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To truly have her, he must free her from her dark secret . . .

Enforcer Erin Flynn has dedicated her life to protecting her kind. But keeping her heart safe from Noah Campbell, the smoking-hot shifter who saved her life, is more difficult. However much she would love to become his mate, she can’t risk him uncovering her secrets.

When Erin is sent to investigate the disappearances of pregnant shifters in New Orleans, chilling information about her past is revealed. The people who wanted her dead are trying to finish the job. Noah wants nothing more than to shield her from harm. But can Erin truly trust Noah and reveal what she’s hidden for so long?


Chapter 1

Erin Flynn shot the tall male shifter next to her a quick glance as yet another female they passed on the street gave him an assessing, purely sexual look. Since they’d arrived in New Orleans an hour ago it had been the same reaction from practically every woman they’d come across. A few men too. Not that she blamed any of them, even if she did have a sudden urge to claw their eyes out.

Simply put, Noah Campbell was smoking hot. Tall, broad shoulders, sharp cheekbones, inky black hair a woman could easily imagine running her fingers through, and perfect olive coloring that showed off his Greek heritage on his mother’s side. Didn’t matter that it was an icy January day, he looked like he’d just stepped off a Mediterranean beach, all toned and tan. He definitely evoked thoughts of sex, sin, and sultry summer nights.

They passed a woman dressed in jeans that might as well have been painted on, a bright red coat belted around her tiny waist and five-inch knee-high boots. When she practically undressed Noah with her eyes, Erin frowned at her friend. “Are you being intentionally oblivious?” No way could he have missed how people were looking at him.

Noah’s guarded dark eyes flicked her way once before he continued scanning the nearly deserted cobblestone streets. They’d parked outside the long and narrow shotgun-style house they were staying in with another shifter and fae warrior, both of whom had decided to hang back while she and Noah scoped out the city. And the tension hadn’t left his body since the moment they’d stepped out of that pastel blue and pink house with peeling yellow shutters.

“Not oblivious, just not interested.” A curt answer so typical of him when he was annoyed or stressed. Right now she thought he might be a bit of both. He didn’t look at her again, but she could practically feel the heat of his dark eyes searing her. Knew what she’d see if he looked her way again. Lust and need.

Some days she wished he’d find a woman. A sweet beta female who would be perfect for him. It would slice up her insides to know that someone else would be touching what she considered hers, waking up every morning next to him . . . but at least he’d be happy. Maybe she’d finally be able to move on from this constant state of wanting him but knowing she could never have him.

God, she was so fucked up.

Instinctively she patted the front of her thick coat, needing to feel the two short blades strapped to her chest beneath it. She didn’t go anywhere without them. Even slept with one under her pillow. “Did you finally call your father?” she asked.

“Nope.”

Resisting the urge to growl at him, she shoved her hands in her jacket pockets.

Just great.

As the newest enforcer-in-training for the North American Council of lupine shifters, Erin was on her first mission by herself. Technically she wasn’t in training anymore but she still thought of herself that way. Her mentor, Jayce, had told her that she was ready to go out on her own investigation so here she was. He’d sent Noah along, but it wasn’t so Noah could look out for her—that would have pissed her off. New Orleans was Noah’s father’s territory and the situation right now had the potential to be volatile.

Noah’s father shared the city with vamps, feline shifters, and fae, and she was pretty sure a few demons made their home here too. The old city just appealed to them. New Orleans was the one place in the United States paranormal beings had agreed to share. It was either that or endure a bloodbath fighting over it.

Not worth it when they were practically under a microscope by the humans they’d revealed themselves to two decades ago. Erin still thought that was a stupid decision on the Council’s part but it was over and done with. Not much anyone could do about it now.

The one thing she’d asked Noah to do was make contact with his father before they’d arrived. It irked her that he hadn’t, but in the past year and some odd months since she’d been friends with Noah, he hadn’t said more than a handful of sentences about the powerful Alpha and she hadn’t pushed. She didn’t like talking about her past so she understood his need for privacy. Still, his father was Alpha of this territory and deserved the respect of a freaking phone call.

“Damn it, Noah,” she muttered, but didn’t continue as they rounded another street corner. The difference from the quiet one they’d just come from was vivid.

A variety of scents and noises accosted them. Tobacco, liquor, a mix of cheap and expensive perfumes, raw sex, and some kind of spicy food tickled her nose. Sometimes she cursed her extrasensory abilities. A few bars blasted music, but a steady, low-key stream of tunes flowed out from the Full Moon Bar as they neared it.

Even if she hadn’t scented all the paranormal beings inside, the lower level of music was the first giveaway that the place catered to people like her. Paranormal beings had extrasensory everything, something humans seemed to usually forget. And something she was thankful for because it had the potential to make her job as enforcer easier.

“I talked to my mom earlier and she told me my father would be here tonight,” Noah said quietly.

