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Аннотация
There comes a time when setting your differences aside isn�t just necessary, it�s a means of survival. After losing over half of their dens to a group rogue shifters, the wolves and leopards merged as one Pack, but living together is much more of a challenge then they expected.
Danica Welsh was born to be the leopard pack healer. An accident involving a drug induced youth left her badly burned and scared�emotionally and physically. Without the ability to heal by touch, she secludes herself to the edge of town, away from Ashwood Falls� overly concerned citizens. All hope of mating and family become a distant dream. When she finally starts to accepts the long, lonely existence ahead of her, a stranger crashes into her life, and her heart. 
After Nevan Mathews� fianc� died three ago, he submerged himself into his work, cutting off all reminders of a life he dreamed of with the woman he loved. He lets his step-mother talk him into taking the first vacation in five years to visit for the holidays. But an accident delays his travel plans, sending him to Danica�s doorstep and raises a need he thought he would never feel again. 
Can they tear down the walls around their hearts and submit to the passion before another claims Dani for his own? 
Warning: Contains a shifter who's scars run deeper than skin, a human who has the heart of a shifter, and a snow storm that's sure to have them both reaching for warmth.
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Chapter 1

The winding, slick roads of the Smoky Mountains seemed creepier than the last time Nevan Matthews had traveled them. Then again, at the time, he�d been seven, it was daylight, and there wasn�t snow on the ground.
Why was he even going? Oh, right. His extended family would bug the shit out of him if he didn�t show up, just like they had bugged him about every aspect of his life since his father's death five years ago. And, again, when his fianc�e, Becca, died a year later. The only family he had left in the world had demanded he spend the holiday season with them.
"You need your family now more than ever," Sarah, his stepmother, had said. "You spend too much time alone."
Her soft, pleading voice had tugged at his heart, and he�d finally given in. He loved his stepmother. She�d always cared for him as if he was her own son. It was impossible to say �no� to the only mother he had ever known. Besides, he hadn�t been back home since his father�s death. So he took his first vacation in five years to spend the holidays in a place he didn�t belong. With people far different from him.
A blur of brown fur zipped in front of his headlights, and he jerked the rental car to the left. His heart hammered in his chest as the car swerved on the icy road and slammed into the rock wall of the mountainside.
Steam rolled from under the smashed hood and mingled with the frigid winter night as Nevan emerged from the car. He cursed under his breath and raked a hand through his light brown hair.
"Now what?"
He scanned the area for signs of life. He figured Sarah's cabin was a good twenty miles away. He'd freeze to death on top of this mountain on a night like this before reaching the cabin on foot.
Movement to his right caught his attention, and he narrowed his eyes for a better look. A large leopard crouched, staring at him from the roadside. With eyes that reflected the full moon's light, the creature blinked and let out a soft growl before it turned to walk up a gravel driveway.
The animal was beautiful, scary, and its eyes held a hint of humanity. Could it be a were? Sarah hadn�t said anything about others living this far up the mountain. When the beast turned to look at him, he swore it wanted him to follow. He took a step forward, and the cat started walking again.
"Oh, great, Nev. You're being lead away by a cat, like Alice and that damn rabbit," he muttered to himself. No one would ever believe him. In fact, it was probably leading him to the den to share with the rest of the pack. Shaking his head at the ridiculous thought, he walked up the driveway. The cat sped up, running ahead much too fast for him. Then it darted into the woods a few feet from a single-story log cabin nestled into the surrounding trees. Another step caused a blinding light to click on, illuminating the front of the yard and the cabin. A few moments later, the door opened, revealing the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen. She stepped out onto the large wide porch. Her straight silk-like strawberry blond hair cascaded over her shoulders and stopped at her waist. The light of the full moon cast against her pale skin made her look like a goddess.
"What can I do to help you?"
Her velvety smooth voice warmed his body and awoke a very specific part of his anatomy. It was several seconds before he found his voice and shook out of the trance she�d cast upon him. "I crashed my car and wondered if you have a phone. My cell doesn't get service up here."
"I don�t have a phone." Her gaze left him to search their surroundings and stopped as she glanced toward the dark sky as though she saw something he didn't, or couldn't, see. "But, come inside. You�ll freeze to death in the storm." She turned and walked back inside.
Storm? 
A single snowflake drifted in front of his face, landing on his nose.
* * *
Danica crossed the living room to the fireplace, feeling the man�s stare like tiny caresses over her skin. After grabbing the poker, she stirred the fire and added another log. Keegan would freaking flip if he knew she�d taken in a stranger, especially a human stranger, but there was something about this human. �What�s your name?�
There was a pause, and then he let out a husky reply, as if startled by the question. �Nevan�
�I�m Danica.� She stood and held out her left hand to him. Not because this stranger had uncovered long-buried desires, and she�d been much too long without a male�s touch. Nope, that wasn�t it at all. She simply wanted to see if he could be trusted. Sniffing out a lie or even the barest hint of dishonesty was like a shifter�s sixth sense. Other shifters didn�t have troubles detecting a lie from across the room, but Danica�s sense of smell had been damaged along with most of the right side of her body in a fire a couple of years before. It was one reason she lived on the edge of town, away from the others� pity.
�Nice to meet you.� There was a hesitation in his voice and leeriness in his gaze.
�What brings you up the mountain this late in the season?�
�I was on my way to my stepmother�s for the holidays.� A frown creased his forehead. �Do you know where there�s a phone? I should call before she sends out the cavalry.�
�Cavalry?�
�My stepbrothers.�
�How many do you have?�
�Four. Three of them are older, and one is a year younger than me.�
She hid her smile by turning toward the kitchen. �That�s a big family.� In this day and age, humans didn�t usually have large families. The ones that did held more family values than those who didn�t. They were more likely to protect each other.
She walked into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. When she turned around, she was startled by the sight of Nevan standing just a few feet away. She reached out to balance herself only to find Nevan beside her faster than she�d expected a human to move. He took her elbow and she gasped at the heat of his body so close to hers. Her body warmed, and her pulse increased. With only a few inches separating them, she could smell his natural male scent mixed with his aftershave. Spicy and good enough to lick all over�
She took a few steps back. He was a stranger, for God�s sake. She wasn�t the seducing type.
Besides, who would want to make love to a scarred, half-powered leopard?
�I�m sorry, I didn�t mean to scare you.�
�I didn�t hear you move.� Which was crazy considering there was nothing wrong with her supernatural hearing. She poured coffee into two cups and handed him one, careful not to make physical contact again. Leaning against the counter, she studied him. He was human. Nothing remotely magickal or paranormal about him, yet there was something in the way he carried himself and moved.
Shaking her head, she shifted to peer out the window. The snow was coming down in sheets.
�Looks like we�re in for the night.�
Fabric sliding over fabric indicated he�d moved closer to look out the window. �At least.�
She lifted her gaze to meet his. He smiled, and she thought her knees would give out. Stepping around him before she completely embarrassed herself, she walked out of the kitchen. �Come, I�ll show you to the guest room and get some extra blankets.�
The trip down the hall was the longest in her two hundred twenty-three years of life. The male following her put her cat on edge.
Stopping at the linen closet, she grabbed sheets and a couple of blankets and handed them to him.
She quickly turned into the bedroom to her left. �The shower is across the hall, and there is firewood on the back porch. Would you like me to get you some?�
�No. I think I can manage.� He offered her another gentle smile, and the air in the room grew thick.
�I�ll leave you to clean up. I�m kind of a night creature, so I hope I won�t disturb you.�
He looked around the room before meeting her stare again. �Thank you.�
�You�re welcome,� she said softly and walked back down the hallway toward the living room. It was her fault he was here, stranded. If she hadn�t darted in front of his car like an irresponsible cub, he�d be on his way to see his family.
An all-too-familiar energy nudged at her psyche, and her mood lifted. She went straight to the front door and opened it before Shayna Andrews could knock. �Why on earth are you here in this weather?�
Laughing, the beautiful blond stomped her snow covered boots on the porch and entered the cabin.
�I was hunting and wondered a little too far out, and then it started snowing, suddenly.�
Danica shook her head. Shay was always testing her adopted brothers� abilities to track her. She liked to see how far from town she�d get before they caught up to her. �Doesn�t pissing your brothers off get old?�
A mischievous smile lifted the side of her mouth. �Nope. But, this time, I was actually hunting.
You know how focused I can get in cat form.�
�Yeah. That focused curiosity is going to get you in trouble.� Danica motioned to the kitchen and frowned. She�d advised Keegan to allow Shay out of town to learn to use her skills for the Packs. But, no, the Alpha leopard refused to let his princess out of his sight. It was a shame that a twenty-five-year-old tiger shifter had to be under guard 24/7. Keegan was blinded by the fear he�d lose her the way he�d lost his mate during the attacks on the den over two centuries ago.
�Speaking of your brothers��
�Blaine should be here in about three seconds.�
Danica shook her head again. It always surprised her how much Shay was in tune to her adopted brothers. Then she froze. �Did you say Blaine?�
�Yeah�hey, you have a male here.� Shay walked toward the hall, sniffing the air. �And he�s human. Way to go, Dani!�
Cursing, Danica tugged at her arm. �Please don�t. It�s not what you think. I caused his car to crash.
I�m taking him into town tomorrow to use a phone.�
Shaking her head, Shay locked gazes with her. �You can�t bring a human into Ashwood Falls.
Father will have a wolf.�
Danica dropped her shoulders. �I have no choice.�
�You could�ve left the human alone.� The deep, stern male voice made her wince, but didn�t surprise her. She felt the leopard�s presence about two seconds ago.
