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Interior designer and empathic psy, Jordan Hayes, is overworked and stressed out. With her best friend and business partner Val away on her honeymoon and their office manager out on medical leave, work is piling up into a nearly unmanageable mess. On top of that, there’s a skunk, or possibly several skunks, living in her warehouse, stinking up all of her inventory. Worst of all, her ex is blackmailing her with a cryptic threat about exposing her secret. There’s only one secret Jordan would consider paying to keep quiet— the fact that she’s an empathic psy. She’s never met anyone with abilities like hers until she crosses paths with a sexy, scarred, and seemingly coldhearted man intent on bursting her bubble of safety.  

	 

	Luke Daniels has been through a lot in the last few years. He survived an experiment that turned him into an empathic psy with an unpredictable side talent of telekinesis and, after being hurt during a mission to shut down an unethical research lab, he was given the option to become a hawk shifter or succumb to his injuries. He surprised himself by choosing to live and become a shifter. Nobody’s ever accused Luke of being a cinnamon roll but he’s not as cold and mean as he appears. Life has made him guarded, but when he meets interior designer Jordan, he falls fast and hard for the kind, beautiful psy. But would she ever want a guy like him? 

	 

	With a serial killer on the loose, targeting psy women, Luke makes it a priority to keep Jordan safe. He pushes her to test the limits of her psy strengths and gives her lessons in self-defense. When Jordan proposes that they spend their holidays together, he readily agrees. Though he knows that his past might make a future with Jordan impossible, he’ll take whatever time he can get with her. 

	 

	An entrepreneur attempting to create an indestructible empire of greed has his sights set on Jordan, convinced she’s an easy target. On a day that starts with the promise of snow and festivities, Jordan and Luke will have to put everything on the line to survive and save the lives of dozens of captives. Will the bond growing between the two of them get severed or will they win the fight against everyone and everything standing in their way?  

	 


Sometimes, taking a chance on love ends in disaster. Pieces of the heart are ripped out and lessons are learned. Taking another chance, risking everything for the possibility of finding the person we’re meant to build a life with, takes an incredible amount of courage. 

	Hawk’s Heart is a story of courage and survival.

	Jordan Hayes’ character was inspired by all of the non-conforming grandmas, moms, aunts, and sisters who inspired us to have adventures, even when the unknown scared us. In Hawk’s Heart, Luke has information that will change Jordan’s life. She has to decide whether she wants to hear what he has to say or hide from the truth and remain in the safe world she worked so hard to create for herself. 

	Luke Daniels is far more than what he appears to be. In addition to being a hawk shifter, he’s survived some hellish experiences and made some choices that left a mark far deeper than the scar on his face. He’s been told he’s cold and mean, heartless even, but beneath his rough appearance and icy demeanor is a man full of kindness, not that he wants anyone to see that. Until Jordan. 

	Hope is a small, ghostly thread coming to life in the beginning of the story. Will Jordan and Luke take the risk and fight for love, or will they retreat to the safety of their everyday lives? 

	For my latest book information and excerpts, poems, book recommendations, and other fun stuff, you can find me at:

	Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/christinalynnlambert

	Bluesky: https://bsky.app/cllambauthor.bsky.social

	Wordpress: https://christinalynnlambertwordpress.com

	 


Dedication

	 

	Hawk’s Heart is dedicated to my grandmothers, Anne and Marie, who listened without judgment, who told me stories of the past and gave me books that opened my mind to the world and all its possibilities.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Hawk’s Heart

	A Stranger Creatures Novel

	 

	By

	Christina Lynn Lambert

	 


Chapter One

	 

	Jordan pulled up to a spot on the street near the front of 3054 Saint James Street. The house looked pretty new. Hopefully the client would be requesting a simple decorating job. When taking the call, Jordan had been distracted by the small electrical fire that had erupted at a light socket when she’d flipped a switch. Good thing she kept a fire extinguisher on hand and knew a good electrician who owed her a favor. Involving her landlord would no doubt result in another rent increase or some other headache. Mr. Pulfrey wasn’t the most helpful, or ethical, landlord, not even close, but the office complex where she and her best friend and business partner, Valerie Taylor, rented space for Jordan and Taylor’s Design and Renovation was in a great location.

