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      “At least I made it to one of my parents’ funerals,” I joked, cringing at the crassness of my statement but too numb to care enough to blush. Forcing my sob into a cackle, I raised my hand and eyed the glass. It was definitely half empty.

      I wasn’t an alcoholic. Shifters can’t develop addictions to human drugs, at least not chemically. Or so I’d been told.

      But what about emotionally?

      Shrugging, I swallowed a mouthful of the liquor, not even tasting it. It burned my throat going down.

      My uncle said nothing, as if he hadn’t heard me. He probably didn’t want to encourage my mood. Instead, he stared out the window at the view of Nairobi, inhaled on his cigarette and twitched his wings. He preferred flying to battling city traffic.

      I gazed longingly at his wings, wishing I had a pair. Then again, at that moment, a day after returning to Nairobi and mere hours after witnessing my mother’s coffin descend into the bowels of the earth, I had a wish list as long as my arm, and then some.

      “You know, those cancer sticks will kill you,” I added, swishing the amber liquid in my glass and hoping he had another bottle hidden somewhere. With my metabolism, I required a lot more than one glass to dull the ache. Already, I could feel the warmth of the alcohol dissipate.

      Uncle Tiberius huffed an unamused laugh and tapped ash onto the windowsill. “I’m a Demon, Emma.”

      He lowered his head, dark hair flowing across his forehead, his caramel skin swarthy in the shadows of twilight. Glancing sideways, he studied me with those calm eyes. Mother had described her brother’s eye color as the warm brown of a perfect cup of tea and just as delicious.

      Mother…

      “Well, good for you, but have you ever heard of secondhand smoke?” I demanded, determined to argue. Arguing was better than feeling any day of the week and twice on Sunday.

      It was Sunday, wasn’t it?

      His large bat wings fluttered and vanished as he completed his shift from the giant bat form of a Popobawa to his human form. Of course, he wasn’t human; none of us really were.

      “Have you ever heard of liver disease?” he countered, frowning at my glass which was now three-quarters empty.

      I tilted my hand, judging the level of liquid by the weight; there was little remaining. How had that happened? I couldn’t remember drinking it. Shrugging, I downed the rest in a single gulp and gasped, “It’s just one drink.”

      “Emma Knight Timmons.” My name came out as a sigh.

      “Tiberius Elkhart,” I said, mocking his weary tone and rolling my eyes.

      “You may be a witch like your mother, but you’re not immortal.”

      “Thank the gods for small mercies,” I muttered. Setting my glass down with a sharp clink, I turned away from my uncle to study the apartment.

      It was ridiculously bohemian for him, dominated by earthy colors, natural fibers and gnarled, unpolished wood furniture. Dream catchers with crystals woven into their webs fluttered in the light breeze and cast little rainbows. It was all due to Rain’s spirited influence, but I couldn’t fault her style. Everything was energetic, spontaneous and mildly chaotic, just like his second wife.

      “Why did she die so young?" I grumbled, even though I already knew the answer.

      Tiberius gave me a compassionate look, the kind that melts hearts and soothes babies. "She chose to match her rate of aging with your father's. Despite his powers, he was mostly human with only a slightly higher-than-average life span. She couldn't bear the thought of living centuries after he died."

      I couldn’t imagine what kind of love a woman had to possess to make that choice, to willingly shorten her life so she would die soon after her husband.

      “What about me?" I whined, knowing how selfish I sounded but saying it anyway.

      "She knew you'd manage,” Tiberius murmured although he didn't sound too convinced himself.

      "But I'm not managing, am I?" When he didn't answer, I peered longingly at the empty glass. "And what about you? Why didn't you slow down your aging to match Aunt Lilly’s?”

      He grimaced, creating crevices across his forehead and around his eyes. “Unfortunately, Demons don't have that option."

      I averted my gaze from his pain, wondering why I picked at this scab—painful for all of us—especially when I already knew the answers.

      “Do you ever think about Aunt Lilly?” I asked, not thinking it through.

      The tea-color eyes dimmed noticeably into something approaching the color of strong coffee. “Yes, Emma. I think of her every day.” Those delicious eyes narrowed. “And you? Do you ever think of your family here, when you’re over there, in that place?”

