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      A secret group of dragon shifters operate in a city not far from all of us.

      

      They save lives. They demand secrecy. They take no prisoners.

      

      Or do they?

      

      Stryker is one of that elite bodyguard cadre.

      

      She’s the target of organized criminals, the daughter of a gambling man.

      

      Fate brought them together. Will death separate them?
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      He was going to be pissed.

      My feet sped up on the cracked concrete. Here and there moss crept over the sidewalk and edged in toward the path, and in an occasional spot, grass poked up between jack-o-lantern grins in the pavement.

      A pretty girl walked past me, her head held high, and her hair flowing in ribbons down her back.

      “Hi,” she said softly.

      I nodded. Her big blue eyes left mine, and I wondered if she was a model; she was that dang pretty. I’d never seen her before on my way home.

      On my way home—late. Crap.

      It wasn’t my fault I’d be getting home late. I’d been offered an extra half an hour at the restaurant I worked in as a waitress. It meant I had to rush home and change to head to work at the bar I worked in five nights a week. But I’d do it with a smile on my face because we needed the extra cash badly.

      Not that I could tell my father that—I couldn’t tell him anything. Not that I was a grown-ass woman that shouldn’t have to check in with him, not that I worked two jobs and was more responsible an adult than he was, not that I was disappointed in his destructive habits.

      He wasn’t a bad guy, my dad. Just a lost soul that needed my support, not my criticism. How long could I keep up this breakneck pace? I worked from ten in the morning to six in the evening waitressing, then got home, took an hour before zipping to the bar to work eight at night to two in the morning. I’d go home, sleep like the dead until my alarm went off in the morning and then repeat. I didn’t have time to breathe much less have friends or even a boyfriend.

      The wind kicked up and cut right through my worn sweater. I hugged myself tightly, struggling to hold on to every last bit of heat I possessed.

      I’d get through this. I wasn’t sure how, but I’d managed so far.

      I turned off the sidewalk and hopped off the curb to take the same alleyway I’d taken every day for the last three years. Sheesh, I’d been locked in this dead-end job for three damn years. Crap; that meant my twenty-fifth birthday was coming up. I’d be working right through it—happy birthday to me.

      Not that I minded. I’d rather be working than at home. At home, I had to face my father. I had to struggle to get my mother to eat. I’d have to clean her room, dust it all out, open the windows and let the sunlight in. My mother had shut herself in three years ago and refused to leave her room since. Her depression had always been poorly managed, but now... now it was out of control. And even though I’d taken to working two jobs, I was still losing ground on paying the mortgage. What would she do if we were forced to leave?

      Forcing the troubling thoughts out of my head, I tilted my head back and stared up into the blue skies. Grey clouds threatened rain, and I smiled. I loved the rain. The Pacific Northwest’s legendary thunderstorms and rain were about the only damn thing in my life that brought me joy. How pathetic am I?

      With a snort, I scurried behind a bright red building. The spicy bite of Thai food filled the air and somewhere on the other side of a propped open door; someone shouted something I didn’t understand.

      I moved past, slipping behind the church. The wide-open parking lot didn’t even have one car, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Getting through this alley on Sunday was dang near impossible. Something to my right clattered loudly, and I jolted, jumping to the side and flashing a startled glance at a random calico cat that had knocked over a metal rack next to a dumpster.

      “Hey, pretty kitty.” The words popped out of me, fueled by my need to cover how afraid I’d been of a cat.

      The alley closed in as the church building took up one side and an old, abandoned warehouse stood on the other. Chilly shadows ate me whole, and I glanced over my shoulder as something prickled at the back of my neck. I’d walked this path a million times, but something didn’t feel right today.

      That cat must have really messed me up.

      “Kat Hudson!”

      I winced, spinning to face the dark sedan tucked almost out of sight in the bay of the old warehouse. Three men stepped out of the bay in a loose triangular formation like something out of a bad action movie.

      That tingling sense of fear kicked up a notch, and I stopped dead in my tracks as they blocked my exit. Terror backed up my throat, and I swallowed something bitter and thick that stuck and blazed like fire in my throat.

      The man in front looked like a bouncer from the toughest biker bar in town. He stood so imposing and big that he could block out the sun if he tried. The guys on either side of him a few steps behind weren’t any smaller.

      Without taking another second to assess the situation, I turned and bolted back the way I came. My heart jackhammered in my chest as my feet flew over the dark ground. Three more guys stepped around the corner, and I slid to a halt.

      I spun around, staring down the guys behind me. Every nerve in my body was on fire. Icy hot fear prickled up and down my arms and stabbed at my chest.

      “Stop running.” The first guy walked up as the group circled around me in a ring of danger. He walked right up to me and eyed me as he walked around me like he was checking a bit of meat. “Kat Hudson.”

      “Sorry, no idea who that is.” My heart threatened to beat right out of my chest as I lied to the thug.

      He flashed a truly terrifying grin at me and chuckled. “Your old man said you’re clever.”

