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  To my husband and son. 

The first one is finally done!

On to the next one.







  
    
      “Here’s to us being afraid and doing it anyway.”


    

    
      —Gabrielle Union

We’re Going to Need More Wine
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  Author’s Note



This novel has a number of topics on and off that page that may be sensitive for some readers, including kidnapping and violence. Please read with care and take care of yourself.








  
  
  Prologue

  
  




Selena




I chuckled to myself as I left my boss’s office. The check with all that lovely overtime I’d endured the last two weeks felt awesome in my hands. So good that I wasn’t even bothered by the side-eye Joe had given me for having to cut a check. It was big enough to fund my first ever vacation, which I still wasn’t sure I’d take. I walked out to the restaurant area with a smile on my face and realized it was my first genuine smile in nearly a week.

Even if I didn’t go through with the vacation, I made a silent vow to enjoy at least two days off. As I neared the bar, I finger waved to Charlene. She held up a finger, gesturing for me to wait.

“Are you going to the beach?” she asked, but her eyes held too much concern for such a casual question.

I shrugged. This part of the East Coast had several little beach towns, including Ocean City and Atlantic City. And Charlene had suggested that Maryland’s and Delaware’s beaches were nicer than New Jersey’s.

“I’m still not sure. Honestly, I’ll probably just sleep in, eat junk food, and lounge around.”

Charlene nodded absentmindedly. I watched as she turned away to retrieve a bottle of pinot noir from the fridge. Her posture was rigid, and she kept shaking her head as she poured two glasses, then dropped off the drinks in front of a couple sitting at the bar. She walked back to me in a slow, measured gait, seemingly bracing herself. Whatever Char was about to tell me was going to truly suck. I took a deep breath, figuring I should be braced too.

“This guy came in looking for you earlier. He asked if you were coming in tonight. I asked him why, and he said he really enjoyed your company when he was here the other night, and he wanted to get your number.” She stepped closer and lowered her voice. “The thing is, his eyes were hard and a little angry. He didn’t look like a man vying for a date. And they were trying to be inconspicuous, but he had two other people with him. I don’t like judging people, but the burly man with him looked like a murderer.”

“What did you tell him?”

“I told him I wasn’t sure of your schedule. Tiff, they gave me odd vibes.”

I nodded and touched her hand. I wasn’t sure if it was meant to comfort her or me. “What did the one asking questions look like?”

“Cute, but mean looking.”

“Hazel eyes, scar on his chin, perfect teeth except for a chipped one on the bottom row?” She thought for a second, then nodded. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. “When were they here?”

“One…two hours ago.” Char straightened and nailed me with her no-nonsense stare. “I know we haven’t been friends long, Tiffany, but this doesn’t feel right. And I don’t know why, but I’m scared for you. You would tell me if you were in trouble, wouldn’t you?” she asked hopefully, eyes pleading and pained.

“I would if I could. But as far as I know, I’m not in trouble.”

That first part was true. The problem was I could not tell her or anyone else the sordid details of my life. And based on her description of the Hispanic man looking for me, I was most definitely in trouble.

Char’s jaw worked as if she was mulling over what to say next. “Be careful, hon.”

I nodded and squeezed Char’s hand before I headed to the door.

“See you soon,” she called at my back.

I waved but didn’t answer. She would not see me again.

Under the guise of checking my phone, I lingered at the door to survey my surroundings. The parking lot of the large open-air mall was massive and full. Seeing nothing suspicious, I casually walked out, internally cursing myself for passing up all those parking spots close to the bar, opting to park closest to the bookstore instead. Book Lovers Haven was seven stores down from my job. My car was parked at the opposite end of the lot from where I stood. I’d planned to start my vacation with a little self-care by spending an hour searching for a few books. At the time, I thought the walk would be relaxing.

Stupid. That crappy decision might be the final nail in my coffin.

I walked along the sidewalk, hoping the people going in and out of stores would provide cover. Standing at the crosswalk, I looked left, then right, and immediately spotted my pursuers in a loose huddle several yards away. Their backs were to me, but I recognized the dark blue fatigue uniforms. And, joy of all joys, a fourth person in plain clothes was with them. Now it was a party.

Luckily, they hadn’t seen me yet. The Hispanic man with the pretty eyes Charlene mentioned was a wolf shifter, and he would certainly remember me. I snapped my scent-cloaking spell into place and walked with my head held high, weaving through parking lot aisles as if I were looking for my car.

I was almost to the middle of the huge lot when I walked straight into a wall of…absolutely nothing. Nonchalantly, I switched directions, moving a little slower so I wouldn’t hit the next wall of magic my pursuers erected.

Running was off the table unless I wanted to knock myself out and assist in my own kidnapping. I kept walking, hoping to get to the end so I could—I didn’t know. Run like hell and try to get to my car? Scream for help? Seduce some man for a ride? Fight again?

Subconsciously, my hand went to my side. Maybe fighting wasn’t the best idea.

I could feel their eyes on me. I chanced a glance to find that someone had split away from the group, but I couldn’t tell who. My guess was they’d been tasked with retrieving the getaway car the team would use to whisk me away.

Another wall of magic dropped in front of me, forcing me to change direction again.

Well, shit. They were herding me.

Fight it is.








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Selena




The path to Sunridge Pride territory had looked easy when I first began, but I might as well have been climbing Kilimanjaro. My lungs burned, my legs ached, and my vision swirled in nauseating waves. The July heat was winning its battle against me. Yet I was nowhere near my destination.

Home to a multitude of feline shapeshifters, Sunridge Pride was named after Maximus Sunridge, its long-dead first alpha. The area was in the middle of Virginia, near Douthat State Park. I wasn’t in the mountains, but the forest was full of hills.

I stopped to catch my breath and look at my surroundings. Tree. Tree. Oh great! Another tree. I wasn’t making progress at all. The pride was tucked away deep in the forest.

I eyed a bug as it flew my way. Bugs didn’t scare me. However, having thick, curly, hip-length hair made bugs my natural enemies. When I was thirteen, it took a full half hour to retrieve a ladybug that had flown into my hair that was only to my mid-back at the time.

