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      Welcome to Arcana Glen, a magical town hidden in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado....

      

      Here arcanes of all types are free to be themselves... Elves, Witches, Shifters, Seraphs, Dragons and more.

      

      But until the Twenty-Two Guardians are restored to power, the Elven War rages among the arcanes. What’s the solution?

      

      True Love, of course!

      

      To read a free love story and sneak a peek at what happened before the Massacre of the Guardians, ten years ago, CLICK HERE to sign up for the newsletter for Tara’s Tribe and receive the free novella, The Genie & the Gymnast.
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      THE GENIE

      Jay Zee is a Jinn. He knows better than to grant wishes to humans. But he makes an exception in exchange for a shot at his dream job: working for the Magician. He never expects the old man to demand that Jay Zee marry his daughter...or that she is the most hideously ugly woman on Earth.

      As a terrible danger closes in on all of them, Jay Zee starts to question what is most important ... but it may be too late to stop a massacre.

      

      THE GYMNAST

      To her friends in the Enchanted Circus, Janet seems like a pretty, young, carefree performer. Even among other arcanes, she has to keep the secret of her true nature. Janet can’t believe that her father forced her into marriage with a Jinn. She knows her new husband loathes her, but she can’t help but dream that he might look past her twisted exterior.

      

      This tale is a stand-alone HEA love story set ten years before most of the stories from Arcana Glen, on the eve of the Massacre of the Guardians.

      

      Click here to join Tara’s Tribe of Readers to and receive the latest news on more romantic fantasy stories and read The Genie and the Gymnast.

      

      Email: editor@misquepress.com to request a free Review Copy of any of Tara Maya’s novels.
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      Naya found him injured in the forest.

      

      Naya is a Dryad and a Healer. She also owns a water mill and forested land in Colorado. When she finds a stranger who needs her help, she offers it, no questions asked.

      She has no idea that the gorgeous stranger is really a Demon Prince.

      

      To win back his place in hell, Vass has to steal Naya’s land… and her soul.

      

      Pretending to be an ordinary shifter, he gets a job at her water mill.  He’s stolen a magic truck that enables him to erase any mistakes, so it should be easy.

      He never counted on falling for the woman he was trying to seduce.

      

      Click here more Arcana Glen novels!
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      Naya Fairchild hummed along with the song of the trees as she walked through the mountain forest that she loved. Pine and fir, aspen and birch, she knew them all. Not only by various species did she recognize them; each individual tree was known to her by name. Many of them she had seen grow up from saplings. She had known their parents, and in some cases their grandparent trees. She knew which trees were alive with only a gentle vegetable quiescence and which were lively with a sentient spirit that indicated a true Hamadryad—an awakened, conscious tree, often the companion of a Dryad.

      Her own companion tree, for instance, was an Aspen Hamadryad named Quigley Quiverbark. He played a similar role in augmenting Naya’s magic that an animal Familiar played for a Witch; and like a Familiar, he was as wise and compassionate as any human could aspire to be, and far wiser and more compassionate than most humans bothered to be.

      Naya protected the forest from humans. Humans would see only things to be cut and sawed and used. Naya saw a community. There were many Hamadryads, tree familiars, of her fellow Dryads here in these woods. The woods were also home to other magical creatures which had originally come from a distant mystical realm, the Sphere of Autumndelle, just like Naya and Quigley. Others who lived here and worked for her were from Springvale, another magical Sphere; and of course, there were also a large number of Animal Shifters, whose ancestors hailed from Winterdom. Most of the arcanes had lived for many years or even generations in the Mundane Sphere.

      It was unusual for so many arcanes to live together in a human community, but Arcana Glen, a tiny town nestled in the Rocky Mountains, was a unique place. Naya was not a stranger in the human community, any more than she was in the arcane community. She served as the bridge between the two.

      In fact, to the surprise of many of the other Dryads, she ran her own timber company. In other words, she beat the humans at their own game, being the first to decide which trees to cut and harvest. She had a Timber Mill over the river, along with a lumberyard where the logs were cut into planks of specialty high-quality woods that she sold all over Colorado.

