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      I’d been up all night tending to the latest injured shifter to appear on my porch. The wolf shifter could have easily been mistaken for a werewolf, but I’d hurt him while cleaning his wounds, and his body partially shifted, revealing a draconic head. His secondary form was a dragon. Thankfully, he’d passed out before roasting me in flames.

      We weren’t exactly certain why, but if a hybrid was part shifter, they often had a shifter form not previously seen. For example, there were dragons and wolves, some elves could shift into foxes or owls, but there were hybrids who could shift into bears, lions, and more.

      The city bustled noisily in the distance as I sat atop my cabin in the woods, drinking my coffee and watching the sun rise. Those who lived in the city pretended I didn’t exist, but I was okay with that. The only time they hassled me was when the kids came to see the evil witch in the woods. A term I found hilarious since witches didn’t exist, but mages did. They loved the silly fairy tales of witches and dwarves.

      I preferred living in the wilderness with the animals I treated. My land, a personal paradise.

      The call of a hawk drew my eyes skyward. Kieran, a beautiful ferruginous hawk I’d nursed back to health after finding him with torn wings and a cracked beak, circled twice overhead before heading deeper into the woods.

      Leaping up, I jumped from my roof, landing lightly on my feet, and jogged through the woods after him.

      After a few minutes, I heard the soft cry of a bear cub.

      Stopping, I closed my eyes and listened, trying to hear if there were hunters or anything ahead. The only sounds I could hear were the soft cries of the cub and a strained breathing pattern of something larger.

      Striding confidently through the trees ahead, my heart hurt at the sight of a tiny brown bear cub huddled against a giant brown bear that was bleeding from several cuts and barely breathing.

      “Looks like you got into one nasty fight, momma,” I called as I approached.

      The bear opened her eyes and snarled.

      I held up my hands. “Easy, darlin’. I’m here to help you and your cub. I mean no harm.”

      The bear glared at me but stayed quiet.

      “Good,” I praised and walked around her, inspecting her injuries. “Was it that nasty Bruno? I keep trying to get him to leave my woods, but he won’t leave. Perhaps I need to get a little more stern in my request.” Bruno was a huge black bear with a nasty temper. I’d sent him flying a few times, but the persistent bear wouldn’t move elsewhere.

      “Here,” Kieran said, appearing beside me in his human form and holding out my medical kit. His long, rust colored hair, the same color as his leg feathers, fell into his face as he squatted down, forcing him to toss it back.

      “Thank you.” I opened the kit and grabbed the items I needed to patch the momma bear back up.

      “Was it Bruno again?” he asked.

      “I think so, but she ain’t talking to me right now,” I said and smiled. “She doesn’t trust me yet.”

      Kieran peered down at the little bear cub that was silent and standing perfectly still, its tiny heart pounding hard at the sight of the man it could tell was a predator. “I’m not going to hurt you, little one,” Kieran whispered.

      The cub slid beneath its momma’s shoulder as far as it could without her being able to move. Clearly, it didn’t believe him.

      I laughed softly and shook my head. “Those eyes take a bit to get used to, love.” No matter what form he took, Kieran kept his jade green hawk eyes; something a lot of hybrid shifters dealt with, far more than full-blooded shifters.

      He made a “hmph” sound but said no more.

      It took over two hours for me to deal with the bear’s wounds and another hour to convince her to eat the food Kieran brought. Finally, both momma bear and baby bear were fed, hydrated, and ready to return to the woods.

      Momma bear let me pet her head and finally communicated with me. She admitted it wasn’t Bruno, but an even bigger, meaner bear she’d never seen or smelled before. I promised I would investigate and try to ensure the woods were a little safer for her to raise her cub.

      The baby bear rubbed against my leg and in a stunning turn of events, licked Kieran’s outstretched hand before darting over to his momma.

      I leaned my head against Kieran’s shoulder and smiled as we watched the bears head off into the woods. This was why I did it. This was why I left the niceties of suburban life and came out into the woods, away from nine to five jobs and into a life where I made a difference. I saved as many animals as I could, treating their injuries and using my knowledge for a good purpose.

      My parents couldn’t understand me and my desire to live this life, but I was okay with being the weird lady in the woods. So long as I could have moments like this.

      Kieran turned his head, looking back towards the house. “There’s growling at the house.”

      Sighing, I repacked my medical kit, picked it up, and headed in the direction of home. “Let’s go see what’s going on.”

      At the house, we found the cheetah I’d patched up yesterday, its leg broken, trying to leave, but Branson, a black bear form hybrid who’d been with me a couple months, blocked its path.

      “What’s going on?” I called out sweetly.

      Branson turned and huffed. “He freaked out when he woke up and was about to run off, straight towards the city. He won’t listen to me.”

      I walked up next to Branson, slid my fingers into his thick fur, and faced the cheetah. “Easy, friend. You were brought to me, your leg broken, and I set and bandaged it for you. We mean you no harm here. My friend here was trying to keep you from heading into the city.” I jerked my head in the direction he had been trying to go. “They don’t like shifters nor hybrids very much there.”

      The cheetah’s eyes widened and he took a hesitant step forward. “You can communicate telepathically with shifters?”

      I nodded and smiled wide. “Ever since I was a child, but it’s not just shifters, but all animals.”

      On cue, Winnie, an adorable pink teacup pig, trotted out of the barn and over to me, snorting and snuffling for attention. “Hungry!”

      I patted her head and chuckled. “You’re always hungry, Winnie. Don’t worry, I’ll get your food soon. First, we have to convince our friend here, to join us.” Raising my head, I asked, “Will you share a meal with us before you leave at least?”

      The cheetah’s body shuddered and shifted into a handsome man with high cheekbones, black hair, and piercing amber eyes. He was almost beautiful thanks to the high cheekbones and angular jaw, making me think he was likely a hybrid of elf, and either werewolf or dragon shifter. Bowing, he said, “I apologize for inconveniencing you and causing trouble.”

      Stepping up to him, I patted his shoulder. “I’m sure it was concerning to wake up in an unfamiliar house with so many different animals’ smells. I’m Ember. What may I call you?”

      He picked my hand up and kissed my knuckles. “I am Riddick.”

      My heart fluttered and I felt my hand tingle where his lips had touched. That was new.

      “Please, come inside and I’ll find you some clothes.” After rescuing more than a dozen animals that turned out to be hybrid shifters, I kept a variety of clothing available for them to take, and learned to keep my eyes chest level and above.

      Branson bumped my back with his giant head. “I’m going to go investigate the bear Kieran told me about. I’ll return later.”

