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        He always encouraged me to write my stories. I wish he had lived to see me published.
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      Oh crap, another dog. Laren ran as fast as his four paws could manage. His damn fur kept getting caught on the bushes and brambles. He flew up the path, but the dog was gaining on him. A large bull pine appeared off to the right, and he made for it, the dog close on his heels. He leapt just as the animal snapped its jaws. The nearest branch hung ten feet off the ground. Laren scampered up the bark to the branch and collapsed on it. The dog kept jumping and howling.

      Laren took several deep breaths and leaned over the side to watch the dumb beast. If he could have independently moved his fingers, he would have flipped the stupid mutt the bird, but, alas, he wouldn’t have fingers and an opposing thumb until sunrise, and that was still about thirty minutes away. Speaking of birds… His stomach growled.

      It took about ten minutes, but the dog finally gave up and wandered off. Laren lifted his leg and examined his fur. All those miserable bits of burrs, twigs, and assorted seeds clung to the long hairs of his coat. He’d gotten used to the curse that Mirack from House Mordarian had placed on him all those years ago. But did the man have to turn him into a long-haired cat?

      The tree didn’t offer much of a vantage point, in spite of its height, because the forest was too thick. For three nights now, Laren had scoured the woods looking for the portal, the crack in the barrier between this world and his home. He knew it was here somewhere. If he could only hang onto a large supply of energy for a decent length of time, he’d be able to use magic to locate it. The curse didn’t allow him to hold any energy during the change. So without magic, he had no other choice than to physically search for the thing.

      He glanced up at the sky. Already, the darkness had receded as the sun prepared to appear. It was time to go to the place where he’d hidden his backpack before the sun broke through the horizon or he’d find himself walking naked in these woods.

      He carefully scanned the ground. No sign of any predators, but over the years he’d learned to be cautious. The change made him vulnerable both before and after. Laren used his sharp claws to back down the tree; however, they worked much better climbing up than going down. He had to dig deep into the bark to keep from falling. Sometimes, this whole curse thing was so humiliating.

      When he finally made it to the ground, he ran back along the path as fast as he could. The sky above him grew lighter, and his stomach cramped as the change approached. The pain forced him to slow down. A sharp jab ran down his spine. He lurched in midstride, and he tumbled into a wild rosebush. The long thorns pierced his skin as still another stabbing pain shot through his chest.

      There wasn’t much time left; he’d never make it to his backpack. A few yards in front of him stood a thicket of small birch trees and bushes. If he could reach it, the leaves would hide him from view while the change took place. He rolled over and pulled away from the rosebush, leaving clumps of fur stuck to its thorns. He kept moving forward, each step causing more pain. Reaching the safety of the hiding place was paramount; he had only seconds left. Crouching on his hind legs, he forced his sore muscles to propel him forward into one gigantic leap.

      Excruciating pain ripped through his body, and he fell into the thicket, landing hard on his side. The convulsions started immediately. He concentrated all his efforts on not screaming and alerting anyone to his presence. Five minutes later, a man lay panting on the ground where the cat had been.

      Laren rolled over on his back and stared at the morning sky. It took a few more minutes for his sense of hearing to return. When it did, he heard footsteps crunching along the path. He froze. The thicket would hide him if the hiker wasn’t very curious, but the way his luck was running lately, it was a toss-up whether he’d go unnoticed or be arrested for indecent exposure.

      The footsteps came closer. It had to be a woman, judging from the light footfalls and short stride. He frowned. What was a woman doing wandering through the woods at this early hour? A moment later, panic hit him. What if she was the owner of the dog that had chased him? She’d search every tree clump for the animal and, worse yet, the beast could come back. He’d be discovered for sure if that happened.

      The footsteps stopped a few feet from his head. Laren held his breath and listened. No screaming. That was good. The sound of paper rattling floated through the leaves. He puzzled over it. That noise was definitely out of place.

      “Crap. I can’t make sense of this stupid map. How far am I from the border of this property?”

      In spite of her frustration, the woman had a pleasant, musical voice. Laren wanted to move so he could peek at her through the foliage, but he didn’t dare. Being found in his condition by a woman would be catastrophic. There was no good way to explain to anyone why he was lying on his back in a clump of bushes, stark naked and covered with scratch marks. And in his case, telling the truth about it would be even worse.

