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There’s a lot of magic in the world, but a single touch from me and any enchantment is ashes to ashes, dust to dust.  People want me dead, but the homeless are hard to pin down. At least that was true until I made a foolish mistake and rescued a caged mountain lion shifter.  My null is no threat to him, but those who wanted him captured are after me now.  Carlos didn’t realize the danger when he hired me to buffer him from magic that could put him back in a cage. I didn’t realize the danger of being part of a partnership. Sure, it’s better than being hungry on the streets, but it’s more dangerous for both of us.  Carlos is strong and fast; I’m quick and sneaky.  But will Carlos trust me enough to keep me hidden when he finds out what I am?  And can I stay free long enough to protect him?

 




Chapter 1​​

 

Working as a floral delivery girl wasn’t bad.  Nina’s Santa Fe shop created beautiful arrangements that were the equivalent of a chef designing a nine-tier wedding cake. As soon as I recognized there was a magical flair to Nina’s exquisite designs, I handled each one with silk like Adriel, the witch, had taught me. The paisley scarf was one of my prized possessions; a talisman for me, one without magic because silk blocked magic.  I loved that the silk kept me from destroying the delicate charms imbued in the artistic flower arrangements.

The job at the kennel was one I should have avoided, but the flower delivery was not only part time, it was an on-call temporary job.  The pay barely provided enough money for food and wouldn’t have done that except Nina paid me cash instead of recorded wages, tipping the scales in my favor.

My boss at the kennel was a little Hispanic “tia” named Dara. She was shorter than my own five-seven and definitely better fed, but she brought in leftovers sometimes and gave them to me.  She believed her little kennel was saving the world and the environment by adopting out pets. Even during my first week working there, she tried to sell me used clothing instead of putting them in a landfill.

I didn’t know about the exotics until today.

I had finished scrubbing all the cat and dog cages when she bustled into the kennel area, yanking along a large blue ice chest with wheels on one end.  She was puffing along like the little train that could, her ubiquitous, giant white lab coat flapping around her stubby legs. The cooler was almost as long as she was tall and right about as wide.

“Come on,” she directed me, waving to the metal door at the very back of the kennel room. The only other door led outside where we walked the dogs, but the one she was in front of now was kept locked.  The rectangle window in the door was only about six inches wide and double that tall. It let in no light because cardboard was taped over it.

“Some new animals to care for, Spring.  Come with Tia Dara,” she panted merrily, inserting two different keys into two different locks.  I’d only checked the door once when she wasn’t looking. Exits were imperative to me whether they be doors or nearly welded down bathroom windows. This metal door hadn’t been a viable escape.  Dara had claimed it was storage when I started two weeks ago.

The ponderous door clanged against the inside wall, a stuffy echo as the noise bounced against nothing but solid concrete.  She shoved a shoulder against it to keep it anchored open and rolled the cooler through.  The musky scent of animals, a thick odor reminiscent of earth and deep forests leaked from the room.  The dogs in the kennel room went suddenly quiet.  A single hiss from a cat and then, the felines too, cowered still as death.

The room loomed dark, a dank unwelcoming cave.  I fidgeted within the last inch of light bleeding in from the kennel room. A low growl vibrated from the depths as I slid into the space.  There was no cleaning supply smell in here.

Dara hit the lights. I nearly screamed.

Without thinking twice, I scrambled backwards, but the door slammed shut behind us, carried by its own weight or by design.  My hands reached for the safety of the necklace Adriel had made for me.  The protection was useless against a vicious animal attack, but my clinging to the silver and turquoise charm had become instinct against any danger, mundane or magical.  My fear tended to drain the beads, drawing the defensive spells into me instead of allowing the magic to circle and act as a barrier.  Under my breath, I started the mantra to keep the magic where it belonged.  Another low, warning growl stole my concentration. Some of the spell leaked into my bones instead of remaining in the necklace.

“Spring, there’s nothing different in here! Just animals that need to be fed and housed.  If I didn’t take them in and find them new homes, they would be extinct by now.”  Dara’s hair was a light blue along the front, but those strands were wispy and dried out from the dye.  The rest of her dark hair was pinned into the bun at the top of her head. In the light from a single bulb hanging from the ceiling, her warm skin tone and red lipstick turned her into a crazy circus lady, a cross between a tarot card reader and a clown. She wasn’t mumbling to herself yet, but certainly the building blocks were there because no sane person caged mountain lions and javelinas.  They sure as hell didn’t put them in the same room. 

I swallowed hard, my back still pressed against the heavy door.  I wrapped my hand around the doorknob, fully intending to run and never return.

“Spring,” she sang, her big brown eyes stern behind plastic rimmed glasses.  “They need our help.  Come on, now, don’t be a crybaby.”

“That’s...a full-grown panther,” I stuttered. “And a damn mountain lion!”  The lion was a shifter.  The magic permeated the room, stronger than the animal scent, washing over me even though the lion was three heavy steel cages away from the door.  Dara probably didn’t know he was a shifter because if she had known, the steel cage would have been constructed of silver.  Unless maybe Dara had some other way of keeping the animal from changing to human.  My darting eyes saw nothing obvious preventing the shifter from morphing if he desired.  The bars were close enough together to keep him from reaching a giant paw through, but a human hand and arm might make it.  Then what?  Pick the lock from the inside?  And with what?  Eyeing the bars, I was pretty sure with the right set of picks, the lock could actually be worked from someone on the inside, certainly by my small arm.

“Come on now, girl.  You can do this for Tia Dara!”  My boss’s singsong voice was exactly the same as when we received a new stray.  Calm, convincing and with that hint of conniving force that implied she was smarter and better than you.  Too bad the animals behind her weren’t any more convinced than I was.