�I�m a healer, Blaine.�
Blaine leaned his large frame against the counter, one dark brow raised. �Was he hurt?�
�No.�
�Then he was none of your concern.�
Danica�s patience with the Enforcer was growing very thin. �You�re wrong. He�s none of your concern. This is my house.�
He growled. �I know that. You are family, Pack. It�s my job to ensure everyone is safe. Inviting a human into your home is not safe, for any of us.�
She folded her arms over her chest. �And, I still have the ability to detect the good in people.�
�Damn it, Dani�� Shay pushed by her brother, cutting off his sentence and making him turn toward the entrance of the kitchen. Danica followed his gaze to Nevan.
Shay had her hand out-stretched. �Hi. I�m Shay.�
�Nevan.� He shook her hand, looked from Blaine to Danica. �Is everything okay?�
Danica shoved past the mountain of an Enforcer to stand between the two males. �Blaine was just leaving.�
Blaine studied Nevan for several moments without speaking. Cocking her head to the side, she noticed a faint expression of�acceptance? Surely, she was tired and didn�t just witness the alpha male in front of her dismissing an argument.
Finally, he peered down at her and smiled weakly. He lifted her right hand and pressed her scarred palm to his cheek, a sign of trust and respect among the Pack. �Are you sure you don�t need anything?�
She rested her free hand over his heart. �No. I appreciate your concern.�
That arrogant smile he was famous for made its slow appearance. �Bring your friend over for a late lunch tomorrow to meet father.�
She rolled her eyes and ignored the command in the voice. �Good night, Blaine.�
Chuckling, he moved to the front door. Shay drew her in a tight hug and whispered, �Sorry,� before following her brother outside.
Danica locked the door behind them. She wasn�t sure if Shay was apologizing for Blaine being an ass or for the fact that she would have to put Nevan through a meeting with the Pack Alpha. Knowing her, it was both.
�Your brother?�
Confused, she turned to meet his gray-colored gaze. �What?�
�Blaine. Is he your brother?�
�Oh. I guess you could say that. We grew up together. His family took me in when my parents died.� She thought about it for a moment. Warmth entered her heart, filling it with unconditional love.
The Andrews were her family. �Yeah, I guess he is the brother I never had. Over protective and all.�
He laughed and peered out the window, and the seriousness returned to his handsome features.
�It�s snowing hard. How did they get here?�
She moved to the sink to clean the cups and avoid his curious stare. Damn. She couldn�t tell him the truth, and she didn�t want to lie to him. Blaine was one of the rare shifters who could teleport. The ability was limited to places he�d been before and to follow someone he had a blood bond with, like family or a mate. �Blaine has a truck that can drive through anything.� Which was true, but she doubted he�d driven it tonight.
Suddenly, Nevan was standing beside her, taking a cup to dry it. She jumped. �How do you do that?�
�Do what?�
�Move without a sound.�
He shrugged but didn�t look at her. �My brothers have very good hearing. I kind of grew up trying to sneak past them.�
She laughed at the mischief in his tone.
He fell quiet, making her glance his way. His gaze drifted over the scars on her right arm before meeting her eyes. �What happened?�
Setting the cup in the drainer, she pushed her sleeves down and shook her head. �I�I�m tired.
Sorry.� She walked around him and fled to her room. Heart pounding in her chest, she leaned against the closed door.
She was a complete idiot. Damn him for raising hope that any male would find her attractive.

Chapter 2

Nevan woke to the smoky scent of bacon and the rich aroma of fresh coffee. He sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. Scrubbing his hands over his face, he cursed. What was he doing? His behavior last night was not only uncalled for but completely out of character.
He�d flirted with Danica and enjoyed it. She hadn�t, however. He should have picked up on her uneasiness before his curiosity had sent her away. The need to know everything about her was strong.
Too strong. He�d never been so intrigued by a woman before. Not even Becca.
Becca.
A lump formed in his throat as her smiling face entered his mind. So full of life. Until the day she fell ill.
Shaking his head, he stood and noticed his suitcase on the floor next the nightstand. He clenched his teeth together at the thought of Danica going out in the snow to bring his bag inside. He walked to the window, moved the curtain, and peered out at the blanket of white snow covering the ground and trees. At least it stopped snowing. 
Turning from the window, he grabbed fresh pair of jeans and a long sleeve shirt, then made his way to the kitchen where the delicious smells of breakfast beckoned him.
Danica stood at the stove flipping a pancake, dressed in a pair of black jeans that looked like they were painted on her long legs and a white turtleneck sweater that hung to mid-thigh. Her strawberry blond hair was braided down her back, revealing the scars peaking out of her sweater under her ear. He guessed she hid them from everyone.
Many burn victims he�d worked with hid their scars because the emotional ones were enough to deal with. They didn�t want the physical reminders. He should have known better than ask about them.
�I was working at the hospital in town, helping with a drug-addicted youth,� she said as she handed him a bottle of syrup and a plate with three pancakes.
�You don�t have to explain. It was insensitive of me to ask. I�m sorry.�
She smiled. �No, I�m sorry. I�m not used to strangers. Everyone in town knows and avoids talking about it.�
�Is that why you live here alone?�
She nodded. �They drove me crazy with concern and pity.�
He couldn�t help but think there was more to it, something she wasn�t saying. But he let it drop. It wasn�t his business.
�I don�t remember much. One minute we were talking the male down and the next he freaked out, then there was an explosion. I woke up ten days later, scars littering the right side of my body.� She turned back to the stove. The hesitation as she spoke told him she was leaving pieces out. Something his brothers and Sarah did when they were around humans.
They carefully planned every word to avoid alluding to the fact they were different.
Nev, you�re losing it. 
�I lost my dad to a car accident five years ago and my fianc�e a year later.� He wasn�t sure why he was telling her, but it felt good to talk to someone outside his family, he continued, �I turned to my work and away from my stepmother and brothers.�
She faced him now and held his gaze with the palest green eyes he�d ever seen. �I�m so sorry.�
He shrugged, trying to push away the pain that threatened to consume him. �I agreed to spend the holidays with my family, hoping it would heal some of the loss.�
�How did she die?�
A dull ache formed in his chest threatening to bring back the buried pain. �Becca had leukemia.
She died before a bone marrow donor was found.�
She reached over and covered his hand with her scarred one. �Oh, no.�
He absently stroked her palm with his thumb. �She was ill for a very long time. I took care of her the last year.�
She pulled her hand away. �That must have been hard.�
He nodded. �It wears you down, emotionally and physically. Her death was almost a��
�A relief?�
He met her gaze and frowned. �That sounds horrible, but yes, in a way it was.�
�No, not really. She isn�t hurting any more. In a way she�s free.�
He smiled at her. She was right. That was exactly how he felt. He never talked about it to anyone, because he was afraid that they would judge him. That they would think he was a uncaring and selfish bastard. �Becca is free.�
Danica offered a smile, then asked, �What do you do?�
�I�m a psychiatrist. Started my own practice after Becca died.� He studied her as she poured syrup over her pancakes. She was the most exotic looking woman he�d ever seen. Tiny ribbons of reddish-blond hair left loose to frame her face teased him to touch them. Talking about Becca to her eased some of hurt he�d buried. �What about you?�
Her lashes lifted, revealing green irises. �I�was a heal�um, doctor.�
�Was?�
She nodded. �My sense of touch in my right hand isn�t what it used to be.�
�Surly, there are other things you can do and still practice.�
�That part of my life is over.� When he opened his mouth to speak, she held a hand up. �We should hurry. Blaine will want us there early so he can torture you before feeding you.�
He chuckled, catching the humor in her tone and the smile in her eyes. There was something captivating about this woman. He was determined to find out what.
* * *
The residents of Ashwood Falls buzzed around busy with preparations for the Winter Solstice festival. Danica parked the snowmobile in a small lot next to the community center and watched some leopard and wolf cubs throwing snowballs at each other. Nevan pulled up next to her and took off his helmet.
�They look like they�re having fun.�
She glanced at his face and then at his hands. �Don�t you dare.�
He waggled his brows. �I�ll give you a head start.�
Shit. He was seriously going to throw a snowball at her. She took off toward the park where the kids where playing, figuring she�d at least be a little safe. A solid ball of snow hit her in the back. She squealed, and the kids laughed.
�Oh, yeah?� She gathered some snow in her hands to form a small ball. The children scattered as she threw it. It hit one of the Russell twins in the bottom. The six-year-old yelped playfully, and he fell to the ground as if he�d been shot, landing in the snow on his back with his arms spread out straight from his little body. Danica laughed, and then she let out a yelp when the sting of a frozen ball hit her on the butt.
Whirling around, she quickly picked up more snow to form an adult-sized ball and hurled it at Nevan, hitting him in the chest. He fell to the ground, and fear shot through her. Shit. She forgotten to hold back. Rushing over to him, she checked for a pulse, and she hovered her left hand over his chest.
Suddenly, she was pulled down and flipped onto her back, Nevan�s smiling face inches from hers.
�Gotcha,� he said.
The rapid beats of her heart quickened to heavy thumps behind her ribcage at the thought of his lips touching hers. His pine-and-sage scent teased her muted sense of smell. He inched closer until a shadow fell over them.