Erin knew Noah talked to his mother practically every week, but hadn’t spoken to his father in years. She might not know everything about his family dynamics, but she knew enough. And this had disaster written all over it. She pulled her cell phone out of her pocket, ready to dial the number of Angus Campbell she’d received from Jayce before she and Noah had left North Carolina.

She should have just taken care of this herself but she’d wanted to let Noah do it. Even if she was on Council business she was still entering another Alpha’s territory and he deserved a heads-up. Noah knew the protocol well. No doubt he was just showing up unannounced to piss his old man off. Not the way she wanted to start this investigation.

Scrolling to the number as they crossed the street, her head snapped up at a crashing sound. A giant female jaguar tumbled out of the bar they were on their way to, her fangs and claws extended. Definitely a shifter. The animal let out a loud snarl then rushed back in through a splintered blue door.

Erin’s eyes widened as a shot of adrenaline punched through her.

“Shit,” Noah muttered, moving into action.

Unzipping her jacket as she ran, she unsheathed her short blades from their protective casings. They weren’t quite two feet long, pure silver, and her best defense in close combat. Which was the type of fighting she preferred.

She respected the hell out of snipers, but this was her game. As a shifter she was unique because she preferred to fight in her human form. Just like the other enforcers across the globe. It wasn’t because she was stronger in human form—though she was strong and fast—it was because once she let her beast out, it was difficult to rein her wolf back in. For Erin, keeping the balance between her animal and human side was a bitch.

After the long drive cooped up in a car with Noah and too much sexual frustration—that she’d been battling for months—she needed to let off some steam and this was the way to do it.

To her annoyance Noah rushed into the dimly lit bar first, but she was right behind him. The gorgeous black jaguar with a faint orange background and dark spots was rolling around on the floor with a male vampire. They were slicing each other to ribbons, though Erin knew the big cat was holding back. Jaguars—regular or shifter—had powerful jaws and this one wasn’t biting.

There were about two dozen people there, but no one was intervening. What the hell?

A few humans, a handful of tall ethereal-looking fae, vampires, and lupine and feline shifters in human form all lounged around the bar staring at the two in open amusement. How was this remotely funny?

Screw that. “I’m taking the male down. Stay out of it,” she murmured to Noah, hoping he’d listen. Sometimes he was overprotective of her and she had no problem taking care of herself.

Without waiting for a response, she jumped into the fray. She was young for a shifter, but incredibly quick and knew one day—if she lived long enough—she’d have a better grasp on the strange power she could feel growing inside her every day.

Lightning fast, she sliced at the feline’s shoulder, earning a surprised cry. The big cat immediately jumped off the vamp and backed away.

The vamp lunged at Erin and even though she could sense the power rippling off him in waves, she dodged to the side and sliced her blade across his chest as he sailed past her. Blood spurted everywhere but it wasn’t even close to a killing blow. The sweet scent that filled the air was different from the normal coppery scent of human and shifter blood.

The dark-skinned vamp turned, a look of surprise on his face. She didn’t know if it was because of her speed, her sex, or her apparent youth. She also didn’t care. His fangs flashed, claws unsheathed as those hostile dark eyes narrowed at her. She heard Noah growl behind her.

“I’ve got this, Noah!” They’d fought side by side before and while he might hate her fighting, he better at least respect her enough to handle herself.

Out of the corner of her eye she realized the feline shifter was crouching, ready to pounce—on her!

What the hell is going on? She’d been trying to help the shifter out. Before Erin could move to defend herself an eerie growl and the sound of bones breaking ripped through the slight murmur of voices and low music. A flash of dark fur she recognized as Noah flew through the air at the cat.

Annoyed he’d intervened, but having no doubt he could take care of himself, she didn’t lose her momentum as she raced at the vamp. Right now all she cared about was subduing this guy as fast as possible. She didn’t have time to sing and dance with him. That meant going on the offensive.

Using a barstool as leverage, she jumped on it, then a table before hurtling through the air. Raising a blade with her right hand, she brought it down as if to stab him through the chest. Calculating his attempt to swivel away to the left, she swept up with her left hand, slicing him through the gut.

It wouldn’t kill him, but silver burned vamps and shifters something fierce. His skin sizzled as he cried out under her blow. She didn’t stop there. As he instinctively attempted to grapple with the blade, she brought the other one down on his forearm, pinning him to the floor.

Blood pooled everywhere, creating a dark river around them. The sickly sweet scent wafted up. “I’m not going to kill you if you stop struggling,” she bit out, flashing her canines in a show of aggression.

Immediately the vampire went limp, but the rage in his eyes didn’t diminish. “What the hell is wrong with you?” He wheezed out the words.

Before she could respond she heard a feminine cry behind her. “Don’t hurt him! He’s my mate!”

