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      He was in danger of becoming a stalker.

      Obsession had set in back somewhere between grabbing a drink and making small talk.

      He knew that lurking in the shadows and following her every movement for the rest of her life couldn’t be that far behind.

      He had been watching her all night long, ever since Twisted stepped off the stage. If anyone was paying attention, he was sure they would think he was creepy as hell, but he simply couldn’t help himself.

      She was the most beautiful girl Fly had ever seen.

      Her skin was white like the driven snow, and her coffee-colored hair fell in soft waves over her shoulders. He had discreetly followed her around the after party like an idiot, watching her from a distance, just waiting for his chance to get close to her.

      They had made eye contact once. And in that instant he felt his stomach seize up uncomfortably as he lost all ability to think or form words.

      It was insane.

      Ordinarily Fly had no problem approaching girls and striking up a conversation. Hell, usually the girls flocked to him.

      Not because he was some super handsome god-like stud or anything, but because he just happened to be part of a successful shifter rock band.

      He knew the score, and he was fine with that. And he never suffered from attacks of shyness with them either. Mostly because he never went into it with anything in mind other than just shooting the breeze and having some fun.

      But somehow when he looked at this girl, he couldn’t move forward. There was just something about her that stopped him in his tracks and paralyzed him.

      He wanted to talk to her in the worst way, but he simply couldn’t make himself approach her.

      He huffed out an aggravated breath and shook his head. Then he jumped when a hand came slapping down on his shoulder.

      He turned and looked at his bandmate.

      “Jeez, Raven, make a noise or something, man! Don’t just go sneaking up on me like that.”

      Raven smirked at him, and Fly saw his friend’s glance bounce in the direction of his mystery woman before looking him in the eye again.

      “As entertaining as it’s been watching you follow the pretty girl around like a puppy, I think I’ve had enough of this crowd. Tell Morph I flew home, would you?”

      Fly wasn’t surprised.

      Raven’s hatred of large crowds was well documented, though he could never understand why.

      His feathered friend loved playing music in front of huge stadiums full of people, but put him in a social situation with a few dozen folks and it was a whole different story.

      “All right, man. See you at home.” They pounded fists, and he watched Raven walk away. “I wasn’t following her like a puppy though.”

      “Yes, you were!”

      Fly heard Raven’s voice in his head as his friend walked away, and he chuckled.

      He turned back toward the side of the room where the lovely lady was, only to be caught off guard when she was no longer there.

      He quickly scanned the room, his gaze frantically sifting through all the faces. She was nowhere to be seen.

      Where the hell had she gone?

      “Shit.” He mumbled under his breath as he started to move, pushing his way through the people as he continued to look for her.

      He spotted his other two bandmates, Morpheus and Dash, sitting in a corner with their mates, Aleigha and Gigi. They were all sipping drinks and laughing as they talked with friends, and for some irrational reason the scene made Fly a tiny bit jealous.

      The outright envy confused him, and he frowned as he turned away and headed outside.

      The night air was almost crisp, and he took a deep breath as he scanned the area. There were a few small groups of people gathered in little pockets here and there, and the music from the party could still be heard loud and clear.

      Fly ran a hand over his blond curly hair and started walking around the perimeter. Maybe it was just as well that the girl had disappeared, since he obviously had no clue what to say to her anyway.

      “If you want to get to him, sweet cheeks, you have to convince us first.”

      “Yeah, think of us as taste testers for the king, baby. We have to sample the merchandise first, you know what I’m saying?”

      The voices were almost menacing, and Fly’s heart skipped a beat when he looked up and spotted her.

      She was being harassed by two shifter thugs making lewd comments as she tried in vain to get past them. Each man had a hold of one of her arms, and Fly’s stomach tightened as he marched toward them.

      “Let me go!” The girl tried to pull her arms free, but it was no use.

      “Hey!” Fly called out as he stopped directly in front of them. “I think the lady said she wasn’t interested.”

      The men turned to look at him and Fly stood his ground, staring them both down.

      He had been around shifters his entire life. Long enough to be able to pick out their species easy enough. He couldn’t smell that information like a shifter could, and he couldn’t really explain it either. It was just one of those things he had learned to pick up on at an early age. So he knew that he was dealing with a bear and a tiger, but that didn’t matter much to him.

      “Who the fuck are you?” The bear shifter mumbled as he looked him over.

