
  
    [image: Protected by Her Mate]
  


  
    
      Protected by Her Mate

      
        IMMORTAL WOLF SHIFTERS BOOK 4

      

    

    
      
        NIKITA SLATER

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 Nikita Slater

      Protected by Her Mate

      This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any manner whatsoever without written permission from the author except in the case of brief quotation embodied in critical articles and reviews.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Immortal Wolf Shifters Series Information

      

    

    
      
        “We never sleep”

      

      
        1. Bringing the heat

      

      
        2. Jackboot

      

      
        3. Law-Dog

      

      
        4. Guardians of the flame

      

      
        5. Gumshoe

      

      
        6. The thin blue line

      

      
        7. Burning problems require cool solutions

      

      
        8. Fighting fires with flare

      

      
        9. Smokey

      

      
        10. Blue Force

      

      
        11. Drop it like it’s hot

      

      
        12. To protect and serve

      

      
        13. Torched

      

      
        14. The Heat

      

      
        15. 5-0

      

      
        16. Too hot to handle

      

      
        17. Po-po

      

      
        18. Lit

      

      
        19. Can’t take the heat

      

      
        20. On ice

      

      
        21. Finest

      

      
        22. Where there’s smoke

      

      
        23. There’s fire

      

      
        24. Arrested

      

      
        25. Meat Wagon

      

      
        26. Rabbit

      

      
        27. Boys in blue

      

      
        28. Fight in Progress

      

      
        29. Got your six

      

      
        30. My Duty is your protection

      

      
        31. Red Ball

      

      
        32. 10-33

      

      
        33. Da Bomb

      

      
        34. Slow Burn

      

      
        35. Courage, Strength, Commitment

      

      
        36. Service before self

      

      
        37. Set the world on fire

      

      
        38. In the Bag

      

      
        Semper fidelis

      

    

    
      
        The King’s Mate

      

      
        Nikita’s Newsletter!

      

      
        Also by Nikita Slater

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear readers,

      Thank you so much for purchasing a copy of Protected by Her Mate! If this is your first time reading one of my Immortal Wolf Shifter novels, I hope you enjoy it enough to try the earlier books. If you’re all caught up with the series, welcome back! I hope you enjoy meeting new characters as well as spending time with some old friends.

      I didn’t originally intend to set Protected by Her Mate in New York City as I’ve never visited and it’s such an iconic place, I was worried I couldn’t possibly capture the correct tone. However, any which way I tried to plot my story, my characters kept landing in NYC. Lennox is a 700-hundred-year-old shifter who fell in love with New York in the 1800s and decided to make it his home base. Charlie is a New York fire investigator who loves her job. I couldn’t bring myself to tear either character away from the city they adore.

      Once my characters made it clear they were in NYC to stay, I began to do my research. What unfolded is a city rich in history and culture and filled with proud New Yorkers. The more I researched, the more I wanted to learn. I watched walking tours on Youtube, I looked up blueprints for buildings, bridges and tunnels, I studied maps of city streets and rooftops (you’ll get the rooftop part once you start reading). I also spent a lot of time learning about New York’s police and fire departments.

      While I know I won’t get everything right, I hope I managed to capture at least some of the feel of this incredible city within the pages of Protected by Her Mate. I am dedicating this book to my New York readers. Please laugh if you hit a ‘WTF, we would never do/say that!’ moment and remember, I am a Canadian prairie girl who loves to go on fantasy road trips to amazing places in her mind and I very much hope to visit your vast and exciting city for real one day.

      XOXO,

      Nikita Slater

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Immortal Wolf Shifters Series Information

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          	
        Book 1: Damaged Mate
      

      	
        Book 2: The Witch and the Wolf
      

      	
        Book 3: Wolf’s Eternal Bride
      

      	
        Book 4: Protected by Her Mate
      

      	
        Book 5: The King’s Mate
      

      

      

      

      The Witch’s Curse…

      “For the crime of trying to force me into an unwanted bond, I doom you to a life without your mate!”

      A spell cast by a powerful witch and meant for one brother strikes all five alpha leaders of the Wolf-Haven Sanctuary, dooming them to a life without mates. Only the spell didn’t work quite right. Separating mates is a crime against the natural order, and nature will fight back when provoked.

      

      Book 1: Damaged Mate

      Lock felt the moment his mate died, which is why he’s both shocked and elated when she shows up on his doorstep. Only problem is she’s lived in her wolf form for two hundred years and has forgotten how to be human.

      

      Book 2: The Witch and the Wolf

      Rush has been searching for a way to break the witch’s curse so his brothers can find peace with their mates. Instead, he finds his own witch mate, one who is determined to make him pay for hunting her family for generations.

      

      Book 3: Wolf’s Eternal Bride

      Keenan is doomed to fall in love with his human mate and then watch her die over and over again each time she reincarnates. In order to give his mate the life she deserves, he must find a way around the witch’s curse.

      

      Book 4: Protected by Her Mate

      Lennox lives and works in the modern world of the humans. When he discovers his mate is his new human police partner, he must do everything he can to protect her from a bomber set on restarting the Human-Shifter War.