They quickly stood to face the newcomer, and her happy mood turned sour. �Hello, Jared.�
�Good morning, Dani.� The alpha jaguar was dressed in his usual dress pants and button-up shirt underneath his black, unbuttoned wool jacket. Jared was very handsome with his sun-lightened brown hair and golden-brown eyes. He was the Packs� legal advisor; a lawyer by human definition. He aided Keegan and Luna�the wolf�s Alpha female�in any, and all, legal issues that concerned the citizens of Ashwood Falls. He would be the perfect mate. But, Danica couldn�t find the spark. Her cat wanted nothing to do with him.
�Who�s your friend?�
Danica winced at the sharp undertone of his question. Please, don�t let him cause a scene. Not in front of the children. Taking a breath, she linked the fingers of her scarred hand with Nevan�s. �This is Nevan. Nevan, Jared.�
Squeezing her hand slightly, Nevan nodded. �Nice to meet you.� He held out his free hand to the cat.
Ignoring the offer, Jared met her stare. �I take it you�re on your way to see Keegan.�
�Yes. Blaine and Shay invited us over for a late lunch.�
Jared narrowed his eyes, and his nostril flared a fraction. �I see.�
A rain of snowballs assailed them, followed by children�s laughter. Jared�s face reddened with irritation, only making the twins, and leaders of the assault, increase the number of projectiles flying toward the well-dressed lawyer.
�Kyle! Cole!�
Danica turned to see Jasmine Russell, the twins� guardian and older sister, running at them, horror and fury in her expression.
�So sorry, Jared.� She stopped between the boys and grabbed them by the upper arms.
Jared didn�t comment. He just stormed off without a word.
Jasmine frowned. �Sorry. These two are always causing some kind of trouble.� She held out her hand to Nevan. �Hi. Welcome to Ashwood Falls. I�m Jasmine.�
Nevan shook her hand and smiled. �Thanks.�
Jasmine excused herself and moved to march the boys home. Danica placed a hand on her arm, making her peer at her. �Don�t be too hard on them. I found it very amusing.�
Jasmine offered a weak smile and turned to leave.
�Come on. We should get going.�
They walked down the sidewalk in silence. Nevan�s scent was heavy with anxiety. And, she was going to feed him to the leopards. She wondered what was going through his mind. He had to have a thousand questions. He was a psychiatrist, trained to read and understand human behaviors. Had he picked up on Jared�s animal-like presence?
�Look, I�m sorry about Jared. He�s usually not so rude.�
�He was jealous.�
She stopped and faced him. �Really?�
He chuckled. �It�s a human emotion everyone has. He obviously likes you and didn�t like it that we were together. I�m a stranger, and he feels threatened.�
Raising a brow, she studied him. �You�re that good at reading people?�
He leaned into her and whispered, �I�m empathic.�
Her breath hitched. How was that possible? She�d never heard of humans with the ability. Did he have shifter blood in his veins?
�There you two are.�
Shay�s chipper voice broke her from the swirl of questions in her mind.
The tigress continued her rapid speech in her carefree way. �Blaine has been running a groove in the floor. You know how he gets, Dani.� She smiled at Nevan. �Morning! You�re even cuter in natural light.�
Danica released a growl before she could stop it. Shay peered at her, shocked and amused. �Sorry, my dear friend and sister.� Shay looped her arms with Danica�s and laid her head on her shoulder.
�He�s not for me. �
Smiling at the telepathic acknowledgment, Danica relaxed. A little. What unnerved her was the reaction she had because Shay gave Nevan a compliment. Damn. She was in so much trouble.

Chapter 3

It had been the strangest twenty-four hours in Nevan�s life. Well, at least stranger than it had been in the last five years. Growing up with four mountain lion-shifters would be pretty strange to the normal human.
However, the residents of this small town didn�t seem too human. Then again, it could have been his imagination running wild. His hormones sure were on overdrive since he�d met Danica. Watching her smile at Shayna made him want to touch her, to see if her skin really was as creamy as it looked.
Shaking off the inappropriate thoughts, he followed the women into the house.
The large man from the night before was the first to greet them. The sense of familiarity settled over him again. He�d seen him somewhere before but could not place the where or when.
�Blaine. Relax.�
Nevan cut his eyes toward the commanding voice. An older, larger man who looked a lot like Blaine entered the living room. His dark brown hair back in a loose ponytail, and his brown eyes darkened as he locked gazes with Nevan.
Danica linked her fingers with his and tugged him farther in the large living room. They stopped a couple of feet from the man. The only way Nevan thought to describe him was an alpha male. The energy flowing off him was similar to his oldest brother. Sarah had said his brother could be alpha of his own pack one day.
�I�m Keegan.� He narrowed his dark brown eyes at Nevan and motioned to the couch. �Please have a seat. Lunch will be ready soon.�
He felt like a hormonal teen meeting his date�s father, but he fell into step with Danica as she led the way to the sofa. Even Danica seemed tense.
Keegan sat in a recliner across from them while Shay perched on the couch arm beside Danica and Blaine held the wall in place behind his father. �Blaine failed to get your last name.�
Was he for real? The only thing Nevan wanted was to call Sarah and let her know he was at least alive and maybe put a call out to the supernatural police or something. Because there was definitely something preternatural going on.
�My name is Nevan Mathews.�
One of the alpha male�s dark brows rose and amusement brightened his features. �Was your father Walt Mathews?�
Nevan cut his eyes to Blaine, who pushed away from the wall and studied him closer. Like a bug under a microscope� �Yes,� he answered Keegan, meeting his gaze once more.
A frown wrinkled his forehead, and he tossed a cordless phone to Nevan. �Call Sarah and tell her I send my best.� He stood, motioned to his son, and they left the room.
Confused, Nevan glanced at Danica. A wash of relief, happiness, and worry flowed from her. �I�ll give you some privacy.� She moved to stand, but he covered her hand.
�Stay.�
She gave a short nod and sat back. Shay smiled at him and picked up Danica�s right arm to gently massage her fingers and palm. Stopping the questions from tumbling out of his mouth, he dialed Sarah�s number and wasn�t surprised she answered after the first ring.
�Nev?�
�Yes, Ma. I�m fine.�
�What happened? Where the hell are you?�
Closing his eyes, he took deep breaths to hold the buried pain in check. Hearing his stepmother�s voice brought a flood of memories. Memories of his father and the family they�d once been. �I had an accident, but I�m not hurt.�
�Where are you?�
�Ashwood Falls.�
Silence filled the line for several seconds before she responded. �Are they�Have you met Keegan?�
He counted to three in his mind. She knew these people, knew of this town, yet, she�d never once mentioned it to him. Nor had his brothers ever spoken of it. All his life she�d taught him about the shifter way of life and the importance of secrecy. Was that it? She didn�t trust him to keep the mountain town a secret?
�Yes, I met him, and he sends his best.� He didn�t keep the hurt out of his tone.
A soft sigh rushed through the phone. �The town is not of my people. It was not my secret to tell.
Please don�t be angry.�
�What do you mean?�
�Please trust me. I can�t spill secrets of another pack.�
Pack? Was she serious? �I�m not understanding.�
Danica�s hand touched his knee, causing him to jump. Locking gazes, she whispered, �I�ll explain later.� The plea in her eyes made him want to hold her.
The annoyance drained from his body. �I�m sorry, Ma.�
�I know, baby. You�re one of my cubs, even if you can�t shift.�
That made him laugh. �Yeah, because I�m human.�
�Shh. We won�t talk about that,� she teased. �Look, the little bit of snow we got last night was only the start of the huge storm headed this way. Stay there until it passes.�
The way she could sense the weather change had always amazed him. �All right. Do you have everything you need?�
�Yes, Nev. We�ll be fine. I have my grandbabies.�
�What? Who?�
�Cale and Monica had a set of twins a couple of months ago. I thought I told you.�
He sighed. �Oh, yes, I�d almost forgotten Cale and Monica�s twins.� He�d been busy forgetting and burying his pain.
�Don�t worry about it. You�ll get to meet your nieces soon.�
He smiled and glanced at the females at the end of the couch, cuddled up like the pair of cats, listening to the conversation. Everything fell into place. The too-careful actions of everyone around him and the over protectiveness Blaine had shown the night before made sense. �I�ll see you when the storm passes. Love you, Mama.�
A choked sob came from Sarah before she responded. �It�s been too long since you called me that.
Love you, too.�
Swallowing the lump in his throat, he disconnected the call and peered at Danica and Shay. Both women looked back at him as though they were about to cry. �What�s wrong?�
Danica smiled. �You called her mama. That�s so sweet.�
�And girly.�
Nevan clenched his jaw at the sound of Blaine�s voice. Before he could lash back, Shay reached out and hit the large shifter in the stomach hard enough that he took a step back. �Shut it, Blaine.�
A few seconds later, Shay squealed as he flipped her over his shoulder. The smile on his face read of the pure love a brother would have for his sister. �Watch it, kitty, or I�ll rearrange your potions, again.�
She kicked wildly. �Don�t you dare, leopard-boy!�
�Leopard?� Nevan studied Danica as she stiffened then dropped her shoulders.
�It was me. I�m the reason you�re stuck here instead of being with your family.�
Her guilt rushed out to him. �It was an accident.� He knew from his brothers that, when in animal form, they thought like the animal. The headlights mostly likely had startled her. �I was tired and not concentrating on the road.�
�But, your car.�
He chuckled. �It�s a rental, and I bought insurance.�
She laughed at his poor excuse of a joke and reach out to touch his cheek. Her pale green eyes brightened and seemed to dance. His gaze lowered to her lower lip she held between her teeth.