The cougar growled a low sound like impending doom, and the panther emitted a scream of rage that didn’t need magic to shoot right through my bones in a deep freezing ache. Most ridiculous of all, the javelinas on the opposite side of the concrete aisle snorted and pounded around the cage in complete panic, running into each other, the bars, the back wall and generally stampeding to nowhere.

I wrenched the door open and ran, not stopping until I was well away from the kennel.  The fury of the panther stayed with me as I hurtled headlong down the sidewalk.  Crisp winter air seared my lungs. The sunshine and blue skies of Santa Fe did nothing to stop the fear clawing at my heart.

 




Chapter 2​​

 

Of course, once you know a human, even a shifter human, is trapped, you can’t simply walk away as if it didn’t matter.  Even if said human could eat you in a few bites.  But I was the newbie at the kennel and had just been shown the cages.  If the cougar disappeared, there would only be one suspect.  “Shit.”

How long did the mountain lion have?  Once adopted out to whoever was in the market for such a beast, he’d probably have several chances to escape. Right? Unless someone like my uncle Ryan, someone who knew the cougar was a shifter, was the new owner.  Because then the shifter would be caged in silver, an ornate jail he couldn’t escape.

The rock in my stomach dropped, grew and threatened to explode.

It was cold tonight. Every night in the New Mexico desert in January meant freezing temperatures, but even if it didn’t drop below freezing, the dry, frigid air bit and gnawed when you were sleeping in an old car at the back of a junkyard.

Lynx had found me the beater, although he had tried to pretend it was mere happenstance. Not likely.  He’d driven me to the junkyard nearly an hour north of Santa Fe without stopping anywhere else. He’d told me where the car was located, hidden behind piles of junk. Then he’d calmly demonstrated how to drive the patched-up vehicle in and out of the yard without being seen. “It’s not stealing.  You’re just borrowing the car during the day to drive to work.”

“What about the owner?” I had demanded while he dangled the keys that would mean shelter and better jobs.  The overgrown, tangled spot where the car was parked was shrouded in choking weeds and desert dust. He had driven us northeast from Santa Fe for long enough the area was probably considered Espinosa.  Most of the junkers were missing wheels, entire doors, and only a few had filthy windows that no longer rolled up or down.  The Ford he introduced me to was intact, although one door was white on a blue frame. The back fender was not the original; rather one of those really old chrome ones instead of a piece of plastic that matched the frame.  The hood was so faded, you couldn’t even call it painted. The blinkers worked, the lights worked...someone had fixed this baby up, probably by way of mixing and matching parts from the other cars.

I had no options, not really.

“I’m working on obtaining the title,” Lynx promised, his eyes flicking around as fast as his ears. “It will take a few more days though.”

“What do I tell the owner of this place if he catches me parking it back here or driving off?” My own eyes danced around hiding places and escape routes.

“He won’t.  It’s an old guy and his son.  The son is a mechanic, but he keeps forgetting to show up to work on the cars here.”

I stayed crouched near the driver’s side, but peeked over the top towards the only building in the deserted yard.  The shack might have been an adobe house a hundred years ago, before boards had been tacked across the structure in a haphazard puzzle.  It could only be airtight by accident.  If this place had been in Santa Fe, it would have been torn down. “What about the old man?” I worried.

“You see any smoke coming from that chimney?”

The crooked, blackened pipe aiming out of a hole in the side of one wall might have counted as a chimney, but there was no puff or scent of burning wood.  “No.”

“Hasn’t been for two weeks,” Lynx said.  “Ain’t no one gonna find you back here.  Even if the old man was still alive, he hasn’t been outside in a couple of years, and I guarantee you, he never saw this particular vehicle.”

Probably because the vehicle had been patched together from several others, some of which weren’t on this particular property. I didn’t mention that the son would turn up eventually.  It was useless to argue that the electric company might miss the payments and come out to check because they probably wouldn’t, given that the line into the house looked “borrowed.”

I accepted the keys.

Lynx turned bobcat and was gone before I truly figured out how to steer the car down the couple of old ruts that led to a back road, that led to another back road and then, eventually a road that would take me back to 85 and Santa Fe.

Truth is, I stopped driving back to the junkyard every single night to park my “borrowed” car, so long as I could find a safe enough spot closer to town.  Lynx had never told me where he lived. For all I knew he had a crevice in the rocks somewhere.  I had no way to ask him or anyone else for help concerning the cougar.  I was useless really. Relying on me was a bad deal.  But I’d seen the shifter.  I knew firsthand what could befall a trapped shifter.

My hands clenched the tacky steering wheel as the stars winked and laughed through the windshield.  Like every night, the freezing air seeped in, a silent ghost, eating at me, threatening me with frostbite, and maybe the loss of sanity.  I could have stayed where I had been, controlled by someone else, trapped.  Sure, it had been warm.  And there was more food.

And that shifter in Dara’s cage could stay where he was too, but I’d bet he would do anything to change places with me right now, because I had already made that trade for myself despite the chilly consequences.

 

* * *

 

The next morning, I showed up for work, uncertain.  My desperation was real, but Dara wouldn’t know the difference between “homeless and desperate” and “desperate to free the shifter.”

The veterinarian that Dara paid under the table was in all morning, racing back and forth with the cats and dogs as if he were on a timer and would win big prizes if he finished early.  Amar was from India, maybe desperate to finish vet school or keep his visa.  His bald head shone with sweat, and he jerked nervously as if controlled by puppet strings, but he was efficient at his job.  His dark eyes only stared at me when I wasn’t looking, and like me, he kept an eye on the exits.  His nerves were likely from guilt because he wasn’t claiming the income, not because he didn’t have enough money to eat.  Then again, his tall frame was skinny enough that food might be in short supply for him too.

