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            ABOUT SPIES WITHOUT A FACE

          

        

      

    

    
      This midlife witch needs a vacation.

      After dealing with so much dark magic in Salem, I’m giving everyone the side eye—even Austin, the new bear shifter next door. Especially after I sense someone is watching me.

      

      Austin asks me to hide a kitten of all things. Although I’m suspicious at first, I can’t help the way I’m reacting to my handsome, way-too-young-for-me neighbor with the warm eyes and the lost soul.

      

      I’ve sworn off dating since I broke up with my toxic ex but say yes to a “thank you for hiding my kitten” dinner.

      

      Which is a disaster.

      

      Worse, that same toxic ex—presumed dead for fifteen years—shows up at my door.

      

      He wants me back, but I’m older and wiser now. Or am I?

      

      For a witch content with her career in magic and her cats, I now have my neighbor and my first love interested in me.

      

      Dare I risk my heart at a second chance at love?

      

      Spies without a Face is a standalone paranormal romance in the Salem Supernaturals series, featuring head witch Pandora.
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      PANDORA

      The back of my neck prickled, and my arms puckered with goosebumps. An unsettling sense of someone watching me crept along my skin. I jerked my head toward my kitchen window and stared into the backyard. No one appeared to be out there. Nothing stood out among my perennials and trees.

      Besides, my home was protected with spells and would ward off all but the most powerful of magic. I shook my unease off with a nervous laugh and said, “Good thing it’s time for yoga.”

      The only one to hear was one of my cats, a tortoiseshell diva named Desdemona, or Desi. She tipped her head and stared at me with an intent look, as if listening. As I drew the shades, I kept attuned for signs of movement. None appeared. I tipped my neck from side to side and front to back to ease out some of the tension. So much for relaxation after a long workday.

      What I could use was a vacation. A couple on my team, Zoe and Lucas, had gushed about the cruise they’d gone on to Bermuda, and I’d been dreaming about sailing away from my troubles and responsibilities for a blissful week.

      Then again, their cruise home resulted in more turmoil. Sprites had returned, following Lucas, and we had to deal with magic we’d never encountered before when one had used his power to lock Lucas in stone in his dragon form. So maybe a vacation wasn’t the answer. I worry about what could happen in Salem while I was away and might also bring trouble home.

      Since a vacation didn’t appear to be in my future, I’d rely on yoga to help relax me before bed. I rolled out my purple mat in my living room and took three deep, cleansing breaths. Then I began an asana. Several minutes passed. Although I focused on my form and breath, I couldn’t shake off the apprehension, which clung to my skin like sweat.

      I tried to work out the tension from the feeling I was being watched. Several times in the past few weeks, I’d felt the disquieting sensation of someone watching me but hadn’t caught anyone spying.

      Was I losing it? Or being paranoid after all the supernatural hogwash we’d had to deal with in Salem the past couple of years? Witches had been killed. We’d fought demons and sirens in their attempt to seize control of Salem. We’d been victorious, but since then, the trouble hadn’t abated, and we’d faced numerous unethical hijinks as well as downright illegal uses of magic.

      As the head witch of a magical unit in the Salem Supernatural Network, I’d led my team in combating these attacks. Although the rational side of me knew there was nothing I could have done to prevent the witches’ murders, the part of me that raised my standards to unreasonable expectations fed on guilt. It used my shame like a punching bag. If I knew more sooner, would I have been able to have saved lives?

      I attempted to push away those gnawing questions on the next exhale. As I moved through positions, I concentrated on my breaths, counting to help me clear my mind.

      My orange tabby, Cleo, entered and brushed against my leg. She thought yoga was playtime and would use my limbs as toys. I paused to give her the attention she craved with a chin rub.

      After Cleo sauntered over to her cat bed, head and tail high, I finished with a deep stretch. I continued my nighttime routine to unwind by boiling water for decaf Darjeeling tea. What a wild life I led.

      As I brought the warm cup to my lips, a rapping startled me. Tea sloshed down my chin, and my abrupt movement sent Cleo scurrying out the room. The knocking came from my back door. That was odd. Any visitors or delivery people would come to the front.

      I put down my mug next to the novel I was about to read. As I dabbed my chin with a tissue, more knocking followed. It was louder this time, sounding more urgent.

      “Hello?” a man called out.

      Hmm… My wariness shot up. I didn’t recognize the voice.