      

      Book 5: The King’s Mate

      Fallon spends centuries searching for his mate, a witch who is cast into another realm as punishment for her crime against the natural order. When he finds her, he will follow her into the shadows and reclaim his mate. This time, he won’t give her the opportunity to escape him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            “We never sleep”

          

          LENNOX

        

      

    

    
      140 YEARS AGO

      Silence falls as I step into a roomful of lawmen. Spotting my contact, I stride past the curious faces, offering a hand. “Detective Lennox Wolven-North of the Metropolitan Police at your service.”

      Murmurs erupt, but my focus is on the man opposite my handshake. Allan Pinkerton Senior. The man who sent the wire requesting my presence.

      “Thank you for coming.” His Scottish accent makes me think of home. “How was your journey?”

      I offer him a slight smile. “Probably could’ve swum faster than the steamship, but here I am.” Shifters prefer all four paws remain on solid ground.

      “Glad you’re here.” He jerks his chin at a wall covered in paper clippings.

      Whispers of ‘Scotland Yard’ and ‘shifter’ follow us as the room’s mix of Pinkerton detectives, Texas Rangers, and Chicago police question my presence. They’ll soon understand.

      “Victim?” I ask, tapping a colourless photograph. At Allan’s nod, I pull it from its pin, holding it up to the light for inspection. “Are there more?”

      “A few, but most of the victims have been found in rural locations where crime scene documentation is a foreign concept.” He hands over a couple more photographs.

      I trace a claw over the telltale signs on one of the bodies. “You were right to ask for me.”

      “Shifter?”

      Nodding, I set the three photos on a desk in front of him. Others shuffle closer. “See here?” I trace a fingertip over the gaping throat wound. “There are few creatures in this world that’ll leave this kind of mark. Wolf and bear come to mind.”

      “Not a bear.”

      I raise an eyebrow at the man who spoke. He’s wearing the Pinkerton uniform of suit, tie, and hat. “Allan Pinkerton,” he tells me, then glances at his father and adds, “Junior.”

      “Why don’t you think it's a bear?” I ask him.

      “No bears in that area.” He taps the photo. “And no other marks besides the torn throat.”

      I agree with his assessment. A bear would not immediately go for the throat and leave everything else intact. This is the mark of a rogue shifter.

      I frown at the array of photos, studying each one carefully. “It’s only the throat in each case. A straight kill. No signs of torture.”

      “The cause of death in all cases. One of them had a broken leg as well.”

      “Tried to run,” I murmur, and Allan Junior dips his head in agreement. Our killer isn’t killing out of anger or there would be more damage to the bodies. Fear killing maybe? “When and where was your last victim? The last piece of evidence will point to a direction the killer might be headed in.”

      We spend a few minutes pouring over a map. Several of the surrounding law enforcement officers get over their discomfort of being in a room with a shifter enough to lend their voices. Hearing from the men around me as they fill in the blanks paints a picture of an unknown shifter terrorizing the Midwest United States.

      As we plan, a Texas Ranger steps forward, hostility rolling off him. “Name’s Robert Smith. What makes you think you’re gonna bring this guy in when none of us have been able to?”

      I study the Ranger, starting at his spurred boots and ending at the wide-brimmed hat perched on his head. “I’m don’t intend to bring anyone in.”

      “Then why’re you here?” he sneers.

      “He’s here by my invitation, and by the invitation of the office of the President of these United States,” Allan Senior snaps. “Good enough for you?”

      There’s some shuffling in the room and sounds of assent, but the Ranger still looks furious. I’m used to it. Shifter prejudice is as old as time, especially among human males who see the strength of shifters as a threat to their own masculinity.

      Eyeing the Ranger, I note his deep tan and the lines on his face. He’s probably younger than he looks. The elements take their toll on humans. “It’s my understanding the Rangers have come closest to capturing our perpetrator.”

      His chest fills with pride. “We trapped him near Amarillo, but he took out one of my men and fled.”

      “Our suspect is a male?” I ask sharply. “You’re certain? You’ve seen him?”

      “No woman could’ve taken out a Ranger,” he growls.

      I turn to dismiss the Ranger whose value was lost when he couldn’t describe our suspect.

      A woman steps past a group of men, clearing her throat. “No one has seen the suspect. They attack quickly leaving no witnesses.” She glances scathingly at the Ranger. “And a female shifter could absolutely have killed a Texas Ranger.”

      “Correct,” I say, surprised to see a woman in the room. Allan introduces her as Detective Edith Thornton. “She’ll be accompanying you, along with the Rangers and Allan Junior.” He points at a map, tracing a line across the American Midwest. “You’ll take the train from New York to Dallas where you’ll switch to horseback and ride out to the location of the suspect’s last known sighting.”

      I won’t need a horse, but I don’t tell the surrounding detectives that. Maybe give them a few days to get used to my presence before I go full shifter in front of them.

      “When do we leave?” I ask.

      “Now,” he says, nodding toward the door. “I’ve boxed up the information you haven’t seen and sent it ahead to your rail car.”