      Of course, Naya protected Hamadryads, the sentient trees, from being accidentally treated like ordinary trees. She protected them from ax, chainsaw, or fire. As for the mundane trees, she loved them too, and was a good steward of their community. She knew that tempering excess growth was key to healthy forests, but she never over-cut her forest. She kept her eye on the future as well as on the past and ensured that she did not forget to replant saplings in the sunlit patches opened up by the removal of older growth. As long as she was here, in charge of the timber company on this mountain side, her forest would endure and survive and flourish.

      Today, Naya ended her walk through the woods at the place where her own tree familiar grew. Quigley resembled a classic Colorado aspen, with a beautiful silvery trunk and yellow and orange leaves. Mundane aspens changed into their fall raiment over a little more than a week, sometime in late September or early October. But since Quigley was an arcane tree from Autumndelle, he donned his crown of golden leaves early in August and clung to them well after the snow fell.

      Other than his unusual retention of autumn glory, when Quigley was asleep (which was most of the time), he was indistinguishable from an ordinary aspen. However, when he awakened, his face showed in the black marks on his white trunk. Quigley could not take a human form, but his bark face was quite expressive. Humans would not be able to tell the difference between the two kinds of trees, even though when Quigley was awake it was as obvious as the difference between a live human and a manikin.

      Naya in her tree-blend form looked a lot like her tree. In her human form, she had sun tanned skin, golden hair, ears that swooped up and away from her face and were much longer than elven ears but not as furry as those of a fawn or satyr.

      When Naya came into the vicinity of her tree friend, she softly called his name. He roused himself out of a deep sleep. The random pattern of black splotches on his white trunk shifted and transformed into the unmistakable features of eyes, eyebrows, nostrils, and mouth. He smiled to see her, slowly blinking away his nap.

      She pressed her hands together and bowed to her friend.

      “Namaste, Quigley!” she said. “Please accept my blessings and bless me in return. May you have wind in your branches, water in your trunk, light on your leaves, and mushrooms in your roots. May you grow in peace and be tall and strong and may you always love as much as you are loved.”

      “Thank you for your blessing, Naya, and accept my blessings in return,” Quigley rumbled in a deep voice. He looked a little less dignified than usual because the Hamadryad had been asleep, and he yawned as he spoke. “May you have wind in your hair, mushrooms in your soup, water in your cup. May you grow in peace and be tall and strong and may you always love as much as you were loved.”

      He yawned again. Some Hamadryads, like some trees, were hermaphadites, but Quigley was dioecious; he produced only male flowers, so she called him a “he-tree.”

      “How are you doing this morning my friend?” Naya teased. “A little sleepy, it looks like.”

      “You know how these summer mornings make me drowsy,” he admitted.

      Naya was about to pour the water from her handmade ewer over the roots of her friend, but the tree visibly shuddered and drew back.

      “No, Naya, this morning I need water from a special part of the river. I need you to go all the way up to the Miqwe Falls and gather water from the pool, there.”

      “A strange request. Why?”

      But Quigley had fallen back asleep.

      Naya sighed. Quigley wanted her to hike halfway around her territory… in fact the pond was right at the edge of her lands that she owned… just to get special water? Naya knew that the magical properties of the river could change depending on what part of the land it flowed through. But her tree was usually not so picky. Always before, she would draw water from a healthy spot where the water was fresh and clear and full of healthy minerals and that would satisfy him.

      But if Quigley wanted special water, he wouldn’t change his mind or explain himself. She might as well fetch the water for the Hamadryad. There was no point arguing with a tree.
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      Stupid, stupid trees. Trees everywhere tripped him up and slowed him down as he tried to run.

      Once, not long ago, Vassily Glug’ulgros had been a Prince among demons, feared and honored by the minions of Darkpyre.

      Now, he was a fugitive.

      Vass ran like hell through the forest, cursing the trees in his way. He had only recently returned to human form and already he was being hunted. Flashbacks made it worse, jumbled memories of running on four legs, trapped in the form of prey animal, while predators snapped at his feet. Dry mouthed but sweating, Vass fought the urge to panic and fight, to turn around and charge with his tusks forward, like a boar.