I helped shuffle dogs and cats through the treatment room, fed everything in the kennel area and ignored the heavy metal door at the back.  When I returned from walking the larger dogs, Dara had put up the “Lunch” sign and locked the front door.

Her big brown eyes were tight and cold, instead of playing the doting aunt. “If you can’t take care of the animals like we agreed, it’s best you move on.”

“Now?” I squeaked, my heart picking up speed.

Amar was gone.  I bet he didn’t have to work on the “pets” behind the steel door. No, that kind of agony was saved for a homeless woman with no options.

“You want to try again? Or you leaving?”  For someone who loved animals, she wasn’t showing any mercy right now. She flicked a long, painted fingernail as though I were a piece of lint she could be rid of.

“I guess if you pay me for the morning, I’ll leave.”  My stomach was full of despair, and there was a distinct possibility I’d throw up soon.  Since I hadn’t eaten breakfast, it wouldn’t be much of a loss.

Dara laughed, a strong, punctuated sound that wound down into a whispered chuckle, as if she were confiding her mirth to her inner self.  “Don’t be ridiculous.  If you leave now, I’m not paying you for the morning.  It’s not like I’m expecting you back again and who you gonna tell?”

That was the dirty truth about accepting payment when not on the legal rolls.  Employers knew they didn’t have to hand over money because you weren’t a legitimate employee.  Too many times they paid less than they promised. Or they started trying to trade things—like a puppy as payment.  Dara had already suggested I adopt.  Since feeding myself was a problem, it made no sense to drag a dog into the situation, but I hadn’t told her that.  Her eyes hadn’t missed my thin frame.  My driver’s license was expired and could belong to anyone.  It did not, in fact, belong to me.

We stared at each other.  I wet my lips and held tight to my necklace for a few moments.  “Give me ten dollars and I’ll give it a try.”

She smiled. “Now Spring, I pay daily, not in between.”

I was already shaking my head because this lady had just admitted she had no problem stiffing me completely. “Ten covers half the morning.”  I glanced at the clock.  It was fifteen minutes past the noon hour, but I rarely took more than ten minutes to scarf a little lunch and use the bathroom.  It was another dirty secret of under-the-table pay, usually starting about the second or third day.  There was no lunch break for us folks, and yet there was no pay for the lunch hour even when working straight through.  Dara had been better than some by providing leftovers from her own table so at least there was breakfast for me sometimes.

“Five bucks and you clean the empty cages back in my special room first.”

I needed the five to put gas in the car, but Nina, at the flower shop, would be good for gas money since tomorrow was my day to clean, do deliveries and run errands. Without the car, I was nearly useless to her, so she could be counted on to pony up first thing in the morning.

But what would happen to the cougar if I ditched this place right now?

Dammit.  This was my last job anywhere with cages.  I couldn’t even stand putting the dogs and cats behind those locked doors knowing they’d be fed and cared for until they found a home!

Dara must have read the indecision on my face because she sighed, went to the cash drawer and pulled out a ten, her keys clacking loudly against the drawer.  “Let’s go, little girl.”

She held all the cards, or in this case, all the money.  She’d never lived on the run, never been caged hoping to be fed.

My feet wanted to dance away without me.  My brain skittered in protest, jumping from possibilities to disasters.  There was no such thing as handling an angry cat that size.  There was no good way out of this situation.

Dara unlocked the metal prison door and pointed to the cooler she had retrieved while I was walking the dogs.  “Go on.  Clean the dirty cage, feed them.” Her maternal act had morphed from fairy godmother to the witch in Hansel and Gretel in a hurry.

The dark windowless space yawned at me, forcing me to finally grope for the light switch.  My other hand was on my necklace, my feet still on this side of the door.

The round glow from the hanging fluorescent bulb didn’t reach the backs of the cages.  The single bare bulb was like a stage light waiting for the criminals in a bad movie to step beneath it and start confessing.  I searched for another light, but the ceiling was a blank canvas, nothing besides a couple of long shadowy cracks in the shape of a coffin behind the light bulb.  A cord dangled from the far side of the casket shape as if another bulb had been there once, but had left once the corpse was interred.

I hugged the doorway, my feet still outside. “You’re planning to lock me in here, aren’t you?  You have the ten, but you didn’t give it to me.”  Anger settled some of my nerves.  I wasn’t actually afraid of the cats; they were behind solid steel.  My brain had overloaded the day before with the animals screaming, me registering one as a shifter and the panic at the full realization that my employer wasn’t a kind, innocent lady.

Dara sniffed disdainfully and muttered a curse in Spanish under her breath, something about me being a stupid something. “Leave the cooler to prop the door open while you clean.  You clean, you earn the ten.  You finish the feeding, I pay you to the end of day.”

There is no way in hell I’d have bothered to clean for the ten if wasn’t my last day and that cougar wasn’t a man.

With a grunt, I hauled the cooler halfway through the door, noticing that the javelinas were gone.  Gone where, I didn’t know, but that was obviously the cage she wanted cleaned.  The propped open door wasn’t for me; it was because there was nowhere to haul the crap and mop bucket with the door closed.  The scent of animal fear and shit filled the space, a cloying perfume no one wanted to smell.  The urine stench would make the place intolerable in another couple of days.