      His lips puckered as if tasting something sour. Knowing him and his passion for his mother’s native land, I could imagine what he was thinking: Why would I leave Kenya and move to London with its crowds, noise, rain and gray skies? But England was home now, lousy weather be damned.

      I opened my mouth; nothing came out. I squared my shoulders. “Yes, I do. Just because I don’t live here doesn’t mean I don’t have memories. Nairobi’s great, but I love London.”

      That wasn’t quite true, but I didn’t have the energy to dive into details with him. Not today. Probably not ever.

      I slid my hands into the front pockets of my black pants. “And it’s safer.”

      And I like feeling safe.

      I didn’t tell him that, either.

      “Safer, perhaps.” Tiberius stubbed out his cigarette in a seashell ashtray. “Yet you gave up your healing arts. There aren’t many Healers who can manipulate energy, and you’re so gifted at it.”

      Clenching my jaw, I turned away from those deep eyes. I’d always felt they saw more than they should, more than I wanted them to. This time, I didn’t want them to see anything at all. I came to Nairobi to bury my mother, not to dig up wretched memories. Then again, I had started it by asking about Aunt Lilly.

      With a sigh, I turned to face him. “I’m sorry I said that about Aunt Lilly.”

      My uncle just nodded. I wasn’t forgiven, merely understood.

      Come to Nairobi, bury Mother, catch the next plane out.

      The words formed in my head as if summoned. And they rang true. There was only one reason I was still standing in my uncle’s home drinking whisky I couldn’t taste instead of running for the airport. We had an appointment with Mother’s lawyer. I would follow through on the third objective as soon as the lawyer left.

      I sighed and did something I hadn’t done in years. My eyes averted, I drifted over to Uncle Tiberius and wrapped my arms around him.

      “Emma,” was all he said as he held me.

      “Uncle Tiberius,” I replied as I buried my face against his chest, breathing in his warm strength.

      A soft knock sounded at the front door. Uncle Tiberius drew back and studied my face.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “No.” I pushed back a stray coil of hair from my face. “But I guess it doesn’t matter.”

      I turned away and stared into the mirror above the fireplace. There was so much of my mother in that reflection: her long, straight, auburn hair, her slim build and pale skin. My habitually black outfits merely emphasized my lack of natural color. Only the eyes were different, deeper and wilder, hazel with a glint of green.

      Pirouetting slowly to face the door, I studied the lawyer as he walked briskly across the room. Although not particularly tall—the top of his head barely reached Uncle Tiberius’ shoulder—he exuded charisma as most Vampires did.

      Owino glided past the windows. While all but a few Vampires could tolerate the sun, the African versions relished it. As an Obayifo—a breed of Vampire Sorcerer—Owino possessed an even stronger affinity with light and heat. When so inclined, he traveled as a luminous ball that no door or window could keep out. As a child, I’d begged him to give me a ride. He’d always declined.

      Despite the heat of the day, he wore a business suit, a black vest over a white shirt, and a black tie. I’d always appreciated how he took the time to care about his appearance, down to his neatly trimmed Van Dyke beard and mustache. When I shook the proffered hand, I almost grinned; his skin was soft, the fingers manicured.

      Uncle Tiberius directed him toward a small table by the windows while beckoning me over with the other hand. Squirming, I sat across from the lawyer, next to my uncle.

      “Welcome home, Miss Timmons,” the Obayifo murmured as he pulled a mercifully small sheaf of papers from his briefcase. “And my condolences.”

      Uncle Tiberius nodded. I remained frozen, silent, glancing at a clock on the wall behind Owino. Its soft ticking kept time with my heart. How many times would the minute hand complete its circle before the meeting was over, and I could leave this nightmare?

      Owino cleared his throat and folded his manicured hands on the table. “Apart from generous funds already provided to Tiberius and his daughter Grace Elkhart, Mrs. Beatrice Knight Timmons left her entire estate to her one surviving child. You, Emma Timmons, are her sole beneficiary and heir.”

      Tick tock. Tick…

      “Emma?” Tiberius’ voice was low as he placed a warm hand over my cold ones.