      “Do you know this guy, beautiful?” The tiger let go of the girl’s arm and took a step toward Fly as he asked the girl the question.

      “No, I don’t.” The girl glared at Fly even as she kept trying to free her other arm from the bear’s grasp. “Nobody asked for your help, okay? This doesn’t concern you. Just move on.”

      The tiger shifter laughed out loud as he stared at Fly. “Did you hear that, pretty boy? The lady said this is none of your business. Now get the fuck out of here before you get yourself hurt, you puny skin!”

      Fly ignored the speciesist slur and looked past the tiger to the girl. He could see the fear in her eyes as she struggled against the bear.

      He grinned and nodded his head as he turned back to the tiger and looked him in the eyes.

      “Yeah, I know. I’m just a human. But I’m not afraid of you. And I will not walk away and let you hurt this nice woman.”

      His fingers drummed anxiously against his own legs as he stood his ground and stared the tiger down.

      The man laughed. “Aw shit! You think you can go toe-to-toe with me, little man?” He looked around as if to see if anyone else was hearing this, then he looked back at Fly. “All right, then. Let’s go!”

      The man took up a boxing stance and Fly followed suit, raising his fists as they began to circle each other.

      Bystanders slowly trickled over to watch the show.

      The tiger threw, and landed, the first few punches.

      But Fly had been ready for it, adjusting his body weight and stance to help him absorb the blows without too much damage.

      When he finally had a chance to counter, he landed a swift jab to his opponent’s nose that took the shifter by surprise.

      The tiger was stunned.

      From the corner of his eye, Fly saw the bear let go of the girl’s arm and take a step in their direction. The double team was coming soon, so he knew he had to get his licks in while he could.

      He grinned at the momentary flash of worry on the tiger shifter’s face. Then he took advantage of it by delivering a forceful one-two barrage to the guy’s midsection.

      The bear shifter moved forward.

      A hand came down on the bear’s shoulder before the guy could step in to help his friend, and Dash Lyons gave him a death stare.

      The bear shifter’s hands flew up in surrender and he immediately backed down.

      Fly ducked from the fist coming straight at his face.

      Then he landed an upper cut to the tiger’s jaw.

      The tiger shifter fell back onto the asphalt.

      Before Fly could leap on top of his opponent, Morpheus Wolfe stepped into his path, halting him with just a look.

      He watched as the notorious wolf shifter turned to the man still on the ground.

      “So now that my brother has knocked you on your ass… are we done here?”

      There was no amusement in his voice as Morpheus asked the fallen tiger shifter the question, and Fly could see that his bandmate meant business.

      The tiger saw it too, and he scrambled to his feet, looking from Morpheus to Fly and back again.

      “For now.” The man spit a small amount of blood from his mouth and glared at Fly before he gestured to his friend and walked off.

      Fly watched them slink away.

      Then he turned to see Morpheus staring down at him with a peculiar expression.

      He sighed and looked down at the ground.

      He was about to be scolded, and he knew it.

      “What the hell were you doing?” Morpheus narrowed his eyes as he seemed to study Fly. “Are you drunk or something?”

      “No, I’m not drunk.” Fly looked up at the wolf shifter he called brother.

      He knew that most people were intimidated by the enigmatic man, both human and shifter alike. But to him, Morpheus Wolfe was so much more than just his bandmate.

      He was his friend.

      He was the leader of their small and unconventional pack, and Fly loved and respected him immensely.

      “Oh, so you were trying to break your hands just now? When we’ve got the music festival coming up, and we’re in the middle of recording our new record?” Morpheus searched his eyes as he ranted on. “What the hell were you thinking going after a shifter like that? One badly landed punch to a shifter’s skull could shatter all the bones in your hand, Fly! You know that. We would be without a drummer for months.”

      Fly ran a hand through his hair and sighed as he watched the crowd begin to disperse.

      “Yeah, I know. Look, I’m sorry, Morph. Okay, but they were harassing this girl, and they wouldn’t let her go. I couldn’t just stand by and let them… um…”

      His voice trailed off as he glanced to the right and caught a glimpse of her watching them. When they made eye contact she quickly slipped away in the crowd.

      “Oh, I’m… I’m sorry.” Fly’s gaze bounced between Morpheus and the mystery girl as he tried not to lose sight of her. “I just… hold that thought, Morph!”