      Fortunately, the man hunting him was driving a huge monster truck, which had even more trouble making it through the screen of trees than Vass did on foot. Unfortunately, the truck was driven by Chet, an ex-demon who had switched to the Other Team, so to speak, and had a beef with Vass.

      Chet’s truck was actually a Merkavah, a chariot from heaven, which could take the form of any vehicle, and which, more importantly, had the ability to rewrite the day that had just passed for a do-over. That meant that Chet could keep hunting Vass over and over, until Chet found a version of today when Vass was caught.

      Vass could not even remember the previous version of today, when, he presumed, he must have escaped. He only knew from certain telltale signs, because he also had some experience rewriting Time, that the day had already been reset at least once—perhaps more times. Only the Charioteer, the driver of the Chariot, would know for certain.

      What Vass knew was that this morning, as soon as he woke up, already Chet was waiting with his truck, and a gun, screaming at him. Vass had no idea how Chet had found him. Perhaps a thousand days had passed when Chet had looked for Vass in vain. But Chet kept redoing yesterday until he got the outcome he wanted. He was a maniacal soma’a’vitch, and he was determined to kill or capture Vass.

      In his haste, Vass almost ran off a cliff. Vass wheeled backwards. Below, he saw a tributary of the river that cut through these mountains. The water here was white, the current strong, and the incline was steep. He tried to run along the edge of the cliff, but something invisible pushed back on him. He recognized the energy of a magic shield.

      Vass cursed in his own harsh demonic tongue. He must be near the Timber Mill. All of the forests on the slopes around the mill were owned by a timber company and protected by fierce magic explicitly designed to keep demons like him out of the territory.

      He flailed around, trying to avoid both the cliff and the magic shield. The trees blocked the truck from his view right now, but he could hear the noisy engine revving closer.

      Suddenly, something snapped around Vass’s leg like jaws of steel. Vass screamed in pain and fell to his knees. He had stepped into a hunter’s trap just like a deer or a wild boar.

      He was convinced that Chet had set the trap. That damn trap was not meant for an animal. Woven into the steel was silver and magic designed to trap an arcane. It also poisoned him and made it impossible for him to remove.

      Behind Vass, the monster truck had time to maneuver through the trees and park. Chet slid out and ambled over to him.

      Vass glared at his former friend. Back in April, Vass had fought Chet once before, in the mountains not far from here, at some old farmhouse. The farmhouse had happened to be adjacent to a secret military base where the Dark Triad had established a foothold. The Dark Triad led an alliance of Winter Elves, Goblins, Ice Giants, and Demons; they hoped to secretly extend the war between the Spheres into the human realm.

      A former Demon Warlord, Chet had once been part of that grand project, until the bastard betrayed the other demons and became a Guardian.  There were Seven Mortal Spheres and Three Immortal Spheres in all, and the Guardians were the magical protectors of the Gates between all ten Spheres. The Guardians pretended to be neutral, but they weren’t. Since the war effort required that the Dark Triad blast through the Gates to conquer all the Spheres, the Guardians were inevitably opposed to the war aims of the Dark Triad.

      Chet smiled as he bore down on Vass. Vass scrambled back on all fours, with the f’king trap still around his leg, until once more he reached the edge of the cliff.

      If I throw myself into the river, maybe the current will carry me past the shield, thought Vass. Maybe the shield will keep out Chet as well. After all, he may be a Guardian now, but he was born a demon!

      The magic in the shield was an admixture of Stone and Water magic. Simple, hearty, Elemental magic, nothing fancy, and yet as a demon, he had never been able to operate here. What if the same applied to his friend and his magic truck?

      There had to be a reason that his former friend drove him into a hunter’s trap here at the edge of the magical, shielded land.