	She grabbed her purse and messenger bag and speed walked to the door. Being a few minutes late to meet a potential client for the first time was not a great look, but her late arrival was the least of her problems. The recent rent increase on her office building had been unexpectedly steep. Then, there were the texts her ex had been sending, demanding money in exchange for keeping her secret, and of course, the uninvited skunk that had stunk up all of the inventory in her warehouse. She rang the doorbell and did her best to put her worries aside.

	The man who opened the door to the house was so fine, it took her breath away. A lock of pale blond hair hung over his right eye, nearly obscuring it, which drew her attention to a thick scar that began underneath that same eye and ended at the bottom of his jaw. And his mouth, oh, damn. She would bet her entire shoe collection, which had become fairly extensive, thanks to the vintage shop she’d recently discovered on the corner of Briar Street and Bella Rosa Road, that he could give a scorching-hot kiss with those luscious lips. 

	Knock it off! You are on a break from men, for good reasons, and this guy looks dangerous. Mm, so dangerous. She gave herself a mental slap but found it hard to find her voice because the strikingly gorgeous blond man standing in the doorway was looking at her so intently. His irises were a mix of icy blue and indigo shades, reminding her of barren trees against a snowy sky. 

	Do I have lipstick on my teeth? She ran her tongue over her teeth. They didn’t feel slick or goopy. Had she buttoned her shirt up wrong? She’d been in a hellfire hurry to get out the door that morning. She gave her outfit a subtle glance. Nope. Both her shirt and skirt were fine. She ran a hand through her wavy, chin-length hair and felt no obvious snarls. Snarls were rarely a problem for her anymore since she’d chopped the long length off one day in a fit of annoyance. 

	After a hairstylist had fixed up her hastily done chop and given her some good wave-management products to use, Jordan decided she loved her new hairstyle. She’d even gone on a thrift store shopping spree that day for some styles she wouldn’t have ordinarily worn but wanted to try. Ward had made a passive-aggressive comment about her shorter haircut and new-to-her red boots, which had been strike two against him. 

	She kicked memories of Ward out of her mind because he didn’t deserve to be taking up space in her head, but then she was back to wondering about the man staring at her as if he had just discovered an alien species standing on his front porch. 

	“Um, Max Gardener?” Ugh. She hated that she sounded so timid and unsure of herself.

	“No. I’m Luke. Luke Daniels. One of Max’s business partners. Are you the interior designer?”

	“Yes. I’m Jordan Hayes.” 

	He nodded. “You can wait for Max in the office inside. He’ll show you the other houses shortly.” 

	He remained in the doorway, expression guarded, watching her. A flush creeped up her neck and into her cheeks at the scrutiny, but she stared right back at him. Light-blond hair dusted his arms and the black-ink lines of a tattoo peeked out from under his left T-shirt sleeve. 

	Yum, tattoos. She wondered how many tattoos he had and where they were on his body. What would his skin feel like under her hands?

	Wait, what had he meant when he said Mr. Gardener would show her the other houses? She must have missed a lot more information than she’d thought during the original phone call. Or maybe she’d forgotten to leave herself more detailed notes. With Val out of town on her honeymoon and their office manager, Sheila, out on medical leave after a bicycling accident, Jordan was overwhelmed. The temp agency had promised to have someone sent over in the next few days. They could at least handle some of the burden until Sheila was ready to come back to work. Until then, Jordan would have to find a way to manage the chaos.

	“Come on in.” He held the door open for her.