      He turned and shot off after her, leaving Morpheus and Dash standing there.

      Dash chuckled. “Of course. There’s a girl involved.”

      “There’s always a girl involved.” Morpheus mumbled as they watched Fly run off.

      Fly sped down the hill from the party house, eager to catch up with her. As he neared her side he reached out and touched her arm.

      “Hey, wait a minute!”

      Never slowing down, she yanked her arm away and whipped around to face him.

      “Don’t touch me!”

      Fly was taken aback by her hostility, but he followed after her when she started walking again.

      “Oh, why yes. I did just come to your rescue back there, and you are welcome.”

      She stopped walking and turned around to glare at him.

      “For your information, I didn’t need to be rescued. I am not a damsel in distress, and I will not thank you for getting in the way and messing things up!”

      His eyes bugged out as he listened to her. “Messed things up? Really? Newsflash here, cookie! Those guys weren’t about to let up on you, okay?”

      “Cookie!”

      She practically spit the word back at him, but Fly didn’t care. He ignored her outburst.

      “Hey, if I hadn’t shown up when I did, they probably would have dragged you off somewhere and raped you!”

      “Oh, they would not.” She rolled her eyes at him and started walking again. “Well, okay sure, they might have tried. But I would have made them regret it!”

      “Oh, yeah. ’Cause you were doing a heck of a job when I came along.” Fly’s voice dripped with sarcasm as he fell into step beside her.

      She didn’t respond, but she cut her eyes at him as they walked, looking him over with sideways glances.

      He was cute, in an unassuming sort of way. Bright blue eyes and short blond, unruly curls you just wanted to run your fingers through.

      She knew full well who he was, but there was something slightly odd about him, and she was suddenly more than curious.

      “You’re human.”

      Fly frowned at the statement. “Yeah, so?”

      “Well, I’ve just never seen a human hold their own like that before in a fair fight against a shifter. You actually got the upper hand on him in the end.” She glanced up at him again. “How did you do that?”

      Fly grinned at her and shrugged his shoulders.

      “Well, I grew up with shifters. Been fighting with them, and playing with them, and working with them my whole life. I may have learned a thing or two over the years about their physical vulnerabilities. And contrary to popular belief, all shifters do have them. It’s just a matter of knowing what species you’re dealing with, and where that species’ vulnerabilities lie.”

      Scenes from his childhood played over in his mind as he rattled off his explanation. Memories of Morpheus and Dash teaching him how to fight and giving him pointers on how to defend himself against the various species.

      Raven was always good at pointing out others weak spots as well, even if he did attempt to avoid the physical altercations. Oh, he would jump in if he absolutely had to, and he was no slouch when it came to the rumbles either.

      But that bird would definitely rather be a lover than a fighter.

      She looked him over as he spoke, growing more curious about him by the second.

      Everyone knew the story of how the members of Twisted had come together — raised together in an orphanage — but hearing him talk about knowing shifters so well was fascinating.

      “But just between you and me though?” Fly continued, smiling at her. “The truth is that if Morph and Dash hadn’t stepped in when they did, that guy would have eventually kicked my ass. Man he was strong.” He rubbed his aching jaw as they walked on.

      “Still, it was a brave thing to do.” She looked up at him, but quickly looked away when he met her gaze. “You’re the drummer for Twisted, yeah?”

      Fly smiled as big as the moon. “I sure am!”

      He jumped in front of her, twisting around so that he was walking backwards, and held out his hand. “Bradley Flyer, at your service.”

      She hesitated a second before she took his hand.

      The jolt of electricity from his touch ran up her arm and throughout the rest of her body, and Fiona yanked her hand away.

      “Most people just call me Fly, though. You’re welcome to.”

      A small smile passed her lips at his obvious exuberance, but she tried to hide it.

      “What’s your name?” Fly asked, hoping to break through the thick wall she erected around herself.

      “I’m Fiona.” Her voice was meek at first. Then she adopted that tough attitude again and she glared at him, pointing a finger in his chest. “Not Fia, not Fifi. Fiona! You got it?”

      Fly smiled at her. “I got it!” He laughed and turned back around so that he walked beside her again. “Boy, you wolf shifters sure are volatile. Like all the time. I mean, it never fails⁠—”

      “How do you know that?” she demanded as she cut him off.

      “Huh?” Fly frowned at her, caught off guard.