Instead of turning around, she quickly glanced at one of the mirrors in front of her displaying a full blue moon and advertising a new beer. In the reflection she saw a naked woman likely of South American descent being restrained by a very naked Noah, since his clothes had shredded during his change. Something sharp and deadly rose up inside Erin at seeing him tangled together with a female, but she forced it back down and focused on the crazy situation in front of her. She narrowed her gaze at the vamp still shooting her daggers with his eyes. “That’s your mate?”

He nodded, his lips pulled into a thin line. “We were just having a bit of an argument. Nothing serious.”

It had looked pretty damn serious to her. That’s when she scented the feline on him. No, not just on him, but practically in him, living under his skin. Yeah, no doubt they were mated. Sure had a weird way of acting like it. Glancing around, Erin noted that everyone had given her and Noah a wide berth and had congregated at the back of the bar.

“Attack me or him”—she tilted her head in Noah’s direction without taking her gaze off the vamp—“and I’ll cut off your head.” Without waiting for his response, she withdrew her blades and put a good ten feet between them in a split second. The instant she’d cleared the vamp, Noah let the female go. Erin didn’t sheathe her weapons though. She wasn’t worried about herself, but the thought of anyone hurting Noah . . . it brought out something dark inside her. Some days she hated that feeling because he wasn’t hers. It was like this constant battle waging inside her.

Ignoring everyone and uncaring about her nudity, the feline knelt by the vamp, cupping his cheek and stroking a hand down his chest. Blood pooled around him but he was already practically healed. “Are you hurt, baby?”

“For the love of . . .” Erin turned toward Noah and using strength she didn’t realize she had, kept her eyes way above his belt line and steady on his face. “What the hell kind of place is this?”

Before he could answer, a booming male voice silenced the room. Even the music shut off. “Martina, Razi, get the hell out of here and don’t show your faces on this street for a month.”

The vamp and feline—still freaking naked—practically ran from the bar, bleeding all over the place and cursing a blue streak. But not before shooting Erin a murderous glare.

Once they were gone her attention was drawn to the back of the bar where a big male who looked like an older version of Noah, minus the dark hair, was walking through the sudden gap between the onlookers. Definitely Noah’s father. Beside her, Noah tensed. It was subtle, something she noticed only because she knew him so well.

And you’d like to know him a whole lot better, wouldn’t you?

The big lupine strode right toward them, stopping only a foot away after he’d given them both assessing looks. “You’ll have to excuse Martina and Razi—that’s just foreplay to them.”

“They were fighting like animals,” she said, though she had no reason to defend her actions.

“We are animals.” His dark eyes looked so much like Noah’s it rattled her, but she didn’t let it show.

Instead Erin shrugged. “I take it you’re Angus Campbell.”

“And you are Erin Flynn, newest enforcer in North America. Jayce called to let me know you would be here soon, though I expected a call from you.” His head swiveled to Noah and his dark eyes turned hard.

They were the same height so the two men just glared at each other. She could practically see the flood of testosterone rolling off them. Despite the differences in their appearances, because Noah had certainly been blessed with his mother’s features too, the tall broadshouldered Scottish shifter was obviously Noah’s father. It was stamped in the harsh, defined facial features.

Angus looked to be about forty by human standards but Erin knew he was at least three hundred. Very old for a shifter and very powerful. He’d have to be to control New Orleans for as long as he had, which had been since the Jazz Age. Almost a century ago and long before most humans had known of the existence of paranormal beings.

Clearing her throat and drawing the big shifter’s attention back to her, she took a subtle step forward placing herself in between father and son. One of Noah’s hands settled on her shoulder in a way she knew he meant to be proprietary, something his father didn’t miss. The feel of Noah touching her like that should have annoyed her. Instead, it soothed her inner wolf in a way she decided to ignore. Angus’s eyes flicked to Noah’s hand, then back to her face so quickly she would have missed the speculative look if she hadn’t been watching him closely. Let the old Alpha make of it what he wanted.

When it was clear Noah didn’t plan to respond to his father’s statement, Erin continued. “We need to talk about what’s going on. Unless you approve of what’s happening in your city.” It wasn’t a question because no one in their right mind would want things to continue the way they were in New Orleans. But she wanted to gauge his reaction.

Those dark eyes flashed with raw anger and for a moment she saw the wolf lurking beneath the man’s surface. “Six pregnant female shifters missing . . .” His jaw clenched once and she could feel his power radiating for an instant. There was a reason he was an Alpha. “Whoever is responsible will pay.” As he spoke, she heard the animal, not the human talking to her.

And he was right. Someone would pay. But not by his hand. It would be by an enforcer. Her.

Erin’s eyes narrowed. When she got her hands on the culprit or culprits, they’d be judged. And they’d sure as hell suffer for their crimes. Preying on a pregnant female, regardless of species, was the lowest of the low. All the women had been taken while alone. Two from their homes, one from a park, one right outside her real estate office, one from a grocery store parking lot, and one from a restaurant while her mate was in the vicinity. The two homes had been disturbed, but no serious damage. And the others taken had left behind purses and keys at their abduction sites. It was the only reason anyone had any idea exactly where they’d been kidnapped from.