      Dad. What did he do?

      I struggled to stay on my feet as fresh fear washed through me. Lifting my chin an inch, I glared at the guy. “Seriously, I have no idea who you’re looking for. I’m Jane Seymour.” The lie left my lips easily, and I was proud of myself for a second.

      Until the guy reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. He touched the screen, and a short video clip of myself at work introducing myself to the new girl began playing.

      “So, Kat Hudson, you’re not really Jane Seymour, are you?”

      Mute with terror, I glared at him.

      “I’m going to make this easy on you.” He stepped closer to me. “See, usually we take women and sell them. You’d fetch us a pretty penny, but your dear old dad said you’re clever. Clever is bad in this line of work.” He touched his index and middle finger to his temple. “Causes too many headaches.”

      He stopped in front of me, his dark eyes sweeping over my face, down my body, and back up to meet my gaze again. “Pity. But it is what it is. You have my word we’ll make it quick.”

      “Make it quick?” The words almost strangled me and reduced my voice to a whisper.

      “You don’t know, do you?” He studied me almost sadly. “See, your dad owes some very powerful people a substantial sum of money. It’s been made clear he’s not going to pay it back, so we need collateral. Usually, we’d leverage a little thing like you to pay off the debt, but see, we can’t take that risk.”

      “So you’re going to kill me?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. But then again, I wasn’t that surprised. I knew my father’s ugly habits and bad secrets would only lead us deeper into trouble. I’d been right.

      “And your momma’s next.” The guy pulled a gun out of the back of his pants.

      I closed my eyes. This was it. The end. Game over. I expected to feel relieved. Instead, I felt cheated. This wasn’t how my life was supposed to go. And I couldn’t die now, I had to stay alive and protect Mom!

      Sudden heat surrounded me as if the sun had broken through the clouds to shine down on me. I opened my eyes to a massive wall of some kind. A red and black wall. A… scaled wall?

      The pop, pop, pop of gunfire echoed in my brain and I flinched. But nothing touched me. Instead, the weird wall moved. And I finally figured out that the wall wasn’t a wall at all.

      It was a dragon.

      Serpent-like red eyes locked on me as the thing whipped around faster than my eyes could even track. Once more, I closed my eyes. This was what happened when you died? Hallucinations?

      Shouts and cries filled my ears and when I opened my eyes again, the men were no longer standing. I was face to face with a massive red and black dragon that could squish me like a grape under one of its talon-pointed toes.

      One of the guys rolled over and lifted his gun.

      “Watch out!” I threw myself at the dragon and it scooped me up in a claw.

      Suddenly, the ground fell away and we were flying off and toward the outskirts of town. As the city limits gave way to lush greenery and trees, the dragon landed near a river and set me carefully on my feet.

      I watched it in shock as it took on a very human shape. A masculine shape.

      After a few moments, a man stood before me. He had jet black hair and rusty red-brown eyes and towered over me.

      I backed up a step as he advanced on me. My heart galloped in my chest and my mouth went drier than a stone in my mouth. This dragon had just turned into the most handsome man I’d ever seen with magma swirling dangerously in his eyes. I stared at him, wondering what the heck was going on. Was I dead? Was this some weird hallucination?

      What was going on?

      My hands ran down my sides and up my ribs, searching for blood, holes, pain. I had to have been shot. Blood loss would make me hallucinate, right? But I found nothing.

      I stared at him, confused. I’d been shot at. They’d been aiming to kill me. But he’d shown up and took every bullet.

      But he didn’t look wounded. No, he looked… good. Really good.

      “What… are you?” I breathed the question while tilting my head and studying him.

      His eyes narrowed.
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      I’d broken the rules. Fuck.

      I had no doubt I’d pay for this one way or another. But for now, I eyed the woman I’d saved and tried to figure out how to answer her. I also tried to figure out what my dragon was thinking, pushing me to save her. He was roaring in my skull, drowning my own thoughts. He’d been looking for his fated mate for ages. He was convinced we’d found her and claiming her was paramount.

      And for this, he’d pushed me to break the rules. Double fuck.

      Her almond-shaped brown eyes studied me, waiting for an answer. What are you? Of every question she could have asked me, that’s the thing she chose to ask?

      Your worst nightmare.

      We stared each other down in silence. She didn’t seem afraid of me. There was a calm about her that might have just been remnants of the acceptance of meeting her fate. Though I’d have sworn I saw fight in her up to the last moment when men were trying to gun her down.

      I respected her fighter’s spirit. I’d stared death in the face many times before and found it impossible to accept the end. But I’d known others that knew their time had come and accepted it. Hell, that calm acceptance had been a far more common reaction in my experience. Fighters in the face of certain death were a rare bunch.

      Her head tilted a bit to the side as she studied me with those doe-like brown eyes. There was something so fresh-faced and appealing about her I wanted to lean in and taste her lips. Fuck, maybe one of those bullets had gotten past my hide and bounced around in my head, turning my brain to mush. Obviously, I’d gotten more stupid.