      My heart sped up. My lips dried out. “Her estate?” I whispered.

      Nodding, Owino shuffled some papers. “Yes. These holdings include the premise known as the Hardinge Estate with its attendant lands and buildings, and The Cozy Tea Shoppe in Nairobi’s central business district.”

      Tick tock. Tick tock.

      “It was her hope that her shop remain open for business with you, Miss Timmons, as the proprietress,” the lawyer droned on.

      When I said nothing, Owino gave a discreet cough and exchanged glances with Uncle Tiberius. “Should you decide to sell the Hardinge Estate, I know a few reputable real estate firms.”

      I had stopped making sense of his words shortly after he said, “proprietress.” My newly formed plan—Come to Nairobi, bury Mother, catch the next plane out—was in serious jeopardy.

      Run a tea shop? Me? Live on the Hardinge Estate, my childhood home? Me? I shook my head. He’d been paraphrasing. Perhaps if I read the will in its entirety, I’d find the loophole or caveat or whatever it took to extract me from this mess.

      Something jingled.

      Owino’s manicured hands held out a pen and a set of keys.

      “Miss Timmons, I need you to sign this document.” Owino enunciated each word. “It merely states you have been made aware of your mother’s final wishes and have received the keys to her estate as well as the associated title deeds. You’ll need to keep those deeds in a safe place.”

      I stuck my hands in my pockets where they’d be safe from pens and keys. All the while, I stared at the clock, shaking my head.

      “Emma.” Uncle Tiberius gripped my forearm, his hand gentle but firm. “Do as Owino asks, and it will be over.”

      Over? I thought. My life will be over.

      Reluctantly, I removed my hands from my pockets and grabbed up the document, scanning it quickly.

      “I can sell the properties, then?” I demanded, just in case I was missing something.

      Tilting his head slightly as if to view me from another angle, Owino nodded, holding the pen a bit farther out from his body. I gave him my best distrustful look and scribbled my name on the line. He tried to hand me the keys; instead, I dropped the pen on the tabletop and thrust my hands back into my pockets.

      “The deeds,” he said and pushed a folder across the table. Opening it, he tapped on a piece of thick cloth stapled inside; a second one was just visible underneath.

      “Really?” I breathed out, bending over the table to stroke the rough edge of the stiff cloth with a finger. “That’s what they use for legal documents?”

      Owino chuckled. “It’s an old estate. As you can see, the text indicates the Crown as the initial owner, followed by the estate trust your mother set up, of which you are a member and now the principle trustee.”

      With great care, he closed the binder and pushed it toward me. “This is a valuable item, Miss Timmons. Whoever has it essentially owns both properties. Keep it safe.”

      A roaring filled my ears, and I struggled to breathe. Picking up the binder with one hand and the keys with the other, I stood and lifted my chin, forcing myself to meet Owino’s concerned gaze.

      “Put the estate and the shop on the market,” I said, my voice choking.

      Owino and Uncle Tiberius exchanged a look as if unsure how to handle me. Still seated, Uncle Tiberius steepled his hands under his chin and gazed upward, perhaps seeking divine intervention. “Emma, why not take a few days to think about what you want to do next? There’s no need to make any hasty decisions.”

      “I want to sell it,” I argued, speaking over my uncle’s head to Owino.

      “As you wish,” Owino murmured. “In fact, I have a client who is most eager to purchase a sizable plot for her expanding family. It’s not easy finding such a beautiful property in Nairobi anymore. All the subdividing has chopped up anything bigger than half an acre.” He shook his head and clucked his tongue disapprovingly.

      I spun on my heel and plodded to the windows at the other end of the room.

      Behind me, Owino and Uncle Tiberius held a muted conversation. Two sets of shoes clicked across the floor as Uncle Tiberius walked the lawyer out. A door closed.

      “Emma, why not take a few days?” Uncle Tiberius asked again as he strolled toward me.

      He was being reasonable. I wasn’t in the mood for reasonable. As if his words released me from a spell, I whirled around and dashed from the room. He called out to me but I didn’t stop. I had to get away.