      Chet reached him. It was too late for Vass to save himself. Chet could kill him now. Then Vass’s spirit would return to Darkpyre, which was actually part of the Seven Lower Mortal Spheres, but which humans referred to as Hell. Which told you everything you needed to know about what a great place it was to live. Vass had been born and raised there, and at least he had been a prince, the son of one of the seven Demon Kings who ruled Darkpyre, so he had lived a life of spoiled luxury. But, if he returned there now, as a failure, as a disembodied spirit, his soul would probably be reborn as one of the millions of toiling slaves who worked in the factories and mines that serviced the great Infernal Machine.

      The Infernal Machine was not really a machine. Some called it the Great Beast. But it was not really an animal. Some called it a collection of ancient and nameless primordial Dark Gods, gods of darkness and hatred, but it was not really a pantheon. It was Hunger personified, a great maw, and it had to be fed the souls of the damned, or it would consume everyone in Darkpyre.

      I don’t want to be reborn as a slave in the bowels of the great Infernal Machine, thought Vass. Anything is better than that.

      “I don’t want to kill you, Vass,” Chet said. He might have been more convincing if he hadn’t been aiming a gun at Vass’s head.

      “Why not?” sneered Vass. “Has going over to the other side really made you that much of a pussy?”

      “It figures that’s how you would see it,” growled Chet. “I’m trying to give you a chance to change your life and better yourself. I know it’s hard for you to give up the privileges you have as a Prince of Hell, but the price you pay is not worth it in the end. I think you are a good man at heart, but you have to reject the values of your father. Let me and the other Guardians help you.”

      Vass wanted to laugh. His old friend was trying to suborn him. Maybe he had a chance to escape after all.

      “Would you really help me?” Vass asked, trying to project the right amount of doubt and hope. He feared his ruse was completely transparent, but he tried to make sincerity throb in his voice. The fact that he was still in pain from his leg helped make him sound agonized. He knew that his old friend would be able to sense a lie, so he stuck as much to the truth as possible. He chose each word carefully.

      “I feel trapped, Chet. I’m in pain. You know what happened to me recently. I was transformed into an animal and my so-called friends, the ones that I grew up with, the other princes and Lords of Hell, took advantage of my weakness to humiliate me.”

      “They’re not really your friends,” said Chet. “They’re just users. But you were a user too, Vass. I know you used magic like my Chariot, the infernal version, to enjoy the same feast in the pit of Tartarus over and over while tormenting starved prisoners. Every time you consumed the food of Hell, you grew more addicted to the dark magic that comes out of the Infernal Machine. You’re worse off than a human cokehead right now. You can’t live without it. The pain you’re going through right now is withdrawal symptoms. But this is also an opportunity for you. You can reject all of that and start your life over.”

      “I am afraid to do that,” said Vass. That was 100% the honest truth. He pointed to the magic-laced steel trap. “Can you get this damn thing off me? If you’re not going to kill me, can we talk like two mature adults?”

      “No,” said Chet, infuriatingly, “Because I don’t trust you. But I’m going to take you back to the Castle. Someone will remove the trap there.”

      Back at the Castle owned by the Magician, the most powerful Wizard in the Seven Mortal Spheres, there would be absolutely no chance to escape the dungeon of the Magician. No way was Vass going there if he could help it.

      He grimaced and pretended to agree. “I know you don’t trust me, and I know I’ve betrayed you before. I don’t deserve another chance, but I’m begging you. I really do want to change. This time I really do want to get better...”

      “I can’t get up,” he added pathetically.

      Looking wary, his old friend came closer to him. Chet put his arm under Vass’s shoulder and helped him to his feet.

      Vass deliberately stumbled so that both of them were dragged closer to the cliff. He cried out in pain to disguise his strategy. When his friend looked down at his leg, an automatic response to Vass’s flailing, Vass suddenly spun around, trying to grab the gun. Chet countered, but Vass kicked the metal trap on his foot into his friend’s face, knocking Chet to the ground. Chet shot at him, but Vass evaded the bullet with superhuman demon speed. Vass tackled Chet, once again trying to grab the gun.

      The two of them started grappling and wrestling. The Guardian was stronger, but Vass was filled with desperate need and hate. Chet was right about one thing. It had been too long since Vass had any food from his homeland, and he was feeling withdrawal pains like a modder’f’ker. He needed his magic back. He needed to eat. Mundane food tasted like sawdust to him. He needed power. He would do anything to get it, anything at all.