      “Why did you save me?” Her soft-spoken words flowed through my atmosphere, demanding my attention. Surprise flashed like a neon sign in her eyes and she pressed her lips together. She held them like that for a moment, then let them slip free. They turned scarlet against her pale skin and I found the whole action unbelievably appealing. “Thank you for saving me. I guess I should have led with that.” She let free a nervous giggle.

      “Why were they going to kill you?” I knew them well; they preferred to kidnap girls and sell them. That was the very reason I’d been tailing them in the first place. It didn’t make sense that they’d kill this girl. A quick glance told me she was a nice human specimen despite her attempt to hide behind oversized, ugly clothing. They’d turn a nice profit off her. Innate instinct told me she was a virgin; that alone would drive her value up substantially.

      Something didn’t make sense. It didn’t ring true. I didn’t like that. Everything in life fits into neat boxes, so when something doesn’t, it bothers me. It threw a monkey wrench in everything I thought I knew about the thugs. Not knowing details made my job that much more dangerous.

      She shifted her weight to her left hip, her dark hair shining as she lowered her head. With the toe of her worn shoes, she nudged a blade of grass like she’d find the answer in its shadow.

      “Tell me.” I didn’t have time for these games. I’d been tracking the bastards in the hopes they’d lead me to someone else. Or lead me to clues that the brotherhood could use.

      “They said I’m clever. Clever is dangerous. I guess it’s headache-inducing.” Her brown eyes met mine and I read the flash of truth in them. Her scent didn’t change. There was no hint of deception in her body language or in her eyes. So I found myself inclined to believe her.

      So they were going to kill her because they knew she wouldn’t be easily broken. Interesting. I advanced on her, expecting her to flinch or back up. To my surprise, she held her ground and lifted her chin to look up at me.

      “What is your debt?”

      Her lips parted, but no sound came out.

      I leaned in closer. “What do you owe them?” I wondered what her vice was. Drugs? Gambling? Something darker?

      She shook her head. “I don’t—”

      “Don’t lie to me.” They didn’t grab people or kill for no reason. They had something on her, or she wouldn’t be a target.

      Anger lit in her brown eyes. “I’m not lying! I don’t owe anything. My father…” she trailed off and it hit me; she didn’t know. All she knew was that her father had some debt with them. No doubt they’d told her that. They had their own twisted sense of honor. They’d tell people why they were being punished even if the charges were often trumped up and made worse than they actually were.

      Her eyes widened and the stench of panic rolled off her. “I need to get home! I have to go to work!”

      I needed to let her go. She wasn’t a mark, she wasn’t someone I’d been paid to protect. The protection of my brotherhood doesn’t come cheap. This girl needed help, but I knew that I’d already broken the rules. If I also took her on pro-bono, then I’d be risking a lot more than a mere slap on the wrist.

      Still, if I didn’t protect her, the thugs would find her. And this time, they’d finish the job. “No, you need to run.”

      Her arms locked up tight across her chest and her eyes sparkled with fire and brimstone. “No, you don’t understand. I work two jobs to try to cover our bills. I take care of my mother and father. If I don’t work, we don’t eat. If I don’t work, we lose our home.”

      She stepped around me and walked toward town.

      I let out a growl. The bastards were right; she was a fucking headache all right. Still, I had to admire her tenacity. Maybe there was a fine line between stupid and stubborn, but like my brother, she seemed to walk it like a tightrope.

      My brother…

      I shoved painful thoughts aside and stalked after her. I caught up to her short stride easily. “They’ll come for you again. And they’ll kill you this time.”

      She didn’t stop walking. “So they kill me, or I starve to death. I’ll take my chances.”

      I was wrong. She was absolutely on the stupid side of stubborn. “You said you take care of your parents.” I stepped over a molehill poking up out of the rich grasses and got in front of her. Planting both hands on her shoulders, I locked gazes with her. “If you die, who will take care of them?”

      She seemed to pause. Then tears sparkled in her eyes. “What choice do I have?” Her voice was barely more than a whisper. “Either we starve, or I get taken out by hit men. I’m damned if I do, damned if I don’t.” Her scent filled my nose and I inhaled. Something sweet and juicy like fresh fruit emanated from her and I longed to lean in and really breathe her in. It wasn’t body wash; her natural scent just sang to my senses.

      She shrugged off my hands. “Look, I’m glad I met you. Thank you for saving me. But I need to save myself now.”

      “And how are you going to do that?” I threw the words at her retreating back as she walked away from me. Her shoulders squared and she stopped in place. A moment passed, then she turned to me, her eyes red rimmed and her nose pinker than it had been a moment before.

      “I’ll carry my dad’s pistol.”

      “Do you know how to shoot?” She didn’t stand a chance against these guys. She’d pull out the gun and get shot a dozen times before she could even bring it up to aim at one of them.

      She shook her head. “I’m a fast learner. Clever, remember?” She tapped her temple with her index and middle finger, but the gesture looked more like she was pantomiming putting the gun to her head instead. The mental image hit me like I was reading the future.