Suddenly, he had the urge to kiss her. Keegan�s husky tone calling them to the dining room broke them from whatever trance they�d fallen under. Much too quickly, she stood and rushed away. All he could do was watch her follow her family into the other room.
Get a grip, Nev.
* * *
Back at the cabin, alone with Nevan, Danica thought she�d be more relaxed now that he knew what she was, but she�d been wrong. Her cat was hyper-aware of every movement and the heat of his stare.
The more time she spent with him, the more intrigued she became.
To try to shake off some of the rising need, she turned toward the fireplace. Nevan stepped in her path and touched her lightly on the hand. Sparks of desire rippled on her skin, and startled her.
�What is it?�
She peered into his gray-blue eyes and smiled. �I felt that.�
�My touch?�
She laughed at the confusion that passed over his face. �My right hand�I usually don�t feel the light weight of others� fingers. It must be working.� She turned toward the kitchen.
�What�s working?�
She lifted her head to peer at him across the island countertop. �Shay. She has�� She sucked her lip between her teeth, unsure of how much to tell him. However, he did have mountain lion shifters as his mother and four stepbrothers. He was already aware of their world. �She has a small amount of magick in her blood.�
He didn�t flinch or seemed a bit surprised at the news. She relaxed, but only a tiny bit.
�Is she part witch?�
She shook her head. �I don�t think so. It isn�t uncommon for shifters to possess magickal abilities.
Blaine can teleport. Keegan is telepathic.�
�Oh, great. I�ll have to remember that. Sarah and my brothers don�t have any special gifts.�
�Not all weres have them. Some theories are that certain blood lines carry magick from the early ancestors.� She withdrew two stemless wine glasses from the cupboard. �Do you like red wine?�
His smile reached his eyes for the first time since he�d been there, and she had to press her hands on the counter to stay upright. �Yes.�
It took her several seconds before she found her voice. �Can you start the fire?�
With a short nod, he moved to do as she requested. �So, what does Shay have to do with the feeling in your hand?�
�Oh. For the last couple of weeks, I�ve agreed to let her stimulate the nerves in my right hand and arm.� After pouring the wine and returning the bottle to the mini-fridge, she carried both glasses to the living room.
�That�s what she was doing earlier? Before lunch.�
�She can send light currents of energy to my nerves by massaging my fingers and palm.�
He ignited the oak, and when satisfied with the flame, he returned the screen and faced her. �And, it�s helping?�
She smiled, handing him a glass. �It appears so.� She sat down on the sofa with one leg tucked under her.
He sat next to her. �How much can you tell me about Ashwood Falls? Sarah said to ask Keegan. I gathered from her tone it�s a Pack secret or something.�
�The lions had a treaty with our pack centuries ago. They are bound from speaking about the town or who lives here. Although, I�m not sure why she wouldn�t tell you since you�re her family.�
He looked out the glass door that overlooked the backyard. �She broke from her pack a couple of years before mating with my father. None of us kids know why. Or, if the others do, they�ve been forbidden to talk about it.�
�Oh. Some packs are more secretive than others. I don�t know much about the lions.�
He chuckled. �That makes two of us.�
She took a sip of her wine before speaking. �Ashwood Falls was formed on the land of two Packs: the wolves and the leopards. Both Packs lost over sixty percent of their people during a mass attack from a rogue shifter pack called the Onyx.�
Nevan made a noise of disgust. �How long ago?�
�It was over two hundred years ago. They came in like a storm. The weaker of the Packs surrendered and now work with the Onyx for their cause.�
He raised a brow. �You don�t know what that is, do you?�
�No. I suspect the Enforcers have some leads or an idea. The given is they want control over all packs and territories.� Visions of the night she lost her parents came to mind. Her throat tightened and she fought to keep the tears from falling. Even after all these years, she still could recall their memories without crying. �I lost my parents in that attack.�
He twisted his body to sit sideway on the sofa and faced her. �Sorry.�
�I was ten years old at the time. My mom tucked me inside a hidden room in the basement. I heard everything. Their screams, the breaking glass, shouts from the rogues to kill everyone�� Lifting her gaze, she met Nevan�s gray stare. Fury darkened his eye color to the color of storm clouds. �Blaine found me. At the time it seemed like days. I already knew my parents were dead.�
Nodding, he reached over and covered her hand. �Sarah cried out in pain when my dad died. She felt the loss, and my brothers felt hers. I had no clue what was going on until they told me. It was the first time I ever felt like an outsider.�
She curled her fingers around his hand and squeezed. �They never meant��
He peered at her, holding her completely captive.
�I know. But I had to leave after that. With Dad, everything was whole. We were family. We still are, but we�re missing a piece.�
The crackling from the fire filled the room. She understood what he described. The bond between Sarah and her mate being broken would have been painful. Keegan, in one of his very rare emotional moods, had described it to her. The Alpha had said it was as if someone had reached inside his chest and ripped his heart out with their bare hands. She figured it would be rude and inappropriate to ask how he knew what that felt like and considered he was being graphic to keep her from asking any more personal questions.
When she looked up again, it was to meet Nevan�s eyes. Desire swirled in them, awakening her leopard. He raised his hand to brush a stray hair from her face. Instead of dropping his hand, he slid it behind her neck and drew her closer. His earthy pine scent enveloped her. When his lips touched hers, she lost any hope of control.
She opened, allowing his tongue inside to dance with hers. Her skin tingled and warmed at the pleasure that consumed her. It�d been way too long since she had been kissed like this. Never in her two hundred twenty-three years of life did she remember a kiss being this good.
His fingers touched her belly, making her jump slightly. When his palm cupped her breast, she moaned and pressed into his touch. Then he brushed over a path of scars, and she stilled.
Palms flat on his chest, she gave a gentle push. He broke the kiss. �What�?�
Shaking, she said, �I can�t,� and ran out the back door with her inhuman speed.

Chapter 4

Danica fell to her knees in the snow about twenty yards from the cabin, her flesh still heated from Nevan�s kiss and the way he�d moved his hand over her skin. The need to bite him and claim him as hers had made her run away from him. Then there were the scars and the fear he would reject her after he saw how much of her body was ruined.
A tear dropped, forming a dent in the snow. She had spent the last couple of years living alone and coming to terms with the idea of never finding a mate. And she�d just run away from a potential mate.
God, she was an idiot.
�Dani?�
Her head snapped up at Jared�s questioning tone. Great. She didn�t need him, or anyone, seeing her like this. �What do you want?�
�I came to talk to you. Why are you out here?� He paused and sniffed the air. �I see.�
She stood and brushed off her jeans. �See what?�
�I petitioned Keegan for your hand.�
Choking, she squeaked, �You did what?�
Extending his hand to caress her cheek, he grew more serious than she�d ever seen him. �You need someone to care for you, to provide you with the security you deserve.�
She swatted at his hand. �You don�t love me, and I�m not entering a loveless mating.�
�We�re friends, Dani. We could grow to love each other over time. My parents� mating was arranged, as was your parents�, and they loved one another deeply.�
�My parents were in love from the day they met.� She whirled around, only to have him stop her with his hand wrapped around her bicep.
�I can give you everything you desire.�
Squaring her shoulders, she pulled free from his hold and locked gazes with him. �Could you ever make love to me with the lights on? Could you look at my scars without flinching? Without pity?�
His silence confirmed his answer. �I didn�t think so.�
He stepped closer to her and drew her into a hug. �I�ve seen the scars.�
Another tear rolled down her cheek. Yes, Jared had seen her after the fire and had been there, with Shay, during the painful healing. �You still look at me with sorrow. I don�t want people to dwell on those feelings anymore.�
He lifted her chin with his finger. �You don�t have to give me your answer now. Think about it.�
Stepping back, he moved his gaze past her before he shifted into a large jaguar and vanished deeper into the forest.
�Dani, what�s going on?�
She closed her eyes briefly before turning to face Nevan. Gut turning, she hated that hurt look on his face. �How long have you been here?�
�Long enough.� He stood staring at her for several moments before speaking again. �I�m just going to leave. It was a mistake to agree to stay with you.�
He pivoted around and marched back to the cabin. Cursing, she rushed after him. �Where will you go? It�s about to snow again. You�ll freeze��
Stopping at the bottom step, he spoke without looking at her. �I�ll go into town and call my brother.�
Fear squeezed her heart. If he left, she�d never see him again. He could be her one, and maybe only, chance at have a true mate, and he was about to walk out of her life. He couldn�t leave, not now.
�Don�t go. Please.� He shook his head and continued up the stairs and into the house. She followed him down the hall to the guest room. When she entered the room, her fear turned to nervous desperation to keep him.
�You can�t leave.�
He looked at her then. �I can�t?�
Her legs started to shake. She�d gone too long avoiding the male species; she wasn�t sure what to do. �I just found you. I can�t let you leave,� she whispered.
Standing stock-still, he studied her. �Who is Jared, really?�
Taking a shaky breath, she wrapped her arms around her middle. �He�s Ashwood Falls� legal counsel.�
He stepped into her space, making her heart rate increase. �No, who is he to you?�
�A close friend. That�s it. He�s not my true mate.�
�Have you two ever�?�
�No.�
His expression hardened a little. �I heard him say he�d seen your scars.�
With a sigh, she sat on the bed. �Jared pulled me out of the fire and was there through my recovery.�
�Sounds like more than a friend.�
She focused back on his face. Her own fury started to rise. �Jared has a problem with thinking he knows what�s best for others. He also is known for chasing after weaker females.�
�You�re not weak.� He stalked toward her. The gleam in those grey eyes sent heat to her sex.