      “Thank you, Allan,” I tell him, heading for the door. “You should have positive confirmation of our suspect’s death within a few weeks.”

      “Wait just a minute!” the loudmouth Ranger calls after me. “Who put him in charge of this investigation? Texas is my jurisdiction!”

      I don’t hear the rest of his tirade as I leave the building, stepping onto the New York street and looking around. I follow my nose, my belly growling as I head for my favourite street vendor whose wares I’ve been salivating over since the last time I visited New York.

      “A dozen oysters,” I order, stepping up to the delicious smell of a bed of ice in a wagon layered with oysters and clams.

      I purchase hot corn at the next cart and lime-flavoured ice at the one after. Juggling my purchases, I toss a few American coins at the vendor and head to Central Park to devour my haul.

      “Mind if I join you?”

      I glance at Edith Thornton as she steps toward me reaching for my flavoured ice. I hand it over thinking she’s trying to help, but she takes a bite of it and wanders into the park.

      Bemused, I follow her. She leads me to the lake and settles on a bench. I follow suit, leaving a couple feet of space between us. “Figured you’d want to talk to me,” she says, taking another bite of my ice. I guess it’s hers now.

      “Does Pinkerton know about you?”

      She nods, but adds, “Only him though. He has a soft spot for shifters.” She tosses a smile my way.

      “He has a soft spot for our abilities and how they can help his organization,” I counter.

      “He’s an intelligent man.”

      We maintain our silence, then she sighs heavily and says, “There’s something I should tell you.” I give her my attention as she continues, “I moved here a while back, close to 50 years. I came with my mate. Many shifters were coming here at that time. They saw the wild, barren land as an opportunity to get out from under the shackles of… well…” She drifts off, glancing at me from beneath her lashes.

      So, she definitely caught on to my surname back in the office. “My brother, King Fallon,” I growl, finishing her sentence.

      “Yes,” she agrees.

      “And this is why you came? To escape the fall of Wolf-Haven?”

      “No,” she says softly, her eyes on the dirt at her feet.

      I give her a moment, and when she doesn’t speak, I urge her, “Tell me.”

      Her shoulders droop and to my discomfort, a tear glitters at the corner of her eye, but she quickly composes herself and her voice is strong when she tells me, “The shifter we’re looking for is my mate.”

      A cold chill slithers through me. “Shit.”

      “It’s why we came here. He was having trouble fighting his instincts, giving into his urges. He killed… he killed a human child.” Words rush from her as she explains, “I decided we couldn’t stay in or near Wolf-Haven. We would have to flee to a less crowded continent, but I should have known the New World couldn’t hold him. When we arrived, it didn’t take him long to start hunting again. He killed human after human. He didn’t care who. I tried to stop him, but he was too far gone in his rage. The last I saw of him was four years ago. I intervened with one of his kills.” Her eyes dim as she remembers. “He nearly killed me, then left me to die.” She clears her throat. “When I was fully recovered, I joined the Pinkerton Detective Agency.”

      “You needed their resources to track him down,” I say.

      She nods, her eyes on my face, reading my expression. She reads it correctly. “I won’t be a problem, I promise.” Her voice is urgent, desperate, but there’s no way I can hunt a shifter with his mate in tow.

      “Of course you’ll be a problem,” I growl, turning to stare her down pitilessly. “You’ll try to stop me from putting him down.”

      She’s shaking her head, but we both know better.

      “You won’t have a choice. Your instinct will kick in and force you to defend him. Go to Allan and tell him you want reassignment. I’ll back you up if he balks.”

      I expect her to cry or beg, but instead she stands, her spine stiff as she steps directly in front of me, dropping the last of my flavoured ice on my shoes. Her eyes are glittering, but not from tears. It’s determination I see.

      “I will track my mate and I will be the one to put him down,” she says frostily. “No amount of mating instinct will interfere with this grave duty. You can either help me find him or I’ll find him myself.”

      A female shifter is no match for a male, but I believe if anyone could be, it would be Edith Thornton.

      I stare at the melting puddle at my feet as she storms away.

      Fourteen days later, we’re hot on the trail of her mate. I’m leading, running across the dusty landscape in shifter form. Edith Thornton is slightly behind and to my left, Allan Pinkerton Junior on my right. Three Rangers following us.

      I track the scent of the rogue shifter until I see him. He’s not far.

      His feet are hitting the ground with enough force to send puffs of dust and gravel into the air. It obscures my vision, but I regain his scent through the thick curtain of dust surrounding us, tensing as I leap, my aim unerring as I land on his back, taking him down into the dirt.

      We roll several times, teeth snapping, claws scrambling as each of us tries to gain the upper hand.

      I feel his teeth at my throat and jerk my head back as his jaw snaps together. I shove an elbow into his throat and slam my paws into his chest, taking the dominant position as we roll to a halt.

      “Move aside!” Ranger Smith shouts, his rifle levelled at us.

      Edith Thornton steps through the dust swirling around us, her human body bare in the harsh sunlight. The Rangers gape, but we ignore them. Her dark gaze is on me, her hands held up as if urging caution.

      “Lennox, you don’t have to do this.”