      If I walked away, she’d be dead by the end of the day.

      If I helped her, I’d risk everything. The brotherhood, my job, my own life.

      But could I live with myself knowing I’d sent her to her death?

      “Where do you live?” My words were gruff, and she eyed me sideways, like she didn’t want to tell me that. Smart girl. She knew when she was staring danger in the face. “I’ll get you home.”

      “You don’t think people will see the damn dragon?” She arched an eyebrow at me.

      I shook my head. One rule of the brotherhood; always use cloaked flight. It was a skill we all possessed that had kept us from being found out for centuries. “No one will see us, I swear.”

      She studied me. “I live off Fifth and Jackson.”

      I shifted, feeling the tearing sensations as I grew. Every scale tore from my flesh and I gritted my teeth. The bullets had left bruises in my hide, but I was whole and mostly unharmed. I lowered my face to her, and she stared at me, then reached out with one hand like she was going to touch me.

      I pulled back, the instinct to protect my soft spots—my eyes and snout—taking over. She didn’t back down; instead she waited for me to be still, then crept closer, hand still outstretched. Her fingers trailed up my nose, then her whole hand flattened to my scales and her sweet, juicy sent filled my lungs.

      With a look of wonder, she stared at me, her lips parted. Her hands moved over my face, then toward my chest. I stayed put as she stroked my scales, then touched my claws.

      I jumped back and she stood there a moment, looking confused before turning back to me. Her eyes adjusted and I knew she’d been unable to track my fast motion. I lifted off and flew in the air over her head.

      She watched me, turning in a circle before I cloaked. “Where did you go?” Her soft voice prompted me to uncloak myself. “That’s why we won’t be seen, isn’t it?” A smile tugged the corners of her lips.

      I landed before her, shifted swiftly. “You say nothing of this.” I snorted and she stared at me, a confused look on her face as her eyebrows knitted together.

      “Of what?” She peered up at me, perplexed.

      “About me. No one would believe you anyway.”

      Her brows scrunched closer over a crease in her forehead. “Why would I betray you? You saved my life.”

      I hesitated. I hadn’t expected that response. She smelled like she told the truth and I wondered if our paths crossing meant something more. I wasn’t the type to believe in fate, but I’d been roped into this divide and conquer method by another member of the brotherhood. I’d been tailing those thugs looking for someone else. Instead, I’d found her. Saved her. And something about her gripped me and refused to let go.

      She didn’t deserve to die. I could smell the good rolling off her. The honesty, the kindness. I made a decision; I was going to save her. Without payment. No matter how much it pissed off my dragon brotherhood.

      I’d already lost everything once.

      I wasn’t going to lose this woman too.

      Not when I had the power to save her.
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      I rushed into my house. I only had about ten minutes before I had to rush out the door to my second job. While I didn’t doubt I could beg off work tonight, I couldn’t afford to do so.

      “Dad!” I shouted at him and heard him rumble back. “What the heck are you into now? It’s not gambling again, is it?” I peeled my sweater off and threw it over a chair before walking back toward where he’d settled on the ratty old couch before our old tube television that only got about four channels because I couldn’t afford cable; or even freaking Netflix. Every penny I made went to keeping our heads above water and there were no luxuries.

      I planted my hands on my hips and glared at him. For a forty-eight-year-old man, he looked awful. His heavy, hooked nose and sagging throat had that ruddy red look that screamed alcohol abuse. His eyes were red-rimmed and watery all the time, but not from emotion. He’d forever look sad and beaten down, even in the droop of his shoulders and the permanent downward curve of his lips.

      “What are you on about?” He waved a hand at the TV. “I’m trying to watch the news.”

      “I almost was the news, Dad!” My hands dropped to my sides. “Some thugs said you owe a lot of money you’re obviously not going to pay and said they were going to kill me!” I lowered my voice and glanced back toward Mom’s room. “And they said Mom’s next!”

      His face went white. Or whiter, I guess, around the red.

      “Kat?”

      I glanced at the doorway, stunned. My mother, looking so frail a good gust of wind could blow her away, stood there. Her almost skeletal hands gripped a blanket around her shoulders as she studied me.

      Please tell me she didn’t hear me.

      “Mom! How are you?” I hurried up to her and gave her a hug around her bony shoulders.

      “I heard you yelling.” Her shoulders shook.

      “I’m sorry, Mom. Let’s get you back to bed.” I could feel her trembling violently and I gently pressured her back toward her room, but she shrugged me off.

      “What do you mean men tried to kill you?” Her brown eyes, so like mine, scanned my face. I’d gotten my looks from my mother. I knew she’d been beautiful a lifetime ago, but now she looked like the walking dead. Her hair, perpetually stringy and greasy because of how hard it was to get her out of bed, much less in the shower, clung to her face. Her skin stretched tight over the bones of her face thanks to many days of refusal to eat. I’d taken more time than I’d like to admit over the last five years struggling to get her to eat a few bites of food. Even Dad would plead with her to eat. And she would… but only a few bites at a time.