      Drawing on a burst of brute strength, Vass shoved Chet over the cliff. Then Vass ran on his bum leg to the truck. He had to use his left foot because the right one was still a bloody stump trapped in the steel jaws, and every movement hurt.

      When he tried to drive the truck further into the forest, he came up against the same invisible shield that had stymied him before. Light flared at the front of the truck and then he saw nothing but clear air between the trees. He was right. There was a spell protecting the forest, and it wouldn’t allow the truck to drive through. But he had an idea. Often shield spells had a weak spot, something so crude the spell didn’t anticipate it.

      He got out of the truck. His leg protested, but he pushed past the pain. He went behind the truck and physically pushed it over the boundary.

      The shield did not stop him.

      On the other side, Vass climbed back into the truck and tried once again to drive. If the shield spell operated everywhere within the space, he wouldn’t be able to drive it either, but if it was just a barrier then…

      The truck revved up.

      “Yes!” shouted Vass, pumping the air with his fist.

      He drove it as deep into the forest as he could. But eventually, pain and exhaustion overtook him, and he passed out. The truck was on a slope, and it kept heading downhill, going faster and faster toward the river.
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      Naya could walk quickly when she needed to. She could not actually fly, but she could flow as fast as a river over the land, seeking out all the low spots, working with the terrain rather than against it. Her light, skipping steps quickly brought her to the spot in the river that her tree had requested.

      To her amazement, just as she arrived, she saw a huge pick-up truck, the kind that many of her workers used to haul wood and rocks, careen down the hill, headed toward the river. Naya realized it was going to splash into the river and possibly drown whoever was inside. She could see there was an occupant, although he appeared to be passed out. Normally, the shield around her forest kept out intruders, whether mundane or arcane. How had he smuggled his truck in here? Her spell particularly kept out any heavy machinery or vehicles because she didn’t like them driving around her forest, scarring the trees and crushing the shrubs. Either a powerful counterspell had brought him here—or for some reason the forest spirits and the river goddess had decided to allow him in.

      To stop his truck hitting the water and risk him drowning, she activated her dual powers of Elemental Stone and Water. She pushed the edge of the river back, while at the same time, she lifted the dirt and rocks on the path of the truck so that it created a curve in the other direction. The car rolled up this and then rolled back down and came to a rest at the bottom of a U-shaped cup of dirt.

      Naya ran to the driver’s side of the truck and found an unconscious man. He was a gorgeous specimen, notwithstanding that his clothes were filthy, and his right leg was caught in a nasty trap. She pulled him out of the car. Using waves of Elemental Stone and Water to help her convey his weight, she maneuvered him to the banks of the river. Was this why Quigley had requested water from this pool? Had her Hamadryad anticipated that this man would need her help?

      Naya first rinsed his injury in the river. Next, she tried to unlock the trap, but she quickly saw that the trap was designed to ensnare an arcane. That made her frown.

      Who would do such a thing? And who would dare do it on her land?

      She knew there was a military base not far from her protected area. She hated those scum. They trapped Shifters. And possibly worse. If the dark conspiracy theories were true, there was a secret laboratory at the base, where sadists performed foul experiments on innocent arcanes in the bowels of the mountain. Naya had helped some of the Shifters who had escaped from there, so she did not dismiss the stories, although she had never seen the laboratory herself.

      Obviously, the injured man was an arcane, probably a Shifter. An enemy had endeavored to trap him, but he had escaped. The forest must’ve allowed him in to help him because he was a good man fleeing evildoers. Not that it mattered. He was injured and Naya always helped those who were injured and helpless, no questions asked.

      She bathed the dirt from his face and his body, although at this point, she did not remove his clothes. She still needed to take him back to her house to fully treat him.