      I’m unmoved by her plea, but goddammit! I’ll have to take her out if she doesn’t back down.

      The shifter beneath me tries to move and I slam my paw into his chest, snapping ribs, ripping a howl of pain from him.

      I have to finish this. I don’t play with my prey.

      “Lennox, please….” Her voice is anguished as her knees give out and she falls to the dirt. “I’ll take him away.” She knows it’s not good enough. No matter where she takes him, he will still be a rogue shifter, still a danger to anyone he comes across. A sob rips from her. “At least let me do it.”

      I lower my snout to his throat, making eye contact with the feral wolf, sending him a silent apology as I tear out his throat. When I’ve finished the distasteful task, feel the last beat of his heart beneath my paw, I lift my gaze.

      Tears streak Edith’s face and fury suffuses her features. She screams, her voice a harsh echo through the surrounding canyon. The Rangers lift their guns, but don’t seem sure where to point them.

      I tense, expecting Edith to shift and leap at me. I killed her mate, the highest sin among our species. She might understand, might even be relieved, but in this moment her wolf is urging her to take vengeance.

      I won’t have a choice if she does. I’ll have to kill her too.

      She shifts, her accusing gaze never leaving my face as she sinks onto four paws, her fur shining midnight in the desert sun. She turns and sprints, her paws eating up the ground until she’s gone, disappearing into her own dusty trail.
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            Bringing the heat

          

          CHARLIE

        

      

    

    
      PRESENT DAY

      “Mom, radio!” Luke shouts, tossing my radio at me.

      I nearly drop it as I juggle my mug of tea. “Lunch,” I say to my seven-year-old son, grabbing his paper bag lunch off the counter and tossing it to him.

      Catching it against his chest, he says, “Hug.”

      “Hug,” I agree, reaching for him.

      We engage in a business-like hug, finishing with our secret handshake-high-five combo, grinning at each other. “Better hurry. Uncle Jorge will leave without you.”

      “You too,” he says, dragging his pack over one shoulder. “Don’t be late again for work.” He waves as he rushes out the door.

      I watch from my third-floor window as he exits the building, hopping into my brother’s van. Well, technically it’s the family van. Almost my entire family lives within the same few blocks in Brooklyn and we share a vehicle based on need. Today, it’s Jorje’s turn to drive the nieces and nephews to school.

      I wave and six kids wave back as the sliding door of the van closes.

      I move through my apartment quickly, dragging a jean jacket over my tee-shirt and pouring my tea into a go-cup. Snapping the lid on, I pick up my purse and keys, and head down to the street.

      I climb into my company vehicle, tossing my purse into the passenger seat. Before I can put the truck in drive, my radio squawks.

      “Fire investigator needed at the scene of a fire in the meatpacking district.”

      I pick up the radio. “This is Charlie Lopez with precinct five. I’m on my way.”

      “I’ll let them know.” She gives me the address, which I punch into the truck’s GPS before pulling into traffic.

      I see the flashing lights of the fire trucks before I arrive at the scene. The fire is out but the air is still thick with ash and smoke as I leave my truck.

      Fire Chief Dale Rochester approaches, his features grim. “Lopez.” He fills me in while I drag my gear from the back of the truck, pulling heavy fire-retardant overalls on over my street clothes. “We got the call at 3 AM. Took us four hours to put out.”

      I frown. That means the fire’s only been out an hour. “Why do you need an investigator?” Investigators are sent in after the fire to determine the cause, but not usually until the building is rendered safe.

      “We have a body.” He has resting angry-old-man face, but today the grooves around his eyes seem extra deep.

      “Shit.” I pull on my fire-retardant jacket. “How bad is it?” I’m squeamish around bodies.

      Instead of answering, he grabs my mask from the back of the truck and hands it to me. We stride toward the building together, me pulling the mask over my hair and adjusting it on my face. I check the oxygen flow.

      “I’m the first one in?”

      Rather than giving me the affirmative I expect, the Chief growls, “Cops insisted on going in after the body.”

      “Assholes,” I mutter. The building is Fire’s jurisdiction until we allow access to the crime scene.

      Nodding at the Chief, I enter the building, pausing until the smoke clears enough that I can see. I spot my prey immediately.

      “Hey you!” Carefully navigating through the mess of wet ashy debris, fallen supports and charred wood, I make my way toward the cop. He’s not even wearing the proper gear. “What are you doing contaminating my crime scene? Who let you in here?”

      He stares at me as though he doesn’t understand.

      I frown at him, my gaze crawling down his body. He’s wearing a mask, but no oxygen tank. Idiot. He’s tall, more than a foot taller than my 5’4” frame. His sandy blond hair tumbles over the top of his mask giving him a disheveled look. His outfit though, from the tips of his shiny shoes to the knot of his silk tie, is perfection. And wildly out of place at the scene of a recent fire.

      It takes him a moment to find his voice. “You’re the fire…investigator?”

      Rather than responding to his question, I snap, “I want to see some credentials.”

      A few seconds pass before he pulls his wallet from inside his suit jacket and shows me a plastic ID card. It reads: Detective Lennox Wolven-North. Precinct 9, Shifter Division.