Meli was the last shifter who had been taken and she was the only one linked directly to Angus’s pack. The only lupine. It was the main reason the Council had sent her here. Angus was a powerful Alpha. The other five missing shifters were all feline with no pack or political pull. Erin had memorized their basic information and seen photographs of each woman.

The feline grabbed right before Meli was so young. Her name was Ciara. At twenty-five years old, newly mated for a scant six months, she was two months pregnant and the only redhead in the bunch. Her appearance didn’t matter to Erin but when she’d looked at the girl’s picture it had jarred her straight to her bones.

Something heavy settled on Erin’s chest. Hurting a woman in that state when she was weaker, defenseless . . . it was just so wrong on every level. The heaviness seemed to grow inside her, pressing down until it was hard to breathe. The women must have been so terrified.

Noah had been silent, but his hand flexed once on her shoulder and she didn’t miss the soft growl he let out. He wanted blood as much as she did. The feel of his fingers clenching around her pulled her from her thoughts and back to reality.

She was going to hunt whoever was behind this like the monsters they were. But first she had to figure out who was responsible for the disappearances and why. She just hoped Noah let her handle this investigation her way.


Chapter 2

“If I remember right the last time you were in a bar fight, a female was also involved.” Noah’s father didn’t look at him as he spoke.

Next to him Erin stiffened. Interesting. Noah shrugged in response, not willing to talk more than he had to at the moment. His skin felt too tight for his body and now wasn’t the time to lose his cool. Even if he was itching for a fight. Anything to expend all the energy barely leashed inside him. Since sex was off the table—until Erin finally admitted she wanted him—fighting would have to do it.

Noah kept stride with Erin as they walked out of the bar with his father. Thankfully there had been extra clothes behind the bar for him to change into—not surprising since this was a shifter-run bar. His father hadn’t said where they were going, just told them he had a private place to discuss things that was completely soundproofed. But Noah knew exactly where they were headed. The Alpha owned a town house a block down from the bar. Or he had about a decade ago.

That was just the way New Orleans was set up. In the French Quarter, sometimes a home and bar were separated by only a stone’s throw. Of course the old wolf had a few homes in the Garden District too. That was where the majority of the pack and Noah’s mother lived most of the time. Angus spent his nights with Noah’s mother, but the Alpha liked staying in the Quarter, liked keeping a pulse on what was happening in the city. Made sense for his position, especially since he had a lot of businesses there.

Noah took in the ornate wrought iron trim on the fences lining the old buildings as they passed, careful not to look at his father. He hadn’t expected to see him so soon after arriving, though he probably should have. It was hard to look at the old man and not see his dead, younger sister staring back at him. Fiona had looked so much like Angus it shredded Noah’s insides to see him after so many years of estrangement.

Clenching his jaw and forcing those thoughts away, he used his peripheral vision to watch Erin. The petite, very lean redhead had been driving him insane since they’d left North Carolina. Well, longer than that. With ivory, flawless skin and a smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks she almost looked like a young, innocent college kid. But he’d seen her in action enough recently to know she could handle herself.

She tried to pretend the scorching kisses they’d shared over the past few weeks meant nothing. That she didn’t want him. But every time she turned those mercurial gray eyes—that had an almost imperceptible ring of amber around them—in his direction, he felt her heat and need for him. Hell, he could smell her lust sometimes too. A sweet magnolia scent that had the ability to bring him to his knees. If she’d just admit what she wanted it would make life a hell of a lot easier. Women were fucking complicated though.

In typical Erin fashion she’d braided her shoulder-length red hair tight against her head and wore all black. Black cargo pants and a black T-shirt that molded to her like a second skin. She also had a black cap tucked in her jacket pocket with a tiny white skull and crossbones stitched on the front. A gift from Jayce before they’d left. If Jayce wasn’t so unbelievably happily mated, Noah would have wanted to slice him up for giving Erin any gift. Her thick jacket covered her tight shirt and her blades, taking away the nice view he’d gotten earlier of the outline of her nipples.

Gritting his teeth, Noah shoved that image out of his head too. Thinking about Erin in any sort of state of undress would only short-circuit his brain.

Not that it mattered. The woman never left his thoughts. Seeing her jump into the middle of that fight had taken all his control not to attack that male. But he hadn’t wanted to distract her. Didn’t matter that all his biological urges had been clawing at him, telling him to kick that vamp’s ass. If he’d gotten in her way it would have undermined her position in town. As enforcer—something he fucking hated, even while he respected it—people had to know she could handle her own. Especially since she was completely untried.

As they reached the brick town house he wasn’t surprised to see not much had changed. A wrought iron balcony covered in an excess of lacy ferns looped around the second story and a fleur-de-lis the size of his fist that he guessed might have been made out of real gold adorned the bright turquoise door. Definitely his mother’s influence. She liked color even if it was just a splash. His father didn’t give a shit about any of that. Before they’d taken two steps up the short set of stairs, his father looked at his cell phone and cursed.