I crept along the bars furthest from the two cats, acting mindlessly terrified.  The cats had settled down some, maybe because they’d been fed yesterday and had time to realize there was no way out.  Maybe yesterday had been their first day here.  Hell, maybe they were drugged right now, who knew?

The cougar paced, a silent, deadly threat, but he didn’t growl at me.  The black panther was lying down, but her eyes, shrouded by shadows, followed me. The cougar’s ears were tawny gold, tipped with black.  They swiveled along my route, tracking my every move.

Cleaning took very little time, even with having to dump the mop bucket and swish instead of using the big garden hose that was in the regular kennel room.  The cats and dogs in there were fearfully silent again.

Dara’s phone rang a happy tune into the quiet, distracting her.  Her rolling gait took her back towards the front office, but she kept one eye on the open door as I pushed the wash bucket out.  Normally, I’d change my gloves now, but instead, I peeled them off and dropped them in the wastebasket without replacing them.  With my back turned to Dara, I unsnapped the cooler lid.

“Holy cow.”  Hamburger was stacked across the bottom on one side.  The rest of the meat was huge bloody roasts, bones included. I swallowed hard, stood and put my hand out towards the fiend chatting on the phone like a politician soliciting donations by sucking up.

Her eyes narrowed at my outstretched hand in disgust. Since she was talking sweet nothings on the phone, she couldn’t argue outright, but her face promised revenge as she slapped the ten in my hand.

I used the cover of putting the money in my jeans pocket to extract lock picks. The picks were more valuable to me than most of my other possessions, but there was nothing else I could do for the mountain lion other than turn them over and hope he was smart enough to escape.  I wouldn’t be welcome back here as a worker even if I wanted to put myself through the agony.

The hunks of meat were probably beef, a damned expensive luxury.  The first one I yanked out was so large, it might not fit in the slide-out feed tray.  See, here’s the danger in feeding any potentially violent animal.  The steel trays were almost the same as a window, but they slid out, instead of up.  Put the meat in and slide back in.  But if that cat reached a paw through the cage at the wrong time, your arm could be the meal.

I didn’t think the shifter would come after me because he knew I was uneasy, and there was no reason to scare me worse.  He’d want to eat to keep his strength up, and his human intelligence would override any cat nonsense.  I sidled over to the cage along the other side of the corridor, leaning back against the bars. Taking deep breaths as though gathering my courage, I held the hunk of meat so that Dara couldn’t see, but the mountain lion could watch me stick the picks into the meat.

Then I moved.  Fast.

To the drawer, yank it out, hunk of meat in. Slammed it closed, scurried away.

“Hey!” Dara complained, her hands on her hips now that she had hung up. “You feed the panther first.  Then you aren’t passing by it with food! Idiot.”

I knew the rules.  We fed the cats and the dogs in a specific order to avoid carting enticing bowls past them.  But Dara had been on the phone, and while she was distracted, it was much easier to hide the lock picks in the slab of beef.

My only regret was that lock picks would do the trapped panther no good at all.

I fed the black beauty in the same hurried fashion, but was nearly scared motionless as her emerald eyes kept watch, full of questions and no small threat.

“You should have put more meat in the trays the first pass!” Dara griped.  “Now you can’t pull the trays back out until the cats finish the first batch.”

I chanced a look at the mountain lion.  He had quickly retrieved the meat, dropped it into the darkest corner and was eating as though he was quite prepared to protect this meal.  Smart cat. Smart man.

Dara blocked the door, her hands waving, keys jingling, screaming at me about my manners, feeding in the wrong order, not disposing of the bucket with the javelina turds. She noticed I hadn’t worn gloves either, but I had been afraid I’d fumble the picks or that the lion might not notice me stuffing the tools inside the meat.

I squeezed past her, a thin wafer of nothingness.

She snatched at me and followed, bellowing threats that covered my entire family as I ran out the front door.  Her curses covered my future chance at jobs and probably my next meal and definitely children.  None of it mattered.  No way was I taking any chances on getting locked inside that dark cavern with a human mountain lion who was probably already plotting his escape.  He might have to unlock the cage at night and then wait for her to open the steel door tomorrow because my picks wouldn’t tumble those heftier locks.  That was his problem.  I’d done everything within my power to help.

 




Chapter 3​​

I never parked in the kennel parking lot or directly in front of the florist.  My employers could guess I had wheels, but they didn’t need to see the mismatched parts that formed my house and freedom.  They sure as hell weren’t getting the opportunity to use the license plate against me.  When you work for pay under the table, employers don’t do things like background checks, driving records or references.  They’re taking a risk, and they watch their backs as much as I watch my own.

Hoofing it to the park down the street where my junker almost blended in with the other cars didn’t take me long. The tenner would cover gas and leave a couple of bucks for a bite of food.  Nina would pay me tomorrow, extra, if there were deliveries and tips.  Yeah, I was done with anything to do with cages.  I said a quick prayer that the lion could fight his way free.  “You gotta do it, buddy.”

Exhaustion slammed into me hard, a wall of insurmountable problems weighing me down.  It was barely past one o’clock.  Espinosa felt too far to drive for the night, plus the florist job started first thing in the morning. There was time to sneak into an RV camp to shower before tomorrow. Walmart was a decent place to park some nights, hiding in plain sight among other cars or the truckers.  Still, being further away from town was better. The area around Siler Road, on the other side of the river, was open terrain consisting of nothing but scrub, dead end roads and the occasional abandoned or forgotten warehouse.  I could pretend to be broken down if anyone asked.  Coyote Ridge Road was another stretch of empty road with places to rest for the night if Siler didn’t work out.