      The paper rattled again, and the footsteps started up. Laren’s muscles were cramping from holding still so long. He slowly let out his breath and listened. The thud of shoes on hard dirt sounded far enough away that he could risk moving and catching a glimpse of her. Slowly, he pulled himself up in a sitting position and peered through the leaves. His eyes were rewarded with a heavenly sight, a pair of shapely legs in short cutoffs walking on the path. He shifted slightly for a better view of her perfectly shaped derriere. He smiled. Swinging hips and round, bouncing cheeks were his favorite part of a woman’s anatomy. Many men liked full breasts, others shapely legs, but he preferred a round, tight tush.

      Her presence aroused more than his curiosity, and his body responded to this early morning beauty, lost and wandering through the woods. He closed his eyes. If she spotted him now, he’d really be in trouble.

      As she moved farther away, more of her captivating features came into view. Long, wavy, strawberry-blond hair tumbled down to her slim waist. She was a petite thing and not more than five feet three inches in height.

      She stopped again and unfolded the map. Her midriff was bare because her shirt had been pulled up and tied in the front. The sleeves were rolled up, revealing toned arms that matched her shapely legs. He wanted her to turn around so he could see her face.

      He wished, and not with more reason, that he had his powers back. With magic, it would have been easy to make her turn. A simple spell would create a noise that would arouse her curiosity, and she would look toward the source. But with the curse draining his energy every time he made the change, he had difficulty holding onto his powers long enough to work much magic with them. The curse also limited his ability to replenish the energy he’d lost.

      It was only in human form that he could draw what he needed from living things. This draw formed the core of all Tovenaar magic, and the source of Tovenaar power was a closely guarded secret. Lord Aríjan, the vampire leader of House Tenshire, knew its source because he had married into a Tovenaar house, but to Laren’s knowledge, none of the other species knew the secret.

      Laren clenched his fists and stared at the woman. This was the part of the curse he hated the most, being powerless and as weak as a human until he could protect himself from his enemies. His people were at the top of the world’s power structure. He was the crown prince of his house; now he was reduced to hiding or depending on protection from others. He hated with every bone in his body the Tovenaar who had done this to him. Lord Aríjan had said the curse could be broken by another Tovenaar if they possessed sufficient power. That hope had brought Laren out here looking for the portal.

      There were currently only two Tovenaars on this side of the veil, himself and the bastard son of the man who had cursed him. There wasn’t a chance in hell that Andros of House Mordarian would lift this curse. Laren doubted the man had the power or skill, even if he could be persuaded. Andros’s father, Lord Mirack, was a far more gifted sorcerer than his sniveling offspring.

      How odd that Andros was the core reason for the war brewing among the members of the community. Laren feared they would not be able to contain the war and the existence of the hidden community would be exposed to the humans. That made locating and guarding the portal a high priority. The prophecy said another Tovenaar would come to this side. Laren prayed that whoever it was would be able to lift his curse and do it soon.

      The woman was still consulting her map. She gave a loud sigh, reached into her pocket, and pulled out a small device. Laren couldn’t tell what she was doing, but whatever the instrument told her seemed to please her, and she laughed. She lowered the device and turned in his direction.

      He drew in his breath. She had the face of an angel, pale and smooth skin perfectly framed by her strawberry hair. But that was not what caused Laren to stare. It was her eyes. Barely visible as she glanced back down the path but captivating. Deep, dark blue, so dark, in fact, they were almost purple.

      She could easily have passed for one of the fae or perhaps an elf, but her use of the electronic device proved she was human. Magic and electronic things did not go well together. Laren wasn’t sure why. Something about the electromagnetic field put out by magic and the energy its users held caused human electronic gadgets like cell phones to malfunction. That was one of the reasons most of the magic-wielding community traveled with either a shifter or a vampire. The latter species could utilize cell phones and maintain instant communications with the group if an emergency arose.

      Laren wished he had a cell phone or a companion with him. Lying on the ground, waiting for a strange woman to leave was another blow to his already wounded pride.