      Was he the reason I’d felt watched earlier? Had he been hiding in my backyard the entire time?

      “Please, are you home?” he added. “It’s urgent.”

      I wouldn’t fall for that excuse, especially with a strange man asking for my help from my back door. I was a single woman who lived alone. Something was up. Something fishy enough that I had to be prepared.

      My heart pounding, I reached for my wand. I held it aloft, ready to strike if this man was planning to attack.

      AUSTIN

      My phone pinged. I groaned. It was my new landlord, Michael, noting he’d be over in half-an-hour to check on the leaky kitchen faucet.

      Shoot. I glanced at the tuxedo kitten I found on a hiking trail a few days ago. He’d been so scrawny and seemed hungry. When I poured some water into a cup from my water bottle, he’d lapped at it as if he hadn’t any in a week. I couldn’t leave the little fella out there, so I took him home with me.

      Only one problem—cats weren’t allowed on my lease. I’d only moved into this apartment I was subletting in Salem last week and was already breaking the terms of it by caring for the kitten. If I got caught, I could be evicted. That would be an exceptionally short residence even for someone who moved as often as me.

      After drifting from city to city over the last ten years, I hoped to find a place that would feel like home. Thus far, I hadn’t had any luck.

      I glanced around the small apartment. Where could I hide the kitten? I could put him in my bedroom and close the door, but he’d likely be vocal. I’d learned that whenever I tried to take a shower with the door closed. Now I kept it open, and my furry little shadow would curl up on a bathroom mat nearby.

      What were my other options? I glanced outside. I could put him outside in the carrier far away from the house. Leaving him alone and scared without knowing what was happening was too cruel for me to contemplate.

      The lights were on in the dark green Cape next door, the one where the beautiful woman with black hair lived. Michael had mentioned that she was a witch who worked at the Salem Supernatural Network. That’s where I’d learned about this rental. I’d been meaning to introduce myself, but she hadn’t been around often, and once the kitten wandered into my life, he’d demanded much of my attention.

      She had cats. I’d seen them on her enclosed front porch, watching the birds and squirrels outside. Ooh, that was an option. It had more room than the cat carrier, but the kitty might be scared.

      And if she saw a strange man trespassing to put a kitten onto her enclosed porch, she might call the police.

      No, I couldn’t do anything on her property without talking to her first.

      I picked up the kitten. “It’s time we meet the witch next door and hope she has a soft spot for cats.”

      When I put the kitten into his carrier, he meowed in protest.

      “It won’t be for long,” I promised, hoping I could keep it.

      Going to her back door was a better option in case Michael drove up earlier than expected and caught me holding a cat carrier. I hurried outside and into her adjacent yard. A light rain fell, which felt refreshing after the humidity earlier. The earthy scent of fresh rain on grass and soil reached my nostrils.

      The kitty meowed. I rushed up the steps of the woman’s deck and knocked on the metal part of the screen door. When she didn’t answer right away, I called out to announce that I was there.

      Still more precious seconds passed before I added, “Please, I need your help.”
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      PANDORA

      “Who’s there?” I called.

      My hand trembled as I held my wand and advanced with hesitant steps out of my living room and through the dining room. The back door was off my kitchen, leading out to my small deck. The door was open, but the screen door was locked. It was a sultry summer night, and I loved the sound and smell of the summer rain.

      “My name’s Austin. Austin Towers.” He sighed. “Yes, I’m aware it rhymes with Powers, but I had the name first.” He said the last part in a quick cadence of someone who’d explained that fact dozens of times.

      “Okay, Austin. Why are you at my back door?”

      “I’m your neighbor. I moved in last week.”

      Since I lived at the end of a dead end, there was only one house beside mine. People often moved in and out of that two-family house next door. The last few tenants tended to keep to themselves and barely said hello. I hadn’t seen anyone moving in or out lately but could have been at work.

      When I reached the kitchen, I spotted the man through the screen. He was massive, at least six-and-a-half feet tall with shoulders stretching almost from one side of the frame to the other. And he was attractive, too, with rich brown hair, a strong jaw, and dimpled chin. I gauged him to be about ten years younger than me, perhaps around thirty. He held a dark blue cat carrier in front of him. My defenses fell a notch, but then I scolded myself to remain vigilant. He could be using a cat as a prop for that exact reason.

      Still, I approached with caution. “I didn’t see anyone move in.”

      “I moved to the second floor. Since I don’t have much stuff, it didn’t take long.”