      I raise an eyebrow at him. “Must be pretty quiet in your division. We don’t get a lot of shifter-related crimes around here.”

      “You’d be surprised,” he replies, his voice deep, his eyes unreadable as they meet mine. “And you are?”

      “Investigator Charlie Lopez. Fire enforcement.” He reaches for my hand and I allow him to give it a squeeze before I pull away. Despite the thick cloth of my gloves between us, I feel his warmth and it’s unsettling. “You’re a shifter?”

      He nods. “I investigate crimes linked to the shifter community.”

      Shifter or not, dead body or not, he’s contaminating my scene. I try to moderate the hostility in my tone as I say, “You shouldn’t be here, it’s not safe.”

      His eyes crinkle as though he’s amused by the idea. “There’s not much that can hurt me.”

      “Not even a collapsing building?” I turn to point at a fallen support. “This structure is no longer sound. A strong breeze could knock it down.”

      When I turn back to face him, the pleasantly bewildered look that had been on his face a moment ago has been replaced with a fierce frown and it’s directed at me. “You mean to tell me you walked in here knowing it could come down?” A growl enters his tone as he adds, “A fragile, easily crushed human?” I take a quick step away and clutch my radio harder, ready to call for backup. “I need to get you out of here,” he mutters, more to himself than me and reaches for my arm, wrapping long fingers around me.

      “Take your hands off me!” I snap, jerking my arm.

      His hold is unbreakable, but he seems to realize how inappropriate he’s being and drops his hand, saying, “I’m sorry.”

      I step away from him. “What’s your problem?”

      His blue eyes pierce me. “I can’t think with you in here.”

      “That’s too bad.” I take another step away from him. “I’m here to do my job and I’m not leaving until it’s done.”

      He sighs, some of the intensity draining from his voice as he says, “I have a job to do too.”

      Right, he was probably sent here by his higher-ups. Same as me.

      “Well then, we’ll go our separate ways, collect our evidence and…” I drift off. I was about to say ‘and never see each other again’ but the words refuse to leave my lips. I want to see him again. Weird. I’ve only just met him and I’m not usually a sucker for a suit.

      “The fire and the body are probably related,” he says, his tone dry.

      I glance at the body, my eyes quickly sliding away from the gruesome sight. “Maybe they died from smoke inhalation.”

      He gives me a skeptical look. “The chest cavity has been torn open and the heart is missing.”

      I try not to gag, taking a few more steps away. He’s right. If the victim was murdered, then the fire is likely related, which means I get a partner for the duration of the investigation. Goddammit.

      He comes to the same conclusion. “I’ll document the body, you document the scene, we’ll meet after to discuss our findings.”

      With a deep sigh, I nod, then for spite, add, “You should be wearing an oxygen tank.”

      Without missing a beat, he replies, “My shifter lungs have high enough capacity, I don’t need supplemental oxygen.”

      I step curtly away from him and the body, a shudder of relief going through me as I put some distance between us. Lennox Wolven-North is an unsettling man. An unsettling shifter.

      His stare was intense, almost proprietary, but over what? The crime scene? If so, screw him, this fire belongs to me.

      I clear my mind and focus on the task, switching my brain to machine mode. That’s what my brother Felix calls it when I take in a bunch of information, analyze, and then spit out the facts.

      I have to be able to see through the damage caused by the water used to put out the fire. I have to see past the soot streaking the walls, past the piles of ash where furniture used to be.

      I notice something red smeared across the walls and floors. Bending, I swipe at the wet ashy debris obscuring some of the paint. A spray-painted message emerges: Go home shifters.

      I notice a piece of paper, soaked with water and unfurl it as gently as I can with my gloves. Another message, this one in bold black: Die, shifters, die.

      Glancing around, I see a few more legible messages. We’re coming for you. ASHRA unites against shifters. My gut is starting to speak to me, and it’s telling me I may be working a hate-crime.

      Standing, I follow the clues until I find the source of the fire. I drop into a crouch, using my gloved hand to feel the floor and wall.

      “Find anything?”

      I jump, startled, and turn around to stare up at Lennox, who’s hovering over me. A shudder of vulnerability washes through me and I shuffle further away from him.

      A flash of annoyance twists his expression, but his face quickly smooths.

      “Yes,” I tell him. “I found the source of the fire.”

      “And?”

      I push myself off the floor, ignoring his hand as he tries to assist me. “Let’s talk outside.”

      He follows me out where I drag my mask off and run a hand through my hair to fluff it.

      When he follows suit, I suck in a breath. My god, Lennox Wolven-North is a god!

      His chiseled jaw with a day’s growth of bristles that are darker than the dirty blond hair on his head. His blue eyes are the colour of lake water on a cloudy day when the waves are all dark and choppy. His suit is meant to define his body, molding to his biceps and thighs.

      Glancing down, I note his feet are huge, then, before I can stop them, my eyes drift up his legs to check and see if something else is huge. It is. Clearing my throat, I tell him, “We can’t talk here.”