Sighing, I resumed the walk, dodging a cluster of gnats.

You can do this, I thought.

The helpful bitch in my head said, “Do it or get eaten by a bear.” True motivation.

My mother, Jasmine, had been shorter than me by half a foot and much less athletic. Supposedly, she’d made this hike several times. Surely, I could do it too, at least, that was what I told myself.

It made absolutely no sense that this was the only way to the territory. And it felt a little like my mother was punking me from the grave.

Stopping briefly again, I pulled another healing marble out of the small zipper of my backpack and whispered the word that would activate it. I slipped the spelled blue marble into my front pocket and sighed at the instant relief. Even with the charm helping my aching stomach wound and my exhaustion, I wasn’t so sure I would make it. But I had to. I had no choice but to make it to the pride, and somehow convince them to give me temporary sanctuary.

My mother described her time with the big cats as the safest, most peaceful time of her life. The memory flashed in my mind. There was reverence in her voice when she said the people were like family, that Yara “Yaya” Smithson was practically her sister. She’d told me about the flowers and the lake, streams, and ponds. My mother hated flowers. She’d let me grow all the flowers I wanted, so long as I planted them in the farthest part of the yard and they stayed outside. So, the roses she’d raved about had to have been something amazing for her to risk weeks of sneezing to see them.

The amateur botanist in me craved a peek, and I used that image like a mantra to spur me on: beautiful wild roses and safety. I desperately needed safety.

Being on the run was exhausting, and I was tired of being alone and fending for myself. More than anything, I was tired of being hunted.

Ignoring the ache in my healing knife wound and the pinching of my empty stomach, I trudged on, trying to remember the directions my mother gave me. But nothing came. So, I figured I only had to get to the deepest part of the forest where the sentries were stationed. Then ask for Yaya and pray the feline shifters would have mercy on me and take me in.

At this pace, I might not make it before nightfall. If I stopped, I’d be a stumbling horror movie character. While the shifters, and every other predator in this forest, could see in the dark, I could not.

Sliding down the side of a tree, I pulled my backpack forward and rummaged around for my water bottle for an overdue drink. I hated that I’d had to leave my car, and I was about to lose the last bit of sunlight because my ridiculously high-maintenance body needed a rest.

Speaking of high-maintenance… I looked for a safeish area to relieve myself. Midstream, I heard a sound and froze. I finished my business, then rushed to retrieve my backpack.

“Oh good, you’re done. I hoped I’d given you enough time.”

Whirling toward the voice, I held my water bottle out like a weapon. It was ridiculous, I knew, but it was the only weapon I had. No. That wasn’t true. I was a weapon, a telepathic, telekinetic witch. But hunted witches did not expose themselves by using their powers, even if startled by a stranger in the woods. Eyeing him warily, I realized the stranger might be able to shift into a big cat with huge, sharp claws.

“Who are you?” I asked.

The stranger tilted his head, studying me. Then he sniffed the air. Humans didn’t scent the air; shifters did. “Why are you in the woods by yourself? Don’t you know not to hike when the sun goes down?”

His tone was bored and annoyed, but those watchful eyes were cataloging everything about me.

“I could ask you the same thing,” I retorted.

Damn, I thought. How much noise had I made to have a sentry come this far down the path to check me out?

I knew better. Six years on my own had taught me better. Fourteen years of staying under the radar had made me an expert at going unnoticed. Exhaustion was making me sloppy.

The man smiled, and it was not friendly. Crap.

Now would be a good time to remember the phrase my mother had taught me. Cats used it between different prides to signal when they meant no harm to one another. Something about thunder and cats? No, that was a cartoon Mom used to watch.

Time to improvise.

“Peace be to all feline shifters. May you roam free and happy,” I stammered. “I mean you and yours no harm.”

A low growl escaped him as his lips curled into a snarl. “What are you?”

I felt the growl straight down to my toes. I stomped hard on my fear, holding its face to the ground with my boot. Showing fear in the presence of a predator in his territory was deadly.

“Human. Looking for shelter. My mom told me about this place because she visited often.”

He sniffed the air again, testing for lies. Most of the statement was true. Over the years, I had begun to consider myself human and had practiced saying it so much that I believed it.

Apparently, I’d passed his test. He turned, motioned for me to follow with a slight jerk of his head, and we began climbing the hill toward the dense forest.

After several minutes of silence, I decided to attempt to break the tension. “What kind of feline are you?”

He said nothing.

Okay, so he preferred quiet.

A hand shot out to steady me when I lost my footing on a slippery rock. He was quick. Quick. Silent. Deadly. And I was following him deeper into the woods as the sunlight was waning.

This was a bad idea. A stupid idea. People who wanted to live didn’t stumble around in the woods looking for big cats to pick them up and take them home. Like a stray!

I swallowed the panicked laugh that attempted to escape. I needed him to talk to me. That was the only way I’d be able to control my growing anxiety.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

He cut his eyes to me for a second but kept walking.

That’s it.

I stopped, crossing my arms over my chest in defiance. “I’m not going one more step if you don’t at least tell me your name.”

“I could just leave you here.”

“You could, but your job is security. Leaving me here alone to traipse across your land isn’t very secure. You seem more competent at your job than that to me.”

A small smile pulled at the corner of his lips. At least, I thought it was a smile. He turned and kept walking.

I checked the sky, ignoring the bout of nausea. It was twilight, but the dense canopy of the trees made it much darker. I was running out of options. Trying not to sigh, I scrambled to catch up.

“You’re following a stranger with zero clue as to where we’re going,” he said before he fell silent to listen to the forest. My breathing and footfalls were no doubt loud to his sensitive ears. “Seems like you’re desperate to get away from something.”

“I said peace to you and yours.”

“Yeah, sounds pretty. Wrong phrase.”

“What is your name?”

Huffing, he held out his hand to stop me. “Blake. Now stop talking so I can hear.”

That wasn’t entirely true. Blake wasn’t trying to hear. I was shamelessly eavesdropping on his thoughts and he was trying to figure out how he was going to introduce a human intruder to his alpha.