      I turned and frowned at him. “Are you certain you should do that alone? You could wait for me to go with you.”

      He stood on his hind legs, towering over me now at well over seven feet tall, and growled. “I’m not weak, Em.”

      It took a lot of willpower to keep from smirking at the indignation in his voice, but I managed. “Just promise me you’ll be safe, okay? The momma bear was very scared of the bear that hurt her, more than Bruno. Investigate, but don’t engage for today, okay?”

      Thumping back down to all four paws, he bobbed his head once. “Yes, ma’am.”

      I watched him trot off into the forest and felt a twinge of fear in my chest. Branson was a very strong fighter, but he wasn’t at one hundred percent yet, and the way this new bear had been described worried me. It felt like there was more going on than just a new bear in my territory.

      Kieran patted my shoulder as he walked by me and up the steps into the cabin. “He’ll be fine. I can see you’re worried.”

      “I always worry when you all go out to investigate alone,” I said and stepped through the door he held open for me.

      “We have to do our part or we feel like a burden,” Kieran explained.

      “A burden? How ridiculous.” Just having them with me was a gift. With them here, I wasn’t lonely, going insane slowly from only speaking to animals.

      “Are you a mated couple?” Riddick asked as he looked at us.

      “No,” Kieran said with no hesitation, answering as I opened my mouth.

      I closed it and turned my head away to hide the hurt and rejection I felt. Kieran had been here for a full month, and though I could feel a spark of interest from him, in the way he watched me, he never moved beyond friendly.

      Natalia, a beautiful raven with a permanently broken beak, flew from her perch to land on my shoulder and rubbed her head against my cheek.

      “Good morning, Natalia. Are you going to explore the river again today?” She had a strong desire to find shiny items and bring them to me. Lately, she’d been exploring the riverbanks, bringing shiny, almost clear rocks I’d not seen before. They held a bit of magic in them, which was a little concerning.

      Natalia nodded, cawed, and flew towards the window, waiting patiently for me to open it. As soon as I pushed it open, she flew out and up into the sky.

      With a deep breath, I gathered myself, turned, opened the fridge, and took out the eggs and bacon from the top shelf. “Breakfast time. Let’s go.”
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      Opening the door slowly, I walked into the first bedroom, the one for healed but unconscious patients, and was sad to see the male tiger still asleep and in his tiger form.

      He’d been asleep since he was dropped on my front porch six days ago, a deep gash on his head and evidence that it had been cracked, but healed before I saw him. We weren’t sure who had dropped him off, but it was far from the first time that someone had brought an injured hybrid shifter to me for help.

      Although the wounds were healed, I suspected the head trauma was the reason he hadn’t woken up yet. I’d hoped he might have woken at some point and switched to his human form, but he was still in his tiger form. Had I not seen the wounds healing quickly, I would have thought him an animal, but shapeshifters healed incredibly fast.

      After checking his IV and fluid levels, I sat beside him on the bed and stroked his fur. “You’ve got to wake up soon, friend. It’s concerning that you are still asleep after so long. I’m worried about you. When you wake up, I’ll give you the biggest, juiciest steak you’ve ever seen, promise.”

      Straining to listen, I tried to pick up anything telepathically, but he was still silent, truly unconscious.

      Sometimes, coma patients would come out if they heard sounds to confirm they were safe. One trick that seemed to work for me was to sing to them, a song about running through the fields full of flowers and sunlight. The song had come to me when I was a child, and whenever I sang it outside, animals flocked to me.

      My parents had freaked out, assuming I was cursed or a mage. They’d had me tested extensively, at multiple locations by different people. When they had learned I was a mage, it had caused a huge rift between them as accusations about affairs or lying about their lineage were thrown around. I still didn’t understand their extreme hatred of mages, but it had caused my parents to all but abandon me as a child, sending me to a school for mages and refusing to spend any holidays with me. My land and cabin, plus a monthly salary had been the only things they’d given me, and while it hurt to have been abandoned, I was very grateful for what I had and the ability to help others. I was especially grateful for the school they’d sent me to, which had taught me how to use all of my abilities: telekinesis, telepathy, and emotional manipulation. The mage instructors were unsure about some of my abilities, stating that mages didn’t usually have those powers, but they had been unable to find any proof that I was a hybrid.

      Finished with my song, I stroked a hand down the tiger’s face, stood, and walked out, leaving behind a plate of thinly fried beef and eggs. I left the food just on the off chance they woke up while I was out of the house. The first thing every animal, shifter or not, wanted when they woke up after being injured was food and water.

      “Your voice is very soothing,” Riddick commented.

      I jerked my head up, shocked to find him standing in the hallway. He had on a pair of sweatpants that hung low on his hips, a dark happy trail visible.

      “Oh, um, thank you.”

      “Do you know how I got here?” Riddick asked, his brows furrowing and mouth dropping into a deep frown.

      “A black van dropped you off. Winnie was the only one who saw them, and she’s a normal pig so she can’t read license plates. She did say the people had masks on, but that’s all I could really get from her.”

      Branson kept trying to convince me to get security cameras, but I was hesitant to do so because I was worried it would be a deterrent for people to drop off the injured shifters like they did, and I didn’t want a single one missed because of that.

      He sighed. “That tracks. I was looking into a missing shifter case for a friend and one of the local shifter gangs caught me sniffing around.”

      “I’m surprised they didn’t just kill you,” I admitted.

      The corner of his mouth curved upwards. “You don’t know who I am, do you?”

      “Nope,” I said and made the p sound pop. He was attractive and looked somewhat familiar, but I wasn’t up on the latest celebrity gossip.

      His laughter echoed around me in the small hallway, the sound full of amusement, and warmed me in a way I’d not experienced in years. Finished with his laughter, he straightened his shoulders, turned to face me, and said, “I suppose I should introduce myself. I am Riddick, assistant to Prince Caleb.”

      Prince Caleb was one of the most popular princes in all the realms, after his fathers. He was a hybrid, and while not the first, he was the first of royal lineage and the first to be revealed publicly without fear of death that anyone knew of. His mother, Princess Jolie, was thought to be human when she’d become mated to the Four Princes of Jinla, but it had later been discovered she was the siren princess. In some strange magical insanity, Prince Caleb was born a hybrid combination of siren, werewolf, dragon, elf, and mage.

      Hybrids were feared as sometimes the combination of races could create an unstable person who was unable to control their powers. It was extremely rare, but due to long standing biases, stretching back to when hybrids were simply murdered for existing, people still feared them. Prince Caleb was working to end those fears and with the help of his parents, created a few schools for hybrids to learn to control their powers.