      The device in the woman’s hand rang, and she answered it. “Hello. Yes, Mr. Miller, I’m on the property now. Well, I told you I’d be here as soon as it was light. No, I have not decided yet if I will sell it.” The woman walked up the path.

      Laren let out the breath he was holding. Just a few more yards and the path would turn and disappear from sight. If she walked little farther, he could leave his hiding place and head for his backpack. Once he was dressed, he could hike to the road where someone from House Tenshire would be waiting for him. He continued listening to her conversation.

      “Mr. Miller, I don’t care how much your client wants the property or what he plans to do with it. I will not be pressured into selling.” She stopped near a fallen tree that lay alongside the path.

      She stepped off the path and moved to the log. She probably wanted to sit down. Her cell phone gave a terrible squeal, and she dropped it on the ground. Laren jumped to his feet. The woman covered her ears with her hands and screamed, clearly in pain.

      Laren stepped forward and stood behind a tree, incredulous at what had just happened. The woman had found it. With her silly little cell phone, she’d managed to find what he’d spent three nights looking for: the portal, the weak spot in the wall between his home world and this one. He wanted to dance with joy.

      The woman didn’t realize it yet, but her entire life was about to change. Her land had just become the most important piece of real estate in the upcoming war. And, by default, this intriguing woman with her dark blue eyes had just become the most important human in Laren’s life.
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      The woman glanced up the path and down. Laren knew she was trying to decide which way to go because her cell phone had died. He breathed a sigh of relief when she finally headed up the path, disappearing in the trees. He waited a few more minutes to make sure she wouldn’t suddenly change her mind and head back in his direction, and then he ran.

      He was only a few minutes from the place where he’d hidden the backpack when he stepped on a piece of sharp rock partially buried in the path. It broke the skin, and he started to bleed. He panicked. The woman could come this way at any time, but he couldn’t move until he had at least temporarily bandaged his foot. He could not risk leaving a blood trail. He grabbed some leaves from a bush within arm’s reach and tied them in place with a piece of a vine plant, then limped the rest of the way to his backpack.

      From the sound of the woman’s phone call, someone else was very interested in this property. If the caller represented one of the other vampire houses, it was only a matter of time before the enemy would be out here looking for the portal. Any shifter or vampire who stumbled across the blood trail could easily follow it. Worse yet, it would lead them directly to the prize.

      He slipped into his clothes and drank one of the bottles of water he’d brought with him. It took a few more minutes to use his portable medical kit to clean and wrap his foot before putting on his socks and shoes. He carefully placed the soiled leaves, cleaning cloths, and empty bottle into a plastic bag. When dealing with community members and their special abilities, the safest thing to do was to pack out any evidence that he’d been here.

      Laren looked up to check the position of the sun. The morning was wearing on, and he needed to get back to House Tenshire’s compound and report to Lord Aríjan. He shouldered his backpack and stepped out onto the path. Laren had taken exactly two steps when a twig snapped, drawing his attention to the trail the behind him. The strawberry blond was moving down the path at a fast clip. She saw him and froze. Her eyes widened in surprise and then narrowed in suspicion.

      “What are you doing on my property?” She placed her hands on her hips.

      Laren wanted to laugh. This tiny woman stood fearless in front of him. If she knew who he was and what his presence on her property really meant, she would have turned and fled. He kept his face neutral, so he wouldn’t spook her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize this was private property.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “What are you doing out here this early?”

      Laren had his cover story in place. “Bird-watching.” He pulled a worn copy of a field guide for birds from the pocket of his trail pants. “There are certain species I can see only early in the morning. I’m sorry if my presence bothers you. I didn’t realize I was trespassing. I’ll leave now.”

      He took a last look at this fascinating woman with her deep blue eyes, turned, and walked away.

      “Wait,” she said. “What’s your name, and how often have you been here?”

      He stopped and faced her again. “My name is Laren.” He hesitated for a moment. There was no way he could give her his real last name, Balantar. He glanced around and noticed a dead tree a few feet from the edge of the path. “Laren Brown, and I’ve been here in this area twice before. I tried to come out several more times, but it didn’t work out. I don’t always have time to indulge in my hobby.”