      While I wanted nothing more than to head to the airport and catch the next flight out, that wasn’t going to happen now. So I did the next best thing.

      I traveled to where the wild things live.
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      Uncle Tiberius lived in an upscale apartment building on the edge of Arboretum Park. The park was a miracle, a treasure of lush, old-growth forest which somehow managed to survive Nairobi’s construction boom. It was lovely, but it wasn’t enough.

      Just like that one drink hadn’t been enough.

      Me, the sole inheritor? What had my mother been thinking?

      I glanced down at the passenger seat, scowling at the manila binder containing the old cloth title deeds. Huffing out a breath, I looked up and watched the park gliding past my windscreen.

      We don’t have trees like these in London, I thought. They reminded me of the ancient forest covering part of the Hardinge Estate.

      Nearly clipping the bumper of the vehicle ahead of me, I tried to keep my mind on driving. It was late Sunday afternoon, and the traffic was light. Light didn’t mean nonexistent. I had to at least make an attempt to concentrate on the road.

      “You may be a witch like your mother,” Uncle Tiberius had reminded me, “but you’re not immortal.”

      No, Uncle, I’m not immortal. But you don’t know everything about me. No one does. Living in London had changed me, in more ways than one.

      While I wasn’t immortal, I was unfortunately going to live longer than the average witch by several centuries. Only Mother had known about Charlie’s offer, and I’d never told her about my final decision.

      I didn’t bother dragging myself out of the gloomy thoughts and dreary memories until I reached the main gates of the Nairobi National Park. This was where I wanted to be, where I needed to be: in the vast expanse of grassland still untouched by steel and concrete, where the wild things—what was left of them—still roamed.

      With no clear destination in mind, I drove slowly around the park, enjoying every blade of grass and tree, savoring the richness of color under a clear blue sky. I smiled as a herd of elephants strolled past, fearless sovereigns of the earth. Everyone called the lion the king of the jungle, which only proved that “everyone” didn’t know what they were talking about.

      The elephant was the true king—or rather queen—of this land. No other creature, save humans, dared attack the gentle giants, even when hunger overcame common sense.

      When the herd sauntered out of view, I stared across the open land in the direction of the lowering sun. During my childhood, few humans ventured out onto the savanna after dark. Even now, the park gates closed by sunset.

      Even as things change, they stay the same, I mused.

      Hearing the distinctive bray of a zebra, I focused on the herds which dotted the landscape like moving bits of light and shadow. My smile broadened, and then, feeling better than I had in days, I laughed out loud at the antics of a foal skittering around its mother.

      Still smiling at the newborns’ exuberance, I skirted around the zebra herds and continued my drive, dust billowing behind the car as it rolled over the rough, dirt road. There was life everywhere, although much of it was hidden. Only the young herbivores were energetic, capering about their mothers in the late afternoon heat.

      A yellow-flowered thorn tree caught my attention. Stopping the car, I gawked. The tall tree shuddered as if something large pummeled its trunk.

      “Huh,” I grunted, leaning my arm out the open window. Glancing around to ensure no one was close enough to observe me breaking a cardinal park rule, I veered off the dirt path and geared down.

      The old Peugeot groaned and sputtered but it plowed through the tall grass, worn wheels crunching over the bleached bones of a buffalo. A scrubby bush’s thorns screeched against the off-white paint, adding to a collection of dents, scrapes and scratches that was several decades old.

      “Seriously, Mother,” I muttered, stepping on the pedal, “you could’ve afforded a new car or at least a new paint job.”

      Long grass parted before the car’s hood as I gripped the wheel and prayed to anyone who might be listening to keep the sharp thorns away from the tires. I didn’t even dare consider the condition of the engine. Surely, Uncle Tiberius would’ve ensured the coolant was topped up and all the bits and bobs were in working order before giving me the keys?

      I stopped a few meters from the thorn tree and studied the scene.

      The glowing wire suspended from a large branch was my first indication that something was seriously wrong.

      First of all, wire doesn’t usually glow gold as if it has been spun from straw on a magic spinning wheel.

      More importantly, there shouldn’t be any sort of wire in the park. It was strictly against the rules, like driving off the main road. But this was worse: a trap using a paranormally enhanced snare, designed to catch Shifters.