      Some part of me knew she’d be better off in a hospital. But we couldn’t afford it and our state healthcare just didn’t cover extended treatment for mental health issues. So we made the best of things, but I knew it wasn’t good enough. What else could I do? I was already struggling to even get enough sleep with two jobs. I couldn’t take on a third. We didn’t live lavishly; we scraped, scrimped and saved.

      “Mom, you need to rest.” I tried to move her again, but she resisted.

      “I’ve been resting! I’ve rested my whole life away. I need to know who’s trying to hurt my baby!” Her claw-like hands gripped at my face and tears slipped down her cheeks.

      My piece of crap phone’s alarm went off and I quickly silenced it. Three minutes grace. Time to get ready and get out the door.

      Her eyes met mine. “You have to go again, don’t you?”

      I nodded.

      “Don’t go. Please don’t go.” She clung to me, her voice rising. “You can’t go! Don’t go!” Her voice rose to a wail and I shushed her gently, making a snap decision to ask for a family leave day. I’d beg to work my day off to make up for the hours.

      “I’ll call out, I’ll call out.” I tried to calm her down as I pulled out my prepaid phone that didn’t have internet or even a touch screen. I made the call quickly, aware my boss could still hear my mother melting down in the background.

      “Sorry to do this, but I need a personal day,” I said.

      “Family medical emergency?” My boss sounded sympathetic, at least.

      “Something like that.” I held my breath. I knew I wasn’t supposed to call out minutes before my shift. He could write me up for it or punish me by taking away my hours.

      “I’ll mark it as PTO. Take care.” He hung up and I stared at my phone, stunned. Paid time off? Things were looking up. Sure, I’d almost been murdered by some thugs, but I was getting a paid day off, my mom was out of bed and lucid, and I’d met a dragon that also happened to be a handsome man who’d saved my life.

      Warmth filled me and I hugged my mom. “Okay, I’m off. I’m here. Want me to draw you a bath?”

      She nodded, still clinging to me. I walked her down the hall toward the bathroom and turned on the water. I added some lavender Epsom salts to help keep her calm and set up the railing I’d installed to keep her from falling.

      Once the bath was half full, I helped her undress and get in. I knew better than to run her a full bath and I always kept the bathroom door open. Her depression rarely came with self-harm, but I wouldn’t chance losing her.

      She eased in, her eyes closing as she soaked in the warm water. I heard her sigh and her hand sought out mine on the railing. “Thank you, angel.”

      I blinked back sudden tears. “You’re welcome. I love you.”

      “I love you.”

      “I’ll be right back, Mom. Are you hungry?” I threw the last line in there even thought I knew she’d tell me no. It was my clever way of telling her that I wasn’t going far, nor would I be gone long. It would help keep her calm.

      She shook her head.

      I nodded and slipped out of the bathroom, on the warpath right back to Dad. Grabbing the TV plug, I yanked it out of the wall and glared at him. “You better get to talking.” I hissed the words at him, and he blinked.

      “About what?”

      Anger rose in me like a tide. “I’m tired of being the responsible adult in this house. I’m tired of cleaning up after you, tired of fixing your mistakes.” I planted my hands on my hips, fury pouring through me.

      “I’m your father, you don’t talk to me like that.”

      I shook my head. “You can’t even be bothered to clean up after yourself.” I nodded at the mess of dirty cups and dishes beside him. I’d been too tired to take care of it the last couple days and it showed. He didn’t do anything except sit in front of the TV and make messes he expected me to clean. “I work two jobs, take care of Mom, take care of you and now I have to dodge people trying to kill me because of some debt you owe!”

      He seemed stunned into silence, but I wasn’t done.

      “I work two jobs to support us! I cook, I clean, I help Mom. You sit here.” I waved a hand at his mess. “I’m sick of it! I’m sick of you.” The words ached, but I refused to cry in front of him. Instead, I walked down the hall to check on Mom.

      She still rested, head back, eyes closed. “Need something to drink?” I whispered, in case she’d fallen asleep.

      “Water would be lovely.” Her lips curved up at the corners and I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Without another word to my father, I walked through the house and got Mom a glass of water, saying a silent thank you to the universe that our water hadn’t been shut off. As I walked back through, I could feel his eyes on me.

      “Kat…”

      I ignored him, even though the begging tone of his voice clawed at my heart. It didn’t feel right. I loved my dad, despite all his flaws. Sure, he wasn’t a perfect human being, but who was?

      “Here, Mom.” I handed her the glass and sat down, studying the cracks along the line of the ceiling. The place was falling apart around us and there was nothing I could do about it. That helpless feeling permeated my being and I blinked back tears. They deserved better. They might not be perfect, but they deserved better.

      “You’re such a godsend.” My mother whispered the words and the tears escaped my eyes for real this time and slid down my cheeks.

      “I love you.” I whispered the words. There were never enough of these moments where she was lucid and talkative.