      Riddick was extremely well known, and I couldn’t believe I hadn’t recognized his face. He was always at Prince Caleb’s side during media events.

      “Well, I’m glad I was able to help your leg heal properly, or I might have had to face his wrath.” I smiled wide and turned to check on the next room.

      “Who are you?” Riddick asked.

      Spinning back around, I scowled. “What do you mean? I’m just a woman who lives in the woods and helps the injured.”

      He stepped closer and shook his head. “No.” Bending down, he inhaled from the top of my head and I closed my eyes to avoid staring at his bare chest and stomach, muscles rippling as he moved. “You’re a mage, but … smell different.”

      “Bad different?” I asked, embarrassed that my voice was breathy.

      “No.”

      Tilting my chin up, I opened my eyes to look at him, finding a curious expression on his face. “I’m just a woman who helps injured animals recuperate. Sometimes, those animals turn out to be hybrid shifters, like Branson and Kieran … and yourself. I don’t heal magically, I wish I could, but I studied medicine and am a certified nurse.”

      “You’re unmated?”

      I nodded. “I am.”

      “Why?”

      The blunt question caught me off guard for a beat before I burst into laughter. I wiped my eyes and said, “I’ve asked myself that many times. However, I know not many are interested in the evil witch in the woods, and those brought here don’t tend to stay very long, opting to return back to their lives and their families.” I shrugged. “I suppose I’ll find my mate eventually, or live out my life as I have been.”

      “You aren’t a hybrid?” he asked, his head tilted slightly.

      “My parents were human, but when they discovered I was a mage, they had me extensively tested. The only thing they could find was that I was a mage, but never confirmed where that bloodline came from. Mother was staunchly resolute that there had been no affair.” I shrugged. “But who knows?”

      “Do you have a phone I could use? The prince is likely worried about me, since I haven’t reported in for a few days.”

      The topic shift was a welcome one. “In your room, your cell phone is charging on the bedside table. I kept it turned off so it wouldn’t wake you up, but it should be fully charged.”

      Without waiting for his response, I hurried to the next room to check on my next patient.
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      Branson still hadn’t returned by dinner time and my worry grew as the sun set. Grabbing my backpack, I put my medical kit, a flare gun, some food, rope, and a handgun inside.

      When I turned towards the door however, it was to find Kieran with his arms crossed over his chest.

      A large sigh leaked out of me, coming from deep within my chest. “You’re not going to stop me, Kieran. I’m going to go look for him.”

      “It’s dark, you won’t be able to find him,” he argued. “Wait until sunrise.”

      Pointing my fingers at him, I used my telekinesis to pick him up and move him out of the way of the door. “No. He could be injured, bleeding out somewhere.”

      “He’s a shifter, he’s not going to bleed out,” Kieran argued and struggled against my magical hold.

      “What’s going on?” Riddick asked as he stepped into the living room. He’d showered and changed into a fresh pair of sweats and, sadly, put on a t-shirt.

      “Branson’s not back, so I’m going to look for him. There’s food in the fridge if you get hungry. If you leave before I get back, please stay safe.” I raised a hand in goodbye and opened the front door.

      “Let me go with you. I’ve got excellent night vision,” he said and stepped in front of me.

      I despised how much faster than me they were. “You were injured and⁠—”

      “And I’m one hundred percent better thanks to you. Consider it my way of thanking you,” he said, smiling sweetly.

      “The prince won’t take kindly to you endangering yourself for me.” It was a guess; I didn’t know the first thing about Prince Caleb.

      He scoffed and said, “You clearly don’t know him. If he were here, he’d be out the door already searching for your friend and trying to convince you to stay behind. Come on, let’s go together.”

      It would be nice to have another person at my back. Poor Kieran couldn’t see well at night, so bringing him was out of the question. “Fine.”

      His smile was brilliant as he grabbed his shoes and put them on. “Great.”

      Kieran frowned deeply and I released him from my hold.

      I stepped outside, but heard Riddick tell Kieran, “I’ll keep her safe, man. Don’t worry.”

      I did not hear Kieran’s response as I continued down the front porch steps, not wanting to get caught eavesdropping.

      Closing my eyes, I tilted my head back and tried to listen for any sounds that might be Branson.

      Instead, I only heard the sound of my heart speeding up the closer Riddick moved to me.

      Odd.

      “Can you smell or see anything?” I asked as I opened my eyes.

      “There are far too many animal smells here,” he said and rubbed a hand against his nose.

      Right.

      Hiking my backpack up higher on my shoulders, I turned and headed in the direction Branson had left.

      “Did you get ahold of the prince?” I asked after some strained silence.

      “Yes, he said to tell you he is very grateful for setting my leg so it didn’t heal wrong. He also told me to make sure I repay you properly.”

      “I don’t need repayment. It didn’t cost me anything to use some wood and a bandage and feed you today.”

      “If I don’t repay you someway, he’ll get upset at me.”

      I was fairly certain he was teasing me, but …

      “How about you owe me a favor?” I suggested. “Nothing crazy, but a small favor I could use at a later date.”

      “A favor, hm? Like what?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t really leave my woods, so I can’t even begin to think of what favor I might want.”

      He grabbed my arm, pulling me to a stop.

      I froze, taking shallow breaths to allow us both to listen. There, a scraping sound, like something being dragged along the ground.

      Pulling from his grip, I hurried in that direction, ignoring his hands as he tried to stop me.

      Turning my flashlight on, I shone it in the direction the sound was coming from.

      My heart plummeted as the light illuminated a giant black bear, three times the size of any bear I had ever seen, dragging an unconscious Branson by the back of his neck.

      I dropped the light, made claw shapes with my hand, and pulled two dozen rocks from the ground. Being careful, I flung the rocks at the giant bear’s head.

      As I’d expected, he opened his mouth, dropping Branson, and roared in pain and fury.

      The bear focused on me, steam coming from his snout. There was something … off … about the bear. Something almost ethereal, but not in a good way. The bear ran forward and I prepared to shoot every rock I had right at his head.

      Riddick shifted into his cheetah form and darted between the angry bear and I, drawing its attention and making it charge after him instead.

      Snatching the flashlight from the ground, I rushed over to Branson and inspected his injuries. “Bran, Bran, talk to me, buddy. Wake up and say something, please.”

      Nothing. Crap.

      He was way too heavy for me to carry physically, but I could use my telekinesis on him.

      Setting my hand on his snout, I took slow breaths to keep from crying or freaking out. I had to stay composed and focused to help him. “Branson, I’m going to carry you home, okay? Hang in there. I’m going to fix you right up.”