	Jordan hesitated. She didn’t usually meet clients by herself, especially not outside the office, but she’d had no choice since Val was in Belize and Sheila was recovering from surgery. The man’s truth didn’t come right to her, effortlessly, the way most people’s emotions hit her. She took a quick peek around the outside of the his mind to get a better sense of him and felt the interference of a strong shield. Interesting. Though she wanted to search a little more, to take a peek and see what was beneath his stony exterior, she tried not to invade anyone’s mind space unless it was a matter of safety. 

	He didn’t seem to be a creep who was preparing to attack her, but a woman alone couldn’t be too careful. After a slightly harder push, she made it just past the outer edge of his mind space. She felt an array of his emotions, which were blunted by his shield, but none of what she felt from him seemed harmful, at least not toward her, but there was something else. Something…more to him, as if a bit of wildness waited inside him. 

	It was long past time to get her head out of the sand and see if there were more people with abilities like hers out there in the world. She also needed to figure out what exactly Luke and the other people she’d encountered with that similar, peculiar energy were. No more excuses. When she was a kid, getting through each day had been a feat of survival since she couldn’t shield her mind and her parents wouldn’t let her hide away from the world. A few weeks after her eighteenth birthday, she’d finally developed the ability to begin creating a shield—a process that took some time to build and perfect. After she had some protections in place, she’d felt freer, more open to experiencing the world around her, so she had done some digging, both in the university library and on the internet, trying to learn more about her unique skills. 

	The research she’d found suggested that there were people— psy, many of the articles called them— who could do all sorts of extraordinary things like read minds, sense emotions, start fires, or move objects with just a thought. But all of those articles had been theoretical or had mentioned scientists who failed in their attempts to actually prove the existence of psy abilities. 

	She hadn’t been too disappointed about all the dead ends at the time. She liked the safety of a small social circle and the sense of control she had over her life by being extra cautious about who she let in. Lately, though, the need to learn more about being an empathic psy, to maybe find someone else like her, was growing stronger. She had so many questions. Had her ex, Ward the Turd, simply possessed some type of natural, leak-proof shield that kept his mind and emotions inaccessible to her, or had he been purposely blocking her from accessing his mind with a shield unlike any she had ever seen? Did he know what she was? Had he known all along? If he could keep her out of his mind space, then what exactly was Ward, aside from being a spectacularly awful human being?

	Jordan almost didn’t want to unravel that mystery. She did, however, really want to know what the strange wildness hiding inside Luke Daniels was. Obviously, she couldn’t come right out and ask since they’d just met, but soon. The time had come to get some answers about the stranger aspects of the world. The first step would be to impress the decision makers of Gardener Investments with her design plans so she could secure a contract. 

	She followed Luke inside the house and into a room that looked like it could be the perfect home office, after some reorganization and a fresh coat of paint in almost any other color than the room’s current shade of printer-paper white. Before she could even sit down at the desk, a handsome, dark-eyed man walked into the office. Jordan stifled a sigh of relief at his presence. The guy was one of those rare people whose emotional frequency resonated on ultra-low, which meant she wouldn’t have to deal with his emotions battering at her shield. Val’s emotional vibrations were muted like Max’s, which made being in her company much more pleasant than being around most other people. So, two men. One had a strong shield, and the other was what she referred to as an Ultra-Low. Interesting.

	She ignored the multitude of questions forming in her mind. “Sorry I’m a few minutes late,” she apologized. 

	“No worries,” the dark-haired man said with a jovial smile. “I was just out back trying to clear some junk out of the shed. Maxwell Gardener. Call me Max.” He held out his hand.

	When they shook hands, the contact immediately set her at ease. He felt warm and comforting, with a bit of roughness to him, like a huggable teddy bear that would come to life and rip the face off of anyone who bothered the people he held dear. She suppressed a giggle at the image. 

	Max told her, “I’ve purchased five houses on this street, including this one, and I’d like you to work on redecorating and refurnishing them all, as well as doing some minor renovations. I need four of the five homes completed by or before mid-February.”

	“Five houses? And you want four of those houses done in eight weeks? During the holiday season?”

	“I’m willing to pay extra. Can you do it?” A sense of urgency drifted from him. 