      “I love you too.” She finished the water and I took the cup. We sat in silence and my brain slipped back to the handsome dragon man. Maybe I’d hallucinated all of it. But I didn’t think so.

      “I know that look. You met someone.”

      My gaze jumped to my mother. Her head, still resting back on the edge of the tub, was turned toward me, a soft smile on her lips.

      “Maybe,” I said. But I knew better. I didn’t have time to have a relationship. Not that it mattered; why the heck would a dragon want anything to do with little old me?

      “He’d be crazy not to see how amazing you are.” Mom’s head rolled again, and she stared up at the ceiling. Her unexpected, kind words tore me up inside and I smiled through the pain.

      I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to them. I needed to figure out how to keep them safe. But without money, what could I really do? Go to the cops? They’d laugh at me. Or throw me in a mental hospital if I told them a gang of thugs wanted to kill me.

      Hopelessness crushed my chest and I struggled to breathe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          Stryker

        

      

    

    
      “You won’t be a rookie forever, brother.” Draco spoke with blind confidence in my abilities. But he didn’t know that I’d broken the rules. I’d tell him, at some point, but now was not the time.

      I peered around from my vantage point. This cell tower gave me a clear view to her home and every access point to it that someone could try to slip through. No one would get within four hundred yards without me seeing them first.

      “I didn’t find her.” I’d already told him things would have been easier if I had some way to track her scent. My sense of smell wasn’t the most keen, but I had a way of sniffing out important things. Without some baseline, though, some piece of her clothing, a brush, anything that her scent clung to, my sense of smell was nothing short of worthless.

      “Me, either. Where would I hide if I was a rich debutante?” He let out a frustrated sigh.

      The wind kicked up and tickled through my hair. My shirt and pants flattened to my body and flapped a bit around me as I swayed a little with the wind. If I fell from up here… I’d shift midair and land on my feet. Heights didn’t bother me. Never had.

      “Well, depends on how she thinks. Would she try to hide in plain sight? Or would she up and disappear off the face of the earth?” What I was really asking was if the beautiful, rich mark could handle not being in the limelight. Would she risk everything for those all-consuming likes and follows?

      His growl told me he had no more idea than I did. Since he’d taken me under his wing and handled my initiation, we’d worked shoulder to shoulder on this one. I knew firsthand that the file on this woman, Luna Lawless, was about as thin as a file could be.

      The ‘file’ was one sheet of paper. That sheet gave us her name, a photo, last known whereabouts, and the fact that she’d reported seeing a strange guy with a tattoo. The tattoo, described in great detail on the otherwise nearly empty sheet told us exactly who she’d seen.

      A couple turned, a few blocks from Kat’s house and I watched them. Hand in hand, they walked into a little house on the corner, closing the door behind them. I focused in on them and my nose picked up their activities. I doubted the people after Kat would indulge in a smoke before heading out after her.

      “Damn it. I don’t fucking know. So where have you been all day? Any leads? Anything?” Draco’s annoyance came through loud and clear over the phone. “And where are you now?”

      I stiffened. “I tailed the thugs once I found them.” I’d only found them a few moments before they’d decided to try to kill Kat. The slippery bastards had ways to slip out of any noose. They were just some fucks that owed some money and proved their worth were used as henchmen, so the turnover rate kept us on our feet. The guys that tried to kill Kat would not be the same ones that came to kill her later. “And I’m around.”

      “Are you being purposely vague?” His suspicion trickled into my ear and I growled a little.

      “None of your fucking business.” We might not be actual blood brothers, but the brotherhood were more like brothers than most families. Not like my brother and I were, though. Declan was my best friend from day one.

      “Don’t make me hunt you down.” Draco’s suspicion seemed to double.

      “Don’t make me tell you your name is shit.” We’d joked around about how on the nose his name was. But he’d come from old-school dragons that still bragged about their lineage. For most of us, just the dragon blood in our veins was prestigious enough, but his family was proud of their particular origins. I didn’t know enough of our actual history to make a judgment call if it was impressive or not.

      He snorted and the mood lightened. “Just check in regularly, okay?”

      It was the kind of thing I would have said to Declan. I swallowed hard and sat across one of the metal beams, eyes still trained on her place. “Yeah, whatever.” I could smell her inside the house still. She’d told me she had to be to work, but I assumed something kept her home after all. I didn’t think she’d been dishonest—I could smell and sense dishonesty—so something stopped her from working.

      But while the smell of distress clung to her, it wasn’t that life-threatening terror I’d experienced when they were about to pull the trigger on her. So I doubted she was in any pressing danger.

      “Bros before side hos.”

      “Fuck off.”

      He laughed and hung up. As much as I gave him shit, I really appreciated everything he’d done for me. When he’d found me, I’d been at my worst, ready to take up fucking cage fighting to work out the rage. I’d been willing to give myself away and get shredded alive for it. But he’d given me a purpose. A choice.

      And my life had been severely lacking choices or purpose.