      In the distance, I heard the sound of a tree crashing to the ground. What was Riddick doing?

      “Meet at the house!” I shouted. “Answer that you hear me!”

      A cheetah’s loud yelp responded.

      Taking a deep breath, I stood, focused my attention on Branson’s body, made a gripping shape with my hand, and activated my magic. His body floated up off of the ground and I cringed at the amount of blood dripping down.

      “Okay, buddy, let’s go.” Keeping my hand curved, I carried his body through the trees, careful he did not bump into anything, which was pretty hard to do with such a large bear. By the time I made it to the front of the house, my body shook and sweat poured down my face and back.

      Kieran ran outside and ran his hands along my body. “Are you injured?”

      “Bran is,” I gasped and continued beyond the house, to the barn which also served as a treatment room for my patients that were animals. Bran wasn’t an animal, but he was too large in this form to get into the house right now.

      Tremors wracked my body as I slowly and gently set him on the table, and when I was finally able to let him go, I nearly collapsed to the ground.

      Riddick caught me and held me against his body. “Ember? Ember, what’s wrong?”

      “She’s not supposed to carry anything that much larger than her, her magic is based on her strength, but she can use bursts to move heavy items. Carrying Branson that far was a huge strain,” Kieran explained.

      Pushing away from Riddick, I set my backpack down and took out my medical kit. “I’m fine. I’ve got to help Branson.”

      “His body is already healing,” Kieran argued. “I don’t see anything life threatening.”

      “Then why is he unconscious?” I countered. Taking my pen light, I lifted one of his eyelids and shone the light on his eye.

      Branson’s eye focused on the light and his teeth snapped closed a hair away from my face, only missing me thanks to Riddick jerking me backwards, out of harm’s way.

      Branson growled for a second before his nostrils flared and he looked at me, sorrow in his eyes. “Sorry.”

      I shook my head and smiled. “Don’t apologize. I know better than to do that without strapping jaws closed first. I was just too worried about you.”

      Branson shifted into his human form and grunted as he almost fell off the table. Kieran caught him and helped him sit upright. “Thanks, Kieran.”

      My ears started to ring and blackness encroached on my vision.

      “What happened?” I heard Kieran ask, but his voice sounded far away.

      Riddick scowled down at me. His mouth moved, but I couldn’t hear him.

      My eyes rolled up into the back of my head and I felt like I was floating, until darkness took me and I was the one who became unconscious.
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      “I need more time,” Riddick whispered. “I can’t explain it, but I think there’s a connection.” A long pause. “Yes, she is pretty.” Another long pause. “Stop laughing.”

      Opening my eyes was hard, but even harder was trying to move my arms. I moaned and several hands touched me at the same time, Riddick and Kieran called out my name. Their yells echoed inside my skull, making it hurt immensely.

      “Everything hurts,” I whined.

      “That’s what happens when you over work yourself,” Kieran snapped. “Your muscles are practically destroyed from you carrying Branson.”

      I hated that my muscles took on the toll like I had physically carried him when I’d used my magic. “Magic is dumb.”

      “Yes, well, it has its uses, but only when used appropriately,” Riddick said, and I knew without seeing him that he was frowning.

      “Why have magic if not to save my friends,” I argued back. Trying once again, I was able to open my eyes. The room was dim, only light seeping in under the curtain giving me anything to see. Judging by the light, it was midday. “How long have I been asleep?”

      “Thirty hours,” Kieran answered.

      I tried to sit up, gasping at the amount of time I had been unconscious. “The injured⁠—”

      Riddick held me down. “Easy, Ember. Your patients are fine. We checked on them all multiple times.”

      “Branson, is Branson⁠—”

      “Embarrassed,” Branson answered from the doorway. He walked into the room fully so I could see him without moving, dropped to his knees beside my bed, and gently took my hand in his much larger ones. “I’m so sorry, Ember.”

      “Why are you apologizing?” I asked with a frown.

      “You’re hurt because of me, because I didn’t listen to you, and I almost bit your face off.” He rubbed his thumb across my wrist and looked at my small hand in his giant ones like it might break.

      “I’d do it all again without hesitation,” I said and smiled. “Though I would muzzle you first next time to avoid the whole biting my face off thing.”

      “You’re lucky the cheetah had been there,” Branson whispered. “I’m lucky he was there.” He said the second part so quietly, I almost didn’t hear it.

      “I’ll be right as rain in another day, Branny Boy. Don’t fret,” I said as cheerfully as I could.

      He raised his head and scowled at me. “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what?” I asked.

      “Hide behind your humor.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not hiding behind anything.”

      “I’m leaving,” he said, making me freeze, not even drawing a breath. “Once we figure out what’s going on with that giant bear, I’m going to leave. I’ve overstayed my welcome and it’s time for me to go.”

      “No, Branson, you don’t⁠—”

      He set my hand on my stomach and stood, looking at Kieran. “Meet me in the living room in ten.”

      Kieran nodded, frowning at the bear as he left.

      Tears built in my eyes, but I blinked them away before anyone could see. “I suppose it was inevitable,” I whispered. “You all had lives before me and can’t stay here forever.” Sighing loudly, playing off my sadness, I smiled over at Riddick. “Speaking of that, has the prince said when he’ll send you a pick up?”

      “I’ve requested a couple more days’ leave,” he replied, scowling. “I want to help them look into the strange creature.”

      “It did look a little strange,” I agreed. “Having you back them up would make me feel better while I’m laid up in bed. Thank you.”

      “Do you need anything? Water? Food?” He squatted down beside me and aside brushed hair that had fallen out of my face.

      “Could you carry me to my bathroom? A hot bath with Epsom salt will help my muscles heal faster.”

      He nodded. “Let me get the bath ready first.”

      “Thank you. The salt is in a bucket under my sink.”

      He nodded again and walked into my adjoined bathroom. Second later, I heard the water filling the tub and the sound of salt pouring into it.

      After carrying me into the bathroom, he gently lowered me into the bath still in the nightgown I’d been wearing. I wasn’t certain who had changed me, but my eyes widened when he lowered me into the tub still in it. I’d planned to try to strip myself and climb in.

      “Oh,” I exclaimed.

      He sat on the chair in the corner of my bathroom, an item used mostly when I was giving Winnie a bath in my tub. “Sorry, but I didn’t think you’d want me to strip you and I don’t think it’s safe to leave you alone. You might slip under the water.”

      “It’s okay,” I said as the warm water began to soothe my aching body. Closing my eyes, I exhaled slowly.

      “You don’t have to hide your emotions, you know? If you don’t want them to leave, tell them.”