      She frowned and looked him up and down. Laren held still, wondering if his cover story would convince her. The intensity of her deep blue eyes scanning him from head to toe caused his blood to warm and gather in one particular part of his anatomy. He wanted to walk up to her and kiss her tempting lips, but he stayed rooted to the spot.

      “Do you have a cell phone?” she asked.

      He laughed. If only she knew. “No. I don’t own a cell phone.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “How can you not own a cell phone? Everybody has a cell phone.”

      He grinned. “Technology and I don’t get along.” He glanced up at the sky. “Do you know what time it is?”

      She smirked. “You don’t own a watch, either?”

      He chuckled. “I tend to break them.”

      She looked down her nose at him. “You don’t get along with technology, and you break watches. What do you do for a living, blacksmithing?”

      “Close— I’m a wood wright.” He relaxed his stance.

      She frowned. “What’s a wood wright?”

      He grinned, glad to be on more familiar ground than bird-watching. “It means I work with wood the old-fashioned way, using a treadle-powered lathe and hammer and chisels instead of power tools. I make dining room furniture. You know, tables, chairs, and barstools.”

      The sun rose a little higher, causing her to lift her hand to cover her eyes. Laren stared at her long, wavy hair. It shone like red gold. He wondered if her fiery hair was any indication of her passion.

      “Is there much of a market for handmade furniture?” She moved so the sun was at her back and she could protect her eyes. Laren was treated to a stunning view of her tempting profile: full breasts, a flat stomach, well-shaped legs, and the perfectly round derriere.

      Under other circumstances, he might have tried to flirt with her but not now. Not while he was under a curse and a war was coming. The sun climbed higher, reminding him he needed to get back to the compound to let them know what he’d found.

      “Everything I make is spoken for.” He tried not to smile. He and Prince Thaylon of the Water fae had learned how to work with wood on one of his many visits to the water fae encampment near Lake Tahoe. Because both men used magic, they had to come up with hobbies that didn’t require the use of electricity. Woodworking was one of them, and each man acquired a taste and a talent for it.

      Now, with many of the members of House Tenshire seeking the security of the compound, building living quarters for all the new people was nearly a full-time job. Of course, each home they built also required furniture. Sometimes, he wondered what Andros Mordarian would say if he could see his fellow Tovenaar sanding a table leg. No doubt, Andros would be horrified at the sight of one of the elite engaging in manual labor.

      “You must be very good at it then.” She tilted her head to one side like he was a strange animal she couldn’t quite place.

      He gave her his best smile. “It keeps me busy.”

      She smiled and nodded at him, obviously coming to some sort of conclusion. “Well, Laren, I suppose it’s okay if you want to come back here and bird-watch as long as you don’t cause any damage or leave any trash around.”

      “Why, thank you, Miss… I’m sorry. I don’t know your name.” Somehow, he had gained her trust, and now he’d get her name. He wanted that for several reasons.

      She turned to face him and held her hand to her forehead again to ward off the sun. “My name is Juliet. Juliet Cooper.”

      Juliet. He almost laughed; the perfect name for such a beautiful woman. “It’s nice to meet you, Juliet. Have you owned this property long?” He might as well get as much information as he could before he left.

      Her expression changed so quickly; he knew he’d touched a tender spot. She bit her lip. “No. I inherited it a month ago.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause you pain.” He watched her closely. Judging by her reaction, the former owner must have been someone she truly cared for.

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I need to get back to my car. Do you mind if I walk with you to the road?”

      He gestured toward the trail, encouraging her to go before him. “Not at all, and I truly am sorry for your loss.”

      She looked at him and nodded. Then, to his surprise, she opened the map. “I’m not very good at reading these things. Do you know where we are, according to this map?”

      Laren walked up and stood beside her. He wasn’t an overly tall man. He stood six foot one, but Juliet came up only to his shoulder. He took a deep breath. She smelled sweet. The scent reminded him of lilacs. The woman appealed to him on so many levels. Maybe he should ask her if she liked cats.

      Laren turned his attention back to the map, reaching out and grabbing the edges.

      “Come. Let’s set this down over there.” He took the map from her and walked a few steps off the trail to a fallen tree. He stretched the map out on the horizontal trunk and examined it. It was similar to the one he’d studied at the compound before venturing out.