	 “We can probably make it happen as long as none of the houses in question are expansive estates.” 

	“They’re all under three thousand square feet.”

	“I can work with that.” As long as he was willing to pay what she asked. “But why such a tight deadline? Do you have potential buyers lined up?”

	“Not yet. Well, I have a possible buyer for this house and that’s great, but this is the one that needs the least amount of work. I need to get houses two, three, and four completed and sold quickly, also. A source informed me that ten acres of street-front property in a prime retail location will become available by the spring, and if I can get four of the five houses under contract and close to closing, I can make an offer on the land and still pay off an existing…debt. I was able to buy these houses with the help of two other investors and a small business loan grant, but uh, I took a chance and sunk everything I had into the venture and I need the investment to pay off sooner rather than later,” he explained. 

	A wave of sympathy flooded her. She didn’t want Max to lose his big chance. “That’s a scary position to be in but I think you made a good investment,” she assured him. “My company has done the interior for two businesses in Great Oaks this past year, and both places are thriving.” 

	The formerly desolate factory town in Virginia seemed to be growing rapidly. From what she’d seen so far of the town, developers had chosen to repurpose many of the existing buildings, and the new structures weren’t basic or boring. Great Oaks had character. And an intriguing energy that she couldn’t quite puzzle out. “Saint James Street is in a great location. The nearby park and community center should help attract buyers fairly quickly.”

	 “Shit, I hope so.” 

	Jordan laughed. Max’s shoulders relaxed and the worry lines between his brows eased a little. Luke, however, stood at the doorway, shoulder resting against the frame of the door, watching her like she was a slide under a microscope. She did her best not to squirm under his mistrustful glare and focused her attention on Max. She understood some of what the man was going through. Jordan and Val were working hard to take their small business up to the next level. Success usually required hard work, luck, coincidence, and a little help from a fellow entrepreneur or two. But there was always a risk. 

	“I have a few ideas about how to make your deadline,” she told Max. “Let me make a couple of phone calls and I’ll rejoin you in a moment.”

	“Sure. No problem. I appreciate you not immediately turning me down because of my timeline.” Max gave her a hopeful smile. 

	Once outside, Jordan took in a huge gulp of freezing, cold air and tried to shake off the unsettling feeling that her life was about to get shaken the fuck up. She called her next appointment, and, after a little finessing, managed to push the meeting time back a few days. The frustration in her client’s voice was clear, but the promise of a 10 percent discount on the final bill changed the woman’s tune, and thankfully, Jordan hadn’t needed to shield against any of the woman’s emotions. Strong emotional vibes couldn’t physically assault her over the phone. Being empathic came with its share of problems, but there were limits of distance. 

	When she stepped back inside, Max grabbed two yellow hard hats off a bookcase next to the printer. “For later,” he explained. Luke ducked out of the office, hopefully he had to be somewhere else, but Max called him back in. “Hey, man, I’ve got an appointment, can you show Ms. Hayes around?”

	Luke scowled at Max.

	“Come on. Just do this for me. I’ve got to go.” 

	“Alright. Fine,” Luke growled.

	Ah, a man of few words. But his gruff voice was sexy as hell. Shit. She decided to ignore that thought and any other steamy thoughts that popped into her head. He led her on a tour of the rest of the first house, which, he informed her, had been built only a few years before. The charcoal-gray carpet and white walls along with the shiny metal kitchen fixtures and appliances left the building looking cold and impersonal. She would need to add some warmth and personality to the place. Quick and easy. The second house looked fairly new from the outside but the inside needed a fair amount of work in the kitchen, including new cabinetry, counters, and windows.

	She walked along with Luke, contemplating how to politely ask him why his shield was so strong and what the strange presence waiting, observing, behind his shield was. Maybe he didn’t even know he had a shield guarding him or something… strange and kind of wild inside his mind space, in which case, her questions would make her sound unhinged. She needed to find a way to ask, though. After the weird, anonymous calls and texts she’d been getting, any knowledge about people even remotely like her would be helpful. Of course, she could always ask the stranger trying to contact her, but revealing her lack of knowledge could put her in danger. 