      Was he telling the truth? While I tried to figure that out, I’d ask more questions. “Why are you banging on my back door, Austin?”

      He shuffled from one foot to the other and turned away with a sheepish expression. “My landlord is coming over. I have a leaky faucet. I’m not supposed to have a cat. But…” He raised the cat carrier.

      Frustration gnawed at me. “Why would you bring a cat into a house if the landlord didn’t permit it?”

      “It’s not permanent,” he protested. “This little kitten followed me when I was hiking. He was so hungry and scrawny. I couldn’t leave him…”

      If this was a ruse to get to me, it was a good one. But I wasn’t an idiot. “What’s your landlord’s name?” If he didn’t know that, I’d know he was lying.

      He appeared taken aback. “Michael. Michael LaRose.”

      Yes, that was the correct name.

      “The woman who lived there before me is Rachel—I forget her last name, but it begins with an S. She’s an engineer.”

      That was more than I knew about the woman who’d lived there for less than a year, but I did know her name was Rachel.

      “I don’t know what else to do with him,” Austin added, lifting the carrier. “I took him to the vet to get him checked out. They scanned him and took photos in case anyone is looking for him. And they gave me the name of a couple of shelters, but I couldn’t bring myself to take him yet. He’s so tiny. In the few days I’ve had him, he’s flourished. He was so hungry when I brought him home, and he eats so much, like a ravenous bear. I don’t know where he puts it. In a shelter, how’s he going to be with a bunch of cats? Would he get any attention? Enough food and water? What if the older cats bully him? He wouldn’t receive the one-on-one care that I could give. And worse,” he gulped. “What if they put him down?”

      My heartstrings were pulled one by one as Austin rushed through his reasoning to protect the kitten. “There are no-kill shelters.”

      “Okay, I’ll look into those later.” He adjusted his weight from one foot to the other. “Please, can he stay with you for a bit? It should be half-an-hour, an hour tops.”

      I exhaled with a whoosh. “You’re asking me to conspire with you to conceal a cat? I don’t want to have trouble with my neighbors.”

      He widened his eyes. “I’m desperate. I saw cats on your porch and hoped…” His voice trailed off.

      I glanced from him to the cat carrier and bit my lower lip. White whiskers peered out from the caged door. Should I get involved in this situation?

      What else was the alternative? I didn’t owe this stranger anything, but if I turned him away, what would happen to the poor cat?

      And was Austin the reason I’d felt eyes on me earlier? “How long have you been back here, Austin?”

      “What do you mean? I just walked over.”

      “Were you in my backyard?”

      “What?” His voice sounded perplexed. “No. Why would I be? Michael texted me a few minutes ago, and I hurried to figure out what to do.”

      Once again, I reminded myself about the protection spells on my property. I could be cautious but didn’t need to be paranoid and unneighborly, especially with a new neighbor asking for help with a cat.

      “Come in.” I stepped aside for him to enter the kitchen.

      Water dripped off him and the carrier onto the tile floor. “Sorry about that.” He glanced down. “If you have a towel, I can clean it up.”

      When he met my gaze, his brown eyes were warm and grateful.

      “It’s okay. I’ll take care of it.”

      Austin took in a sharp inhale, and his eyes widened. He stared at me with a surprised expression, mouth agape. Then he stumbled although he’d been standing still.

      I smoothed my hair, immediately self-conscious. Why was he staring at me like that? “What’s wrong?”

      It might have nothing to do with my appearance. Maybe I’d misjudged him after all, and he was, indeed, a threat.

      AUSTIN

      She was even more beautiful up close. Her hair was so dark, it was almost black and so shiny, I wanted to touch it. She had bangs cut straight across and smoky-lined blue eyes, reminding me of a 50s pin-up model like Bettie Paige.

      And she was tall. I was so used to glancing down at the women in my family, none of whom were over 5’ 4”. They didn’t have shifter blood like I did.

      But when I inhaled her scent, I almost dropped the carrier. S rumbled, pushing himself to the surface. I’d heard about this happening to shifters, but never thought it would happen to me. First, because I was only half-bear shifter and had only shifted the first time at twenty-one. Discovering I had another side of me in the form of a bear with deadly claws and covered with fur wasn’t something I ever thought possible—for anyone. Second, even when I’d attempted to live with full bear shifters in the Rocky Mountains to learn more about that side of me, I’d still felt different—caught between two worlds.