�What did you mean by finding me and not letting me go?�
She swallowed. �I�you�re the one who�s my potential true mate.�
He stopped a couple of inches from her and cupped her face. She covered his hand with hers and watched shock, confusion, and hint of joy pass over his handsome features in a swirl of emotion. He opened his mouth to speak, but closed it.
She kissed his palm, stopping him from saying anything. Peering up at him through her thick lashes, she drew his index finger into her mouth. His sharp intake of breath and the increase in his pulse encouraged her to continue. She ran her hand up the inside of his leg, stopping inches below the growing bulge behind his zipper.
His fingers wrapped around hers and pulled her hand away. With their gazes locked, he withdrew his finger from her mouth so he could cup the back of her head. She watched the play of emotions on his face. There was a battle going on inside his mind.
�Relax, Doctor. Do what you want and stop analyzing the situation,� she challenged.
His gray eyes darkened as his scent intensified. He lowered his head to capture her lips. Like the first one had, this kiss ignited her from the inside out. She moaned and pressed into him, offering herself to him. What they both needed.
The internal debate was over. Maybe it was overridden by desire. Whatever the case, Danica didn�t care. He broke the kiss, drew back, and lifted the hem of her sweater.
A rush of fear shot through her, increasing her pulse and threatening to close off her airway.
Pushing the garment back down, she was beginning to have a panic attack. �Turn the lights off.�
He stopped all movement and made eye contact. �No.�
She shook her head and tried to calm the raging fear. �I can�t�don�t want��
With a sigh, he sat next to her and linked his fingers with hers. �I�ve seen burns before. Many of them far worse than yours.�
The anxiety eased and she looked away, embarrassed. He cupped her cheek, drawing her attention back to him. �I volunteer with the children�s burn unit at my local hospital. I learned quickly that the last thing those kids need is pity.�
She searched his face. �No one�s seen the scars besides Shay, Cameron, and Jared.�
A tic formed in his temple at the mention of Jared�s name. Her cat liked the spark of jealousy.
�Who�s Cameron?�
�She�s one of the female Enforcers and Shay�s best friend.�
He smiled, sparking the desire up again. Her heart thumped irregularly, and she swallowed as he shifted closer. �If I am your true mate, then you�ll need to trust I won�t run at the sight of your body.�
Damn. She wasn�t sure she could do it. Yes, moments ago, she�d been ready to claim him and had needed him inside her; she still did. But, the fear of rejection had taken over and turned her chicken.
However, he had a point. She was sure he was her mate, and she had to trust the Fates knew what they were doing.
Closing her eyes, she removed her sweater and waited. There was no change in his breathing, no change in his scent, indicating his disgust. Slowly she opened her eyes to find Nevan�s desire-filled gaze surveying her like a delicacy. Her body heated, and for the first time since the accident, she felt desired, wanted, and beautiful.
�You�re beautiful.�
She was about to protest when his mouth covered hers in a searing kiss that sent tiny pricks of sensation through her body. When his tongue dipped inside her mouth seeking hers, she released a soft moan. She trailed her fingers down his side to the hem of his shirt and tugged. He broke the kiss to remove the garment.
Dear. God.
He was build like a cat, full of lean muscle and yummy. Licking her lips, she placed her palm on his chest and threaded her fingers through the dust of blond hair. He pressed into her, forcing her to lie back. When her back touched the mattress, he lifted from her and proceeded to remove her pants.
She sat back up, holding on to his wrist. �Wait.� Her heart hammered behind her ribs.
He pressed a quick kiss to her lips. �Do the scars get worse?�
She shook her head. �No.�
�Then lie back like a good kitty.�
A smile stretched her lips at his teasing. �And if I misbehave?�
�Then I�ll have to punish you.�
The sexy smirk and erotic tone in which he spoke sent a tidal wave of desire through her. �You wouldn�t.�
He leaned in and pressed his lips to her cheek. �Try me.�
Yes. That was a challenge. Her cat meowed in her mind, begging for her to push him. Laughing, she wrapped her legs around his waist and drew him to her as she bit gently on his ear lobe.
He hissed and rocked his hips into her. �You like to bite?�
�I�m a cat, aren�t I?�
She chuckled as he rose to settle on his knees between her thighs. She watched him slide down her legs, then slowly tug her pants off and toss them to the floor. The urge to cover herself weighed heavy on her, but she pushed it away. Nevan looked at her with hunger in his eyes as though her skin was perfect.
Starting at her ankle, he trailed light kisses up her right side, being sure to pay attention to each imperfect, ugly patch of skin. The burns didn�t cover everywhere. They were a spatter of scarred patches left from what her natural healing powers couldn�t fix. It was enough to disfigure her and make lovers pity her. That was why she�d decided to live in the cabin and never take a mate.
Nevan was different. There was no pity in his lust-drunken gaze. �What is it?�
Smiling, she reached out and cupped his face. �You make me feel.�
He turned his head so his lips touched her palm. �I�m not usually like this. I mean I don�t sleep with women I just met.�
She frowned. �I never thought��
�I know. I just wanted you to know. I haven�t been with anyone since Becca.�
With a finger pressed to his lips, she tried to soothe him. �Shh.� She sat up and kissed his lips.
�It�s okay.�
She moved her legs from around him, but he stopped her. �Don�t leave.�
Studying him, she could see the conflict in his features and feel his desire in his touch. God, she was so out of practice reading people. �Tell me what you need from me.� She�d do anything for him.
She wanted nothing more than to possess his body and mark him as hers, but she understood grief.
She�d dealt with it personally when she lost her parents and had seen it nearly destroy Keegan when he lost his mate.
�Everyone in Ashwood�s been touched with loss in one form or another. That�s what makes us such a tight community.�
He peered at her and nodded. �I felt that today. The love and friendship that linger in the air like magick.�
�That�s the bond between the packs.�
Silence filled the room for several moments before he picked her hand and linked his fingers with hers. �I�m not sure what I need, but I know I want you.�
�And, that makes you feel guilty.� After his nod, she continued. �I�m a very patient kitty.� She shifted closer to him. �And, skilled in stalking my prey.�
She squeaked when he tackled her to the bed. �You make me feel, too.� He captured her lips in a deep, passionate kiss.
Threading her fingers through his hair, she drew him closer. She opened her mouth for his tongue.
Once it slipped inside she sucked on it, pulling a groan from him. She smiled and released his tongue and moved her lips across his cheek to his ear. �Lose the jeans,� she purred, then gently bit his earlobe.
He shuttered and lifted his head to lock gazes with her. His gray eyes reminded her of storm clouds, and they were full of passion.
Yet, he hesitated. �I don�t have a condom.�
She smiled. �I�m not in heat, and I�m immune to human diseases.� She cupped his head and tugged him down for a hard, passionate kiss. Pulling away, she peered into his eyes. �Nor can I pass anything onto you.�
He kissed her on the nose, stood, and removed his clothes. Danica drank in the sight of him. Oh, God, it had been way too long. She sat up, rose from the bed and lowered to her knees in front of him.
Peering up into his face, she ran a hand up his thigh to his thick cock. She wrapped her fingers around it and stroked. Nevan closed his eye and sank his fingers in her hair. She moaned as he lightly tugged the hand full of hair.
When she took him into her mouth, she felt his leg muscles tighten under her touch. He pulled on her hair again, but this time it was to stop her. She released him, and he took her upper arms and pulled her to a stand.
She protested, �I wasn�t done.�
He shook his head. �If you didn�t stop, I would be.�
Giggling, she kissed his lips. �But we would have make up for it in the second round.�
She pushed him down on the bed. As if knowing what she wanted, he laid back and waited. She climbed up on the bed and straddled him. His cock throbbed as she took it in her hand, the large vein hot under her touch. She let out a moan as she guided him to her pussy, then lowered herself on to him, his thickness stretching her in the best way possible.
He grasped her hips, his fingers biting into her skin as she rode him until they screamed out in release.

Chapter 5

Unsure what had woken him, Nevan couldn�t shake the uneasiness settling into his chest. Something was off. He lay wide eye on his back and listened to his surroundings. His brothers had taught him to slow his breathing and focus on the space around him. Very few humans were sensitive enough to notice the changes in air pressure and sounds. Nevan was one of the few.
The house was quiet, too quiet. He sat up in bed, noticing that Danica was gone. He flung the covers off, pulled on his jeans, and rushed across the hall to her room. She wasn�t there. He turned then ran down the hall and stopped at the foyer. Panic started to build, tightening his chest. Her boots sat by the door and her coat hung on the hook a few feet away.
Had she gone hunting? Maybe, but the lingering dread that woke him still said something had happened.
The front door flew open, and Nevan found himself face-to-face with a female shifter dressed in black jeans and a leather jacket. Her aggression rolled off her in thick, threatening waves.
Pure adrenaline and protectiveness pushed him forward to grab the woman by the neck and flatten her against the wall. Pressing into her small frame so she couldn�t move, he growled, �You�re not a leopard. Who are you, and where the hell is Dani?�
She raised a brow and smirked. �If you don�t want every bone in your body broken, you�ll release me, human.�
�Not until you tell me where Dani is.�
In a matter of seconds, Nevan�s face was pressed against the wall with the hand he�d had around the female�s neck twisted behind his back. She leaned in with her full weight and whispered, �You have balls. Why the hell do you think I�m here?�
�Cameron, let go of the human. Danica will be pissed if you harm him.�
Nevan recognized the male voice as Keegan�s. The female released him and disappeared to explore the house. Nevan flexed his wrist and peered at Keegan. �Who the hell is that?�
The Alpha�s lips twitched. �One of my best Enforcers.�
�No shit.� He jerked his gaze to the door as Blaine came in with an expression that told Nevan the Enforcer was ready to kill.