I hit the RV camp, the gas station and, because I’m totally out of my mind, I drove past Dara’s again.  The glass door at the front was nothing more than a reflection; the stucco building completely quiet. Sunlight diffused into an orange and purple glow, but it was still plenty light out.  Anonymous cars muscled onto roads as people commuted home. There were no large cats thumbing for a ride.

Once I reached the barren winter dirt on the other side of the river, supper was peanut butter and jelly from my dwindling grocery stash. Hot dinners to warm me all the way to my toes beckoned from my dreams.  Most of me was already freezing even though I had my trusty, dusty green sleeping bag draped over my lap. By next winter, I needed to figure out how to heat meals. With only the flower job to sustain me now, there was no way I could even afford another blanket.

The seat adjusted all the way back and with the sleeping bag close to my chin, it was time for my nightly counting of stars visible to the northeast.  Mountain peaks were shadowy protectors off in the distance.

Sleep drifted close and then further away until a sharp rap against my window had me shooting up with enough force to nearly crack my jaw against the steering wheel. My hand jammed into the keys still in the ignition.  The turquoise in my necklace sent a tingle straight through me, but I couldn’t tell if the danger had set the magic off or if I was sucking the protective magic right out of it in my panic.

In the dark, there was nothing to see.  The pounding of my heart nearly deafened me.

The next knock was on the passenger side.  I managed to turn the key and start the car, but it took two tries to turn the parking lights on.

“The least you could have done was leave me some clothes.” The muffled voice was a ghost talking through the car windows, loud enough to make out words, but distorted.

No one was visible out any of the windows in the nearly suffocating dark...wait. There were ears, teeth....lots of teeth.  A giant cougar rested his paws on the passenger side door. The cougar could talk?

Then I remembered the first knock on my side of the car.  Cats couldn’t knock.  The car was running, waiting for me to gather my wits. Should I peel away, leaving the cougar...how had he found me?  Why had he found me? 

The cougar wasn’t a cat anymore.  I blinked, but the murky lack of light did nothing to help orient me.  Slowly, I flicked the headlights all the way on, illuminating not much at all around my locked car doors.  I normally didn’t use the lights at night because it was a beacon for trouble.

Trouble had obviously arrived anyway.

“Will you open the door, already?” There was a completely naked man talking to me through my passenger side window.  He stood straight up and looked somewhere over the top of the car.  Completely. Naked.

I shut the lights back down to parking lights. “OhmyGod.”  I leaned over and inched the window down, just enough to allow a skinny bit of freezing air to barge in.

“It’s damned cold out here, and I can’t keep changing back and forth to survive!  Why the hell did you rescue me if you didn’t intend to help?”

I stared at the flashing golden eyes, clouds of vapor fogging the window as he spoke.

“I didn’t,” I squeaked out.

“Where are the clothes, already?” The deep husky voice fit that of a cat, a growl and rumble even from the man.

As if I had any time to plan.  As if shit hadn’t hit the fan when Dara threatened to fire me.  And that was the same as being fired anyway.  My hand shook, but I was already leaned over so I unlocked the passenger side door.

He was big, radiating a threat my brain couldn’t contain.  I shrank against my door, shaking, knowing I’d made a mistake.

“Don’t tell me you don’t have any clothes here either!”  He shivered hard, sliding in and slamming the door closed.  It had to be in the twenties out there unless it had already fallen into the teens.  As a cat, he was probably warm enough.

“Shirt...”  My eyes flicked to the backseat. The rolled up t-shirt served as a pillow that also covered my head and ears at night to keep me from freezing to death.

“Can we drive somewhere warmer?  Where no one is likely to find us?” he demanded.

I thought that’s where I was now.  But he’d managed to track me.  “Shirt,” I stuttered out.  “It’s big.  Dara gave it to me, but it’s huge.” My own teeth were chattering now, but it was more fear than cold.  The heater did work, but there was no warm air yet.  At least I didn’t think so, but it was hard to tell.

Slowly, I checked the headrest, but the oversized cotton bundle had fallen off into the backseat.  I reached down and felt with my hand until I found the fabric.  The short-sleeved monstrosity fit me like a smock.  Dara’s acts of charity were like that—ill fitting clothing, cold leftovers that were past their best days, an offer of a job that was worse each day.

He had the shirt over his head in a flash. It sort of covered his privates, not that I looked directly.  “Anything else?  Pants? Sweatpants?” he growled.

Mute, I shook my head.  My one and only extra shirt wouldn’t fit given that his muscular arm was the size of a healthy tree branch.  My pair of jeans was spoken for, and if he was here for any of my underwear, I’d run screaming.  Everything I owned could be washed in a gas station sink.  All of it fit in the backpack Adriel had given me, and that backpack went everywhere with me.

“Look, put some stuff on a credit card if you have to.  I can pay you back—do not tell me you don’t have a credit card!”

My head continued swiveling in a negative fashion. “No,” I whispered. “I don’t have one.”

He stared at me in astonishment.  “A place you can drive where we can’t be found?  Or seen?”  He yanked tangles of sable hair away from his face. His eyes were nothing but shadows in the dim light from the dash, all the illumination available other than starlight.

“Maybe,” I stuttered, shifting the car in gear and pressing the gas tentatively as if the vehicle might fly out from under me.

“How can you not have a credit card?” he demanded in disgust.  “My brother sent you with no clothes?  That makes no sense!”

There was no answer for that, so I just drove silently.

When we finally reached the back roads of Espinosa, I turned off the headlights and drove with the parking lights for a while before cutting the lights completely.  The weeds behind the junkyard welcomed the car into their embrace.

The cougar guy had gotten very quiet a few miles after I started driving.