      A frown wrinkles his brow and I think he’s going to argue with me, demand to know what I found. Instead, he says, “Your place or mine?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Jackboot

          

          LENNOX

        

      

    

    
      Charlie Lopez smells like smoke. And other things. I give the air a sniff. Hair spray. Tea… English Breakfast. Strawberry jam. Toast. Daisies.

      I glance at her from the corner of my eye. Her delicate fingers are curved confidently around the steering wheel as she navigates New York traffic. I’d taken a cab to the crime scene. She offered me a ride when she found out.

      My mate.

      She’s so beautiful it almost hurts to look at her.

      Her hair is black except for the fringe of her bangs, which is dyed blue. She’s short but has more than enough curves to fill my hands… if I wanted my hands filled. Which I do not.

      Or that’s what I have to tell myself because my palms itch to fill themselves, my mouth waters at the mere thought of a taste.

      It’s the mating call.

      But I’m old enough, smart enough, seasoned enough, not to give into instinct. Or at least, it’s what I used to believe. That if I ever found my mate, I would be able to resist her charms. I don’t have a choice. If I don’t, she'll die.

      We make our way to Charlie’s office, a windowless room tucked into a small corner of the West Brooklyn Fire Hall.

      “Sorry about the mess,” she says as she puts her shoulder into the door, shoving it past some boxes blocking the way.

      “You just move in?” I ask, stepping over several files spilling from the top of a box.

      “No,” she replies, clutching a metal cup with a sticker of a fire engine on the side. “Just bad at filing.”

      I pick out her desk in the mess, a picture of a dark-haired boy catching my attention. “Yours?” I nod at the picture.

      Her face softens and a dimple teases her cheek as she flashes a quick smile. “Yup, that’s Luke.”

      I try not to sound like my entire existence depends on her next answer as I ask, “And his father?”

      She gives me a look that tells me we don’t know each other well enough for these kinds of questions, but answers anyway. “Died in a fire three years ago.”

      That explains why my mate puts herself in harm’s way to investigate fires. I’ll have to find a way to remove her from her dangerous job while keeping my distance from her.

      As if reading my mind, she says, “Before you decide the tragedy of my dead husband is the reason I became a fire investigator, it’s not. I started down this career path before Ramón was killed.”

      I nod, trying to ignore the steady beat of her heart, the flutter of her pulse, the whooshing of her breath, but instinct tells me to monitor her life signs the same as I do my own. I shake my head and try to refocus on the conversation.

      Leaning against her desk, I cross my arms over my chest. “What made you decide to become an investigator?”

      A mischievous glint enters her eyes. “I’m a fire bug.”

      I frown. Fire bugs are arsonists. “You’re a firefighter who sets fires?”

      “I used to.” The grin teasing her lips has me gripping her desk hard enough to snap it if it were made of weaker material. “I’ve been obsessed by fire since I was a child. Got in trouble a few times setting fires in the neighbourhood. One of them got out of hand and burnt down a shed and half a fence. I had to work two jobs the summer I turned 14 to pay it all back.”

      I shake my head, but smile, her amusement at her own story warming me. “A well-meaning fire investigator took you in hand?” I guess. “Taught you to stop the fires rather than start them?”

      “Nope again.” She laughs then shrugs. “There was no praise Jesus moment leading me down this path. I’ve always loved fires and figured fighting them put me in close proximity to them. After a few years of fighting them, I wanted more of a challenge. I wanted to understand fire, so I learned about accelerants and explosives and landed a job as an investigator.”

      “I’m impressed,” I tell her truthfully. “You’re young for that kind of a career trajectory.”

      She shrugs and moves a box from a wooden chair to the floor, waving me to sit before maneuvering around the piles and sliding into the chair behind her desk. “I knew what I wanted to do after high school, and I went for it. I became a firefighter when I was eighteen and an investigator four years ago when I was 29.”

      I sink into the chair she cleared for me. “As I said, young.”

      She frowns at me, her eyes drifting over my face. “How old were you when you became a cop?”

      I try not to snort at the question. “I’ve been with the NYPD for fifty-eight years.” Her eyes widen at my admission and her head tilts as she continues to peruse me.

      While humans are aware of shifter immortality, I find the ones who live in large human-dominated cities like New York often forget how long-lived we can be. Shifters my age are somewhat rare. Immortality doesn’t mean we can’t die. We do, as evidenced by the dead shifter at our crime scene.

      Charlie’s thoughts seem to drift in the same direction. “Our victim was a shifter.”

      I nod. “A shifter pathologist will perform the autopsy.”

      “We know the cause of death isn’t natural,” she says, her voice becoming matter of fact as she fires up the laptop on her desk. She looks at me pointedly. “Tell me what you saw at the scene.”

      I take myself back to the warehouse, the scent of smoke heavy in the air, the body sprawled out on a metal bedframe, jaws stretched wide as if to rail against his fate. “The deceased is a male wolf shifter in his prime. I’ll get you his birth date when I’ve had a chance to check the Wolf-Haven records.”

      Her tone is sharp as she asks, “You knew him?”

      “Not well,” I admit. “His name was Greystone Boulder-Wolf.”