      I clenched my eyes closed tighter. It wasn’t so simple. “They were brought to me to heal, not to keep. Their lives await them. I’m just glad I was able to be part of it, for even a brief period of time.”

      “The first time I met Caleb was during a Halloween festival when we were both ten years old. His parents followed him as he ran around to every vendor at the festival in the center of the city of Jinla. He was so happy and carefree and I could smell that he was like me, a hybrid.”

      My eyes opened and I turned my head to look at him.

      He smiled. “Yes, I’m an elf and werewolf hybrid.”

      My guess had been close.

      “My parents forced me to keep my animal a secret, told me it was too dangerous to let others know. I watched Caleb running around, enjoying life, letting each of his different animals out with no fear of retribution, and was instantly jealous. He noticed me glaring at him and walked right up to me, got inches from my face, and said, ‘you’re like me. You’re special like me.’”

      Riddick laughed. “Special. I’d never been called special before. My parents pulled me away, fear pouring off of them in waves. Caleb exhaled and a sense of safety and peace spread from him to us. My parents released me and his mother walked up, the beautiful Princess Jolie, and she squatted down before me, a smile on her face. She looked at me and Caleb and asked, ‘Did you make a friend, Caleb? Did you find another special boy like you?’ You know what that punk said?”

      I shook my head.

      “He said, ‘I don’t think we’re friends. Yet. I think he needs his butt kicked first.’”

      A soft laugh shook my body, which made me flinch, but thankfully didn’t stop Riddick from finishing his story.

      “Princess Jolie invited me over that weekend and my parents accepted, but when we got home, they told me it wasn’t going to happen. They told me that people like that didn’t truly care about us. That I needed to let it go and just be happy for that brief day of happiness I’d experienced with him.” He raised his head and looked at me. “I forced them to let me go to his house, convinced I had to tell him to his face that we couldn’t be friends. He told me the choice was mine, if we wanted to be friends, but the greatest pain in life was losing someone. Losing him before I’d known him would have hurt because of the unknowns, because of all of the things we could have done together that I hadn’t experienced. Losing him back then would have hurt way more than losing him a month later. Those could-have-beens are what haunt us, Ember. Don’t let that happen to you. Don’t lose out on what could be the happiest friendship or relationship in your life because of fear.”

      He didn’t understand. He didn’t know what my life had been.

      “Thank you for the story. I’m glad you two found each other.” Rolling my head to face the ceiling, I closed my eyes again.

      I wasn’t going to doom Branson to a life with me in the woods. He deserved to get back to the world, the real world, and find who he was meant to be with. His true mate.
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      Rubbing my aching chest, I looked out over the forest, feeling like I didn’t know anything about the land I once had memorized.

      Kieran flew around me in a circle before shifting and landing on the roof beside me. “What is your plan for today?”

      “I’m going to go explore the river,” I answered and held out one of the rocks Natalia had brought just yesterday. It hummed with power.

      Kieran scowled at the rock and tapped it with his fingernail. “Odd.”

      I nodded. “It is odd, which is why I am going to investigate.”

      “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “Aren’t you going with Branson and Riddick to explore the cave today?” They’d apparently followed the giant bear creature’s scent to the cave and were going to see if they could find out anything more about the creature.

      “Yes, but if you need me⁠—”

      I needed him more than he knew.

      Turning, I gave him a bright smile and said, “I’m just going to the river, I’ll be fine.”

      He frowned and his lips thinned. “Fine, but call if you need us.”

      I patted my bag at my feet and said, “I have a flare in here.”

      “Ember, you⁠—”

      “The wolf is awake!” Branson called.

      My eyes widened and I gasped. Grabbing my bag, I leapt from the roof and ran inside the house, dropping the bag on the living room floor as I did. Once in the hallway, I slid to a stop at the sight of a man crouched down, snarling. I smiled wide. “Hello, friend. You’re probably very hungry. Let me grab you some food and water. I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      “Who are you people?” he asked and clutched at his head.

      “I’m Ember Jasperwood. This is my home. You were brought to me, injured and unconscious, so I patched you up and kept you safe.”

      His lip lowered from its snarl and he tilted his head as he looked at me. “You kept me safe?”

      I nodded. “I treat injured animals, shifters, and hybrids. That’s my job here in the woods.”

      “What about them?” he asked, looking at Branson and Kieran.

      “Same as you,” Branson answered. “Dropped off here and treated by Ember.”

      “Who dropped me off?” the wolf asked and stood.

      Shrugging, I turned to head to the kitchen. “No clue, but let’s focus on getting you food first. You can ask questions after your belly is full.”

      “Are you okay with us leaving?” Kieran asked, eyeing the wolf hybrid who had followed me to the kitchen.

      “What’s your name?” I asked the wolf.

      “Percival,” he answered.

      “Are you going to harm me, Percival?”

      He frowned. “No, why would I hurt you?”

      I looked at Kieran and smiled. “See, you don’t need to worry. Our new friend won’t hurt me.”

      Percival sat on a stool at the kitchen counter and watched me silently as I took out items to make breakfast for us both.

      “Remember, call if you need anything and we’ll come back,” Kieran said. He raised his hand as if he was going to reach out to me, but clenched his hand into a fist and lowered it by his side.

      “You three stay safe while searching, okay? That creature isn’t a normal bear, clearly since he defeated Branson.”

      Branson flinched and I felt bad for reminding him, but I had to make sure they stayed safe.

      “We’ll have each other’s backs,” Kieran said. “Don’t worry about us.”

      Branson left without even looking at me, and I felt that pain in my chest expand even more.

      “Do you get a lot of injured people dropped on your doorstep?” Percival asked.

      “Yes. The city nearby doesn’t like hybrids or shifters much, and I’m the nearest medically trained person who doesn’t have a bias. Sometimes I get brought animals mistaken for being a shifter, but that’s okay with me. I’ll help whoever or whatever I can.”

      “Were those your mates earlier?” he asked, and looked towards the door they’d left through.

      What was everyone’s interest in my mating status lately?

      “No, I’m not mated. Those two are, like they said, shifters who were brought to me to treat. I’m sure they’ll leave soon.” Like all the rest. “You didn’t have a cell phone on you, but you can borrow my phone to call someone. I’m sure your family or friends are worried about you. You’ve been here several days now.”

      “Days?” he asked, eyes wide.

      I set his plate of food on the counter before him and nodded. “Yes. The phone is over there.” I pointed at the landline I had. “Excuse me, but I need to check on another patient.”

      “Thank you,” Percival said quietly. “I appreciate your kindness.”