“You could shift out here.  And run.  No one would be the wiser.”  My voice was a quiet squeak.

“This is your safe house?” 

This was a guy who had obviously never had to take showers at truck stops, panhandle or even steal an apple or two.

“I get paid tomorrow,” I croaked out. “After work,” I clarified. “I should have enough to buy you some sweatpants.  If Walmart was still open, I might have found a pair tonight because I have four dollars left.”

He thumped his head against the headrest.  “Do you have a phone?”

I nodded, but he couldn’t see the motion with his head down in despair.  “It’s disposable, but it has some minutes left on it.  I need it for the florist job so Nina can call me when she has work for me.”

He swiveled his head to stare at me, freezing me in the half motion I’d made to reach into my pack to find the phone.

“You don’t know who I am, do you?” His voice was so quiet, he might have been talking to himself.

I was confused.  “You’re the cougar, the mountain lion from Dara’s kennel.”

The glint of his eyes didn’t waver, keeping me pinned in place.  “You rescued an unknown mountain lion from a cage.  You had no idea who I was, where I might go?  How to get me out of there without being seen?”

There was no reasonable answer to that, so again, I didn’t give one.

“I thought my family sent you to find and break me out.  Since they didn’t show up themselves, I figured their places were compromised.  Or something.”  He turned his attention to the window, taking in the dormant desert and the moonlight glancing off the metal roof of the old man’s shack.  His head whipped around.  “How did you know?”

I swallowed.  “That you are human? I could feel the magic.  I’m sort of drawn to it.” Yeah, that was an understatement.  Like sort of had a habit of sucking magic in and destroying things.  Not that shifters’ magic was really a problem since they were essentially magic through and through.  My uncle messed with attempting to steal such gifts, but so far as I knew, I’d never touched a shifter personally for very long, and I sure as hell hadn’t tried to absorb the magic.  I shivered. With the car off, the cold was seeping in.  Carefully, I reached for the sleeping bag. I had pushed it between us while driving.  He had made use of one end to cover his lower half.

I made sure he still had most of it over his way.

“I’d better use your phone.  Shit. Did you say it’s disposable?  How does someone live without a phone?”

“Who would I call?” Most of the time I didn’t keep a phone.  The library had internet, which was how I’d found the florist job. One or two libraries had a phone that I could use, but those phones only made local calls.

He blinked at my question.

I fumbled for and found the phone.

He accepted it and then stared down at it as if he’d never seen a flip phone before. “Shit.” He looked back at me.  “Let me guess. You don’t want anyone coming out here to pick me up.”

My intake of breath nearly choked me. “I can take you to a meet point.  But it has to be tonight because I can’t miss work tomorrow.  It’s my only job now.”

It took him a full minute to process my reality. “That Dara lady. She fired you. Because of me.”

I nodded, but then shook my head.  “Not really.  I didn’t know there were exotics in the back.  She hired me to clean and feed, walk the dogs.  I’d only been there two weeks when she suddenly decided I had to feed you and the others.  But I panicked.  I told her no.  So then it was her way or the highway and there is no way I could have worked there for long anyway.  I can’t stand the cages.  And you were human, and that job was suddenly a huge mess.”  The details tumbled out in a tangled, rambling rush.  I hiccuped, sounding like an insane cricket in the dark of the car.

He looked over the seat into the back.  His eyesight must be good because he found my water bottle and handed it to me.  My hand shook, but I accepted the cold aluminum bottle.  He wrapped his paw, no his hand, around mine and the water, holding it steady.

“Small sips. It’s okay. I’m out. I have to find a way to return for the panther. She’s not a shifter.”

I nodded, but didn’t move my arm.  “I...I know.”

“Okay.  I won’t give away your secret place.  Here.”  He looked out the window again and shook his head.  “I don’t even know where in the hell I am.”  He glanced down at the disposable phone.  “No GPS on this thing either.”

“S..sorry.”  I hiccuped again, so I pulled my arm away from him to drink a sip of water.  His fingers instantly released my hand.  The water didn’t help me feel any better.  I grabbed onto my necklace and chanted the words to make sure the protection spells kept circling round and round.  The stones felt smaller to me as though maybe I’d been sucking the magic inside unintentionally.

“Look, I’ll sleep in the back as a cougar.  I’ll stay perfectly warm. I’ll figure out a meet place in the morning.  Calling someone right now from an unknown number without my phone isn’t going to work too well. There’s only about four numbers that I have memorized, two of which won’t help at all in this situation.”

“Do you...are you hungry?” I asked, hesitantly.  “I have peanut butter and jelly.  Oh, and a package of jerky.  Some almonds.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, the chiseled side of his face a silhouette framed against the window. “Jerky sounds good.  I’ll replace it and more as soon as I’m out of this disaster.”  His hands fisted on top of the sleeping bag.  The muscles along his arm rippled as though he wanted to hit something or maybe he was about to shift to cougar.

I pulled my entire backpack to the front this time.  The jerky wasn’t even opened.  It was for emergencies.  This wasn’t my emergency, but it counted.  It would cost me later though, because jerky was expensive.  “There’s more water back there in a gallon jug,” I told him. “I keep plenty of it.  There’s even another gallon in the trunk, so you can have as much as you want.”

He accepted the jerky.  The package was small in his large hands.

“Catch some sleep.  I’ll keep watch no matter what form I’m in.  I need to think.  Who to call.  Where to go that is safe.  I haven’t eaten right for at least two days, maybe longer and that tranq they hit me with...what day is it?”

I told him the day and date. His talk of sleep made me aware for the first time that he must be tired, maybe more so than me.  He’d been caged.  He’d eaten at least the chunk of meat I’d shoved into the tray, but he’d had to change more than once and somehow he’d followed me a good distance out of town.