	Luke interrupted her internal debate about safety versus information. “Just to warn you, the fifth house was built in the seventies and is pretty outdated. It’s been vacant for a while and even though the foundation is sound, the inside needs a lot of work. You’ll need your hard hat since there’s people working on a few different projects inside.”

	The fifth house was full of commotion. “Emergency repair to the plumbing as well as the floors in the bathroom and hallway. Water damage after a pipe burst,” Luke explained. 

	Commotion and water-damaged floors aside, the place was a time warp. The lime-green and orange wallpaper, mustard-colored countertops, and beat-up kitchen appliances were seriously upsetting. The crusty, barf-colored carpet in all the upstairs rooms needed to be ripped out, possibly by a biohazard team, and burned.

	After they finished the tour of the fifth house, Jordan and Luke headed back to the office of the first house where Max sat, waiting. 

	“What’s the verdict?” he asked.

	“It’s a lot of work but I can take on the project.” Furnishings and supplies wouldn’t be a problem. She had multiple sources. “Let me run some numbers so I can give you a preliminary idea of the cost, then, after I make sure I can secure enough help to make your deadline, I’ll get a bid ready for you.” She took a seat next to Max at the table and opened the calculator app on her phone. Luke stayed at the edge of the room, same as before, as if he couldn’t wait to get away from her but also couldn’t bring himself to leave. Oddly, she didn’t want him to leave. She needed to know more about him, about both men, really, but something about Luke’s presence was getting under her skin and she needed to get to the bottom of that problem. 

	While she did some calculations and added in some cushioning to the price in certain areas to allow for unexpected expenses, she nudged through Luke’s shield, just past the outermost edges of his mind and into a slightly more intimate space. 

	Just a quick look, she promised herself. She needed to know what she was dealing with because the way she kept catching him looking at her felt like more than mild curiosity. The touch of his gaze felt… personal. 

	 The blunted feeling of his shield gave way and a jumbled-up mix of pain, loss, anger, strength, and hope washed over her. The last one, hope, was barely there, almost nothing. A new hope or a dying old one? She couldn’t tell for certain without intruding even more, and, she reminded herself, beyond my personal safety, the inside of this guy’s mind is none of my business. She let the connection drop and finished her rough estimate for the design and remodel. 

	 Max didn’t scoff or protest in outrage at the total figure she gave him, and she appreciated not having to go through a bunch of haggling. 

	“As far as the design, and paint and things like that, I’m open to different ideas,” he told her. “As long as it’s nothing too elaborate since the goal is to sell the homes and not live in them. Also, no shag carpeting or floral wallpaper.”

	She laughed. “Not a problem.”

	“Seriously, though, I’m gonna put my faith in you. I’ve seen samples of your work on your company’s website and I was impressed.” 

	“Thanks.” It felt nice to hear good things about her designs. “I’ll send you my bid soon, after I factor in whether or not I can find a wholesaler with a fair amount of the items on hand that we’ll need or if I have to purchase from multiple sources. If you accept—”

	Max interrupted, “We both know I need to get four of the houses on the market by the middle of February, and three of them are going to take more than a coat of paint and furniture. So, as long as the estimation isn’t outrageous, I will sign whatever proposal you send me.”

	Hell yes! “Okay. Good to know.” 

	Max nodded. “Thanks again for working us into your schedule on such short notice.”

	“No problem. I already have a ton of ideas and I should be able to get everything done on your timetable.” She’d have to work around a couple of other already scheduled jobs but she could make it happen, provided she could secure enough help. She checked the appointment calendar on her phone. “I have some available times on Monday, so I could meet you back here with paint and fabric samples for each house if that works.” 

	Max scrolled through his phone. “Looks like I’ve got to be out of town on Monday, but Luke will be here.”

	Luke shot him a look. 

