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      An irritating loud popping coming from the middle of the mercantile store diverted Keith Hanover’s attention from the calculations before him. His alpha looked up from the shelves he stocked.

      The electrically charged air caused the hairs on his arms to stand erect. He’d witnessed inter-dimensional portals open before, but none acted in this fashion. Putting down his pencil, Keith proceeded around the counter toward the disturbance.

      As he moved closer to the epicenter, the displaced air caused his shaggy blond hair to fly into his eyes. Aggravated, he pushed the wayward strands behind his ears. Now he’d get a clear vision of whatever walked through the gateway.

      Danyal Zabare, the mercantile store owner’s husband and his pride leader, moved beside him. The store had been closed for an hour, so only the two of them remained. They both had the ability to shift into jaguar forms but held off doing so until the risk could be assessed. He’d allow his alpha to determine if their visitors were a threat.

      He’d been put off by Danyal’s choice in a mate when he first arrived in Magic. Patience Zabare was only one-quarter shifter. The pride that had raised Keith had stringent rules allowing only pure bloods to mate. Any other type of relationship resulted in expulsion from the California shifter community.

      Since his arrival in Magic, Danyal proved to be a worthy alpha. Keith would lay down his life to protect him, not that he imagined that would be necessary. He’d witnessed Danyal fight and believed he had no equal.

      A man and a woman exited the portal followed by a filthy female dressed in rags. The male carried no weapons, only the end of a rope that bound the creature behind him. Before his eyes could focus on the initial woman who entered their realm, Danyal moved forward and embraced her.

      “Portia,” his alpha said, the man’s voice cracking with emotion. “I never thought I would see you again.”

      Keith had heard stories about Danyal’s sister who had vanished five years earlier. They had been living in the Denlani universe, a parallel dimension of shifters, when she disappeared. Although Patience’s telepathic gift allowed her to generate portals, the pride only traveled between the two dimensions. It had been unclear whether the sister had been killed or pulled into another realm. Danyal would now have his answer.

      Portia had flawless mocha colored skin and full lips. Her eyes teared at the intensity of their reunion. The woman took his breath away. Despite Portia’s beauty, Keith’s attention returned to the woman coated in mud. His fingers itched to bathe her and discover what treasures lay underneath the filth.

      Even through the muck, he could see the woman had incredible bone structure. Her body, toned and powerful. They could do some damage together.

      Danyal and his sister’s male companion were similarly built, both endowed with muscular arms and massive chests. Where Danyal possessed dark skin, the stranger’s tanned flesh tone peeked through his partially unbuttoned shirt. His own coloring, similar to the man who stood before him.

      “I have much to share with you, brother.” Portia pulled out of his embrace and turned toward her male companion. “This is Sammuel, the blood brother of my mate Jace. Danyal, we have a favor to ask of you.”

      Without hearing any of the details, Keith figured whatever they wanted had to do with the mysterious woman they held prisoner. Her light amber eyes were fixed on his face. The longer she stared, the lighter her eyes became. Some kind of fire burned within her.

      He should head home and check on his younger brother. The sun had set over an hour ago. But curiosity related to the female kept him stationary.

      “This is my daughter Patrice.” Sammuel pulled on the rope to bring her forward.

      The woman struggled against the action.

      Anger brewed within him. He didn’t know why he took it as a personal affront the treatment of this particular female. It took all his willpower not to grab the rope from the man and release her.

      Keith moved toward the female, but her scent repelled him. It must have been a while since she’d bathed. He could only imagine the conditions she’d been subjected to. What offense had she been guilty of?

      After her initial reaction, she calmed. The woman’s compliance troubled him. Her captors could’ve drugged her, although her irises weren’t dilated.

      “Why is she bound?” Keith asked, controlling his temper.

      Could she be a shifter like the brother and sister? It seemed odd she didn’t put up more of a struggle to be released or cry out for help. The animal within him would’ve demanded to be freed. From the stink emanating from her, he couldn’t tell what form of being she was. Her father gave off no scent.

      Sammuel’s gaze examined him, determining what type of threat he represented. He’d done the same thing after the man emerged from the portal. Although Keith didn’t have the muscle mass his adversary possessed, his speed and agility made them evenly matched if a physical confrontation occurred.

      “My daughter is a vampire who has spent the last year in isolation,” Sammuel explained. “We need a place where she can convalesce after her ordeal.”

      Keith’s eyes returned to the creature. His odd attraction to her hadn’t lessened with the new information. The fact she wasn’t a shifter should have turned him off. Instead, he couldn’t stop staring at her.

      Portia stepped forward. “When I returned to the Denlani universe, members of our pride told us about Magic and the home you have made for yourself here. As of late, we lived in the Nightshade universe. That world is populated by blood-crazed vampires. In her condition, we cannot return her there.”

      Danyal narrowed his eyes. “Keith is a member of my pride. You still have not answered his question about why the girl is bound. Have you brought a dangerous creature into my new realm?”

