fear he
may shift out of control.

“She has spent the past
two months with them. Lily says that bastard, Flint, tried to
recruit her as one of his wives, but she was able to hold him at
bay by telling him she had had a recent abortion and was still
‘unclean’. He bought the lie and thankfully never touched her. At
least that’s what she says. I hope to God she isn’t lying about it.
Anyway, four days ago she witnessed the ritualistic murder of two
young people who were accused of being ‘unbelievers’ and possible
spies. The cops caught wind of the murders, thanks to Lily, and
they raided the compound. They were able to round up everyone
except for two hard-core followers, and of course Flint himself.
Lily’s exposé aired yesterday, and now Flint and his henchmen are
looking for her. Man, with Amber and the baby coming I just don’t
have the ability to focus on her and the protection she needs right
now.”

“What about the police?” I
ask. “Aren’t they willing to give her some protection? After all,
she is the star witness to their case.”

Ben shakes his head. “They just don’t
have the manpower, said the best they could do would be to step up
patrols in the area around my house. Fuck, man! We are talking
about my baby sister here! I just feel stuck between a rock and a
hard place. I want to protect her, but right now but, there is so
much going on—I need help, she needs some help. That’s why I’ve
come to you. You’re the best, Max, and I wouldn’t trust her with
anyone else, man. Your place is so isolated. They would never find
her up here.” Ben turns and looks over his shoulder at his sister.
His face softens as he turns back to me. “Listen, Max, I know this
is really sudden and a lot to ask, but can you protect her? Can
Lily please stay with you? ”

I reach up and adjust the eye patch
that hides my non-seeing right eye. I am isolated for a reason.
Taking in a young woman in trouble, a civilian to boot? It wasn’t
an ideal situation, but I owe my life to Ben, my second in command.
He had saved my life by pulling me from the fire after the IED that
had left me scarred, but alive. Unlike the two soldiers in our unit
that had paid the ultimate price. How could I tell him
no?

The answer is
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