      “You’ll have to take yourself off the case,” she snaps, her brows lowering in annoyance. “You can’t investigate the death of someone you knew.”

      I rub the bridge of my nose, pulling from the deep well of patience towards humans I’ve had to cultivate over my years of working with them. “I’m over 700 years old, there aren’t many wolf shifters in existence I haven’t at least heard of. I didn’t know the deceased; I knew of him and could name him on sight. I have no biases toward him.” Not entirely true. He was once a lesser advisor to my brother Fallon when he was king of Wolf-Haven. I don’t harbour warm feelings toward the shifters who helped my brother commit atrocities against our brethren. But I will investigate Greystone’s death the same as I would for any other shifter.

      She continues to eye me, eventually saying, “I don’t suppose there are many shifters in your division?”

      “A handful and I’m the only detective.”

      She sighs, but nods firmly. “Then you stay on the case.”

      It’s cute that she thinks this is her decision to make, but I allow her to take the dominant position in our case.

      Our case.

      I haven’t had to work with a partner since Edith Thornton, the Pinkertons and the Rangers.

      “I haven’t had a partner in years,” she murmurs.

      I wonder if she’s subconsciously reading my mind.

      She’s my mate, and despite my resistance to the idea, I can feel the draw for her growing. She feels the same attraction to me that I have for her, but she won’t know what’s happening, why or what to do about it. At some point, if we continue our proximity to each other, we’ll be able to hear each other’s thoughts.

      Which would be a disaster.

      If I really want to keep her safe from the curse that haunts my family, I should leave now. Stop talking to her, stop learning about her, stop breathing her in with each inhale.

      “What were the slogans painted everywhere?” she asks, drawing my attention back to the conversation.

      “They were ASHRA slogans.”

      She taps her keyboard, then reads from the screen, “ASHRA. The anti-shifter human rights association. Their mission is to disrupt any and all relations between humans and shifters in order to protect humanity from extinction.” She wrinkles her nose. “Ew. Gotta love the way they position themselves as the champions of all humans at the expense of all shifters. I mean, they don’t even define which shifters they’re against. Who could possibly hate the cute little bunny shifters? No thanks, you don’t speak for me, you speciesist assholes.”

      I burst out laughing, surprising myself. I smile so rarely it feels strange to have this woman pulling one out of me.

      “Good to know my new partner doesn’t hate my kind.”

      “Of course not!” she says, offended, but then her dimple flashes. “Only you.”

      “Hey!” I defend. “You don’t even know me.”

      She grins. “You set me up, I’ll knock you down.”

      “Noted.”

      A moment passes before we both realize we’re grinning at each other like teenagers. She glances down at her screen and I clear my throat, saying, “ASHRA has been a thorn in the side of the wolf shifters for a few years now. They had a run-in with my brother’s wife.”

      She taps the keyboard a few more times, then her eyes widen as she quickly reads. “Magdalene Rage-Witch-Wolven-North, formerly known as Magdalene Good Witch. Mated and married to Rush Wolven-North. She was arrested in the town of Pendle for using witchcraft against humans. In a fit of rage, she broke out of the prison where she was placed, killed several guards and set explosives off in the town of Pendle, injuring several humans.”

      “A human wrote that,” I growl, not liking the description of what happened to Magdalene in that town.

      “Obviously,” she says without looking up. “Doesn’t mean I won’t find valuable information. I’m capable of looking past the agenda when I read. I’m smarter than I look.”

      “You look plenty smart to me,” I tell her.

      “Exactly.” She frowns at me. “These assholes hate all non-human creatures, don’t they? From their website, they don’t seem to differentiate much between witches and wolves.”

      I’m impressed with her quick and accurate assessment. “They don’t and they are extremely dangerous to all magical creatures, which is why my brothers and I are trying to stop them. We haven’t made much more progress than Pendle though, where we dismantled the part of their organization experimenting on us.”

      She nods as she listens. “The so-called prison your sister-in-law was sent to?” At my affirmative nod, she says, “So I guess the big question is what does my fire have to do with your dead shifter?”

      We stare at each other for a moment, both of us thinking over her question.

      I state the obvious. “They used the fire to get rid of evidence.”

      She shakes her head. “There was no accelerant on the floor where the body was placed. He was barely singed. They wanted the paint and some of the leaflets to survive too.” She squints at me and when she speaks, her voice is low as if she’s talking to herself. “That building was empty. There was a real estate sign on the front, which means it’s either up for sale or has recently sold.” She scrawls a note to herself to find out who owns the building. “I think the fire was set for attention. To draw us to the crime scene. There wasn’t much for furniture. The building was empty, and they didn’t want their message to go undiscovered.”

      Her eyes flash to mine and for a moment the melted chocolate orbs capture me, holding me breathlessly still. It takes precious seconds before I can fill my lungs with enough air to speak. “I think you’re right.”

      The distraction she’s causing me is starting to annoy. I’m off to a terrible start. I haven’t contributed anything meaningful to the investigation except for the name of the deceased. I need to up my game if I don’t want my new partner to do laps around me while I gape at her like a lovesick puppy.