�Her scent is too faint.� Turning those gray eyes toward Nevan, Blaine growled, �She�s been gone for at least two hours.�
�What? Can�t be.� How had she left the house without him knowing? Because he was human.
Damn it.
Frowning, Cameron came back into the room. �She left in cat form.�
�How do you know that?� Nevan glared at the female.
�Boots are at the door, coat on the hangers, and her clothes are on the floor in the guest room.�
Blaine flashed to stand in front of her, swiped her dark hair from her shoulders, then shifted toward Nevan. �You touched her.�
�Dani? That�s none of your business.�
Keegan stepped in front of his son and growled, �Leave it,� then walked out the door. Blaine followed. Cameron rolled her eyes and gestured for him to go first. He grabbed his jacket and put his shoes on as he stepped out in the cold.
When Cameron stepped in line with Nevan, he asked, �What kind of cat are you?�
�What makes you think I�m a cat?�
Nevan snorted. �I lived most my life with lions. You move like a cat.�
Blaine growled again. Cameron growled back, and Nevan couldn�t help but wonder what the story was with the two of them.
�Black jaguar.�
�Oh, like Jared.�
She sighed. �Jared is my brother.�
Her don�t-ask tone told him to shut his mouth. Plus Blaine�s growls turned to snarls, and he inched closer to them with each question.
Several yards into the woods, Keegan stopped and held his hand up. Blaine cursed. �She�s bleeding.�
Nevan�s heart rate kicked into overdrive. She was hurt. He couldn�t do anything. Just like he hadn�t been able to protect Becca from her illness. He moved up to stand by the two alpha males.
�What do you mean?�
As soon as the questions tumbled out of his mouth, he felt it�a pull to something deeper in the forest. He started walking toward it then jogged when he felt the hint of pain that his empathic ability picked up.
He skidded to a halt at the sight of a leopard tangled in barbwire. She had struggled and managed to get some of the wire embedded in her skin. Nevan stepped forward, she growled. Her breath was labored, and her pain gripped him. The snow around here was colored red with her blood. Blaine advanced, ignoring the snaps of her teeth.
�Come on, sissy. I need to get you untangled.� She snapped at him again, catching him on the hand. He cursed and jerked back. �Cam.�
Cam pulled a pistol out of her thigh holster and aimed it at Danica.
Keegan�s huge arms wrapped around Nevan before he could get to the jaguar. �It�s a tranquilizer gun. Do you really think I�d kill my own?�
Nevan relaxed a little and shook his head.
The sound of the gun firing and the sight of Danica slipping into a restful sleep didn�t ease any of his worry.
* * *
It seemed to take Blaine forever to get Danica untangled from the barbs and back home. Nevan hadn�t left her side in the two hours they�d been back. In the short expanse of one day, the leopard had found a way into his heart. Almost losing her was the wake-up call he�d needed.
�Why hasn�t she shifted by now?�
Shay met his gaze and offered a tender smile. �The tranq they gave her will keep her in leopard form. She can heal faster this way.�
That made sense. He reached out to stroke her fur but withdrew his hand before it made a connection.
�You won�t hurt her. The worst has healed.�
Watching Danica�s side rise and fall as she slept, he shrugged. �Does it always happen this fast?�
When she didn�t answer, he turned and noticed her perplexed expression. �The mating.�
Color rose in her cheeks and she turned her head. �I don�t know. I�m twenty-five, and I�m a baby, according to my brothers and father. They don�t let me far from their sight.� She rolled her eyes and put aside the bowl with the creamy concoction she�d brought with her. �But, I�ve seen some mates meet and bond in the same day. I�ve been told that you just know when you meet the one you belong with. Cam and Blaine have been doing the mating dance since she came of age.�
�Came of age?�
She stood and moved to the window. Nevan was about to tell her never mind, that he hadn�t meant to embarrass her, when she answered the question. �It�s when a female shifter enters her first heat cycle.�
�And you haven�t?� When she shook her head and didn�t look at him, he cursed. �Sorry, that was too personal.�
�Oh, no. It�s okay. I�m just a late bloomer. Most females go through their first cycle by their twenty-third birthday.� She fell silent and peered at the door.
A few seconds later, the door opened slowly, and Jared stepped into the room. Nevan suppressed a groan and nodded at the male in greeting. Jared gave a sharp nod back and asked, �How is she? How did this happen?�
Shay narrowed her eyes at him. �Blaine thinks it was poachers setting up traps.�
�It�s too close to home. What are the Enforcers doing?�
�We�re doing our job.� Cameron spoke from the open door. �Stop being an ass, Jared.�
�All right. Dani needs her rest.� Shay pushed away from the window and shooed everyone out. She sent Nevan a wink before she shut the door with a soft click.
Silence filled the bedroom. Movement on the bed startled him. Turning to check on Danica, he gasped at her naked, lean body stretching. His erotic, beautiful shifter.
She smiled and placed her palm against his cheek. �I thought they�d never leave.�
He raised a brow. �How long have you been awake?�
�Long enough to hear about coming of age.� She laughed and growled as if in pain.
He jumped up on his knees to hover over her. �What is it?�
�Just bruising.� When she lifted her lids to meet his disbelieving stare, she took a deep breath.
Nevan held in his smile, knowing she was trying not the laugh. �Honest. It hurts to laugh.�
He frowned and caressed her cheek with the backs of his fingers. �Why did you go outside? I mean how did you get caught in the wire?�
She sighed. �I heard something. It�s not uncommon for humans to set up camp in the woods near here. Even in this weather. Crazy humans. So I changed into a leopard and went out to scare off whatever it was. I walked right into the barbwire. It was never there before. This is Ashwood land.
There shouldn�t have been a fence there.�
Wanting to easy her growing distress, he bent down and kissed her forehead. �I�ll go warm up the soup Shay brought.�
She stopped him with a palm on his chest. �I�m not hungry.�
�She said it would help.�
�It will help me sleep. I don�t want to sleep.�
His cock perked up at her provocative tone and the desire in her gaze. She couldn�t mean�
She pressed her index finger on his lips. �Stop thinking.�
He opened his mouth and took her finger inside with his tongue. Her sharp intake of breath enticed him to take what he wanted. Screw logic and screw his analytical mind that felt it was necessary to find reason in everything he did. It�d been too long since he had enjoyed the touch of another. The longer he was near Danica, the stronger the urge became.
�Are you sure you�re healed enough?�
She raised the brows, and her mouth curved into a seductive smile. �Are you sure?�
Was he ever? It was time to move on. His time with Becca had been wonderful, and he still loved her, but he�d never felt the way he did with Danica. For the first time in years, he felt he had a future waiting for him. �Yes. I can�t not have you.�
�Good.� She cupped his head and drew him in for a kiss.
Nevan deepened the kiss. He trailed his hand down her side to her thigh and lifted so her leg wrapped around his. She let out a soft moan that sounded more like a purr.
She tugged his shirt up and slid her hand underneath. Nevan gasped and jerked. �Your hands are cold,� he said against her lips.
Giggling, she slipped her other one under the shirt. �Then warm them.�
�You like being a naughty kitty?�
She raised her head and bit his earlobe. �Yes.�
He stood, putting distance between them before he came in his jeans. Danica was an erotic beauty lying on her back, bare, with desire in her eyes. She cupped her left breast and rolled the nipple between her fingers. His dick pressed harder into the zipper of his pants. Without releasing his stare, she moved her other hand down her stomach to slip her fingers between the folds of her pussy.
He was sure she was torturing him. He ripped the shirt over his head and removed his pants. She let out a soft cry of pleasure. Nevan took her wrist and lifted her fingers to his mouth. A sharp intake of breath escaped her when he sucked on her fingers. He met her green-eyed stare, now heavy with desire, and moved to kneel between her legs.
Leaning forward, he placed a kiss on her belly and trailed light kisses down to her inner thigh where he bit lightly. She whimpered and sank her fingers into his hair to grip a handful. He lifted his head to peer into her passion-filled eyes and held her stare as he licked her clit. Her leg shook, and he felt her mounting pleasure as well as his own. He snaked two fingers through her slick folds then entered her while continuing to stroke her clit with his thumb. Another cry of pleasure escaped her. He picked up his tempo, increasing the building pleasure until an orgasm shook her body.
Nevan crawled up her body as another shudder left her body and positioned his cock at her entrance. Her dreamy-eyed green gaze locked with his and slowly slid inside her and groaned. She was so perfect, as though she�d been made for him. Wrapping her legs around his, Danica urged him closer. Her nails pierced the skin on his back. The sharp sting faded into a pleasure so intense it surged through his body like a current. He quickened his pace as Danica�s pussy milked him until an orgasm tore through him at the same time Dani cried out with one of her own.

Chapter 6

The afternoon sun shone through the blinds, casting streams of light across the floor. Danica stretched her pleasantly sore muscles. The things Nevan had done to her rolled around in her mind, rousing the hunger again. Damn, that man was fast becoming her addiction. She rolled over and frowned at the empty side of the bed. Wondering where he�d gone, she swung her legs over the side of the bed and peered at the clock. Shit. It was one in the afternoon.
She�d never slept in that late. Then again, she�d had the best sex of her life. A snicker tumbled from her lips, followed by a sigh at the smell of bacon on the air. Her stomach growled, pushing her into motion. Grabbing her robe, she secured it in place and went down the hall to the kitchen.