      Guarding this woman struck me as a betrayal. He’d taught me the rules and my insubordination might reflect poorly on him. Our protection doesn’t come cheap. We’re the people called when a president’s daughter needs a bodyguard. When some rich actor goes missing and it needs to be kept on the down low. When some important witness finds themselves in government protection. We’re the crew that keeps the important people safe and the bad guys dead. Except for this group. They’d found a way to circumvent our strengths with rotating lackeys, removal crews that would strip every bit of evidence from a victim’s life, and more members than anyone knew. They were the number one source of providing bodies for sex trafficking and the rising number of ‘suicides’ our city had seen as of late.

      Because they don’t just kill people, generally. Usually they would make it look like their victims killed themselves. No investigation. No chance of being caught that way. The group that came after Kat were sloppy. They’d slipped up, made mistakes, and would have wound up with their guns to their temples by the end of the night if I hadn’t dispatched them.

      A truck turned up the road a couple blocks from Kat and I homed in on it. An old man, alone.

      We’d taken to calling the group Doubletap since they didn’t leave survivors. They tied up every loose end. They covered their tracks. The fuckers were masters and we had no idea how they got away with half the shit they did. They were nearly untraceable, and no one knew who was in charge. Hell, within their own ranks no one seemed to know who their direct higher-up even was.

      The brotherhood had brought in several members to be questioned, but there were no answers to be had beyond the rotating lackeys, people owing them debts, and how each individual was a tiny cog in a huge, intricate system. And the fuckers would find creative ways to off themselves before we could even really take a crack at them.

      The truck pulled into a house a block and a half away. The old man went inside, and I watched him go, my mind drifting back to Kat.

      She’d been beautiful in a non-traditional way. Her spirit blazed like fire and her sharp mind intrigued me. The thought of her reaching out and touching my face filled my mind. I’d never shifted before anyone other than my brothers. It’s an intimate thing, a private moment. We’re vulnerable between forms. Even having changed before my brothers was a rite of passage, proof of my blood. Even though they could all smell it on me, formality demanded we meet in dragon form as well as human form.

      I’d expected her to be scared. Nervous. I’d learned the hard way that fear makes people unpredictable. And unpredictable people are dangerous.

      But she’d merely been surprised. Curious, even.

      I shifted and found a new spot to perch on the tower. The cold metal didn’t bother me one bit as I watched a couple of kids circling her block on their bikes. Her neighbor came out and yelled at the kids, who flipped him off. The beaten-down neighborhood didn’t downplay her position and I wondered what had brought her life to this. She’d given me tiny clues; working two jobs, that her family was dependent on her working, but it sounded like she lived with both parents. So why weren’t her parents working?

      She was clearly of an age where most young people had moved out into their own places. Most people her age were building their own lives, meeting significant others, settling down, having children. All things she didn’t seem to be doing and I wondered why.

      Her angry neighbor slipped back into his place and the kids circled the block and left their bikes on their sides, tires spinning lazily, and ran inside. A dog chained up in someone’s back yard began to go crazy, barking and running back and forth as the kids raced out into the backyard right next to it and began to climb a tree.

      Kat was a puzzle, an enigma to be solved. Not that it was a damn bit of my business. But when things didn’t fit, they bothered me. She didn’t fit. Not with her need to work two jobs, living at home, being the sole provider—if I’d understood her—and her stubborn need to carry on like people hadn’t tried to kill her today.

      The stench of fear filled my nose and every muscle in my body tightened. I scanned the block two out from hers and tried to find it. There it was; the house on the furthest corner from her place. Shades suddenly closed and I knew something bad had just happened as the scent of fear dissipated. Hopefully they’d only knocked someone out. But I could smell multiple unwashed, sweating bodies with evil intent.

      I shifted and flew toward her house. Landing in her backyard, I shifted and casually walked around to the front. I strode up the steps and rapped on the door with my knuckles. The chipped gray paint dug into my skin and I stood, staring at the door.

      “One second!” Her voice called from the other side of the door. A moment later she pulled it open and jolted in place. Her spine snapped straight, her lovely chocolate eyes widened, and her full lips parted in shock. “You?”
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      “Stryker.” He offered his hand and I took it. “Kat, right?” he asked, a slight curve on the corners of his lips. I nodded. His amusement vanished as if he remembered why he’d shown up and he let go of my hand and his warm fingers wrapped around my wrist.

      Excitement surged through me at the contact. My heart slammed into my ribs like stormy ocean waves against the hull of a ship as he tugged me out on the front stoop. He quickly closed the door behind me as his eyes roamed the front of the house, like he could see through it to the people inside.

      “Everything okay?” I asked in a hushed tone.

      “Can your parents drive?”

      Okay, that was my new headliner for ‘what’s the weirdest question a stranger has asked you.’ Still, I had a feeling now was not the time to mess around.

      “Dad can. But Mom won’t leave the house.” Why was he asking me this? Were we all in danger? Of course we were.