“How’d you sneak past Dara and the locks on the metal door?” I dared ask.

Around fast chewing and gulping the strips of jerky, he spit out the story.  “I shifted my hand, picked the locks.  When you ran out, she was still busy barking threats like a rabid dog. She followed you out into the street. I didn’t unlock the cage on the first couple of tries, but she left somewhere with the shit bucket from the javelina cage.  That gave me time.  I picked the lock and was through the doors before she came back in.  But you didn’t leave clothes, so I had to stay cougar and run the hell out of there and hope no one shot me.

“I tracked your scent to a parking lot, climbed a tree to hide and stayed there until dark. I got lucky and picked up the trail after dark when I headed away from people and town. Your car has a strong smell. Running flat out, I caught the scent. It’s like a mix of weeds, a kind of perfume or something, but not really fresh, but real plants kind of smell.”

“Flowers,” I said.

He blinked like he didn’t believe me, but I knew what I was talking about. The scent of baby’s breath and lilies, especially the lilies I delivered, permeated the car.  The roses didn’t linger as long, but last time I worked, Nina had given me a bouquet of flowers that were too old to sell.  They were still in my trunk because I hadn’t wanted to throw them out.  He had probably caught the scent when I drove back by Dara’s right before heading away to settle in for the night.

“You have no idea how hard it is to travel anywhere as a lion or a guy with no clothes.”

No, but I had a very good idea how difficult it was to escape a cage or a building or people hunting you.  “There wasn’t time to plan anything,” I explained, pretending to relax against the seat.  I nibbled an almond, but my stomach was roiling in protest.

“I’m Carlos.  That lady called you Spring.”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

Instead of climbing in the back like he’d suggested, he reclined the seat, even though it creaked and protested the unusual movement.  I normally slept with the sleeping bag doubled up on top of me, but it was now completely unzipped from being shoved around and distributed across the two of us.  I stretched the end over myself, leaving him plenty.  He could go cat and stay under the blanket or whatever.  Not like I would catch much sleep with my nerves shooting warning signals up and down my neck.

Without touching the necklace, I recited the mantra that helped me control my tendency to suck magic down.  The witch had been good at training.  If I learned nothing else in life besides how to retain this bit of calm, I was the better for it.

 




Chapter 4​​

Once the sun began to paint the sky with streaks of light, but before it peeked completely over the eastern mountain range, I woke up.  This morning was no different than any other, except for the fact that a large purring lion was stretched across the front seat of the car, his head and front paws on my lap, keeping me warm.  I hadn’t slept this well since running a year ago, and hadn’t been this warm at night since winter hit in November.

It’s hard to be afraid of a mountain lion who has slept on your lap, even if said cat was hundreds of pounds and took up the entire front of the car.  That said, I was not the least bit tempted to pat Carlos on the head, either.

“Well, that’s one way to steal all the blankets,” I said, assuming he was awake.  Could cats purr in their sleep?  Or was he snoring?

Carlos stretched himself to the passenger side, changing along the way.  I winced at the noise, a cross between creaking joints and a kind of slapping smack. Magic sparks crackled and filled the spaces between human and animal. He reached for the t-shirt draped across his seat, managing to keep the sleeping bag over pertinent parts.

I helped myself to some water and said, “I’m going outside to use the facilities that aren’t.”  My backpack contained a comb and toothbrush, and I secured the bottled water in my other hand. “You might want to take one of the gallon jugs or something if you need to wash up.”

“I should have stayed cat,” he muttered. In the light of day, his short hair showed streaks of lighter colors tipped with medium and dark brown, curling a little in the back where it was long enough to be mussed.  He’d been trapped for at least two days, but he had no five o’clock shadow; probably something to do with shifter magic. Tawny eyes took in his surroundings, darkening with frustration at the bleakness around us.  Round and normal looking human ears were not topped by the black tips of his pointy cougar ears.

“Yeah, cat is probably easier and warmer.” I hopped out, glad of the weeds and junk pieces scattered every direction to provide privacy if not warmth. There was never much evidence of my presence and never in the same place twice.  Mostly I could wait until I reached town, but this morning wasn’t the time to take chances.  It could easily go to hell in a hurry.

By the time I returned, he had taken care of any pressing business or he wasn’t planning on bothering.

“Can you drive to work and let me borrow your car?”

I stared at him.  The light gold of his eyes had flecks of brown, as though they were in constant motion between cat and human.  His skin was a healthy bronze against the white t-shirt; darker than my own by a shade or two.  Broad shoulders combined with the muscles on his chest and arms were made for jumping up the side of cliffs.  If he took my car, I might never see it again. I’d be back to nothing.

“Hey, take it easy,” he said, frowning.

My heart rate had picked up as though I was running for my life, but I was barely breathing deep enough to stay alive. “I need the car to deliver flowers!  It’s the only job I have right now!”

He held up a hand, one that was big enough to circle half my neck, but he stayed on his side of the car. “Okay, okay,” he agreed.  “No need to put your claws out.”

Now I was confused.  Maybe that was something shifters said to one another.  Although my hands were gripping my jeans hard enough to tear through them.  “I can’t...”  It was not possible to explain it to him.  He was not the type of man who could understand being homeless because he could be a cat anytime he needed to survive outdoors.  He could hunt, and, well, he didn’t look raw or desperate.  He was probably hungrier now than he’d been in his whole life, and only because he’d been trapped and then forced to use up energy shifting.

I grabbed the peanut butter from the back, along with the bread and jelly.  “Breakfast,” I explained, giving him the first sandwich.