	Max told him, “Just take care of this for me. If you don’t know what color or fabrics to choose, she’ll tell you what’s best. I want everything started as soon as possible.”

	“What time?” Luke asked Jordan.

	“Could we do ten a.m.?” Hopefully he wouldn’t insist on an earlier time. The drive from her apartment in Roanoke to the houses in Great Oaks took almost an hour, and mornings were not her thing. She had a bad habit of staying up late and hitting the snooze button one too many times. 

	“Yeah, that works.” 

	Jordan stifled a sigh of relief and said her goodbyes, ready to get to the next meeting of the day. 

	“I’ll, uh, walk you out,” Luke said.

	“Sure, thanks.” She knew she ought to leave well enough alone, but that thin thread of hope she had seen within Luke needed a way to grow and thrive, or the ice that chilled his blue eyes would certainly choke the hope out of existence. Why did it even matter? Well, she couldn’t answer that question.

	As they headed toward the door in silence, she slipped into his mind space again and used her gift to locate the wisp of hope she’d felt earlier and pushed her own strength and caring toward it, an offering that he would likely perceive as an intense mood boost or some strange, unexpected, good feeling sent from the universe. He could accept it and let it wash over him, or he could shut it out and refuse to acknowledge the feeling. She worried that what she’d offered wasn’t enough, even if he did accept it, to make any difference, so she gave a little more and… his energy shifted. Threads of his emotions sought her ought. And something else, something within him, both part of him yet… not, sought her out. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! She retreated from his mind space and turned to face him. Ready to fight if she had to.

	The sharp iciness in his light-blue eyes had softened and he was staring straight at her. She’d been subtle in her explorations and her efforts to help him, right up until that last little push. Did he have abilities like hers, or had he just felt something different inside his mind and didn’t understand what had happened? Even if he wasn’t psy, he surely wasn’t a regular human. What the hell had it been that had reached out for her? A prickly chill ran up her spine, and a staticky, buzzing sound rang in her ears. Warning signs she knew better than to ignore. It had been a while since she’d fainted, but she needed to get her breathing under control and stop the freak-out storm. She didn’t want to black out or even have to find a chair to sit down and chill until the storm passed. 

	Whatever answers Luke could give her, she didn’t want yet. She needed to make a swift exit to her car, cue up her “calm” playlist, and put some distance between her and everyone in the house on Saint James Street.

	“Hey.” His almost-gentle tone of voice stopped her in her tracks. “Did you just… Are you psy?”

	Her stomach dropped. He knew, and he’d definitely caught her inside his head. She shrugged. “It’s not important. I have to go. I have another meeting to get to.” 

	“It’s definitely important.” He stepped into her personal space. His gaze searching hers. 

	She stood her ground and tried to keep her expression as blank as possible. After a moment of her stonewalling, he told her, “Alright. I’ll see you Monday. We have some things to discuss, but I understand that right now isn’t a good time for you.” 

	Relief made her shoulders sag. He hadn’t tried to keep her there or force information out of her. Still, her heart played a drumbeat way too fast inside her chest and her knees felt weak. The buzzing in her head wasn’t getting any better, either. 

	“Fine. We’ll talk then,” she agreed. “And if you try to hurt me, I’ll make sure you regret it. I’m stronger than I seem.” 

	He gave her an assessing look. “I have no doubt that you’re tough as hell. But I promise you, I don’t want to hurt you. Look and see.” He held her gaze and lowered his shield briefly so she could feel his sincerity. 

	It could be a trap. Or Luke could have the answers she needed. “See you, Monday,” she managed to reply as she hurried toward the door. 

	Sunlight poured in through the storm door making it look deceptively warm and welcoming outside. In truth, December winds in Virginia were freezing the life out of everything they touched. Too bad she’d left her coat at home in her rush to get out the door that morning. With a sickening bang, a tall metal cabinet fell to the floor, blocking the doorway. Boxes of nails, a drill, and other assorted tools fell out of the cabinet and scattered across the floor. 