      Still, she could not help but notice how incredibly handsome he was. Like most Shifters, he was incredibly physically fit, or had been at one time. Right now, his body showed signs of starvation and abuse. Nonetheless, even that could not completely hide the fact that he had once been muscular and sleek. His hands were soft with no calluses. Interesting. Whatever work he had done, it wasn’t the kind they did around her mountain. Even Naya, who had softer hands then most of her workers, still showed some signs of her outdoor labors. This man had the velvet smooth fingertips of an office worker whose heaviest machinery was a keyboard.

      His face was almost too gorgeous. Men should not have such long lashes, she thought. But his cheekbones and his jaw were well defined and masculine. She wondered what color his eyes were. His hair was deep brown like the earth that she loved. It was filthy at the moment, but when she washed the dirt out, the short curls turned smooth and silky under her fingers. She blushed and realized that she had been caressing a man who was unconscious and needed her help. Where were her healers’ instincts? She needed to get this man back to her home, where she had a spare room for patients who came to her for healing.

      He was much too heavy for her to carry, and she couldn’t use her Elemental magic the entire way back to her house. She was at the edge of her territory as it was.

      She glanced at the truck. Fortunately, she knew how to drive, and in fact she had a pick-up truck of her own. Her bias against machinery was not as extreme of that of many Dryads. In fact, she had nothing against machines as such. Everything, when used in moderation, could be good. It was only when something was used to excess, out of balance with nature and with no respect for conservation for the future, that a thing became evil and dangerous.
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      Vass woke up in a tiny but picturesque room. Everything around him looked hand-crafted, even the river stone walls of the building itself. The cot was made of hand carved wood, the mattress, he could have sworn was stuffed with old-fashioned goose down, and the pillows as well. All of the sheets and the curtains on the window, which matched, were hand sewn and hand embroidered. The blankets were either unique quilts or hand crocheted out of real wool, not polyester. The one wall that was not made of rocks, the inner wall of the room, was white plaster painted with quirky little hand-painted murals of trees and woodland creatures.

      A handcrafted chair had been placed next to the bed, but there was no one seated there. On a bureau rested a ceramic bowl, the kind that would have been used as a sink in the Nineteenth Century. Perhaps it was the sink; it was filled with clean, fresh, clear water, with rose petals floating in it. There were a few glass bottles next to the porcelain sink, hand lotions and other mysterious items. There was a bar of soap, also handmade, wrapped in a ribbon.

      Vass had been raised in palaces and chateaus his whole life. Whether in Darkpyre or on Earth, he was used to being surrounded by the best, most expensive luxury items and artwork by famous modern artists. Usually, the work of the artist was abstract, angry, and deliberately perverted the ordinary values held by most people as a supposedly bold statement of the artist’s defiance of convention. But he had seen so many similar supposedly bold, defiant-of-convention artworks, that to him, it was all conventional.

      This immature folk style was something he would normally turn his nose at. Whoever made all this stuff was not an artist in any sense the High Art world would recognize. This kitsch would never sell in a gallery. It had been made for this room, this house, for the enjoyment of the artist who created it, and the enjoyment of the person in the room, with no larger scheme in mind, no political motive, no bold statement decrying the middle class and sneering at traditional morality. The little creatures on the wall were cheesy and cliché and not even that well drawn.

      He tried to sneer but failed.

      Sneering was too much work. He lay back on his feather pillow and stared at the ceiling. Even the ceiling had been decorated. It was all white, but swirls and patterns had been etched into the white plaster. Again, it struck him that every section of the room had been touched with a creative and loving spirit.

      It was a powerful form of magic he had never experienced. The very air here felt healing to him. It was clean and fresh and scented with wildflowers. It was as if every part of the room was giving him a hug. He wanted to resist it, but he was too tired. He felt sick to his stomach, and he had a headache, and his leg throbbed.

      His leg! It was only then Vass remembered his fight with his old friend, that traitor, Chet. Vass remembered pushing Chet off the cliff, remembered stealing the truck, pushing it into the shielded part of the forest. Vass remembered being in great pain as he tried to drive the truck with an injured leg still trapped in the steel and silver jaws of the animal trap.