      Images of another trap flashed through my thoughts. For a moment, I couldn’t stop the memory from overwhelming my senses.

      “Charlie,” I gasped, even though I knew it wasn’t him. It couldn’t be. No one had been there for him.

      I hadn’t been there for him.

      My hands clenched the steering wheel as I stared past the top of the trap and into the past. Blood pounded in my ears, keeping time with the heavy drumming of my heart. Of course, it wasn’t Charlie. He was gone, and it was my fault. And yet… The shaking branches of the tree quieted as the snare’s victim ceased struggling. That could only mean one thing.

      “Not this time,” I growled as I gritted my teeth and kicked open the car door. It was time to break another park rule: never step out of the vehicle.

      Oops.

      Taking a deep breath, I left the car door open and crept closer to the tree. Peering through the dry grass, I saw him: a lion. He was a huge, magnificent creature, his mane thick and golden-brown. His breathing was labored, his struggles growing weaker. Despite that, he still managed to snarl at me. I snarled back and stared at him, bringing his energy into focus.

      Definitely a Shifter, I thought. The wire was tightly wound around his neck, so deeply embedded that it looked as if he were wearing a gold-and-ruby necklace.

      I tugged at a lock of hair, chewing on the ends as heat and dust settled against my skin. In the distance, a zebra watched me, its ears and tail flicking. Deciding I was no threat, it resumed grazing, as disinterested in this drama as the other wild beasts drifting across the landscape.

      Another snarl, softer, weaker, pulled my attention to the lion.

      “Gods, Emma,” I muttered as I swatted a fly off my arm. “What are you doing out here, anyway?”

      I should be back at my uncle’s place, drawing up plans for the sale of the house and placing ads to find someone to buy the tea shop. Yet here I was, wasting time and fuel, driving aimlessly around.

      Then again, that last statement perfectly summed up my life at this point.

      What would Mother say? Or Charlie?

      That broke me out of my mental flogging. My life might be screwed beyond redemption, but I couldn’t leave the lion. He’d either die or be enslaved by poachers.

      Rummaging through the detritus in the back of the Peugeot, I found a pair of wire cutters. Not daring to ponder why Mother would have them in there, I trekked to the tree, slowing down my pace as I approached the reach of those massive claws. The lion’s eyes were closed.

      “Good kitty cat,” I whispered. Standing to one side, I stretched out my arms and maneuvered the cutters into place. Praying he’d remain docile, I closed my eyes and pushed the handles toward each other. Metal clicked against metal, and the wire snapped.

      Not daring to breathe, I backed away, my eyes on the lion, anticipating his snarling attack. Instead, he remained still. Only the slight rise and fall of his ribcage showed there was still life within.

      Exhaling softly, I scurried to the car, tossed the wire cutters on the floor, flipped the passenger seats down flat, and reversed right up to the tree. Peering through the rearview mirror, I studied the lion. He was a mess. Then again, so was the back seat of the Peugeot. A few more drops of blood and clumps of gory grass weren’t going to make much difference. After this, the only person who would even consider buying this hunk of junk would have to be a goat herder.

      I glanced around again. There were no spectators apart from a blue-headed lizard. It was time to get serious and break the law: I was about to abscond with a wild animal.

      The lizard flicked its tongue at me.

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m a rule breaker,” I said and blew out a breath.

      Twitching its head back and forth, the lizard continued to watch my strange antics. I was grateful no one else saw me huffing, puffing and hissing words I’d never use in front of my parents. Fortunately, zebras and lizards don’t mind excessive and creative swearing.

      By the time I had stuffed the lion into the back of the car, strands of hair stuck to my damp face, and my black clothes were mottled with reddish dust and golden hairs.

      “Bloody hell, you’re heavy as all sin,” I muttered, blowing a loose clump of hair out of my face. Easing the hatch closed, I shuffled back a step and tripped over a branch. My backside landed on crumbly elephant dung.

      More expletives.

      “Crap, literally.” I rounded off my verbal explosion with a shriek. “Can this day get any worse?”