      A glance passed between Sammuel and Portia. Keith didn’t know if the look reflected the severity of the girl’s crimes or a conspiracy the two had hatched to hide the truth.

      Portia swore under her breath. “In a fit of jealousy, Patrice attempted to take my life. As a punishment, she had been given the choice between meeting the sun or banishment to an uninhabited world where she could do no harm.” She raised her hand when Danyal attempted to interrupt. “After she spent twelve months alone, I could not bring myself to continue her punishment.”

      Danyal’s eyes probed the vampire. She appeared to shrink under his gaze. After he completed his assessment, he redirected his attention back to his sister.

      His alpha rubbed his index finger across his stubble covered chin. “Where is your mate, sister?”

      “Jace is with his other blood brothers and their mates in the world where we now reside,” Portia replied. “We believed his presence would possibly set off Patrice. After Jace had been transformed into a vampire, the two spent a lot of time together.”

      Danyal grabbed his sister’s forearms. His nostrils flared. “You mated with a vampire?” Rightfully so, his alpha didn’t try to suppress his snarl. “I can understand why you did not want the old fart father contracted you to mate with, but to give yourself to someone outside your species is unacceptable.”

      Portia shook off her brother’s hold. A small whirlwind generated from her palm pushed Danyal into the wood counter. Keith blinked twice, not believing what he just witnessed.

      “You know nothing,” Portia yelled. “How dare you judge me. Instead of standing up to father and protecting me, you allowed him to go through with the agreement. In my attempt to escape, I was dragged into a portal, bringing me to the Nightshade dimension. In that world of vampires, I met Jace. Although I fought it, I knew he was my true mate. After we made love for the first time, we transformed into air elementals. He is no longer a vampire.” She swore under her breath. “How stupid could I be believing you would help?”

      The angry elemental swung her arm and a portal opened. Keith couldn’t allow them to leave with the female vampire. She didn’t appear dangerous and he understood how she suffered. No being would be able to handle isolation for such a duration. He respected whatever force drove him to protect the helpless female.

      “Wait,” Keith cried. Danyal’s anger at Portia mating outside the jaguar community was justified, but he didn’t want to lose the opportunity to get to know the filthy woman. He needed to understand his feelings associated with the vampire. “Let’s all calm down and discuss things rationally. Sammuel, is your daughter dangerous to anyone besides Portia?”

      He held his breath. If Sammuel’s response proved the woman a threat, he’d have no basis to support keeping her in Magic.

      Sammuel shook his head. “Patrice rescued babies from vampire camps where humans were raised to feed upon. She killed vampires to protect the innocent.”

      Danyal moved with caution toward his sister. Keith had a feeling the powerful elemental could rip her brother apart with the power she harnessed. He stepped beside his alpha, ready to attack if Portia used her power against Danyal. He struggled with his feelings for the vampire and his instinctual need to support his pride leader.

      “Portia, why do you desire this of me and the people of Magic?” Danyal asked. “Your own words claim you cannot trust me and you know nothing of the beings who reside here.”

      “You do not understand the horrors associated with the Nightshade universe.” Portia took ahold of Sammuel’s arm for support. “For three years after being pulled through a portal into that realm, I stayed in my shifter form. Too petrified of the creatures who dominated that world to consider transforming into my human. It was not until I met Frazour, another of Jace’s blood brothers, that I felt safe shifting. Sammuel’s daughter had to exist in that nightmarish dimension. She needs to heal in a safe environment.”

      Without hearing an immediate response from Danyal, Keith had to take action. He couldn’t go against his alpha’s wishes, but he could help sway his decision. Something from within pushed him to protect the creature before him.

      “Marc Bouchard no longer requires protection from the sun,” Keith pointed out. “I’m sure he and Annie will take Patrice into their home. They both owe the citizens of Magic a great deal.”

      The vampire didn’t react to his recommendation in any manner. How much damage had been done to her living alone for a year? If it wasn’t for the fire depicted in her eyes, he’d believe her mind had been damaged.

      “I will return shortly,” Danyal said. “Before I make a decision, I would like to consult my wife.” He entered the portion of the building he occupied with Patience.

      Keith released a sigh of relief. He noted Patrice didn’t so much as blink. Nothing seemed to phase the woman.

      While they waited for Danyal’s return, no one conversed. He continued to stare into Patrice’s eyes. They were the only part of her that showed she possessed a consciousness related to what occurred before her.

      No one appeared to take offense to his eyes surveying Patrice, not even her father. The woman stood a couple of inches shorter than his six-foot frame. Like the cat shifter beside her, Patrice possessed strong limbs. Whatever she fed off the last year hadn’t harmed her physically. Her ripped clothing allowed him to see there weren’t any open wounds visible. Although, he wouldn’t mind a closer examination of her body.

      He shook his head to dislodge the ridiculous thoughts continuing to rattle around. The feelings he possessed for the woman made no sense. He only dated pure-blooded jaguars. Now he had become obsessed with a vampire. Something other than an odd attraction had to be at play.
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