      Turning, I smiled warmly at him. “We all need a little kindness in our lives. Before you leave, could you let me know? That way I won’t be worried that you’re missing?”

      He nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Once inside the tiger’s room, I sat on a chair beside the bed and put my face in my hands. I had to get out of this negative funk. Normally, I didn’t let myself wallow ridiculously like this. What was wrong with me?

      “Miss, are you alright?” a slightly accented voice asked.

      “Yes, I’m…” I jerked my head upright and my mouth dropped open at the man before me on the bed. “You’re awake!” Reaching forward, I turned his face right and left, raised his eyelids, and lifted his arms, checking him all over. “No physical injuries left. What is your name?”

      “I’m Triston,” he answered.

      “Does your head hurt?”

      “No,” he answered, gently taking my hands from his face. “Who are you?”

      “Oh, right. Sorry. I’m Ember Jasperwood. You’re in my home. Someone dropped you off on my property, injured. You’ve been unconscious for a while and in your tiger form the entire time. I’d been starting to worry that you were a real tiger and not a shifter, except I saw your skull heal at a shifter’s healing rate.” I laughed softly and realized I was rambling.

      Triston was quite attractive, with a strong, wide jaw, stunning amber eyes, sandy-colored hair with streaks of black just like his tiger form.

      He rubbed the back of his head and sighed. “I got jumped while in the city by some dragon shifters.”

      “Your cell phone is right beside you, fully charged, and ready for you to call your friends or family.”

      I felt like a videogame character with set phrases and words, repeating the same lines over and over lately.

      “I just made this breakfast as well,” I said and pointed at the eggs and steak on the table.

      “Can you remove this?” he asked and held up his hand with the IV in it.

      “Yes, let me wash my hands. One second.” I hurried to the sink in the room, washed my hands, put gloves on, and grabbed a cotton ball. Once the IV was removed and I’d pressed on the spot long enough for it to heal, I threw the cotton ball and gloves away, and wheeled the IV and fluid stand to the corner, out of his way. “Please take your time getting up. Across the hallway is the bathroom, which is stocked and has spare clothes. A shower will likely help refresh your mind as well as your body. If you need assistance, just call out. Oh, and there are other shifters here, other patients like you, so please don’t be alarmed if you smell them.”

      “Thank you.” He frowned and stared at his hands, turning them over in his lap.

      “Are you feeling any negative side effects right now? Headache? Dizziness?”

      He shook his head.

      Assuming he just needed a minute to himself, I stood and walked out of the room. “Call me if you need anything. I’ll just be in the living room.”

      While I wanted to head out to the river, I didn’t want to just leave him and Percival alone so soon after they woke up. I’d have to delay my trip a bit.

      Closing the door behind me, I went to the living room and sat in my recliner, hands clasped in my lap.

      For years I had been brought injured animals and shifters, but in the past two years the number of shifters, specifically hybrids, had increased drastically. Instead of one every few months, it was a handful a month. What was going on in the world that attacks on hybrids were increasing so much?

      An investigative trip to the city was likely due. Since I wasn’t a shifter, they wouldn’t pay me any mind. I could do some light shopping, listen to the people around town, and try to uncover new information that might help me understand what was going on.

      I heard the shower start and smiled. At least all of my patients were conscious and moving about on their own now.

      Percival sat on the couch beside me and stared at me.

      Being patient was something I was very good at, so I didn’t ask him what he wanted, but waited.

      Triston came out, hair wet and hanging over his eyes, and froze when he saw Percival.

      Percival turned and looked at him, eyes narrowing.

      “Triston this is Percival. Percival this is Triston. You’re both patients here, so please do not fight. I patched you up once and would hate to have to do it again.” I stood, just in case they decided to attack each other. It wouldn’t be the first time that two of my patients knew each other and started fighting.

      They didn’t say anything, but their postures relaxed.

      “I’m going to head outside, to investigate something at the river. Some sunshine might do you two well. Would you like to accompany me?”

      Triston nodded. “I’d like to get some sunlight.”

      As a feline shifter, that made sense. They liked to nap in the sun.

      I turned to Percival, who nodded. “I will come as well.”

      “Great!” I said and clapped my hands together. “I’ll add some additional provisions to my bag, and then we can go.”

      While they got their shoes on, I put two more water bottles, some additional protein bars, and more beef jerky into my bag.

      Both waited by the front door, looking at each other curiously, but not speaking.

      “Ready?” I asked, even though it was obvious.

      They nodded and Percival pulled open the door for me.

      “Thank you,” I said and gave him a smile as I walked by.

      He rewarded me with a soft smile of his own.
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      Heading out, I lead the way down one of the paths I’d made that went straight to the river.

      Percival and Triston walked silently behind me, the tension between them palpable, but at least they weren’t fighting.

      “It’s about thirty more minutes,” I advised without turning around. “Though, I’m not sure if the thing I’m looking for is right at the riverbank here or if I might need to travel farther upstream.”

      “What are you searching for?” Percival asked. “The others went after a creature, what are you after?”

      “There have been strange things going on in my woods lately, the creature is one of them, but Natalia, a crow who frequents my house, brought me back some suspicious rocks. She said they’re from the river, so I’ve come to see if there are more.”

      “You can understand the crow?” Triston asked.

      “I can telepathically communicate with animals and shifters in their animal form.” I really wished I could do it while they were in human form, too, but for whatever reason my power only let me communicate to animals.

      “Interesting,” Triston whispered.

      “So, we’re looking for odd rocks?” Percival asked.

      “Yes.”

      “How will we know what to look for?” Triston asked.

      “They’re clear and have magical power in them,” I explained.

      “What?” they both asked simultaneously.

      I laughed, stopped, and turned around to face them, reaching into my pocket to pull out one of the rocks. “Can you understand why I’m looking into it now?”

      Percival touched the rock and jerked his hand back like he’d been shocked.

      Triston scowled, stepped closer, and picked the rock up, rolling it around in his hand. He raised it and sniffed. “It’s an odd smelling magic.”

      My brows rose. “You can tell the different magics by smell?”

      He nodded. “Each has a unique scent.” He tilted his head as he looked at me. “Yours is unlike any I’ve encountered before, but smells good, like a flower, this rock smells bad, like mold.”

      My eyes widened at the description. Why did mine smell unique instead of like a mage’s? I opened my mouth to ask, but realized it wasn’t the time for that. We had a job to do.

      “That’s good to know. Do you think you can follow the scent from the rock to find more?” If I could avoid scouring the miles of riverbank, I would take the opportunity.

      “Depends on how many there are,” he replied. “If there are a lot, it shouldn’t be a problem, but if there are only a few dozen over several miles, it might not be strong enough, with all the moving water and forest scents mixing in.”