      Of course, the answer to that question is always yes.

      I kicked a door shut. The crash of metal against metal sent the nearest zebras into a black-and-white flurry of motion as they cantered away from the disaster that was my life. Sagging against the car, I let a breath of relief whoosh out.

      I was a sweaty wreck, but the lion was in the car.

      “I’m in so much trouble,” I informed the lizard who snapped up a fly and skittered under a bush.

      Stepping back, I studied the dented metal box on wheels. The back bumper sagged, almost touching the ground. Sending up a silent prayer to whatever god looked after beaten-up cars and law-breaking witches, I eased open the driver’s door carefully; the lion didn’t move or twitch apart from the steady rise and fall of his broad side.

      Until I’d stuffed a lion into the back seat, I hadn’t really understood how small my inherited rust bucket was.

      I turned the key, the engine sputtering to life, and suddenly felt drained. Resting my head on the steering wheel, I asked myself, again, what the heck I thought I was doing.

      For a few moments, I waited in vain for an answer to that question. None was forthcoming. Slumping back in the seat, I reached into my bag, pulled out my stainless steel water bottle and swallowed a few gulps.

      “Bollocks,” I muttered as I tossed the bottle onto the passenger seat, put the car in gear and headed to the home of my childhood, the Hardinge Estate.

      Driving more carefully than I had on my way to the park, I mentally reviewed a checklist of items I needed and where they might be stored in the mansion. Dipping into his energy field and healing him that way was out of the question. Just thinking about energetic healing yanked me back into memories of the last time I’d accessed my gift.

      More like a curse.

      Even though I didn’t know the Shifter, I was determined not to fail him the way I had…

      Never mind that, I interrupted the thought before I spiraled down again. Shaking my head, I glanced in the rearview mirror. All I saw was a mound of golden-brown fur.

      Upon reaching the highway, I maintained the speed limit, obeyed all the laws and earned a few incredulous looks from other drivers as they sped past. The last thing I needed was a curious police officer inquiring why I had a badly wounded animal in the back seat of my car.

      I decided to add “Don’t get arrested for wildlife trafficking” to my to-do list.
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      “What was I thinking?” I muttered as I paced around the small barn and tossed my water bottle from hand to hand. The only resident, a pudgy, brown horse named Nelly, peered sleepily over her stall door. Snorting, she tossed her head and shifted around until her backside faced me.

      Hoping the horse wouldn’t let loose one of her infamous bodily eruptions, I said, “Thanks for the support.”

      The lion stirred, his ridiculously large claws scraping through the hay and against the hard earth floor. I eyed the claws, each one as long as my hand, and yet again doubted my sanity. If the Shifter woke up in his lion form, his animal spirit might still be fully in control. He could react instinctively and violently.

      With one flick, those claws could shred me apart. And here I was, armed with nothing more than a stainless steel water bottle and a handful of straw.

      I sank down upon a hay bale, dropped the bottle and buried my head in my hands. If Mother were still alive, she would have called for Jonas and a pot of tea. However, Jonas was long dead, there was no tea in the barn, and unless I did something clever, there might be no me. Of the three, I decided I would miss me the most.

      Only a few people knew I was in Nairobi, and even fewer knew I was an Energy Healer. I wanted to keep it that way, aiming for a low profile. Saving a wounded Shifter was the opposite of keeping a low profile. What had I been thinking, bringing a strange Shifter into my home?

      Groaning, I played with a lock of hair and began chewing on it. “I wasn’t thinking,” I mumbled around the hair as I stood and paced to the other side of the barn. “I should’ve left him there.”

      But of course, I couldn’t. My Healer’s Oath still bound me to help when I could, even if I refused to access my energy to heal his. I could feel my energy prompting me to use it, an impulse I ignored as I had done ever since one nightmarish night, two years ago.

      “Charlie,” I whispered, tugging my hair out of my mouth as I closed my eyes to the lion and the flatulent horse.

      “Who’s Charlie?” a hoarse voice demanded.

      Gasping, I spun around to see not a lion, but a man sprawled out on the ground, his features hidden in shadows.

      One problem solved, I thought with a deep sigh, grateful he was in human form and well enough to speak. Now to get rid of him.