“One of the pregnant females has been found. From my pack.” His father’s voice sounded more animal than human and Noah understood why. As Alpha it was up to him to protect his pack. Even one missing was too much.

“Alive?” Erin asked, hope threading that single word and searing right through Noah’s chest. She might be an adept warrior—hell, more than adept, she was a skilled fighter especially for her young age—but she had a big heart and hated seeing anyone suffering.

“Barely.” Noah’s father shoved his cell phone at Noah. “She’s in the house off Coliseum. You remember which—”

“Yes. Go, now.” Noah might have issues with his father, but the man cared about those in his charge and he’d be able to get there a lot faster on his own.

Before he’d even finished speaking, his father had shifted right in the middle of the street. Fur streaked with browns and reds replaced skin as human became animal. Then he was gone in such a blur, Noah didn’t even see when he rounded the corner of the street. His clothes and shoes were in shreds, his keys on the sidewalk. Noah scooped them up, knowing his father had meant for him to retrieve his belongings.

Erin breathed in awe, but only for a millisecond. “How are we getting there?”

They could shift and run in animal form, but she wasn’t familiar with the streets and he didn’t want to be hassled by law enforcement. He thought about running back to where they’d parked her car, but knew it would take too much time. Noah nodded back toward the direction they’d come from. “Saw a bike parked out front of the bar.”

The run back took them mere seconds. They only passed one human couple on the street. He belatedly heard them gasp after they’d flown by using their supernatural speed. He and Erin jerked to a halt in front of the bar. “I’ll be back in a sec,” he said to Erin before hurrying through the busted-up door where he dumped the ruined clothes. The bar quieted the moment he stepped in. “I’m Angus Campbell’s son and I need to borrow that Ducati out there. I’ll—”

The bartender tossed him a key ring with a single key on it. “You wreck it, you pay for it.”

Noah nodded at the tall dark-haired feline shifter, surprised his father had a feline working for him, but it was New Orleans, the melting pot for supernatural beings.

He found Erin outside, already sitting on the back of the bike. Sliding on in front of her, he hated himself just a little for the way his body flared to life as she curled her arms around his waist. He must be a masochist. Didn’t matter that she’d made it abundantly clear friendship was all he was getting from her, he still enjoyed the feel and scent of her wrapping around his body.

Gunning the engine, he took off, driving at breakneck speed through the narrow streets, until he was free of the cramped Quarter. He zoomed around cars, stopping at red lights only if other vehicles were coming. He’d broken about a dozen traffic laws by the time he made it into the lush Garden District.

Flashes of beads hanging in a few oak trees caught his eye as he sped down a cobblestone road. They were either leftovers from the last Mardi Gras or someone was getting ready for the upcoming celebration next month. A mesh of well-kept antebellum, Victorian, Greek Revival, and other various styles of homes flew by them in a blur until he pulled up to one of his father’s mansions.

The ornate black wrought iron gate was open so he weaved in between the double line of cars along the winding driveway. Looked like the house was full tonight.

Erin was off the bike before he’d stopped and pushed out the kickstand. He missed the feel of her immediately. Magnolia trees dotted the yard, guiding their way to the stately mansion as they silently strode up the rest of the walk together.

The moment they reached the raised porch the front door flew open. A younger female he vaguely recognized nodded at them and motioned for them to follow. Hurrying inside and up a winding staircase, they stopped in front of the first door at the top.

The dark-haired girl knocked softly as she opened it. A second later his father, mother, and another male shifter he guessed was the pregnant female’s mate by the agony on the guy’s face, strode out.

“I want to be in there with her,” the male said to Angus, his voice more of an animalistic growl.

“She’s stable and so is the baby. Let Erin talk to her.” For such an intimidating Alpha, Noah’s father had a soothing voice that could put anyone at ease when he wanted to.

“But—”

“Imelda might be more willing to talk without you around. She doesn’t want to hurt you; I saw it in her eyes, Evan. She knows hearing about her pain will make you suffer. Let this woman do her job. Let her investigate and find the bastards who took Imelda. Then you’ll have your vengeance.”

Noah looked down as something sharp pierced him and realized his unsheathed claws were digging into his palms. The thought of Erin being taken from him, while pregnant no less, brought his beast to the surface. He hadn’t lost control since he was a cub, but even thinking about Erin in danger . . . he couldn’t go there. Not even in his imagination.

The shifter named Evan didn’t respond. Just shifted to his wolf form on a loud growl and raced down the stairs, bits of clothing trailing after him.

“Her name is Imelda?” Erin asked quietly.

His father nodded. “According to our doctor she and the baby both have a stable heartbeat, but . . .” His jaw clenched and he shook his head, as if pushing away an unwanted vision or memory. “She said she’s okay to talk to you.”