The elders on the council remember a time when the pride welcomed strangers, but I’ve never seen a nonshifter allowed on our land… Maybe once when I was younger. If I get her to Yaya maybe Ryan won’t—Luke can help me introduce her to Yaya. She’d never hurt her godson.

Blake got us moving again, his head cocked slightly, clearly listening to the other sentries. He made a chuffing sound. I couldn’t hear if someone had replied.

“Is Yaya still here?”

Blake stopped short, causing me to nearly slam into his back. “What?”

“Yaya. I don’t know if that’s a nickname or the word for grandmother, but my mom called her Yaya, the lioness with the golden heart. Is she still in this pride?”

Yaya had to be at least eighty by now. In shifter years, that was relatively young, but still. Twenty-plus years was more than enough time for a person to be forgotten. If Yaya didn’t remember Mom, I was screwed. If Yaya remembered Mom was a witch, I was screwed.

This plan was looking more and more like a terrible idea.

“Yes,” he said hesitantly.

“I’m Selena, by the way.”

Blake kept walking. Relief flooded through him, causing a ripple effect in me. Not surprisingly, we both seemed to be calmed by the idea of Yaya getting to me first.

I stopped listening to his thoughts. His perception of his alpha was a bit unnerving. According to Blake, the man hated outsiders, other dominant cats, nonshifters, and being questioned.

Great. I was walking into the den of a psychopath.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




Selena




Blake led me through the forest, keeping me close in case I caught a case of clumsy human and stumbled again. Or in case I decided to run. I didn’t know if running at this point would be sane or foolish. Probably a shit ton of both.

I felt more than heard the other man join us. I took a deep breath to steady my nerves as both men walked on either side of me. For the millionth time, I pondered the desperation that had brought me to make this awful decision, but I let two strange men lead me to God-knew-where for God-knew-what.

Faith. I could practically hear my mother’s voice chide me. Sometimes faith is the missing ingredient, Selena. You can plan, you can train, and you can run. But sometimes, baby, the universe requires a little faith.

I hear you, Ma, I thought.

“We have to get Selena to Yaya.” At the new one’s answering grunt, Blake continued, “She asked for Yaya.”

“How do you know her?”

I did flinch that time. I hadn’t expected the newcomer to speak to me. Nor had I anticipated the tiny electric shock I felt from hearing his deep, commanding voice.

“My mother knew her.”

“Knew?”

“She’s dead.”

The two men seemed to communicate something in the dark, but I couldn’t pay too much attention to them. I was growing weaker by the second, exhaustion pulling at me and beating me down.

“Weapons?”

“No,” Blake and I said in unison. A rumbling sound came from the stranger.

“I left my weapons in the car,” I said. “I figured you guys would rip me apart if you smelled weapons. You can smell them, right?”

They ignored my question. That was fine.

The intent was to sound as if my knowledge was based on guesses, folklore, and small bits from the media. Shifters and witches were once open in society, but slunk back into the magical closet after a war broke out between humans and paranormals over a hundred years ago. Now, we were just fictional characters and rumors to the majority of the world. There were some places where paranormals and humans peacefully coexisted.

From this point forward, nothing I said could show that I had true knowledge about the paranormal community, nor could I allow anyone to know that I was magical, like them.

Instinct told me to not read the stranger’s mind. Some people were sensitive to all magic, particularly those who were adept at energy work. Shifting was a form of magic, consequently many shifters were so attuned to fluctuations of energy that they could easily detect when workings were being performed. Something told me the man with the electric voice was extremely in tune and would view my mental probing as a threat.

“Um, you think my stuff will still be there when I get back?”

A woman dropped out of the trees behind us. Great. Now I was completely boxed in.

“That depends on when you get back,” the man muttered. My eyes narrowed slightly at the subtle threat. “We’re going to Yaya,” he called behind us.

He was the one in charge, at least for this little mission.

They moved like a pack. Very little communication was needed, and they were totally in sync. If I became a threat, they would eviscerate me without debate and bury me in the woods.

Silence stretched as the four of us marched toward what I prayed was the town part of pride territory.

“I don’t want to complain, but how much farther?”

“A few more minutes,” the woman said. “I can smell your exhaustion.”

A clearing came into view and I could see the porch lights in the distance. The man in charge gestured to us to wait before he jogged toward the house. A full five minutes passed before he stepped onto the porch to signal us in. We walked to the Cape Cod together, Blake leading the way and the woman behind me, barring any attempt at escape.

I finally got a good look at my guards in the foyer of the two-story house. The woman was olive skinned, an inch or so shorter than me—which made her about five feet, four inches tall—and lithe with shiny auburn hair pulled into a loose bun. There was something about her features that made me think she was multiracial, possibly of Asian heritage. She was gorgeous, and somehow made black jeans and a black T-shirt look both badass and elegant. Her dark eyes were watchful, and her bearing made her seem dangerous and imposing.

The silent man named Blake appeared simultaneously sweet and tough, like a kick-ass Latin boy next door who carried blades and guns. He was six feet tall, had sun-kissed skin, light brown hair, green eyes, and the barest hint of a five o’clock shadow. He was athletic; his body was built like someone who trained in calisthenics.

The man whose name I didn’t know took my breath away. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing. The effect of his penetrating stare was like a jab to the solar plexus. And I was desperately trying not to examine those feelings too closely because instinct told me he was the biggest threat. The air around him had practically crackled on the walk here, but now he felt almost inert. I wondered what it cost him to leash his power so tightly.

His dark brown hair—so dark it could be mistaken for black—equally dark, close-cut goatee, and gray eyes complemented a stunning face and sexy body. He resembled Theo James, but harder somehow. He was slightly shorter than Blake, but the combination of his dangerous presence and gorgeous looks made him imposing.

“To what do I owe the pleasure of a visit from the enforcer?” a woman asked as she rounded the corner with a mug in her hand. The woman and Gray Eyes had just spoken a few minutes ago, so I knew this was all for my benefit. Trust and believe I was taking notes.

The mixed-race woman was shorter than the female sentry by at least four inches, making her no taller than five foot one, same height as my mom. Yaya looked exactly as she had in her photos. Lean and strong. She looked to be no older than forty-five—a Hollywood type of forty-five. Only the small sprouts of gray at the center part of her long black hair belied her age.