“I need pants,” he grumbled.  “I can’t do anything without pants!”  He glared at the half sandwich.

“You can eat without pants.” I chewed and swallowed fast, all while not looking at him, a nearly naked man in my car.  “I have four dollars left.  I can buy you some pants, but I gotta have the car.”

“Where in the hell are you gonna buy pants for four dollars?” he demanded in sheer disbelief.

“I might be able to buy two pair at Salvation Army.  Depends.  They have blue sticker day on Tuesday.  I’m not old enough for the senior discount, but sometimes I can talk my way into it by telling them I’m buying for some old person who is browsing in the store.  You just walk with the old person for a while until you’re sure the checkout person notices.  Then you wait until the elderly person is at the back of the store and check out.  Easy.  The only problem is that the thrift shops don’t open until ten or noon.  I guess,” I glanced at him as if I hadn’t already done so a bunch of times, “you’re an extra large?”

“Extra large what?”

“Pant size? That t-shirt is xxl. Dara gave it to me.  Charged me two dollars off my wages.”

“For this stretched out rag?” He sounded outraged. “It’s got two holes in it!”

I shrugged and didn’t point out that it hadn’t been as stretched out before he started wearing it.  “She wanted five.  I told her I couldn’t afford it, and she argued with me about how she was the one paying me so she knew how much I was making. That job wasn’t working out so well.”

“No shit.  I’m damned lucky you were still there to break me out!”  He was near shouting now.

“But the thrift shops don’t open until ten or so.”

He closed his eyes, and his head thumped against the headrest.  “I need a ride to my brother’s place.  Even without clothes I can probably manage to hustle inside if we wait until no cars are driving past.”  His eyelid twitched.

“Don’t start crying or anything,” I advised, starting the car. “You can stay in the car with the sleeping bag even though I’m making deliveries, but you don’t want to call attention to us. Anytime I am caught crying some asshole comes along acting like they are gonna be all helpful.”

“What?!? I am not crying.”  There was an actual cougar snarl this time. 

“Do not change into a lion in the car in full view!” I squeaked.  “Well, it’s okay if you do it out here, but not in town. We’d end up pulled over for sure!”

I eased through the weeds, both hands gripping the steering wheel as if it could save me from being eaten.

He rubbed his jaw and then put his hand over his mouth, maybe to stop himself from snarling or maybe it was to keep from eating the fresh meat driving the car. “It might be easier if you left me here,” he muttered. “I can change and wait for someone.  Can you lend me your phone? But I can’t stand out here without pants talking on the phone!”

“You want me to call? Then you could wait as a cougar.”  I glanced at the dash clock. Driving to Santa Fe would take nearly an hour.  Time was running out.

“Didn’t you say you needed the phone for deliveries?” he asked.

Technically, I did need the phone.  “Sometimes I get lost and have to call Nina for directions.  Or the person I am delivering to isn’t home.”  I hesitated.  “I can make it without the phone. You can have the shirt. I can leave the sleeping bag too.”  My voice may have hitched worriedly at the last suggestion.

“I cannot believe this.  First, I get kidnapped and dragged halfway across Santa Fe. Then I end up without pants and no way to buy pants!”

My ears perked up.  “You’re not from Santa Fe?  How did you even know where you were?”

“I’ve lived near enough my entire life.  My parents have a place outside the city. The mountains are easily recognizable and even as a mountain lion I can read street signs.”

“But you’re telling me that as a shifter, you’ve never had this clothing problem?”

“There are ways around it. Spells. And in my own territory, it’s easy to keep stashes.  I was in the mountains and already shifted when they shot me with the damned tranq. When I came to, I didn’t even know where I was, other than caged.  You can’t begin to imagine what a nightmare that is!”

I could actually, but there was no sense in telling him that.  The way his mouth snapped shut suddenly told me he’d figured out on his own that my troubles might not involve pants, but I was no stranger to helpless fear.

“No one comes out to this junkyard,” I told him, stopping at the beginning of the lonely dirt road.  The barely rising sun glanced off the dust on the windshield, making it more difficult to see. “You could easily make it the day as a cougar and leave my sleeping bag and phone back there.  I’ll find it.” I swallowed hard.  Would I be able to stay here again or was this safe spot shot?

“I should have gone to Rico’s,” he muttered. “If I’d been thinking clearly last night, you could have dropped me off there instead of driving all the way out here, but what if he’s been caught too?  You could drop me off anywhere if I had pants.”

I pulled onto the road.  “As soon as I take the first delivery, we can make a stop and buy something for you to wear, and then I’ll drop you off wherever.”

“This is ridiculous.”  He punched numbers in the phone, his big fingers mashing the buttons so hard he was forced to start over twice.  No one answered any of his calls, but he did leave one message.  There was still three hours or so of minutes on the phone.  Without a credit card, there was no way to add minutes, so I had to buy a new phone each time. There was thirty days of service, but less than seven hours of actual use.

“Texting might result in a call back sooner,” I told him. “Your friends or brother won’t recognize that number so it will take them a while to bother to call back, and that’s if they check their messages.”

“You text on this thing?” he looked incredulous, his eyebrows climbing almost high enough to hide behind the lock of hair that fell across his forehead.  There were no showers or combs in cages, but as a cat, he’d fared better than I ever had.

Texting wasn’t easy because you had to push the buttons fast to select the right letter. Each number had three letters associated with it.  “Yeah.  Mostly I see the texts and don’t have to answer.”

It wasn’t cold now that the car was running, but my teeth chattered the rest of the drive back to Santa Fe anyway
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