	“Sorry,” Luke called out as he rushed to her side. “I’ve been meaning to move that thing into the utility room. It’s kind of a hazard.” 

	“You think?” She glared at him. Nearly being flattened had scared the stuffing out of her. Getting squished by a metal cabinet full of tools surely would have hurt, but even worse than getting injured would be a trip to the hospital. She did not need to be stuck in a building full of patients emoting pain and fear. 

	As Max and a stocky, silver-haired man came running down the hallway, she was considering turning down the job and never coming back. The two men lifted up the fallen monstrosity and pushed the cabinet to the side of the room, unblocking the doorway. 

	Luke put a hand on her shoulder. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you,” he told her as he guided her around the fallen tools and materials. 

	His words soothed her. But wait. Was it the sound of his voice that had calmed her or something else, like him inside her head? He held the door for her like a gentleman, but the look he gave her was all kinds of dark and hungry. She wanted to pull him out the door with her and take him somewhere where they could talk, and kiss, and… No! He could have answers for her, or he could be her worst nightmare. Or, possibly, he could be better than the best fantasy she’d ever had. Just shut up and leave, already! 

	As she made her way down the front steps, through the screen door, she heard Max say to Luke, “Is that a smile? Did you think Ms. Hayes was as lovely as I did?”

	“Fuck, yeah,” Luke replied.

	Jordan grinned despite herself. Knowing that Luke was probably psy, as well as something else, freaked her out, but excitement and anticipation began to mix with the panic, making her feel more alive than she had in a long time.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	Jordan checked her reflection in the rearview mirror. Normally, she only wore a bit of lipstick and eyeliner to work, but that Monday morning, she’d put on a touch of eye shadow and mascara too. She’d even spent some extra time making her waves extra glossy and smooth. And that had nothing to do with Luke. 

	She wanted answers from him, but she was ready to use her psy ability to fight and kick some ass if things went badly. She planned to completely ignore her attraction to him, or at least relegate herself to only looking, well, looking, and thinking of him at night while using her new, flower-shaped vibrating toy that deserved ten stars out of five. 

	Luke answered the door of 3054 Saint James Street, and his simple “hey” nearly knocked her on her ass. She doubled down on her shield, just to make sure he couldn’t read the weirdly powerful reaction she was having to simply standing in front of him. Why did he have to be so damn hot? 

	“Come in.” He held the door. 

	Her courage took a nosedive and she hesitated. “So, ah, I know there were some things you wanted to discuss from the other day when you noticed something peculiar about me, but let’s take care of finalizing a design plan first.” She gave him a pleading look. I can’t do this yet. Please, please, understand.

	“We’ll have the psy talk later, then.”

	“Thank you.” 

	He nodded. 

	“Instead of showing you a boring slide presentation, let’s walk through all the houses. I’ll hold up the color samples I brought with me and you can tell me if there’s anything you straight up hate. From there, we can pick out the best color schemes. What do you think?” she asked. 

	“Yeah, sounds good.”

	Luke didn’t talk much as they went from room to room and house to house, deciding on paint colors for the walls, types of window treatments, and fixtures for existing cabinetry. She had him help her get measurements for areas that needed updated appliances, then she double-checked light fixtures and wall sockets to see how many she needed. He didn’t rush her or seem aggravated at having to spend time in her presence. 

	As they prepared to leave the last building, she asked him, “Is there somewhere I can sit down for a moment? I want to email you and Max a list of everything we decided on today. Also, I had a couple new ideas I want to write down while they’re still fresh in my mind.” 

	“The office in the first house should be available. Max isn’t coming in until later and Calvin doesn’t use the office at all,” he told her.