Entering the kitchen, she had to fight a moan. Nevan stood in front of the stove in nothing but jeans. She stepped up behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist. �Aren�t you cold?�
He turned in her arms. �Nope. I�ve got the fire going and muffins in the oven.�
�Mmm. They smell wonderful. Blueberry?�
He chuckled, slid his hands to her ass, and lifted her off the ground. She wrapped her legs around him. �Shay said they were your favorite.�
She pulled back, confused. �When did you talk to her?�
�She stopped by this morning to check on you.�
Color rose in his cheeks, making her smile. �You can�t hide scents from shifters.�
He locked gazes with her. �No, you can�t. But I think she was a little embarrassed, too.�
�That�s my baby sis.�
�She brought by some more herbs for you.�
�Oh, good. I�m about out.�
He sat her on the counter and tended to the bacon in the skillet. �What are they for?�
�Tea. Some of them help with healing. Shay hopes that my scars will diminish over time.� A pang in her heart caused her to look away from him, but his empathy kicked in, and he knew as soon as her mood changed.
He stepped into her line of sight and brushed the robe aside to press a tender kiss on her scarred breast. �They are part of you. I think you are beautiful with them.�
�I�m not perfect like other shifters.�
�I don�t want perfect because it doesn�t exist in any species.�
Overwhelmed with emotion, she peered into his gray eyes and realized that she was falling in love with him. He accepted her for who she was and saw past the physical imperfections. He saw her.
�Nevan. I�� A knock on the door startled both of them. Nevan straightened her robe and helped her down so she could answer the door.
Dread flooded her system upon seeing Keegan and Jared on the front porch. �Keegan. Jared.� She moved to the side to let them in.
The Alpha nodded to Nevan in greeting before speaking. �Dani, in light of the accident yesterday, I have given Jared my blessings to mate with you.�
Her heart stopped, and her lungs refused to work for a moment. �No.�
�It�s done,� Jared said and moved closer to her.
She jerked away from him. �I told you no. I don�t want a loveless mating.� She flicked her gaze to Keegan. �Are you forcing me into this? Is that your Alpha command?�
Keegan flinched at her harsh tone. She didn�t care. This whole thing was wrong. She�d found her mate. She sought him out and found him standing against the counter, arms folded over his broad, bare chest. Something settled inside her, something close to fear, worried about what he was about to do or say.
Nevan pushed away from the counter and squared his shoulders. �I claim Danica as my mate.�
Her mouth fell open. What? Joy, relief, and fear churned inside her belly. �You don�t have to do this.� What was she saying? She should be happy that he�d want to claim her, but she was so fearful of the outcome of such a challenge her belly felt like a million butterflies where trapped inside.
�Yes, I do.� He stared at Keegan before continuing. �She told me I was her mate and�� He peered at her. ��I�m in love with her.�
Keegan sighed. �I see. Dani, is this true?�
Trembling, she nodded. �Yes . He�s my mate.�
Jared fumed, �It�s too late. He can�t take care of her. Look what happened yesterday. He didn�t even know she�d left the cabin. And he�s human.�
His alpha male bullshit pissed Danica off. �That�s bullshit, Jared! I�ve lived in this cabin for the last four years. By myself! And that human sees more than my scars.� She got in his personal space and poked him in the chest. A low growl came from his throat. Nevan shifted beside them. �I love him, and I�ve already chosen. It�s him. Not you.�
A smirk lifted the corner of his lips. �I challenge him to a hunt.�
�I accept,� Nevan growled.
* * *
Nevan could feel the fear rolling off Danica at his acceptance of the Hunt. He wanted to go to her, to comfort her and let her know that it would be okay. But that would only show weakness on his part in front of the males in front of him.
�Do you understand what you are getting into?�
Nevan met the Alpha�s stare. �Yes.�
The Hunt is a challenge of strength and wills. Nevan and Jared would hunt a single prey. His oldest brother, Cale, had told him once that most the time it was deer, because they are fast.
Jared gave a short nod. �Good. We begin at twilight.� He turned and left.
Keegan moved toward the door then turned back. �You need more time?�
�No. I�ll be ready.�
Without another word, the Alpha walked out the door.
When Nevan turned toward Danica, he dropped his shoulders and held out his hand. She didn�t take it. Instead, she glared at him with her lips pursed. �What are you doing? Jared is a very skilled hunter.�
�And you don�t think I am?�
She opened her mouth and closed it then whispered, �I don�t know.�
He took her hands and drew them in to rest over his heart. �Do you really believe my brothers went easy on me because I�m human?�
Her green gaze lightened. �No. They would have pushed you to your limits.�
�And they got scolded by Momma every time.�
She laughed. �I�ll bet. Blaine and Alec still get in trouble for the shit they put Shay through. They call it training. Keegan wants to keep her under glass.� She sighed and pressed her cheek to his chest.
�I wish you would have let me challenge him.�
He lifted her chin with a finger to peer into her eyes. �I meant everything I said. I want to keep you, and if I have to win a Hunt to do it, then that�s what I�m going to do.�
She studied him closer, and he could almost hear the thoughts tumbling around in her head. Her eyes narrowed, and she smirked. �You�ve been on a Hunt before.�
It wasn�t a question, but a knowing on her part. Whether she sensed it or had just figured it out, she knew.
�My brothers and I went on Hunts. Cale said it was a way to hone into my empathic abilities. I can connect with nature as well as people�s emotions.� Before she could ask any more questions, he captured her lips in a hard, passionate kiss. She snaked her arms around his neck, pulling him closer.
He scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the bedroom.

Chapter 7

�This will be the only form of communication.� Cameron�s firm tone drew Nevan�s gaze from Danica to the Enforcer handing a tiny earpiece to Jared. The large male rolled his eyes and put the device in his ear. Cameron glared at her brother. �I mean it. No mind linking. And no shifting.�
Danica held an identical earpiece in front of Nevan�s face. �Right or left?�
Nevan focused back on Danica�s green gaze. He smiled and reached for it. She jerked it back, shaking her head. �Let me.�
�Right.� Shifting to allow her to secure the earpiece in place, he ran his fingers through her hair.
She shivered and locked gazes with him. �I still don�t like this.�
�It has to be done. I�ll always be the human to them otherwise.�
Her shoulders dropped. �I know.� She leaned into him, pressing her breast against his chest. �But you�re my human.�
Snaking his arms around her, he captured her lips unconcerned of the others in the room until someone cleared their throat. They broke the kiss, and Danica stepped aside. Nevan gave her hand a light squeeze and moved toward the door.
He stepped out into the cold winter evening. At least it�s not snowing, again. He drew in a deep breath, taking in the crisp, clean mountain air around him. The only sound was the tops of the trees swaying in the breeze. It was as though nature knew what was about to happen and waited for the show to begin.
Cameron and Blaine walked around him and down the stairs. Blaine looked toward the sky. �Cam and I will watch the south boundary; the wolves have the north.�
Nevan walked down the stairs and took in the surrounding forest. The wolves Blaine spoke of were two more Enforcers, Hayden and Dane. Nevan had met them briefly when they arrived. For the first time, he�d sensed a tension between the males, but he brushed it off as being the difference between the wolves and cats. It was definitely going to be fun to witness how these different packs coexisted in one small town.
Jared stepped up beside him. In sync, they nodded and jogged off into the forest in different directions.
Nevan stopped several yards into the thick forest and listened, using his empathy to connect to the world around him. It was what gave him the edge and allowed him to meet his brothers head-on when they�d competed as teens. Apparently, he was one of the few humans sensitive to the energy levels around him. To people outside his paranormal family, he simple explained it as �just a feeling,� but to his family, and now Danica, he was free to use his empathic gift to the fullest.
Kneeling down, he placed a palm against the base of a large oak. A light thumping vibration met his touch. The deer. He smiled, stood and cut left as soundlessly as he could.
When he came to a small clearing, he stilled and listened again. A sound too heavy to be a deer drew his attention to the left. Jared moved silently through the trees. Just then a deer darted into his sight. Crouching down, Nevan prepared to chase the animal. But, the deer stopped, stood still as stone for a moment, and then one ear moved as if detecting something. Nevan remained crouched, trying not to make a sound.
Without warning, the deer took off. Jared ran after it. Cursing, Nevan chased them. Something was out there. �I�m picking up something. Do any of you see or hear anything?�
Blaine�s voice came through the radio first. �Not where I am. Hayden?�
�Nope, all clear. Dane and I will split up.�
�Jared?� Nevan prompted.
�Spooked, human?� Jared�s arrogant and taunting tone came over the radio.
Nevan clenched his teeth together. �No. There is another animal out here, bigger than the deer.�
The cat snorted. �We�re all animals, Doc. I thought you were smart enough to know that.�
Arrogant ass. He was about to send back his own taunt when Jared gritted out a curse out.
�Fuckin� rogue!�
That phrase was all Nevan needed to push his legs as fast as they could go. �Location,� he barked.
No answer. �Jared!�
He skidded to a halt when a man stepped in front of him. It took a few seconds to recognize him.
�Dane, right?�
�Yeah. Jared�s not responding to mind-link either.� Dane shook his head. Cam had warned the male not to use it earlier, but he�d thought nothing of it.
�Jared�s Cam�s brother, which connects him directly to Keegan.�
Nevan nodded. Now it made sense. The Enforcers had to form a blood bond with the Alpha or, in this case, both Alphas�Keegan and Luna�in order to protect the packs. The bond formed a tight inner circle that gave them the strength they needed. Apparently, mind linking was one of those strengths.