      “Okay,” I nodded in understanding. “Let’s finish making our way to the river and we’ll see what we find.”

      They followed silently again, but this time it seemed like they were just lost in thought about the strange, magical rocks. The sound of rushing water grew louder and louder the closer we got until I could finally see the river through trees.

      The river was fifty feet wide, ten feet deep, had rapids farther downstream, and was full of fish all year round. I often came fishing here for a change in dinner, or for Branson since he preferred fish to beef. I’d connected underground piping to a pump at the water’s edge that I used for my water in the house, though thankfully my sewage plumbing was connected to the city’s so I didn’t have to worry about a sewage tank or anything like that.

      Looking up and down the river, I noticed a lack of animals, which was odd, but had happened on occasion. It could be partly to do with the creature causing them to hide in fear.

      Turning upriver, I ventured closer to the riverbanks and started looking at the rocks there, searching for the magical ones.

      “How much land do you own?” Percival asked as he walked behind me, his gaze moving back and forth across the river.

      “One hundred acres. My land begins at the city and runs southeast from there.”

      “That’s quite a plot,” Triston commented.

      “Yes, well, when you don’t want anything to do with your daughter and she asks you for a house in the woods, you apparently end up providing her enough space you won’t ever find her even if you wanted to look.” I stopped walking and put a hand to my mouth, turning slowly, I lowered it and smiled. “Uh, heh, sorry. Not sure where that came from.”

      “You’ll find that many hybrids are shunned by their parents as well,” Triston said with a shrug of one shoulder as he continued to walk by me. He smiled at me. “You’re better off without them.”

      We walked for another hour before I spotted a clear rock, shining in the afternoon sun, on the opposite bank. “There!” Using my powers, I gripped the rock beneath my feet, and propelled myself up and over the water, dropping the rock when I was close enough to shore to jump the last bit.

      Squatting down, I picked up the rock and gasped as the magic shocked me. “Ouch.”

      Percival and Triston jumped across the river with ease thanks to their shifter abilities.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t touch them,” Percival suggested, looking at a second one behind me.

      “You might be right,” I admitted. “We don’t know what kind of magic this is or what it might do.” Swinging my backpack off my shoulders, I opened it and pulled out a plastic bag and a pair of medical gloves. Moving about slowly, I picked up a dozen of the rocks and put them in the plastic bag before deciding it was enough and there were too many for me to collect them all.

      The farther upstream we went, the more there were.

      Stashing the bag and gloves in my backpack again, I headed farther upstream, noting how they appeared only on the riverbanks and not in the river.

      “Curious,” I whispered.

      At midday, I sat down and pulled out water and food for us all. “Let’s take a quick break,” I said.

      Percival and Triston sat with me, eating pieces of jerky and drinking water.

      “Are either of you in pain or tired?” I inquired. “If so, please let me know and we can return to the cabin and I can continue my search later.”

      “You mean to continue without anyone to assist you?” Percival asked.

      “I’m often on my own out here, remember I just help those brought to me heal, they don’t normally stay here.”

      “What about the bear and hawk?” Percival asked.

      “Bear? Hawk?” Triston asked, looking from Percival to me and back again.

      “As I told you earlier, Branson and Kieran were like you two, injured and treated by me, but they aren’t yet at one hundred percent, so they haven’t left yet.” That was a partial lie, Kieran was one hundred percent better, but still hadn’t left. He didn’t explain why and I didn’t ask, since I enjoyed his company.

      Percival frowned, but thankfully dropped the topic.

      “So, you are unmated?” Triston asked.

      I nodded and smiled wide, resisting the urge to rub my aching chest. “Yes.”

      “And you live all alone on all this land, surrounded by animals …” He raised his head and sniffed several times. “… like bears and pumas?”

      Pumas? It had been months since I’d seen a puma. I hoped that meant they were thriving and not running out of food in the mountains. “Yes.”

      “That seems … unwise,” he whispered. “Does your family not worry for your safety?”

      Holding my smile in place, I said, “No, no they don’t.”

      A loud bear’s roar had us all on our feet and looking at the opposite bank. Standing on its hind legs, the giant black bear creature stared at me and roared again.

      “That is not a bear,” Percival whispered.

      “It’s enchanted or cursed or something,” Triston said and sneezed. “Bad magic.”

      “What?” I asked.

      The creature jumped across the river and I stared in shock and awe.

      “Ember, run!” Branson bellowed, breaking me out of my disbelief.

      Percival picked me up and ran down the riverbank, holding me tightly against his chest.

      I looked over his shoulder, relieved to find Triston right behind us, but the creature was gaining.

      Triston pivoted and shifted into his tiger form, attempting to attack the creature.

      The creature hit him with his large paw, knocking him into the woods and against a tree.

      “Triston!” I screamed and tried to get out of Percival’s arms.

      “You can’t fight that thing,” he growled at me as he continued to run.

      “I have to check on Triston. He might have hit his head again and⁠—”

      “You’re no good to him dead!” Percival snapped. He squatted down and leapt across the water, heading back towards my house.

      Riddick caught up to us, blood running down his temple. “Are you okay, Ember?”

      “You’re bleeding,” I said.

      “It’ll stop in a second,” he replied, looking over his shoulder at the creature following us.

      “We have to get Triston,” I said urgently.

      “Kieran went to get him. We’ve got to get you into the wards,” Branson said.

      “Wards?” Percival asked.

      “She’s got wards around her house that will prevent the creature from entering,” he explained.

      “It’s a bear, Branson. My wards won’t keep it out,” I argued.

      “It clearly wants to hurt you, so your wards will keep it out,” he said assuredly.

      Was he saying that for my benefit or to convince himself?

      We ran across the wards and I pushed out of Percival’s hold, turning to face the creature. Gathering my power, I pulled two boulders out of the ground, preparing to attack if the wards failed.

      Branson ran across the wards, scowling at me, and opened his mouth, but spun at the roar of the creature not far behind. “Ember, get back.”

      “This is my house and my woods, and I will not cower from the townspeople, you, or this creature.” Taking a deep breath, I centered myself, calming my heart so I was focused.

      Kieran ran from the other side of the house, Triston right on his heels.

      Oh, thank goodness, Triston was alright.

      Facing the creature again, I raised the boulders higher. “You shall not pass!” I screamed.

      Riddick snickered, clearly understanding my joke.

      The creature slammed against my wards and all of the men moved closer to me.

      Only five feet separated me from it as it tried to claw and break my wards, its eyes focused on me.

      “Is it just me or is that thing hyper focused on her?” Triston asked behind me.