Noah knew the only reason his father was even letting Erin in that room was because she was an enforcer. Not an enforcer-in-training, but full-fledged. She had the backing of the entire Council and more important, Jayce Kazan. And she was in charge of the investigation. It still surprised him that his father wasn’t being a bigger dick, trying to take over, but maybe the Alpha had changed.

When Noah went to follow Erin his father raised a hand, as if to stop him. Noah knew he should show him more respect, especially since he was in Angus’s house, but his canines descended and he bared his teeth in a blatant show of aggression. It had nothing to do with their estrangement and everything to do with Erin.

Raw fury flashed in his father’s eyes, but his mother placed her hand on his forearm, instantly stilling the powerful Alpha. Without another glance at either of them, he followed Erin, shutting the door behind them.

He went where she went. End of story. Even if she didn’t seem to think she needed him.

Eventually he knew he and Erin would come to blows over his need to be with her, to keep her close, but that was just too damn bad. He wanted to have it out with her, to understand why she kept pushing him away.

The mating ache grew inside him hungry and painful with no outlet. Her continual rejection of him was only making it worse.

As his gaze landed on the bed, he froze. “Meli?” For some reason it hadn’t registered that Imelda was his childhood friend, Meli. Fuck.

Erin had pored over the files Jayce had given her, memorizing everything about the missing women on their drive here. But Noah had driven, letting her prep for her first investigation without his interference. Now he wished he’d at least looked at the list of names. He’d known one woman was from his father’s pack, but the rest were felines. He hadn’t thought he’d actually know any of them. Not after being gone for so many years.

The tall, long-legged shifter with dark hair pulled up in a messy bun gave him a small, tired smile. “It’s been a long time, Noah.” Her voice was raspy, hoarse, and the shadows under her eyes made her look almost ghostly.

He crossed the room in seconds, pulling up a high-backed chair on her left side, across from the place Erin had chosen. “I didn’t realize you’d been taken.”

Meli swallowed hard, tears pooling in her eyes, but she didn’t respond. One of her hands rested protectively over her big belly.

Noah watched as Erin gently took the woman’s free hand in her own and lightly squeezed. Meli turned, a look of surprise crossing her face, but didn’t pull away. “I’m Imelda, but you can call me Meli, especially if you’re a friend of Noah’s.”

Erin smiled faintly and glanced at Meli’s large belly. “I’m glad your baby is safe.”

“Me too,” she said on a broken whisper.

Something dark and haunted passed over Erin’s features. It was so painful it sliced right through Noah’s soul. He’d seen that same expression the day they’d found her behind that Dumpster, broken, bleeding, so close to death he hadn’t even been able to hear her heartbeat. . . . But not once since then had he seen that look. Up until a couple of months ago she’d been so quiet and reserved, but she’d eventually come out of that shell fighting. The look in her eyes now threw him off-kilter, reminded him how much she still kept from him. How vulnerable she could actually be when she let her guard down. But it was gone before he’d blinked, her mask firmly back in place.

“Can you tell us about who took you?” Erin asked softly, her mere presence seeming to soothe Meli. He also noticed she hadn’t taken off her jacket, probably so her blades wouldn’t frighten the wounded shifter.

Meli shook her head, a stray tear rolling down her pale cheek. “I never saw their faces. I know there were at least two of them, but they caught me from behind when I was coming home from the grocery store. It all happened so fast. I—” She broke off and quietly began to sob.

Outside and very near the window of the room, Noah heard an eerie howl. Likely Meli’s mate, who would be sensing her anguish. Pain for the male he didn’t know settled in Noah’s chest.

He may not understand exactly what the mate was going through, but Noah had been helpless before to stop the pain of those he cared about. His sister and then Erin. Hell, even before he’d known Erin’s name, he’d wanted to shoulder all the pain that had emanated from her the day they’d found her. Being unable to do so was like silver fucking daggers burning through him. Sharp and jagged.

Erin murmured soothing sounds, the action so at odds with the fighter he’d just witnessed less than an hour ago. It was one of the reasons she’d make a perfect enforcer. So many people thought their job was simply to crack down on lawbreakers. Though that was part of it, enforcers needed patience. She had that in spades. Not to mention empathy and kindness. It wasn’t a side of her everyone got to see, but he had and it made him care for her even more.

He was sorry Meli was in pain and hurting but part of him wanted to demand answers, ask more questions so they could get to the business of hunting down whoever had taken her. Not Erin. She sat patiently holding on to this stranger’s hand as if she had all the time in the world.

Eventually Meli looked at Erin, her eyes bright with more tears. “I’m sorry. I know you have questions.”

Erin shook her head. “You have nothing to be sorry for. Whatever happened to you, it wasn’t your fault. Just take all the time you need.” Another hard swallow, the ghosts of her past rising for a heartbeat in those clear gray eyes.