      Forcing a confident air I didn’t feel, I marched toward where I’d left the lion and opened my mouth while preparing a suitable reply. The words didn’t come. Astonishment, yes. Words? None.

      “Well?” The Shifter’s deep voice was still gruff and demanding as he rose up from the dirt floor and stepped into the light. “Who’s Charlie?”

      I studied the man, searching for signs of aggression. Despite his injuries and the strange surroundings, his posture was relaxed but alert.

      I might survive this stupid decision after all, I thought.

      The man appeared to be in his mid-thirties, although for all I knew, he could be a century old. Muscles corded his six-foot-plus frame. I smirked at the brown pants and leather vest. Who told him wearing leather in this heat was a good idea? Under the vest, a cream silk shirt provided a contrast to his caramel skin and reminded me of a movie pirate.

      “Hmm, you’re fully clothed.” Even as I marveled at the sight, I blushed. What was wrong with me, apart from the usual list of issues?

      The Shifter rubbed a hand across his vest as if confirming the obvious. “It’s a natural fabric.”

      Frowning, I stared into his yellow-brown eyes, distracted by the remarkable color.

      “Natural fabric can shift,” he added in his growly voice and rubbed a hand across his closely cut, black hair. “It just takes practice.”

      “Oh.” I wasn’t sure if I should be disappointed or impressed that he could shift his clothes. Still, his outfit made him appear like a cross between a pirate and a playboy until I looked into his eyes. There was no playfulness there.

      Pirate it is, I decided and smirked. A pirate with a British accent. Sweet.

      The intensity of his gaze deepened, reminding me of the animal within him.

      Coughing, he stepped forward and grimaced before straightening up. His jaw tightened as he clenched his teeth. Turning away from me, he studied his surroundings, his gaze flickering over every corner, as if searching for possible enemies lurking in the shadows.

      Resisting the urge to chew on my hair, I pushed hair away from my face. “I’m Emma. Emma Timmons. I found you in the park.” I paused. When he didn’t reply, I tugged at the lock of hair and twisted it around a finger. “I rescued you from a trap. So…”

      Swiveling slowly, he looked me up and down, then did it again, his expression unreadable. “King David Kiprop.”

      Snorting a giggle, I asked, “As in the biblical King David?”

      Shrugging, he rubbed his chin and stared into my eyes. “Father likes Old Testament names.” He took a step toward the barn door and winced again.

      “Sit here. Let me see if you’re fit enough to go,” I ordered and indicated the bale upon which I’d collapsed only moments before.

      Again, he gave me an intense stare, as if weighing up his options. Softly huffing, he limped to the bale. His energy field flickered into my view, and I forced myself not to look away. Suppressing the urge to tell him to leave immediately, I read the energy.

      Just look, I reassured my panicking brain. No touching, just reading.

      Licking my dry lips, I surreptitiously perused his energy. Although there was nothing life-threatening, he was hurt more than he was willing to admit. Then again, any form of weakness was a liability in the Shifter world.

      You should know, Emma, I reminded myself. And Charlie paid the price.

      With a shaking hand, I pushed several long, auburn strands of hair off my damp face. I just had to hold myself together long enough to send this cat on his way, and then I’d find something to drink.

      King sat, the hay crunching beneath him, and stared around again. The brown skin of his neck was raw, a bloody welt encircling the base. He must have struggled in that trap for quite a while before I arrived.

      Clearing his throat, he asked, “Who’s Charlie?”

      I should’ve been annoyed by his persistence. Instead, I handed him my water bottle. “Charlie was… a friend,” I stuttered and mentally urged him to forget the topic and move on.

      My attempts at mental communication obviously failed, for King tilted his head to the side and studied me from the corner of his gleaming, yellow-brown eyes. “And?”

      “He passed away.” The words were uttered by rote, without thought and emotion.

      I pursed my lips. Passed away? More like brutally murdered.

      He’d shifted to protect his new mate, creating a moment of vulnerability as he moved from human to wolf form. Charlie’s adversary had timed his attack perfectly, catching Charlie at that precise, delicate moment and crushing a
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