      “What are you?” I asked the creature. A strange black smoke oozed from its body, like steam from sweating.

      It swiped at the ward again and again, stood on its hind legs, and tried to push it with both front paws. Focused only on getting to me.

      Dropping the boulders back to the ground, I tilted my head and really looked at the creature. Why was it so determined to get me?

      I took a step closer and several hands grabbed at me. I pushed them all back and continued to move closer.

      The creature stopped attacking the ward, dropped to all fours, and chuffed at me.

      “Talk to me. Tell me what you want,” I whispered.

      “Ember,” Branson said and growled, still stuck from my power holding him and the others back.

      “Ember, let us go,” Riddick growled.

      “Just you and I. Talk to me,” I whispered, standing just a breath away from my ward and the creature that may or may not want to kill me.

      “Blood,” it whispered in a strained voice.

      “Blood?” I asked. “You need my blood?”

      “Yessss. Pleassse.”

      “Why?”

      “Cure.”

      Cure? My blood was a cure?

      Pulling the pocketknife from the side of my backpack, I cut my forearm.

      “Em!” Kieran screeched and the others yelled out in shock as well.

      “How much?” I asked.

      It stood on its hind legs; eyes focused on the blood dripping down to my hand.

      “How much?” I asked again.

      “Unsure.”

      I nodded and smiled. “Okay, but don’t kill me, okay?”

      “No!” Branson and Kieran screamed.

      Stepping across the ward, I held up my arm and smiled warmly at the creature. “Let’s get you cured, friend.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Blinking my eyes open, I struggled to remember how I’d ended up asleep outside, but I could clearly see the stars above.

      “Release her,” Branson growled.

      “This is your last warning,” Riddick snapped.

      Down? Where was I? I was comfortable and pressed against a warm body.

      Who? Who was holding me?

      Tilting my head back, I stared at the stranger holding me. She was large, very large, and had a thick scar across her left eye.

      “You’re awake,” she whispered, and tears sprang to her eyes. She squeezed me tightly, making me squeak in pain. “Sorry,” she said immediately and set me on my feet, keeping her hands on my arms. “How are you feeling?”

      “Wh-Who are you?”

      She smiled warmly and kissed my cheek. “My name is Beatrice. I was cursed and your blood healed me. I’m sorry for scaring you and hurting you.”

      My eyes widened and I gasped. “The black bear creature! That was you!”

      She chuckled. “Yes, that was me.”

      I hugged her and when my head rested against her very naked breasts, realized she was naked. “Oh! You need clothes! Come with me.”

      Turning, I prepared to lead her inside, but Branson, Kieran, Riddick, Percival, and Triston blocked the way.

      “She drank your blood,” Kieran said. “She shouldn’t be allowed inside.”

      I flicked my hand, forcing them out of the way. “Nonsense. She was cursed. Don’t judge her for what she did while cursed.”

      “You’re too trusting, Ember,” Kieran said.

      Branson and Kieran turned and stormed away from the house.

      Rolling my eyes, I grabbed Beatrice’s hand and pulled her into the house and into the bathroom. “There are clothes in here that should fit you.” She was a larger woman, but the sweats and t-shirts should fit.

      She avoided looking at me and nodded. “Thank you.”

      I set a hand on her shoulder and smiled warmly. “You’re safe here, it’s okay.”

      Tears filled her eyes and she sniffled. “Thank you. I don’t know how they got me or how they cursed me. I’m sorry I don’t have any information I can give you, but thank you for saving me.”

      Leaving her to shower and get dressed, I came out to Riddick standing in the living room with his arms crossed over his impressive chest.

      “What?” I asked and put a hand on my hip, one brow arched in question.

      “How did you know she wouldn’t kill you when you stepped through the ward?” he asked.

      “I didn’t,” I admitted.

      His arms dropped to his sides and his eyes widened. “You … didn’t?”

      I shook my head and headed towards the kitchen. “I had no idea if she would drain all my blood or eat me, but I felt her desperate need for a cure. A cure which happened to be my blood. So, I just hoped some of my blood would do.”

      “How in all the realms did I find a woman like this?” Riddick mumbled to himself, looking up at my ceiling.

      “Is your wound okay? Shouldn’t you wash it?” Triston asked, pointing at the cut on my forearm.

      It was in need of a wash and bandaging. “I’ll deal with it after I make her food. Rule number one with shifters, have food on hand at all times.”

      “I will make food,” Percival said, striding into the kitchen and up to the sink to wash his hands.

      “You’ll make food?” I asked. None of my patients had ever offered to make food. Not even Kieran or Branson.

      “We all need to eat and you need to bandage your arm. I know how to cook, so I will make the food,” he said with a nod.

      “Okay,” I whispered and headed to my room, casting a few uncertain glances back, but Triston walked into the kitchen and started helping as well.

      Riddick followed me to my room, and before I could ask what he was doing, he grabbed the supplies necessary to clean and bandage my cut.

      It seemed the men needed to feel useful after not being able to protect me. I’d heard this had happened to a friend before, so I let it happen to me.

      Riddick was very gentle as he cleaned and bandaged the cut, very methodical.

      “You’ve done this before,” I whispered.

      He nodded. “Caleb likes to fight.”

      “You’re still here,” I commented.

      His hand paused, resting on my forearm just below the bandage. “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “I suppose the same reason Kieran and Branson are here.” He raised his head and smiled at me. “You intrigue me.”

      “Aren’t you needed by the prince?”

      He inhaled deeply and leaned closer to me. “Yes.”

      Our breath mingled as his face inched closer and closer to mine. “Are you going to kiss me?”

      “Yes,” he breathed and pressed his lips to mine, gentle at first, and hungrily the next second. A strong, warm arm wrapped around me, pulling me flush to his body as he licked at my lips, asking me to open to him.

      It was the first kiss I’d had in years.

      My lips parted and he growled happily, his tongue sliding in to dance with mine, exploring and tasting me.

      My hands slid up beneath his shirt, stroking along his warm skin. So warm. I loved that shapeshifters ran hotter than me.

      He broke the kiss and exhaled softly. “Sorry.”

      “Why are you apologizing?” I laughed softly and leaned back to look at him.

      “I should have asked first before kissing you.”

      I arched a brow. “I asked you first, remember?”

      He chuckled. “Right.”

      Stepping back from him, I grabbed the supplies and put them away.

      Someone came in through the side door and I heard Branson’s telltale heavy footsteps.

      “I’m going to help with dinner,” Riddick said and left the room just before Branson hesitated by the open doorway.

      “Are you okay?” I
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