Meli frowned for a moment, then shook her head briefly. “They didn’t sexually assault me or anything like that. They kept me drugged up and in a dark cell. I was fed three times a day and the only time anyone came into my cell was to take my blood. Over and over. They nearly drained me dry each time until I was almost dead.” She shuddered.

“Why?” Noah asked, unable to stop from interrupting.

Her frail shoulders lifted. “I don’t know. But . . . it was our kind who did this to me. Lupine shifters. There was a human there too, but he worked for the shifters. That much was clear. I know there were other females nearby that they’d taken. I could hear some women crying, some begging to be set free, but they were all felines, I’m almost sure of it. Their scents are so different from ours.”

“Did your captors ever talk to you? Ever give you a hint of why they were taking your blood?” Erin asked.

She shook her head. “They didn’t say much, kept me blindfolded if they came into my cell. I got the feeling they didn’t care about me one way or another. I was . . . a job to them.”

“How many do you remember?”

“Three, I think. Two shifters and one human. I . . .” She frowned as she trailed off.

“What is it?” Erin pushed when Meli didn’t continue.

“One of the shifters who came by right before they decided to dump me was so angry. Maybe a few hours ago or it could have been a day or two. It was dark where they kept us so I lost track of time. He was angry about something, wanted them to ‘get rid’ of their problems but I couldn’t understand what they were saying at the time. Later I realized they were talking about me. Their voices were so muffled and I was fighting a bad fever then. It sounded like one of the others was angry about something but that’s all I could make out.”

From the looks of it she was still fighting a fever considering the flush in her cheeks. She withdrew her hand from Erin’s and clasped both her hands over her stomach.

“Did you see any distinguishing markings in your cell or even on your captors? Like a tattoo maybe? I know you said you were blindfolded but maybe you saw something?” Erin sat perfectly still, her lack of movement likely designed to keep the other female at ease.

“The cell was empty other than a cot and a bucket for me to . . . uh, anyway, no, I didn’t see anything else. Or I don’t think I did. If I remember I’ll let you know.”

“You’re doing really great, Meli. Would you mind if I took a few pictures of your wounds? I’d like them for our records and I’d like to do some cross-referencing. If this isn’t the first time they’ve taken pregnant shifters I want to know.” Erin’s face was strained as she spoke, her gray eyes turning to almost black.

Meli nodded and held out both her arms straight while Erin snapped shots using her cell phone. Whoever had done this to her hadn’t been gentle. They’d drawn blood so many times, obviously from the same veins over and over. As a pregnant shifter, Meli was almost as weak as a human, her ability to heal and overall strength on the lowest level possible for a shifter. It was why pregnant shifters were taken care of, looked after so carefully. Noah hadn’t realized he’d growled until Meli jerked her arms back to wrap around herself and Erin shot him a sharp look that told him to get under control.

“Why do you think they let you go?” Erin asked as she looked back at Meli.

“They didn’t let me go. They thought I was dead. My heartbeat was so faint I could barely hear it and my baby”—her voice broke again, but she shook her head once and continued—“I thought my baby was dead too. I just lay on the cot, limp. The human was the one who eventually got rid of me. He was in a hurry when he dumped me into the back of some kind of vehicle, an SUV I think. There was another body in there with me, a feline shifter. A tall black woman. She was . . . dead.” Her voice cracked on the last word.

“You’re sure she was dead?”

Nodding, Meli rushed on quickly, as if she needed to get it all out. “Unfortunately, yes. I don’t know how long we drove around but it felt like hours. I thought for sure the human would discover I was still alive, but he never did. Just tossed me in a shallow grave and hurried off.”

Noah looked at Erin and was alarmed to see how pale she was. But her expression was intent as she listened to Meli. “This is really good information. Do you remember anything else about your captors or surroundings?”

Meli shook her head. “No. As soon as I was alone . . .” A shudder racked her and now tears fell in abandon. “Oh God, I thought I was dead. I thought maybe it was all a sick joke. Once I was coherent enough I tapped into my psychic link with my mate—I’d been too drugged before, they kept me that way constantly—and then he was there, saving me and our baby. Oh my God, I thought—” Her voice broke again and this time she sobbed. Before either of them could react the door flew open and a shirtless Evan strode into the room.

“Get the fuck out,” he growled at them.

Noah was surprised the male had held out this long. If he were in his place, Noah wasn’t sure he could have. Wordlessly he and Erin stood and headed for the door. As they pulled it shut behind them Meli’s strained voice called out. “Wait, Erin—I remember seeing a ring on one of the men. It was a wolf, probably white gold or maybe platinum. My blindfold had inched up a little and I remember seeing the flash of metal. The eyes were bloodred. I remember thinking it was creepy because it reminded me so much of a feral wolf I didn’t understand why anyone would want to wear it.”

Erin nodded once. “Thank you.”