      Laren pointed to a spot. “We are about right here, and the road is over there.”

      She stepped forward and leaned in close to him, examining carefully the places he’d pointed out. “The deed said the property totals forty acres. I know it starts here near the road, and it’s rectangle-shaped. I’m trying to figure out the boundaries, and if there is anything on it besides trees and bushes.”

      It took Laren a moment to respond. Her close proximity and sweet smell were a bit distracting. “My best guess is that the property sits between these points.” He moved his finger around the map. “If you’d like some help exploring it, I can come back another time and walk around with you.”

      She nodded her head like she was thinking about his offer. At least she didn’t reject it outright. In any case, he’d be back here tonight in cat form and accompanied by vampires and shifters. He checked the sky again. “I need to head back now. Do you still want to walk with me, or do you want to stay?”

      She looked up at him, meeting his eyes and tilting her head. Laren got the feeling she was evaluating him again. “Where do you live?” she asked.

      He pointed in the direction of the compound. “Hayden Lake.”

      “I hear that’s a nice area. I haven’t had a chance to see it yet, but I plan to soon.” She folded the map. “Lead the way, and I’ll follow you.”

      They wandered down the path in silence until they reached the road. Her car stood close to the head of the trail. She looked around. “Where is your car?”

      “I have a friend picking me up. He should be here shortly. It was nice meeting you, Juliet.”

      “It was nice meeting you, too.” She bit her lip. “I plan to walk the property again tomorrow. Can you come?”

      “What time?”

      “Ten o’clock. We can meet right here.” She pointed to the trailhead.

      “I can do that.”

      “Good.” She smiled at him. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Laren.” She walked over to her car and got in.

      Laren watched her go. She was a beautiful woman, and somehow he’d won her trust. It pained him to know he’d be breaking it soon. He checked the sky again. Someone should be here soon to check up on him. After he’d given his report, he’d eat, shower, and get a few hours of sleep. After nightfall, he and other members of House Tenshire would explore the area and secure the site. With any luck, she’d never know the truth about him or the others. His world was not a safe place for humans.
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      Laren glanced around to make sure he had no witnesses. He slipped back into the forest and examined some of the larger trees. Any minute now, someone from the compound would be here to pick him up, but he had to take the risk. The change drained his energy every time. In cat form, he couldn’t replenish it, but as a man, well, it was now or never.

      He found a good, strong bull pine, placed his palms on its bark, and concentrated on the life force running through it. Starved of energy, his body drained the tree in seconds. Where a healthy tree had stood only a dead husk now remained. He walked a little deeper into the forest and repeated the process. In a matter of ten minutes, he’d killed six trees. They didn’t hold much energy, but at least he could use limited magic now and protect himself. If he could have caught a few small mammals or some birds, he would have been better off. The larger and more intelligent the victim, the greater the energy source.

      This was the secret of the Tovenaars, a secret they guarded with their lives. No one who was outside of the five Tovenaar Houses in this world or on the other side of the veil was allowed to know the source. Though they never drank blood, what they fed on was more insidious. In truth, they were the real vampires of the worlds, draining and killing everything they used for energy.

      Laren healed the wound in his foot. He stomped it on the ground a few times and wiggled his toes. Time to head back to the road and wait for his ride. He flexed his fingers. He’d have enough energy to help Karl, the human alchemist, with a few of his potions and recharge Aríjan’s necklace. Crumbs. That’s all these were. Crumbs of power but never a meal.

      Each day since Mirack of House Mordarian had placed the curse on him, he’d felt a dull ache in his very cells. His body was used to holding large amounts of energy, and he’d literally been starving for years. Now that he’d found the gate, he would be more likely to get the curse broken, go home, and destroy the man who had done this to him.

      He ran down the path to the road and arrived moments before a silver SUV came around the corner. It stopped in front of him, and the passenger window rolled down.

      Karl leaned out. “Hey, man. We expected to find you hiking on the road and halfway to the city by now. What happened?”

      Laren grinned at the human. “I found it.”

      Karl’s eyes went wide. “Seriously? That’s awesome. Lord Aríjan is gonna want us to wake him up for this. Hop in. We need to get moving.”

      Laren climbed into the back seat. A large man sat behind the
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