      “How did you know I’m a wolf shifter? You’re human. Humans have horrible noses. There’s no way you could have detected that by scent.”

      Fly shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know how. I just do. The same way I knew I was fighting a tiger shifter back there, and that his buddy was a bear. Like I said, I was raised with shifters. Hell, sometimes I feel like I am one. I mean, Morph and Dash and Raven – they’re not just my bandmates; they’re my brothers, you know? We all grew up together in an orphanage packed with other shifter kids. I know shifters, okay? Like the back of my own hands. I just… do.”

      Fiona stared at him with a weird expression on her face, and Fly began to grow nervous.

      He licked his lips and reached for a new topic of conversation.

      “So, are you a Twisted fan, Fiona?”

      She smirked at him and looked ahead. “Not really.”

      He grinned at her, and she shot him another sideways glance.

      “Okay, maybe a little.” She rolled her eyes as she admitted the truth. But honestly, it was difficult to find a shifter who wasn’t a Twisted fan.

      “So, maybe we can be friends, huh?” Fly asked as he watched her. In truth, he wanted desperately to ask her out, but he had a feeling she would turn him down flat. He could just tell.

      Fiona cocked an eyebrow and glanced up at him. “Sure. Whatever.”

      “Cool.” Fly nodded. “So, as your friend, I have to ask… what were you doing back there with those thugs anyways? I heard them say you had to go through them first. Who was it you were really trying to see?”

      Fiona suddenly stopped walking and glared at him. “That is none of your business, friend! What I do or why is not your concern.”

      “Well, I know that, Fiona, but I just about got my ass kicked back there trying to protect you. I think I deserve to know why.”

      “No one asked you to jump in!” She yelled at him. “In fact, you were warned repeatedly to just walk away.”

      “They were threatening to hurt you!” Fly stepped closer to her as he tried to reason with her. “I wasn’t just going to leave you there with them.”

      Fiona turned with an exaggerated sigh and stomped off, walking briskly. She stopped when she noticed him hot on her heels, and turned around.

      “Do you intend to walk me all the way home, Fly?”

      “Well, sure, if you want me to.” Even he couldn’t miss the hopeful tone in his own voice. It was crazy, but he knew he would follow this woman anywhere she wanted to lead him.

      “No! That is not what I want.”

      Her curt outburst hit him like a slap in the face.

      “I want you to leave me alone, all right? The band was great, I enjoyed the show. It was lovely meeting you. Now just stay away from me!”

      She turned and ran away with shifter speed, and Fly stood alone on the street staring after her.
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      Over an hour later, he plodded through the front door of the castle still feeling dejected, and headed straight for the kitchen. He spotted Raven sitting at the table eating a piece of Cook’s blackberry pie.

      “Hey.”

      Raven swallowed his mouthful. “Hey. So who was the girl?”

      Fly frowned as he poured himself a big glass of ice-cold milk. “What girl?”

      Raven rolled his eyes as he took up another forkful.

      “The one you got the busted lip over. The one you ran after once Morph put a stop to the brawl. She was the same one you were watching all night, wasn’t she?”

      He shoveled the forkful of pie into his mouth as he watched Fly.

      Fly grabbed a fork and carried his milk over to the table and sat down beside his friend. Not bothering to cut a piece, he simply dug into the pie pan with his fork.

      “I thought you had left by that point.” He stuffed a bite into his mouth and looked at Raven.

      Raven shrugged. “I didn’t really feel like coming home so early. I just needed a break from the crowd, so I shifted and perched in a tree outside the party. I saw all the action from there.”

      Fly chewed another bite and nodded his head.

      “So, who is she?”

      “I wish I knew.” He sighed as he stared at the table. “All she told me is that her name is Fiona, and those guys were giving her a hard time.”

      “Oh, that’s not all you know.”

      They heard Dash’s voice behind them, and they looked up to see the others drifting into the kitchen.

      “What do you mean?” Fly frowned at Dash, and he and Raven watched them all go about scrounging up various after-midnight snacks.

      Morpheus and Aleigha pulled pints of rocky road and cherry cordial ice-cream from the freezer while Gigi grabbed a jar of olives from the fridge and then hopped up to sit on the center island.

      Dash opened up a package of lunchmeat and grinned at Fly as he popped some into his mouth. “Aw, come on now, drummer boy. You know that sweet little she wolf got your nose wide open. You can probably pick up her scent from way out here in the middle of nowhere, can’t you?”