Eighty’s the new forty, I thought wryly. As if reading my mind, the man in charge glanced at me quizzically. I tried my best to ignore him.

Yaya had called him the enforcer, and I knew what that meant. He was the pride’s judge and executioner; the other two were sentries.

Yaya walked up to him, grinning widely, and lovingly pinched his cheek. He quirked an eyebrow at her in amusement, and for the briefest moment, I saw the affection in his eyes before he was all business again.

“Let her sit before she falls down. Blake, can you get her some water, please, and a piece of cake?” At his hesitation, she said, “Get a piece for you and Harmony too.”

Harmony cracked a tiny smile. Before he left, Blake made the introductions.

“Yaya, this is Selena. I found her stomping around in the forest. She says her mother knew you and had visited our pride some time ago. Selena, this is Yaya.”

With that, Blake went to the kitchen. Gray Eyes and Harmony appeared to be standing guard. It was hard to determine whether they were expecting trouble or if they thought I was the threat. Gray Eyes had his hand by his hip, obviously near a gun.

“Your mother, dear?” Yaya questioned. I nodded.

Yaya gestured for me to sit. I sat on the plush, charcoal-gray couch but stayed perched on the edge in case I needed to move fast.

Gray Eyes noticed, and his eyes narrowed the tiniest fraction.

I scooted back a smidge. “Yes, ma’am. Jasmine. Pierce was her maiden name and her married name was Harris.” When Yaya nodded, I continued. “She was your height, looked a little like me but more pecan. Her hair was shorter than mine and reddish brown, and her eyes were so dark they seemed black. She sang everywhere she went.”

Recognition filled Yaya’s gaze. “Ah, Songbird.” The affection in her voice made me sag with relief. “I remember her. Half the pride was annoyed by her constant singing, and the other half was entertained. She couldn’t sing very well, but her joy was contagious. How is she?” Yaya asked hesitantly.

I shook my head. “She’s been gone for a little while now.” I hoped that would deter further questioning.

“Are you…like your mother?”

I took the appropriate amount of time to think before shaking my head. “I’m different,” I answered, skirting the truth.

I was different. I was a witch with two active powers, much more powerful than the average witch. Even more so than my mother, who I had recently learned was a powerhouse. I hoped the statement confirmed my humanity instead of my genetic anomaly.

“Did they tell you about our alpha?” Yaya asked.

“You know, they’re a very talkative crowd, but they seemed to have gossiped about everyone but the alpha,” I quipped.

As hoped, the tension in the room went down a notch. Yaya laughed, Harmony smiled, and Gray Eyes’s lips twitched.

“He’s not comfortable with outsiders.”

“I just need a week,” I blurted, trying to tamp down my sudden desperation. “I just need a week to rest and figure out my next move. Maybe get a new fake ID. Please, one week.”

I tried hard to keep my hand away from my throbbing wounds. They didn’t need to know I was hurt.

Yaya and Harmony shared a look with Gray Eyes.

“Someone after you?” he asked.

“Yes.” His gaze forced me to continue. No way around this one, I thought. “They think I can do the things my mother could do, but I can’t. They want me to be part of something bad.”

“Did they follow you here?”

“No!” I practically shouted. “I know how to cover my tracks.”

Confused, the enforcer looked at Yaya.

“Her mother was a witch,” she explained. “Apparently, Selena here is human. At least she smells human.”

His features immediately hardened. “We can’t keep a witch here. He’ll kill her.”

What he didn’t say was the chances of Ryan letting a human stay on the grounds were slim as well. Still, I was excellent at reading between the lines, and Blake’s thoughts had given me a pretty clear picture of what kind of alpha I was dealing with.

“She smells human. If the gene skipped a generation, she’s not a witch.”

“Recessive genes or not, Yaya, she’s a witch. If he figures it out, she won’t be safe.”

The lack of emotion in his voice was both impressive and irritating. He talked about me like he was discussing yet another warm, sunny July day. I clamped a lid on my frustration. This was life or death to me. To him, it was just one more decision asked of an enforcer.

“Then you will protect her.” Yaya lifted her head in a regal pose that left no room for argument. She was no longer the loving whatever-she-was to him. She was a council member giving orders.

The man was brave because he hardened his gaze, and stared right back at her in challenge. “You want me to protect the human?”

I didn’t take offense to his dismissive “the human.” After all, I’d worked hard to perfect the ruse. And I knew the magical community enough to know that it wasn’t necessarily an insult as much as it was a line being drawn to delineate interests. Us and them.

“Yes. Her lineage will not be divulged to anyone outside of this room. And if she needs protecting, you will do it.”

“Human or not, we can’t guarantee her safety here, Yaya, and you know it.” He checked the windows. “Not with him on edge the way he’s been,” he said softly. “We should send her to another pride. Or the wolf pack. Some of them have human mates. I can get her to the Dotson Pack in less than an hour. They are okay with visitors.”

“Between the four of us, Enforcer, she will be more than safe.”

Yaya’s voice was steel. She turned to address me, and for a second, I felt the full force of her power. In my mind’s eye, it was like a swelling wave, breathtaking in its grace and heart stopping in its depths. The intensity was terrifying. Like my mother, she was tiny yet powerful. I saw how they could have been friends.

“You stick close to Lucas or Harmony, dear. Blake will watch your back.”

Blake, who had returned with the water and cake some time ago, had somehow managed to set everything down in front of me and stand behind me without me noticing. Watching my back. That made me smile. Still, my lack of awareness didn’t speak well for my state of mind. I was easy prey right now. I could not leave this house tonight.

“I just need a week,” I repeated weakly. “Or at least a day, but I don’t want to cause trouble. I’ll leave if the alpha is uncomfortable with my presence. I don’t want anyone to get hurt because of me.”

Lucas scowled, and the sight of him on edge made me more nervous. I sat a little straighter and instinctively rested my hand near my hip, where my gun usually was.

“Well, it’s settled. Blake, go do whatever it is you were doing before Selena came along. Harmony, stay here and help her get settled until Lucas and I get back. Lucas, go with me to tell His Majesty about my guest.”