      I didn’t fit in with humans or bear shifters. I’d moved from place to place for almost a decade, trying to find a place to call home, but it always felt like I was trying to squish a size twelve foot into a size ten boot. It might be possible with a lot of force and sweat but would never fit comfortably. Although I didn’t know if any other half-bear shifters lived in Salem, I’d heard many supernaturals lived here so figured I’d try a city that might be more welcome to a misfit like me.

      What I didn’t expect was the bizarre way my body reacted to my neighbor in her kitchen. My instincts heightened, and body systems fueled on overdrive. My head felt both fuzzy and clear at the same time. Every inch of me was hot and filled with a sudden burst of longing. My bear was going near feral in an attempt to get closer to this woman.

      Mate, he declared. Our mate.

      The bear shifters I’d once lived with had tried to explain the concept of fated mates to me. It sounded like soul mates, which also seemed like a made-up fantasy.

      Calm down, I countered. She’s just the witch next door.

      Wrong. Mate.

      He was definitely mistaken. No way could a late-blooming half shifter have a mate.

      “Austin?”

      I stared at her. “What?”

      “Is everything okay?”

      Had I been standing there gaping like an idiot all that time while I argued with my bear and tried to process what the hell was going on?

      I blinked a few times, trying to clear my mind. “Everything’s fine,” I lied. “Thanks again for watching him.” I flashed a grateful smile and put the carrier on the floor.

      “What’s this cutie’s name?” she asked, peering into the caged cover.

      The little guy’s whiskers poked out, and he meowed.

      “I didn’t give him one.” Shrugging, I added, “It might confuse him if he moves into a new place and is given a new name.”

      “Right.” She put her hands on her hips and stared at the carrier as if trying to decide what to do.

      “I’m sorry to dump him on you and introduce myself this way, but I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “It’s all right.” She motioned me off with a wave. “I’ll take care of him. Go on and do what you need to do.”

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” When I headed for the door, my bear growled in protest at walking away from her. I paused and attempted to regain self-control before I said or did something stupid. With my hand on the door handle, I turned over my shoulder, hesitant to leave. “Thank you—wait, I don’t know your name.”

      How could I feel so much so quickly for a woman I just met without even knowing her name?
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      PANDORA

      My wariness lessened once I was distracted by the kitten. Besides, if Austin meant to harm me, he had a chance when I’d let him in my kitchen, but he was leaving.

      “Pandora,” I responded to his question about my name. To lighten the tension, as no doubt he sensed how high-strung and unwelcome I’d been at his arrival, I joked, “And no remarks about my box.”

      His eyes gleamed with a hint of a golden hue. “I see you’ve heard comments about that before.”

      “Indeed, I have, Austin Towers.”

      “Got it. No quips about your box as long as you don’t reference me as an International Man of Mystery.”

      I laughed at the reference. “Deal.”

      “Thanks, Pandora. I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

      I liked the sound of my name in his baritone. From the way his eyes glowed with that alluring hue, I’d bet he was a shifter. I attempted to get a better read on him, but he exited out of the screen door before I had a chance.

      The kitten meowed in protest; he must have seen Austin leave. My black cat Ophelia, or Fifi, trotted into the kitchen with Cleo right behind her to investigate. If one got territorial, this could be a challenge. The last thing I needed was a literal cat fight.

      I carried the carrier out of the kitchen in search of where this kitten would have more privacy. My cats followed along, more interested than aggressive.

      The kitten meowed in protest once more. I didn’t blame him. Who would want to be cooped up in that little enclosure?

      I moved the carrier onto my bedroom floor and closed the door. My cats weren’t happy about being left out, but we didn’t need to add any drama. And besides, why put all the cats through the risk of facing territorial aggression when we only had to get through an hour at most?

      I unlocked the cage and sat on my bed. A cute tuxedo kitten with the tiniest bit of white fluff on his neck sniffed at the hardwood floor before climbing out. The black fur on his back was sleek and shiny, and he looked healthy. Austin must be taking good care of him.

      “Hello, kitty,” I said and then sat on the ground. I held my hand out.

      He glanced at me for a few seconds and sniffed at my hand and then my leg. Then he proceeded to investigate every object in my bedroom. The cats often came in here and slept at the foot of my bed, so their scent must be strong.

      “It looks like we’ve been brought together in a little cat conspiracy. But don’t worry, you won’t be here for long. Austin will be back soon.”