      Dash chuckled at his own joke, and Fly turned slightly red.

      He looked away and stabbed the pie with his fork.

      “Yeah, okay,” he mumbled before he glanced up at Dash again. “She was pretty. So what?”

      “Well, you sure ran after her in a hurry. Did you get her number?” Dash swallowed another mouthful of lunchmeat and Gigi fed him an olive before popping one into her own mouth.

      Fly shook his head. “No, I didn’t. She wasn’t exactly grateful for my help.”

      “Well I thought it was terribly chivalrous the way you stepped in to protect her like that.” Gigi smiled at him and ate another olive.

      “I agree,” Aleigha chimed in, pointing a spoonful of ice-cream at him. “That was nice going, Fly. Very gallant of you.”

      He flashed an embarrassed smile at them both. “Well, I’m glad you two were impressed, but Fiona certainly didn’t appreciate it.”

      “Which probably means she is mixed up in something she shouldn’t be, and she doesn’t want you getting anywhere near it.” Morpheus gave him a knowing look before taking a bite of his ice-cream. “If I were you, I would proceed with caution.”

      Fly turned back to his pie.

      “Who said anything about proceeding at all? I mean, she was pretty clear that she doesn’t want me around, so…” He let his sentence dangle and stabbed the pie with his fork again.

      Dash snickered. “And since when has that ever made a difference with you? I never want you around, but yet here you still are.”

      Fly shot a loaded glare the lion shifter’s way. Then he grinned, knowing they both secretly loved their fake animosity.

      Raven finished his slice of pie and cleared his throat. “Well, I think I speak for everyone when I say… yeah, right.” He looked at Fly and shook his head. “We all know that you will proceed. I saw the look on your face when she ran away from you. Dash is right. You’re more than interested in her. And because you think she’s in some kind of trouble, you won’t be able to stay away.”

      Fly didn’t say anything as he stared at Raven.

      He glanced around at the others and knew they all agreed with Raven’s assessment of the situation. He shook his head and stabbed at the pie once more, finally taking another bite.
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      Fiona walked onto the grounds of the youth center feeling every bit as troubled as she had been the night before. Her little excursion into the night hadn’t gotten her anywhere, but she wasn’t about to give up.

      Not yet.

      Head hung low, her gaze drifted over the colorful paintings on the concrete — the many masterpieces crafted by the hands of the youth center’s best artists.

      Normally, just the sight of them lifted her spirits, but not so today.

      She took a deep breath and looked up at the building.

      This place was her baby, her pride and joy.

      She knew others looked at it and saw a loud, graffiti-covered eyesore. But to Fiona, this place was the whole world. A beautiful gem she had created from the ground up.

      Giving music lessons to children, she saw over and over again how much many of them needed a place they could go after the final school bell rang each day. A place they could hang out and be safe from the gangs and the idleness of the streets.

      It had became her burning passion, and the Inner City Youth Center provided a fun, safe, nurturing environment to underprivileged youth from all over the city.

      The facility wasn’t huge, but it was big enough to allow them to offer several after school programs and classes, all provided at no cost to the children’s families. Fiona was proud of the work they did here, and the children meant everything to her.

      As she headed for the door of the building she heard a small ruckus, and looked off toward the basketball court.

      Several of her composition students were gathered there, and Fiona frowned as she veered over that way to see what the commotion was about. The closer she got, she could hear that one of the girls was crying, and two of the boys were ranting on about something.

      “Hey, hey! What is going on over here?” Fiona stepped into the middle of the group of kids and looked around at all of them. To her shock, the girl in tears rushed into her arms, sobbing.

      “Fiona, we just heard about Shy. Is it true? Oh, tell me it’s not really true!”

      Fiona stroked the girl’s hair as her gaze darted to the others and her panic began to grow.

      “What about Shy? What’s happened?”

      Tommy, a human boy shook his head as he spoke up. “Iris coma at that concert he went to last night.”

      “That makes seven of us now, Fifi,” David, another human boy, said as he looked at her. “Shy, and Doc. Gus, and all the others. We all bought tickets to go to the music festival together in a couple of weeks. But now, none of them will be able to come with us because they’re all in comas.”

      Fiona stood speechless as she held the still near hysterical girl in her arms. Shy and Doc. Two
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