I saw Lucas’s body tense with alertness and knew without a shadow of a doubt that if Ryan approached Yaya wrong, he’d be a dead man.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




Lucas




Three hundred fifty. Three hundred fifty-one…

Irritated that I still wasn’t tired, I held the one-handed plank position and listened.

A floorboard creaked softly as someone tiptoed down the stairs. It could only have been Selena. Yaya knew every millimeter of this house and, predator she was, never made a sound. I could only assume that Selena was hungry and making her way toward the kitchen. She hadn’t eaten, hadn’t even touched the cake Blake had set in front of her. Harmony said that as soon as Yaya and I left, Selena asked for her room, took a shower, and went to bed.

Her scent was all wrong as she entered the kitchen. The tangy, sickly sweet smell assaulted my nostrils and lodged in the back of my throat. She stopped in her tracks and stared at me. Standing slowly, I stared right back. We stood motionless for a few heartbeats, watching each other. Even looking lethargic, she was pretty in her purple sleep pants and matching camisole top with her hair pulled back.

Who was this woman? Why had I just had a dream about her?

I walked over to the chair to get my T-shirt. “Sneaking around, little voyeur?” I teased.

“Thirsty.”

To save her the trouble of searching the cabinets, I moved toward the cabinet to the right of the sink, filled a glass with filtered water from the fridge. Her eyes tracked down my bare torso, and I felt it like a physical caress. Her hand shook slightly when she brought the glass to her lips. Realizing I’d noticed, she cradled it to her chest like a precious doll. I studied her for a moment, breathing in deeply, trying to pinpoint the source of the wrongness I smelled on her. Dehydration, fatigue, hunger, and something else I could not decipher.

“Sip. Don’t guzzle, or you will get sick.”

Nodding, she sipped the water, eyes glued to my abdomen. I couldn’t tell if I was being ogled, if she’d spaced out, or if she was staring at my stomach to avoid looking me in the eye. I watched as she swayed on her feet. Water would not be enough, especially if she was not going to eat. I went to the fridge to retrieve a bottle of Gatorade and placed it on the counter beside her.

She blinked at the bottle as if it had appeared out of nowhere. When those intelligent brown eyes, glassy from sleep and dehydration, locked on mine, I nodded toward the bottle. It took her a second to get it, but she carefully put down the glass of water and picked up the Gatorade.

“There are cats in my room,” she said. I nodded toward the bottle. Sighing, she took several small sips before continuing. “They weren’t there when I went to bed.”

“Yaya likes her cats, and her cats like her.”

Selena rolled her eyes at the nonanswer. I knew she was asking when I had entered her room and why. Just as I knew the fact that she hadn’t heard me was either a testament to my stealth or to her mental and physical exhaustion.

I was going with the latter. There was no way she would have survived this long if she could sleep through someone slinking around her room.

Plus, I recognized a predator when I saw one. Selena was exhausted, dehydrated, hungry, and possibly injured, but she was most definitely a predator. And beautiful. It was impossible to deny her full mouth, long curly hair, perky breasts, and athletic, curvy body, but her eyes. Those deep-set, almond-shaped, russet-colored eyes were mesmerizing. Alluring.

“I think you sent them to spy on me.”

“You must be ill. You think I can control the cats?”

Even as they narrowed at me in challenge, those soulful brown pools captivated me. It was impossible to look away.

“I think very few beings ignore you and Yaya,” she said, her tone serious.

Her eyes bore into me, and I had the outrageous thought that I could stand here with her forever, bantering back and forth, drowning in her gaze, and being overwhelmed by her presence. I shook off the sappy-ass sentiment. Dimly, I wondered how she’d ever managed to stay inconspicuous when, clearly, she was born to stand out.

“So, I told the cats to watch you?”

Selena shrugged and sipped more Gatorade. “One of them was sitting on my chest, staring me in the face, watching me sleep. The other was under the covers with me, with her head on my pillow. You should tell them that’s rude.”

I shrugged. Lily, the gray Korat, was a heat seeker, so she was the one under the covers. Mara, a Balinese mix, held a mild level of contempt for everyone except Yaya. The independent cat only understood favors and dominance, though neither guaranteed her compliance. Selena was lucky she still had a face dealing with that one. It spoke volumes that she had Mara’s seal of approval.

“Tell ’em yourself.” Suddenly feeling exposed, I pulled the shirt over my head and slipped my arms through.

“What if I was allergic?”

“You aren’t.” She gave me a how-do-you-know look. “Everyone you met tonight turns into a cat. No symptoms.”

Selena thought about that for a long moment. Or she’d spaced out again; I wasn’t sure which.

“If I put them out, you’ll probably just let them back in.” It was a statement, not a question.

“They wanted to meet the guest. Cats can be very persistent and noisy when they want something.”

Selena closed the Gatorade bottle and added water to her glass before picking up both. “Good night, Lucas. I know you don’t trust me, so thanks for not killing me on sight.” She began to leave.

“Yaya trusts you. And the cats.” There was a smile in my voice, if not on my face.

I wondered if she thought I was joking. I wasn’t. The girls had checked out our new guest, and Mara had slipped back downstairs to let me know all was well. I swear Yaya’s cats had been human or shifters in a past life.

The rest of my night was uneventful, but my mind kept going back to how well Selena controlled her emotions. One minute, they were all over the place, swirling in the room like a tornado. And suddenly—as if she’d realized the slip—she’d pulled them back in an instant. That took tremendous control.

I’d dated an empath for over a year, and she couldn’t do that. Selena was definitely a witch or something.

Still, that didn’t explain why her emotions were affecting me. The turbulent swirl had engulfed me, making me feel jittery and on edge. I wanted to protect her from her own sadness. The pure grief that pulsed out of her when she spoke about her mother had gotten to me the most. The unexpected wave had hit me like a punch to the nuts, and my own grief reared up in response.

Selena’s past was sketchy at best. Her background check was maddening. Everything about her had me uneasy, and I couldn’t figure out why.