	“Thanks.” Then she had to shut down a completely inappropriate mental image about what she and Luke could do in the office alone. Not only did she not want to catch feelings for him, but what if he could get past her shield without her knowing? Doubtful, but still…

	He didn’t speak while she sat at the table typing out her notes, which she appreciated at first. Fewer distractions meant she could remember what she needed to write down, things she would have written down earlier had she not had her panties in a magnificent twist because she was crushing hard on a man she barely knew. A man who knew something about her she didn’t share with most people. By the time she closed her files and sent everything to both men in an email, Luke still hadn’t said a word. 

	Time to put on her big girl panties and deal with the situation. But first, she needed some assurances. “Before we have this conversation, how do I know you’re not going to snatch me up and throw me in a testing facility somewhere?”

	“I promise you, that’s not my intention. I endured an experiment that turned out to be much different than what I signed up for. I wouldn’t knowingly put someone else through that kind of hell.”

	Her heart went out to him, if what he’d said was true, but… 

	“I don’t want to hurt you, Jordan, and I won’t let anybody else hurt you, either. All I can give you is my word.”

	She was about to tell him his word didn’t mean anything to her since she didn’t know him, when the aroma of cookies wafted through the room. She breathed in the heavenly smell and sighed a little on accident. Her spinach, banana, and peanut butter smoothie had been nice that morning but definitely not as filling as usual since she’d run out of the protein powder she usually put in her smoothies.

	“Jordan?”

	She shook her head. “Sorry, but it smells amazing in here all of a sudden. Like freshly baked chocolate chip cookies.”

	“Yeah, it kind of does.”

	Max stepped into the room. “Hey, sorry to disappoint you guys. There isn’t any dessert baking in the oven. I was burning a new scented candle I picked up at a farmer’s market yesterday. But I bet you’re both hungry since you’ve been here for a while. Why not finish up over lunch at the Greenhouse Effect?” 

	Actual food instead of the sad chicken salad and bruised apple she had in the cooler bag in her car, sounded fantastic. She had planned to eat at her desk at the office while she took care of some paperwork and bookkeeping tasks. Eating a nice, hot meal that somebody else cooked was definitely tempting, but she should have a chat with Luke about what they may or may not have in common, and get going. 

	“That’s okay. We’re almost done here,” she said. 

	“Well, you can finish up while you eat lunch. I’ll call Antoinette and reserve a place for you. Have fun.” Max waved goodbye and left the room.

	Jordan turned to Luke. “Your partner’s very persuasive. I don’t think we ever had a choice.”

	“You always have a choice,” Luke assured her. The absolute seriousness of his tone threw her for a moment. He seemed so sincere, like he wanted her to know he would never push her or ignore her wishes. 

	She admonished herself for reading too much into his simple comment. “I’d love to go to lunch with you. Provided you’re not planning on selling me to a testing facility somewhere.” She needed some extra reassurance.

	“You’re safe with me.”

	“Alright. Let’s go, then.” Catching up on paperwork and returning phone calls could wait.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	Luke wanted to take Jordan’s hand as they walked to The Greenhouse Effect, a nature-themed restaurant a few blocks from Saint James Street, but managed to stop himself from reaching out. Seriously, what’s the matter with me? I barely know her. 

	The interior designer was beautiful, but not in a contrived sort of way. Her dark hair came to rest just above her collar, and the skin of her bare neck looked so soft and bitable. Her warm, brown eyes seemed to analyze everything her gaze touched. Including him. 

	The little scar bisecting her eyebrow did absolutely nothing to diminish her beauty; in fact, it made her look fierce and strong. The swell of her ass in her formfitting skirt and the outline of high, rounded, handful-sized breasts pressing against the satiny material of her light-pink shirt, evoked a vivid image of him slowly undoing the tiny little buttons down the front of her shirt to taste the skin beneath. He’d toss her clothes into a pile on the floor next to his bed, but she could keep those strappy black heels on. 

	And then she caught him staring. She blushed and bit her lip against a smile, like she liked him looking at her. Her whole expression sparkled with heat and warmth, both of which he was starving for. Nervous energy rushed through him and he had to remind himself, and Hawk, his shifter… brother, or whatever the hell the hawk was who shared his mind
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