“Honey, you need to rest.” Evan was slipping into the bed next to his mate and pulling her tight against his chest as Noah shut the door behind them.

For a single brief moment he was actually jealous of the couple. They’d been through hell yet they had each other. Evan was free to hold the woman he so obviously loved and she curled right into his arms.

Forcing his selfish thoughts down, Noah focused on Erin. He wanted to pull her into his arms, hold her delicate, lean body close to him, but knew she wouldn’t welcome it. “Are you all right? You look a little shaken.”

She nodded, but he didn’t miss the stress lines around her mouth. “Fine. I need to send these pictures to Ryan. Now that we know these shifters aren’t being taken for sexual purposes, I want him to cross-reference this with old police files. Maybe the humans know something we don’t. I’m going to contact the Council, see if they have reports of dead bodies showing up with similar markings.”

Ryan, resident computer genius at the Armstrong-Cordona ranch, could hack into practically any system he wanted. And the Council no doubt had a vast array of resources. Right now he didn’t care about any of that. “Erin, you sure you’re okay?” She’d looked so damn pale in that room. If she needed an outlet, he wanted to be a sounding board for her.

Her gray eyes turned cold, stony. “I’m fine. I don’t need you getting all worried or possessive. Pregnant women are being abused for God only knows what purposes. That is what’s important right now. Not”—she waved a hand at him—“your sexual frustration or whatever is going on with you.”

Trying to turn it around on him made him only more frustrated. She wasn’t fine. She was just too fucking stubborn to admit it because she’d view it as a weakness. Didn’t she understand he’d do anything to erase the pain he’d seen lurking in her eyes?

His claws automatically unsheathed, anger lancing through him at her words. “You think this is sexual frustration talking? Because I care about your well-being?” Right now he was so edgy he took a step back, not waiting for her answer. Not really wanting one.

She wasn’t going to let him in. Never had except for a few brief stolen kisses, but deep down he realized she may never let him get closer than what they had with each other now. It drove him insane. He needed space to run, to expend all his energy before he lashed out and said something he couldn’t take back.

Erin fought to pull air into her lungs as she hurried down the stairs and out the front door. All protocol dictated that she stay and speak with Angus, but she couldn’t.

Not now.

She needed space to breathe and wouldn’t find it here. Not with Noah hovering so close. Seeing so much with those dark eyes. When Jayce had assigned her to this case she’d known it would be hard to deal with, but she also knew she could do it. She was stronger than her past. But Noah made her feel vulnerable, made her want to let her guard down and she hated how well he sensed her moods. She’d hidden her discomfort from him, she was almost sure of it. Well, clearly not, no matter how much she wanted to convince herself.

Somehow that wolf always knew what she was feeling.

The thought of him knowing what had happened to her, what she’d lost . . . rubbing a hand in the middle of her chest, she tried to make that near-constant ache go away. As if it was a physical thing. She carried the emotional pain everywhere she went. Like fifty pounds of invisible baggage. She almost snorted out loud. It might as well be physical.

As she stepped out onto the front porch she saw Noah’s discarded clothes. He was obviously out running. She knew he was upset with her and she hated that. Hated the fact that she could ever hurt someone as special as him. But it seemed she did more often than not without even trying. He just wanted so much more from her than she’d ever be able to give. Something she’d told him so many times. That knowledge was the only thing that slightly assuaged her guilt. It wasn’t like she was leading him on. She’d been up front from the beginning about what she could and, more important, could not give to him.

Without stopping to think about whether it was a good idea or not, she snagged the key to the motorcycle from the pile of fabric and got on the bike.

Riding without a helmet gave her the perfect sense of freedom she desperately needed at the moment. She thought she heard someone shout after her, but she ignored it. Ignored everything as she tore down the narrow cobblestone street. Noah would be fine without her. He was at his family’s house. Someone would give him a ride back to the Quarter. If he even came back to the place where they were staying tonight.

Getting away from Noah and the stupid need she had to open up to him was the only thing that mattered.

She zipped along, passing streetcars, a big part of public transportation in New Orleans, and other vehicles. Working this case was going to drive her insane if she let it. And she refused to. She was going to channel her nightmares and fear and make them work for her. No matter what, she would find out who was taking pregnant shifters and bring them to justice.

They’d been taking Meli’s blood, draining her until she was almost dry. Which was really odd. Why would anyone want shifter blood?

Vamp blood she could understand. It got humans high as freaking kites, gave them super strength, and made them totally unpredictable. But shifter blood? What was the point? Obviously there was a reason behind it and she had a lot of research to do if she wanted to get a good grasp on this case. The pictures of the shifter women who’d been taken were seared into her mind and she was determined to help them. Especially now that she’d met Meli. It still blew her mind that anyone could target a female when they were at their weakest. That took a certain kind of monster; one she’d gladly rip to shreds.

The ache in her chest grew as memories clawed at her, pulsing through her in vicious waves until she felt practically numb.

Dealing with this
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