She’d said she was not like her mother. That could mean anything. And the fact that she hadn’t shown fear once bothered me. A human with no contact with the shifter world would have been freaked out by all the chuffing and people appearing out of nowhere in the dark forest.

At first, I’d thought she was just tremendously dense and unaware of her surroundings, but the second “I figured you guys would rip me apart if you smelled weapons” came out of her mouth, I’d wanted to cringe. It should have put me at ease. Afterall, it sounded like something a clueless human would say. But it felt wrong.

Blake didn’t seem to have the same reaction, which made no sense. He was a master observer and often saw what others didn’t.

Turning off the lights as I went, I walked back to the living room and threw myself onto the couch, hoping sleep would come.








  
  
  Chapter 4

  
  




Lucas


“I’m not saying she’s dangerous, but something is not right with her,” I said in a tight whisper as I paced the length of Yaya’s kitchen.

I kept my voice low because Selena had gone to take a nap. Terisa, my mother and commander of the security teams, had interrogated Selena about every aspect of her life, trying to glean more information than what we learned from the background check. Before she’d gone to bed last night, Selena had provided Harmony her birth information and a list of her aliases. When Terisa was finished with her questions, Yaya and my mother told Selena what they remembered about Jasmine. The scarce information seemed to bother Selena, and she’d fled as soon as the questions were over. Fifteen minutes later, I was still trying to walk off the effects of her turmoil and the frustration I felt at being pulled in by her.

“The name thing?” Terisa asked. “Supernatural beings change names all the time. Vampires do it dozens of times. No one can list on a census or form that they are 273 years old, Luke.”

“Not that. She’s too…” I paced more, trying to find a word to describe the woman. “Intuitive.”

And fearless. Why wasn’t she afraid?

“She’s on the run. It’s survivor sense. Plus, you forget, even without active powers, she’s part of the supernatural community and was raised by a witch who would have schooled her accordingly. And she could have weak or dormant abilities,” Yaya said.

I shook my head and rubbed the back of my neck. My intuition said our visitor was more than she pretended to be. Selena was hiding something; I felt it in my bones. More, I knew she had magic.

“Her answers were too polished. They were perfect. Zero deception. But so concise we could not get a good read, and she didn’t tell us much.”

“Do you think she’s dangerous?” Terisa asked. My commander watched me closely, eyes beginning to glow, as she waited for my answer.

I wanted to say, “Fuck yes,” but that wasn’t exactly what I felt. Closing my eyes, I thought about the strange female and said what my gut and tiger sensed about her. “To us? No. But she’s possibly more dangerous to the people chasing her than they realize.” I shook my head. “I know a hunter when I see one, and I know prey. She’s definitely the former. Possibly untrained or untested, though I doubt it.”

I recalled how concerned she’d sounded about her weapons, how she’d sat on the couch poised to move when we’d first arrived at Yaya’s, and how often her hands unconsciously moved to her hip. Selena was used to carrying a knife, gun, or both.

“She’s a threat to someone,” I finished.

“If it’s not us, who cares? Let Selena kill the bastards chasing her around the country,” my mother said, with a predatory smirk.

“She didn’t even flinch when Harmony dropped out of the tree behind her. Her heart rate didn’t increase. Nothing. The only time she has ever shown any signs of fear since she’s been here was when Blake snuck up on her.”

“Survivor sense,” my godmother said, making it more of a question than a statement. “I don’t know, sweetie, but at the very least, I need to give Jasmine’s baby a few weeks of shelter. I need to. I’ll defer to your judgment if you think it’s a bad idea, but—”

“No. It’s not.” I rubbed the back of my neck, squeezing a little to ease the tension.

I was having trouble remaining objective where Selena was concerned. What I was feeling was foreign and unwanted. I was an enforcer, the youngest in pride history, and I was damn good at my job. If I couldn’t get a shifter in line, I carried out sentencing swiftly and efficiently. No drama or hesitation. No torture. But I had never been rocked by another person’s distress before, not like this.

Before Ryan, the pride had been more likely to sentence someone to broken bones than death, but things were changing. In addition to being the enforcer, I assisted the commander—my mother—with training the new sentries. As a private investigator—owner of Massey Investigations—I did jobs for the other prides, a few packs, and local, understaffed law enforcement. Each case was executed with precision. I was always able to get a perfect read on my target.

This target seemed to be reading us, and I could not figure out how.

Intuitive or not, Selena’s history didn’t lie. She was young, homeless, alone, and on the run. That tugged at me. Last night, I watched as the last ounce of fight had ebbed out of her when Yaya said she could stay. For just a moment, she was a lonely, twenty-four-year-old woman who needed aid.

That same glimpse of vulnerability showed up again today when Yaya and Terisa mentioned her mother’s death. Witches had covens, even if they weren’t connected to a witch’s immediate family. Did Jasmine have a coven, and if so, why was Selena alone? Couldn’t she find another one that would take her in?

“I think she’s smart enough to lay low, but you’ll protect her, right?” Yaya asked. Again.

I watched my godmother carefully and sniffed the air, trying to decipher her motive. “Why me?”

“Who else would I trust, boy?” Her usual soft, sweet voice was now steel.

“Leaving me no choice again, huh? How long are we letting her stay?”

“Until she’s ready to leave.” Surprised by my mother’s answer, I focused on her. “Don’t look at me like that. I know, I’m getting soft in my old age.” I tried not to react, but Yaya didn’t bother hiding her incredulity. The only thing soft about Terisa Massey was the cotton clothes she wore. “As long as she behaves, she can stay as long as Yaya is willing to host her.” Yaya and I gawked at her before she added, “She’s a nomad. It’s not like she’ll stay long. We’ll only have to put up with her for a week or two if she doesn’t get herself killed first.”

Ah. That was more like it.

“A few months before she died, Jasmine called out of the blue, sounding terrified. I begged her to come here, but she refused. All she said was that something wasn’t right with her husband, and she was getting concerned.”

“Abuse?” Terisa asked.

“No. She thought Donald was into something dangerous. I never heard from her again.”

“That’s another thing,” I blurted, making Yaya jump. “Neither of you knew Jasmine had a daughter. How is that possible? Why would she keep Selena a secret all these years? Even on that call, she didn’t mention a child!”