      Although he was still exhausted, he forced himself to sit up. The blanket bundled at his waist. He was almost naked. Someone had removed all his old clothes and put some new boxers on him. Well, wasn’t that interesting. Who had been ogling his naked body? He examined his injured foot. He could still see the raw scars, but it had healed. And obviously someone had removed the trap.

      He heard a woman singing. He froze. The sound was so sweet and innocent that he was disappointed when it ended, even though the door opened and the woman herself entered the room. She was illuminated by the sunlight from the window. He had never seen such a beautiful woman, not even compared to all of the succubuses and vampires and seductresses in Darkpyre, nor with all the top models and actresses and professional call girls that he had screwed in his lifetime.

      Ash blonde hair fell down her back to her waist. She had one green eye and one brown. Her skin was tan but glowed with golden, healthy sheen. But it was her smile that lit up her entire face and the grace with which she moved that struck him most. She was like the beauty of the river in the forest, of flowers in spring, and the leaves in autumn, all wrapped up into one woman. He was stunned and instantly aroused. The blanket lifted with the evidence of his attraction.

      He had never been embarrassed around a woman before, but he had never been around a woman like her before. He did not want to let her know his reaction, so he smoothed down the blanket and adjusted his position to hide his arousal.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Naya did not expect to find her patient already awake. Even for a Shifter, he must have immense stamina. The injury had not looked that bad, but that was not accounting for the poison in the trap. Not only silver, but some form of magic she could not identify infected him. All she knew was that it was not any form of Elemental magic; she knew the characteristics all of four Elements, although she only used two. Plus, he seemed to be suffering from withdrawal from some kind of drug. That made her think that her theory that he had escaped from the military laboratory was correct. She knew they used drugs and other horrible substances on the Shifters there.

      When she entered, he flinched and stared at her with wariness and suspicion, more indications that he had gone through some terrible trauma. He was also sitting up when he should have been laying down sleeping. The look he gave her made her blush.

      She had thought that she had gotten over her physical attraction to him. When she brought him to her house and changed him in the patient room, she was able to maintain a professional focus on healing his injury. But now that he was sitting up and she had a good view of his muscular chest, not to mention the obvious strong physical reaction he had to her, she felt an unexpected flush of desire in response.

      She had healed many Shifters, many of them strong and handsome men, and many of them had responded physically to her just as he had. But this was the first time Naya herself had reacted so strongly in response. There was something about him, the combination of obvious strength and the vulnerability he tried so hard to hide, that tugged at her.

      She had a weakness for a damaged man. It had not led to a healthy dating life.  Sometimes a man was too damaged, and she could not bring him back from the brink.

      Be careful, girl, she warned herself. Obviously, this man has been fighting demons, and you don’t know if he’s going to win or surrender to them. You can’t save everyone.

      “Where am I?” he demanded harshly. “Who are you? Am I a prisoner?”

      He broke her heart with that last question. Am I a prisoner? He asked that as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

      “Does this look like a prison to you?” she gestured to the open window.

      “You were hurt, so I brought you here to heal you. You’re still not completely healed. I would like to look at your leg, check if the poison had completely been drained from your system, and continue my healing. That trap was devious, but I believe I can fix you.”

      His lips twisted into a cynical smile. “I don’t think you can fix me, Beautiful, but you’re welcome to try.”

      Dammit. He was definitely her type. Totally broken and he knew it, yet still flirted and made light of his own pain. It made her want to brush his hair back from his forehead and tell him everything was going to be all right. At the same time, she knew that he was the type who would push her away because being with him would put her in danger or some stupid nonsense like that. That was when she had finally broken up with Riley. He refused to let her in. It was Riley who had taught her the hardest lesson of her life. You can’t save everyone.

      She looked at him with a silent plea. Please, she thought, let me help you. You don’t have to do this alone. But you have to meet me halfway.

      He jerked back as if he had heard her thoughts. He grew even more wary. She wondered if he possessed telepathy. It was a form of Psychic magic, not Elemental magic, but some Shifters possessed that as well. Especially those that had been experimented on. Naya did not usually guard her thoughts. She didn’t think anything she wasn’t willing to say out loud. Normally
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