      He placed both hand on my shoulders and ducked his head to look me dead in the eyes. “Okay, I need you to trust me.” I nodded, mute. I trusted him. Why would he kill me now after saving me earlier? What did he have to gain by killing me now?

      And if he really wanted to kill me, this was a strange way to go about it. Bad things happened to people in this neighborhood easily. If he busted in, tossed the place, killed all of us, the police would hardly even investigate. They’d assume some crack head broke in, either thinking it was his place and killed everyone, or that we were robbed for drugs or money to use for more drugs.

      “I trust you.”

      He nodded. “Good, good. Tell them they won something.”

      Before I could ask questions, he spun me around, opened the door and propelled me inside. I led him in to where my parents were. Dad was in his usual spot, but Mom had tucked herself into the seat I’d seen her holding me in my baby pictures.

      “Mom, Dad, we won something!” I stayed as upbeat as possible, trying to convince them, even though I hated lying to them. Still, I had a feeling it was better than telling them the truth. Bad guys were out to kill us thanks to Dad’s habits.

      Dad looked stunned and Mom’s wide, soulful eyes strayed over my shoulder to Stryker. Her words echoed in my mind; He’d be crazy not to see how amazing you are. Maybe she was right. After all, he was here, helping me, even though I didn’t have an extra penny to my name, and I couldn’t dream of paying him.

      “She’s right! You’ve won an all-expenses paid vacation to the Netherlands!” He stepped around me and offered a manila envelope.

      My dad stared at him. “We don’t have our passports.”

      But Stryker nodded, his wide, friendly grin never wavering. “Taken care of! Everything you need is in the envelope.”

      My mom shifted and took the envelope from Stryker’s outstretched hand. She opened it, her eyes widening. She glanced at Dad. “It’s all here.” Her voice rasped and she handed him a passport, then rifled through the other things in the envelope. “I need to pack,” she said suddenly.

      But Stryker shook his head. “Nope, you leave now.”

      Mom looked startled.

      “How do we get to the airport?” Dad asked him, a suspicious look in his eyes.

      At the same moment, Mom pulled a set of keys out of the envelope and held them up.

      Stryker nodded at the keys. “You drive.” He checked his watch. “Plane leaves soon. You better hurry.”

      Mom leaped to her feet. “Thank you,” she said to Stryker as my father followed, a bit slower, still glaring at Stryker like he didn’t trust him as far as he could throw him. Within three minutes they were out the door, searching for the car.

      “You planned all this,” I said, planting both hands on my hips. He didn’t answer. Instead, He grabbed my wrist and pulled me toward the back door. We slipped outside and he pushed me behind a tree. He tilted his chin up, looking toward a neighbor’s house.

      “Okay, move.” He urged me out and I just moved as I was told. Fear plagued me. What if my mother turned around and went back the house, thinking she’d forgotten something? What if stress made Dad wreck? Heck, what if he was so rusty at driving he crashed into someone else?

      I moved when Stryker told me to. Then he shifted in an open area and scooped me up. A moment later, we were airborne, and I clung to him, my eyes squeezed tightly closed. Heights didn’t bother me all that much, but with this much fear and adrenaline in my blood, I needed to calm down.

      When we landed, we were in front of a little cabin in the woods. I stayed close to him as he walked right up and opened the door. With every inhale I became certain there was water nearby and the thick scent of pine and cedar filled the air.

      I followed him inside the cabin and that pine scent intensified.

      “You’ll be safe here,” he said, turning to face me.

      “Are you leaving?” Something in the way he’d said it told me I’d be here alone, and tears filled my eyes. The stress hit me like a thousand angry bees buzzing and stinging and my throat closed up.

      “Not at the moment.” He walked into the kitchen and I followed. “It’s a fully stocked safe house.” He pulled open the freezer and I saw a ton of food. “There’s also a standing freezer in the garage with a ton more food and ice cream.”

      It had been so long since I had simple pleasures like ice cream and a choice of food.

      He led me into the living room. “Help yourself to anything you like. There’s cable, internet, anything you need.” He gestured to the enormous, flat screened TV. “There are laptops in every room, gaming systems, TVs, anything you could want inside. Outside you’re welcome to kayak, take out a rowboat, bike the roads, or take an ATV for a spin. Think of it as vacation, not solitary confinement.”

      “I can’t afford this.” I stared around the lovely place, loving everything I could see from the honey-colored pine logs the place was built from to the towering ceilings, the stained glass depiction of an elk by a lake surrounded by birch trees, to the full kitchen that resembled the kind of vacation home I’d only dreamed of before.

      His eyes locked on me. “I need you to focus on being safe.”

      I nodded, staring at him.

      “Your parents will be safe. They have an open line of credit to do whatever they need.”

      I snorted. “I wouldn’t have given Dad that.” I wanted to sit down, but I felt dirty and gross and didn’t want to mess the beautiful place up. So I stayed standing.

      He lifted his phone. “I can monitor and deny certain purchases. They will be met at the airport by a group of medical professionals to take care of your mom
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