“Selena’s on the run,” my mother said in a bored “duh” tone.

“Yes. After her mother died. What was the rationale behind hiding her daughter before then?”

“Given all the name changes, it seems like they’ve been in hiding for a while,” Yaya suggested, sounding distant, deep in thought.

“Why?” I pressed.

Silence descended on the room. They were probably mourning Jasmine and trying to come up with a plausible answer for why Selena had been a well-hidden secret. My thoughts were on the loss of my freedom for the foreseeable future.

Scrubbing my hand down my face, I let out a breath. “Okay, I’m going to patrol.”

“No,” Terisa said. “You’ve been pulled off rotation.”

“Seriously? I’m on twenty-four-hour babysitting duty?”

“While she’s awake.” At my irritated look, my mother added, “It’s only for a few days, Luke. We’ll play it by ear if she stays longer than a week. She can’t roam around alone.”

“Well, she’s asleep right now,” I said. “I’m going to go for a run before she wakes up.”

“She’ll be hungry when she does,” Yaya said. “She hasn’t had breakfast or lunch.”

“Fine,” I grumbled. “A quick shift, and I’ll be back to feed her.”

This was going to blow. Cagey or not, Selena needed sanctuary, which I was more than willing to provide. I just didn’t like having people in my space for too long. Save for my family—my grandparents, Yaya, Blake, Harmony, and Jason—I preferred to keep my social interactions short. Babysitting Selena for days on end was the exact opposite of short interactions.

I left the kitchen and stripped on the porch. Less than five minutes later, I was a four-foot-tall, six-hundred-pound Bengal tiger. I stretched and scented the air before taking off toward the hills.

An hour later, after I had hunted and napped by the stream, I made my way back to my house to shower and change. I inherited my grandparents’ four-bedroom house when they’d moved away from pride territory, first to Florida, then settled in North Carolina. I lived with Blake, Jason, and Harmony. The four of us had been friends since elementary school. They were more than my friends; they were my family.

I managed to shower in record time, avoid my nosy roommates, and make it back to Yaya’s, only to be greeted by Selena in the living room. Looking up from her book, she scoped me out from head to toe, no doubt noticing every change. I got the feeling this woman missed nothing.

“You’re awake,” I said by way of greeting. She shrugged. “Well, I’m your tour guide, and I’ve been told I need to feed you ASAP.”

“Gun?”

“Always.”

“For me?”

“No, Selena. You are safe while you are here, and I’ve been tasked with making sure of it.”

“Do you guys have chicken here?”

I barely restrained an eye roll at that. I sat on the coffee table in front of her and waited until I had her full attention.

“First things first, drop the clueless human act with me, okay? I know better.” She smiled coyly. “Keep it with everyone else, though,” I added.

“Where are my weapons?”

“Locked away. They will be returned to you when you leave. Blake moved your car to our garage and secured your weapons. The rest of your bags are in your closet.” At her hesitant expression, I asked, “What?”

Nervous now, she focused on her book. “I don’t know if I can sleep without a gun.”

“You have the cats.” I grinned.

She sucked her teeth at me and the cats, who were hanging out on the back of the couch behind her. I didn’t state that she had slept without a gun already.

I waited until her eyes met mine again. It took a while.

“You’re safe with me. I promise. I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

When she nodded, I moved closer. Gently, I lifted the book out of her hand, used the marker to keep her spot, and set the book on the table.

I stood and held out my hand. “Now, will you please let me feed you? You haven’t eaten in a while.”

Blinking at my hand, clearly communicating that she had no intention of touching me, Selena waited to stand until I lowered my hand and stepped back. For a moment, she swayed. Once she was steady, she followed me out of the house. It didn’t escape my notice that she’d swiped the book and backpack on the way out.

While we walked, I pointed out the most important areas—the community building, the elementary school, the park, and the library, which seemed to please her. Sunridge was essentially a large rectangle of land bordered by woods on three sides and by the main road at the entrance. It was two miles long from the garage entrance to the denser forest, three and a half miles wide. The residential areas held a mix of single-family homes, apartments, large condos, and townhomes. Nearly seven hundred feline shifters lived in the territory, and an additional hundred or so lived off the territory. Forty-seven shifters were solitary and living in our jurisdiction.

Selena had accurately described it as a campus. The residences were on one side and shops and municipal buildings on the other, with tiny seating areas and grassy nooks sprinkled throughout. Stores included the grocery, liquor, and hardware\repair stores, as well as Carla’s the diner, and Lula’s Den, the bar and grill that locals called Lula’s and visitors called The Den. There were no streets in the territory, only a few paved walkways, plenty of trees, and an abundance of grass.

As we passed by, people greeted me fondly and gave her curious looks. We caught more than a few people trying to catch her scent.

“You’re well-loved around here,” she said quietly, so no one else could hear.

“I’m a legacy.” At her questioning brow, I continued, “Both my parents were enforcers. I’m the youngest enforcer in our history. And my godmother has been a council member for the last fifteen years. Plus, I’m a Bengal. There aren’t that many of us.”

“You’re a Bengal. Is that why you stiffen every time it seems like someone wants to stop and talk?” I chuckled. She was very observant. “I thought enforcers would be feared like cops.”

“No. Enforcers are tasked with keeping order and putting the sick ones out of their misery. Historically, it was our job to make sure the larger world didn’t find out we existed. Now, it’s ensuring that those who know don’t consider us monsters.”

“Yes, but I bet you do it with a certain flair that makes everyone admire you.”

“Doubt it.”

“You do it with heart,” she said seriously. “You don’t think so. You think it’s all gut and instinct, but you are different. In a world where supernats feel it necessary to destroy the outliers to avoid over-scrutinization, you use discretion. It’s alpha material. That’s why they love you.”

“Hmmm. What are you basing your assumptions on?”

“Well, me, for one. You didn’t try to kill me. I literally stumbled onto your territory, asking for sanctuary with little more than a nickname. Once, I turned on the wrong street and ended up in someone’s territory, and nearly lost my face. Even after the background check, you didn’t attempt to beat me into a confession, which would have been disappointing for both of us.” Selena stayed silent for a block.