      I hoped.

      What if he was dumping the kitten on me as he knew I had cats and would likely have a soft spot for another? I planted a hand on my hip. Then he played me well. We’d see within the hour.

      I leaned against my bed while the kitten explored. Desi, Fifi, and Cleo meowed on the other side of my bedroom door. They were likely trying to catch the scent of the furry new intruder. The kitten trotted over to the bedroom door and sniffed at them. While this crew got their nasal kicks, I scrolled through my notifications on my phone.

      After a few minutes, the tuxedo kitten jumped onto my lap. He nudged my hand, so I pet him.

      “Oh, you’re a sweet thing, aren’t you?” I pet him yet remained wary, all too familiar with a cat’s body language of them tensing up when they had enough. That could be followed by a nip or a swipe of sharp claws.

      He let me pet around his head and chin for a bit before curling up for a cozy nap. What a lovable kitty. No wonder Austin was reluctant to give the little fluff ball up.

      I reached over to my nightstand to grab something to read. It was just out of reach. Not wanting to disturb the kitty, I slid on my butt inch by inch, getting closer. It took a few scoots before I made it and pulled a cozy mystery. The cat stirred but then went back to cuddle mode.

      After I read a couple of chapters with him there, a knock at the back door sounded. The kitten jumped off my lap and ran to the door. I stood. Hopefully, it was Austin coming to retrieve the cat and not his landlord Michael coming to question me about my role in this cat concealment.

      Once I placed the kitten back in the carrier, I opened my bedroom door. My three cats accompanied me as I walked through the kitchen. It was Austin indeed.

      He smiled when he saw me approach.

      “Is it just you?” I teased. “Or the pet police? Am I going to be scolded for aiding and abetting?”

      Austin laughed. “Just me. We’re all set.” He stepped forward. “Thanks so much for helping me out tonight, Pandora.” He glanced into the cat carrier. “Did he give you any trouble?”

      “No, he’s a cutie.”

      “And a bed hog,” Austin grumbled with a lopsided grin. “He cuddles against me like I’m a heating device or pushes into the spot where my feet are, and I let this demanding little furball have his way.”

      I chuckled. “With three cats, I know what that’s like.”

      “Let me make it up to you.” Austin fixed a steady gaze on me. “How about I take you out to dinner?”

      I assessed him, somewhat puzzled. Was it to thank me? Or was this younger, attractive guy asking me on a date?

      AUSTIN

      Whoa, did I blow it?

      Pandora stared at me after I offered to take her to dinner. She tipped her chin up a notch. Did she think I was a creep?

      Could I blame her? After all, I’d never spoken to her before but showed up at her back door begging for a favor. Since she probably wanted to be on good terms with her neighbor, I’d put her in an uncomfortable predicament.

      But what else could I do?

      She tipped her head. “Shifter?”

      I blinked. That wasn’t the response I’d been expecting. “Um, yes, well, half,” I stammered. “How did you know?”

      She turned her hand palm up. “I sense your magic.”

      Moving to a town where witches lived in the open and talked about magic was still new to me.

      More questions arose. What exactly that meant was as fascinating as the beautiful dark-haired woman herself, whom my bear kept pushing me to move in closer to and touch. Knock it off, I told him. I’m not going to paw her. That’s not how it works.

      How what works? I knew nothing about this mate connection and if what my bear was telling me was real. All I knew was that I wanted to learn more about Pandora and wanted to see her again.

      She stunned me when she said, “Sure, we can go to dinner.” She gave me a friendly smile. “After all, you’re new to the neighborhood.”

      “I am indeed,” I agreed with a grin. “You can clue me in on all the neighborly gossip.”

      “Oh, I won’t go there. Who had time for that?” She motioned at me. “Where are you from?”

      “Good question. I’ve lived in many places, trying to find a good fit.” Before I unraveled my sad story of not fitting in anywhere while playing the world’s tiniest violin, I said, “If you want, I’ll tell you more at dinner.”

      “Sure.”

      “Are you free tomorrow night?”

      She chewed her bottom lip before replying, “Yes.”

      “Great.” My mouth spread into a grin. “It’s a date.” When she furrowed her brows, I added, “Not a romantic one. I mean one on the calendar.” Before I stuck my paw any deeper into my mouth, I picked up the cat carrier, said “Good night, Pandora. See you tomorrow.” Then I hurried out the back door before she changed her mind.
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5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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