      “Here.” Charlie tears the paper from her notebook and hands it to me. It takes me a second to decipher her scrawls, but I realize she’s given me a to-do list.

      It reads:

      Detective Wolven-North:

      1. Call Wolf-Haven - get info on deceased shifter

      2. Collect CCTV footage from the area of the fire

      3. Check police database for info on the deceased

      Investigator Lopez:

      1. Find out who owns the building

      2. Determine accelerant used

      3. Determine spread of fire

      “You have quicker access to the police and shifter stuff,” she explains, “and I’ll have access to anything related to the building.” She stares at me for a few seconds and I stare back, my mind blank of everything except how pretty the blue in her hair is. “You can leave now.”

      “Huh?” I snap to attention. Is she dismissing me?

      “I assume there’s not much you can do from my office, right?” She nods toward the door. “Go back to your precinct, work on your part of the list and let me know when you come up with something.”

      I push myself out of the chair and step awkwardly around the piles until I reach the door. I glance back at her hopefully but she only waves.

      Before I can close the door, she calls out to me.

      I eagerly stick my head back in, hoping she asks me to stay. It’s not what I should want, but my pathetic wolf won’t stop leaping around in joy, begging me to lick her.

      “Yes?”

      The dimple deepens as she replies, “Do you prefer Detective Prince Wolven-North, or should I call you Prince Detective?” She frowns and looks thoughtful. “Being American, I’m never really sure if the royal title comes before the job title or vice versa.”

      She’s mocking me and my damn wolf his lapping it up.

      “Call me Lennox,” I tell her, closing the door and leaving.
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      “You don’t know what you’re doing,” I mutter as I kick my shoes off, growling in annoyance as one of them lands in a puddle. The shoes were expensive. “Cease and desist.”

      But my wolf’s not listening to reason.

      I drag the rest of my clothes off while I look around for a convenient place to stash them. The rattle of a bottle on cement further down the alley catches my attention but quickly loses it. After several decades of living and working in New York, not much distracts me.

      I shift into my wolf, gather up my clothes and shoes in my mouth, and jump on top of a dumpster. I make my way from there to a sturdy air conditioning unit to a sign announcing 50 cent wings at Lucky’s, and finally onto the roof.

      I shove my clothes and shoes in a shadowy alcove before padding to the edge of the roof.

      This is stupid, I tell my wolf, but he shakes my logic from his head, catches the scent he’s looking for and leaps off the building.

      It’s impossible not to love a good run anywhere, anytime, but there’s something special about a wolf run through a place like Manhattan.

      I chose New York as my playground because of the tall buildings and the challenge of hunting criminals in one of the largest human settlements on the planet. The adrenaline rushes as I leap from window ledge to window ledge, building to building. It’s exhilarating. Nothing beats the feeling of joy that surges through me each time I let my wolf have his way with the metal jungle.

      At least, nothing beat the feeling until I met her. Charlie Lopez. Or Charlotte Theresa Lopez.

      I looked her up as soon as I got back to the office, telling myself it was because I needed to know who my new partner was. Not because I’m suddenly obsessed with everything about the fast-talking, fire-inspecting Latina from Brooklyn.

      The police database told me what I already knew. She’s 5’4”, 33 years old, and employed as a fire investigator. Social media was the true gold mine of information. It told me that Charlie is the third child of five.

      Charlie’s mother is the descendant of Mexican immigrants while her father hails from Costa Rica. Both of her parents are alive as are all her grandparents. Among her siblings, two are married with a combined total of five children, six including Charlie’s boy. Charlie’s youngest sibling is single and studying mathematics at Yale.

      Learning Charlie’s family history makes my chest ache in a way I haven’t felt since my parents were killed during the Human-Shifter War. I can see the love Charlie’s family feels for one another in each picture they share on social media. The beaming faces as the entire tribe attends birthday parties, graduations, weddings.

      It’s the thought of those pictures that finally halts my wolf in his tracks. The thought of such a beautiful multi-generational family destroyed. ASHRA flashes through my mind and panic hits me so hard, I lose my footing and nearly slide off a window ledge.

      Charlie is investigating the fire, which very much looks like it was set by ASHRA. For better or worse, Charlie is the mate of a shifter. She doesn’t know it, and if I have my way, she never will.

      If ASHRA finds out who she is while she’s investigating them, things could get very dangerous for her.

      The yearning my wolf feels for our mate is too much for me, and despite the reasons to stay away from her, I pick up her scent once more, following it to her building where I pad down the fire escape to the third floor.

      Carefully, I peer over the window ledge and into an apartment. A quick glance tells me I’ve got the right one. Pictures of her family line every wall and shelf. My nose is never wrong.

      An excited shout draws my attention “Mom!” I watch with interest as a human child barrels through the living room so fast, he’s practically a blur.

      Charlie comes out of the kitchen, rubbing her hands on a dish cloth as the child cannons into her, pushing her back a few steps. She drops the cloth and catches him, her dimples flashing as she laughs, hugging him tight. “Luke!”

      The child takes a few steps
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