“For two?” I prompted.

“Oh. The adoring looks. I’ve met bad cops, abusive bosses, aggressive enforcers, terrible seconds, and evil alphas. People stay neutral around them, but their eyes are wary. They try not to draw too much attention to themselves. People here practically jump into your line of sight. And the kids look at you like human kids look at firefighters.”

“Firefighters are cool no matter the species.”

She smiled, nodding in agreement.

I cleared my throat. “When I said drop the clueless human act, I didn’t mean in public.”

“Oh, right. So, you guys import gazelle? Personally, I prefer chicken; I’m not into beef or deer.”

I chuckled and shook my head.

Selena graced me with a bright, genuine grin. “Maybe switch up from the food-based stereotypes.”

“And risk actually offending someone with other stereotypes?”

I chuckled because she had a point.

A few minutes later, we arrived at Carla’s, one of the two restaurants on the grounds. We were seated within two minutes. Selena commented how she loved that the territory was a small town near a mountain. Everything was close and convenient. But the lack of streets was stupid and inconvenient, she observed. Sometimes I agreed, especially when it was time to get groceries.

Selena studied the menu. I watched, wondering what she’d pick. I could see the hesitation written all over her face. I was afraid she’d say she was a vegan or lie and say she was not hungry.

“Um, am I paying for this?”

“Nope, and neither am I. The meal is on Yaya.”

That made her frown.

After I encouraged her to eat whatever and however much she wanted, she seemed more at ease.

When Kristi, the waitress, came to our table, Selena ordered. “May I have the fried chicken platter with fries, a salad, and a side of macaroni and cheese?” Kristi nodded. “Oh, and can you add a slice of chocolate cake, but make sure it comes with the meal, please?” She smiled up at Kristi as she handed over the menu. “Thank you.”

I ordered a dinner salad.

“That’s it?” Selena asked, incredulous.

“What? I hunted earlier. Not that hungry.” She clucked her tongue at me. “I had them put steak in it,” I said with a shrug. “Why has it been so long since your last meal?”

At her questioning look, I gave her one right back. I watched her carefully construct an answer.

“I was on the road. No time to stop and eat.”

That scented of pure truth, but I heard what she’d omitted. “No time” meant a stop took too much time. She’d fled something. She’d volunteered that much already. I tried again.

“Think you put enough distance between you and your pursuer?”

“Yes. Think you’ll ever trust me when I say I wasn’t followed?”

“Maybe. Civilians don’t exactly know evasive maneuvers.”

“Why do you think I walked through the woods?” she said with sass.

“Because you couldn’t find the road.”

She sipped her water, trying to cover a smile. We sat in silence until the food came. Selena read her book. I played on my phone. At least, that’s how it seemed. In reality, I was reading the dossier I created on her again. It wasn’t like it was suddenly going to scream, “Witch in hiding,” but still, I read every line, hoping to find answers that would soothe my prickling intuition.

There were groups that sought to collect as many individuals with power as possible to harness that power for themselves. At least one seemed to be after her. I doubted they would waste resources hunting her on a hunch.

“Just ask,” she said, sounding exasperated.

“You wouldn’t give a clear answer anyway.”

“I’ve never lied to you.”

“You haven’t said anything substantial either.”

“Your mother and Yaya trust me.”

“No. They trust your mother’s memory and that you aren’t a threat to our people.”

“Our people.” She scoffed and went back to her book.

My nose flared. Her scent had turned sour. It was anger tinged with something dark and sad. Loneliness, maybe? Other than when we’d talked about her mother, it was the most she’d given away since she’d been here.

“How did you know about Harmony?” I asked.

“I was just trying to expect anything. After the third chuff, I figured Blake was communicating with someone, not huffing at me stumbling around in the dark. I just kept telling myself to be cool and not spook the predators.”

“What did your mother tell you about this place?”

“She always felt safe here.” She went back to reading.

“There’s no one?”

Selena took a deep breath, and I watched multiple thoughts and emotions cross her face. Apparently, she wasn’t going to be able to finesse this. She put the book on the table and looked me square in the eye.

“Honestly, Lucas, my goal is to tell you guys as little as possible to protect everyone involved. Shifters have been after me too. I’d be happier if these people were trying to kill me, but their intent is to capture me. I don’t know who you can trust or who I can trust. My mother said this place was safe. I figured I’d read by the damn lake for a few days and get my head together. Catch my breath and plan my next move.”

She picked up the book and found her spot. “There is no one,” she continued without looking at me. The sad scent appeared again. “And the few I let close were threatened, injured, or killed. Now it’s just me.” She looked up at me and sighed with such defeat that I almost wanted to back down. “Please stop pushing. I mean you no harm, and, hell, you’re starting to make me jumpy. Say the word, and I’ll leave tomorrow.”

“Really?”

“Of course. You’re the enforcer.” She managed to sink enough emphasis into my title to make me wince.

I sipped my water and watched her read. She was trying to calm herself; I could see that. People had been killed protecting her. That admission disturbed me somehow.

Before I could linger too long on that unhappy thought, the waitress arrived with our plates.

Selena’s stomach gave a loud grumble. Selena smiled her thanks and dug in, first to the macaroni and cheese and then the chocolate cake. She moaned with pleasure and began to rock from side to side.

I paused with a forkful of salad halfway to my mouth. “Are you doing the happy dance?”

She nodded excitedly and continued to eat the macaroni until it was gone.

Done with my steak salad, I watched in amazement as Selena devoured the macaroni and cheese, followed by the french fries, the three chicken wings, then the thigh, the chocolate cake, and finally, the salad. Various moans and groans of bliss had escaped her earlier in the process, but she systematically polished off the rest of her food in utter silence. She even finished two glasses of water. When she was done, I slow clapped.

“So, you do have a sense of humor,” she said. “Unfortunately, it’s at my expense.”

“Selena, I’m a shifter. I love a female who eats.”

“Three days of granola bars, dried fruit, carrot sticks, beef jerky, trail mix, chips, and lots of iced coffee, which is not my favorite, by the way. The last
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