He took a step forward, only to have Dane grab his arm. �I have orders to bring you to the cabin.�
Nev narrowed his eyes. �I�m going to find Jared.�
Dane shook his head and growled. �You are one stubborn SOB, you know that?�
�Yep.�
A howl of pain cut through the night air, sending a cold shiver up Nevan�s spine. He jogged ahead, following the sound. With his senses, he searched for any sign of Jared. After a few seconds, he found a faint connection to the cat and started to run.
�Are you sure you�re not a shifter?� Dane ran beside him.
�Yes, I�m sure. I was raised with them, and I�m empathic.�
�Ah. That explains it.�
Both of them stopped dead. Nevan�s heart sped at the sight of Jared lying in the snow, barely breathing, with his throat ripped open. His blood darkened the snow around him. Nevan dropped to his knees and covered the wound.
Dane barked orders over the line. �Get Sasha, and have her at the cabin when we get there.
Coming on foot. Better yet� Blaine, we need pick up.�
Nevan peered at the wolf, confused. Dane shrugged. �He can teleport.�
Oh, he remembered that now. Danica had mentioned it the day he�d found out the town�s little secret. Ashwood Falls was full of surprises. It was exactly what he needed to get away from his grief-filled life and start over.
Blaine flashed in. �Sasha�s at the house. She came in right after we left.� He looked at Jared, and a tic formed in his temples. �The rogues will pay for this.� He lifted Jared up off the ground, grabbed Nevan�s arm, and flashed them back to the cabin.
* * *
After Jared fell silent and the radio cut off, Danica had paced her cabin. Worry ate at her. Her palms felt clammy, and her heart hurt. She didn�t love Jared as a mate would, but she�d never wanted anything to happen to him. Knowledge of a rogue running around didn�t ease her panic.
�I hate not knowing. Shay, can you pick up anything?�
Shay shook her head. �They blocked me.�
The door flew open, making Danica whirl around to see Blaine carrying an unconscious Jared straight to the guest room. Cam and Sasha jumped up to rush after the men while Danica went to gather her medical supplies in case Sasha needed anything. It�d been a long time since her home was used as a medical facility.
When she entered the room, her chest tightened. Cam sat on the edge of the bed, holding her brother�s hand in one of hers and stroking his cheek with the other, providing him with the touch a shifter needs from his family. Danica moved to the other side of the bed where Sasha worked to close up the hole in his throat.
Hovering her hand over his chest, Danica felt the steady beat of his heart. Relief pushed away some of the tension in her body. He was going to be okay.
* * *
A few hours later, Danica entered the living room. Everyone, but Sasha, was still there. She�d been called back into town to tend to a couple of juveniles who�d gotten into a fight.
Cam sat up in her chair. �How is he?�
�Resting. He lost a lot of blood and needs to rest.�
The jaguar nodded. �Can I see him?�
Danica nodded and Cameron stood to go see her brother.
Blaine pushed off the wall he�d been supporting to take charge of the group. �We need to get back.� The other Enforcers stood, said their farewells, and left. Blaine turned to Nevan and extended his hand. �Welcome to the pack.�
Confused, Nevan took his hand in a firm handshake. �I didn�t win.�
�No, but you reacted like a Pack member protecting his own. That shows loyalty. Plus, we need a good shrink to help the youth deal with the combining of the Packs.�
Nevan smiled, making Danica�s heart skip a beat. �Are you offering me a job?�
Blaine shrugged. �If you stay, you work.� He nodded to Danica and dematerialized.
Danica wrung her hands in front of her. Fear of losing him hung between them. He stepped forward, cupped her face, and kissed her softly. �I guess I�m the town shrink.�
All her tense feelings and insecurity melted away, and she flung her arms around him in a tight hug. �I love you, Nev.�
�I love you, too. Now let�s go complete this mating.�
She pulled back to study him. �Are you sure? I mean it really is until death. That could be hundreds of years considering you would take my lifespan.�
His smile and the wicked gleam in his gaze sent heat to her sex. �I think I can handle it.�
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Chapter 1

Khloe exited the last clothing store for the day, relieved to be heading home. She, her twin sister, and her new BFF, had been browsing the shops at a large outdoor mall called the Towncenter since ten that morning. It was now a few minutes past five. She was pooped and longed for a lengthy, relaxing soak, but she didn�t dare complain. If the eight-months-pregnant lady could last this long without asking to slow down, then Khloe was definitely not saying a word.
Khloe glanced at Lydia and frowned. The other Divinity had tied her long red hair up in a ponytail about halfway through the shopping trip, complaining about the heat. Khloe dismissed it as one of Lydia�s prego-hot flashes that she had often. However, the fatigue settling over Lydia�s porcelain features was starting to concern Khloe. Maybe she had thought too soon about her friend�s energy level.
�Are you okay?�
Lydia shifted her green-and-blue gaze to Khloe and smiled. �I�m fine.�
With a sigh, Khloe looked at Kalissa, shrugged, and let the lie drop. Lydia kept her emotions on a tight leash not letting anyone see her pain. Being able to pick up each other�s emotions was one of the benefits of having been bound together a month ago by the Goddess of Witchcraft, Hecate. It was a blessing and very annoying.
Khloe understood the anger, the need to hide the pain from the others. Lydia hadn�t only lost her father and husband, but her mother was missing, and she was possibly in the hands of the demons.
Hell, she was handling it a lot better than Khloe would have. Then again, she wasn�t the one about to be a mother, so she didn�t know what it was like to possess the mother�s instinct to love, to protect, and be strong for the sake of a child. Still, it wasn�t healthy to keep everything bottled up inside.
�We can relax in the hot tub when we get home,� Khloe said, moving ahead of the other two women.
�That would be nice,� Lydia replied with a real smile this time, not the forced I�m-not-hiding-my-pain smile she usually offered everyone.
Stepping off the curb to head to the car, Khloe stilled and let the warm air caress her skin. An electrical charge that only the select few magickin�like her and the other Divinities�could detect was palpable in the humid summer air.
Her spine tingled as the supernatural energy drifted on the wind, putting her on full alert.
Reaching out with her senses, she relaxed. A little. The energy was familiar in an odd kind of way. Her admirer was nearby.
More like a stalker, really, without the creepy love letters and phone calls.
For the last month, someone had watched her and followed her every move. When the entity was near, a warm shiver rolled over her skin like a caress. The energy didn�t come from a human. Demon?
Maybe. But, the power was too intense to be any demonic creature she�d come in contact with. She considered one of the gods, but that didn�t make sense either. The gods wouldn�t stalk her. They would send a messenger or deliver their message in person. She and the others had also thought it could be a guardian.
Whatever the entity was, it annoyed the hell out of her to be followed around and spied upon.
She scanned to mall parking lot and the sidewalk that lead to the various shops. Nothing remotely threatening came into view or reached out to her supernatural senses. Then again, she never saw anything when she sensed the presence. It had shown up last month, right after she and Kalissa had been thrust into an ancient war between witches and demons.
That was when she and Kalissa found a note from their mother telling them about the Sinew�a crystal sphere that held the magic of the worlds�and sent Kalissa on a mission to retrieve it. As Divinities, it was their duty to protect magickin from Khan, the new Bastard Lord of the Underworld.
Khloe gladly pledged to take a stand in the war. After all, it was Khan and his demonic army who�d taken her parents away from her almost two years ago. She was going to make them pay, no matter how long it took. Being long-lived, time was something she had plenty of.
The wind picked up, bringing a hint of coolness and the scent of coming rain. She looked up, inhaled, and smiled. Dark storm clouds filled the afternoon sky. She loved storms. Being able to call upon the elements and bend them to her will was her divine gift. So, she took every opportunity she could to enjoy them. �There�s a powerful storm headed our way.�
�It�s a good thing we�re going straight home.� Kalissa reached out to snatch Khloe�s cell from her.
She jerked away before Kalissa could grab it, laughed, and jogged ahead of the other two women.
Kalissa�s blond curls, a shade darker than Khloe�s, and without pink streaks, were pulled back in ponytail, but it was the annoyance across her slightly oval face that made Khloe giggle with mischief.
Walking backward in the direction of Kalissa�s new Beamer, Khloe scrolled through the pictures she had snapped of them shopping. Her twin hated having her picture taken and would delete the photos once she got a hold of the phone. No way, Khloe had plans for these babies, like uploading them to the magickin social network, Magical Enchantments.
�Lo, stop.�
Khloe froze and snapped her head up to meet Kalissa�s violet, anxious gaze. The psychic connection to her twin told her she wasn�t talking about the phone. Hairs stood up on the back of her neck rose, and a cold shiver rolled down her spine. A new demonic power touched her awareness, different, colder than their daily stalker.
�Here.� She shoved her shopping bags to Kalissa and put the cell in her back pocket of her shorts.
�You and Lydia head home. I�ll catch up to you.�
Kalissa shook her head. �I don�t like this.�
Neither did she, but they had gone over it. The plan was that anytime they were out and shit got critical they split up. When her sister had bonded with and married the sheriff of Maxville, Ayden Daniels, the bond between Ayden and Kalissa extended through the twin bond to Khloe. All three of them could connect telepathically and emotionally, and the three of them could use the gift to tap into other magical beings� powers. To keep the gift from falling into Khan�s hands, they agreed they should never be caught together because, together, they were both more powerful and also more vulnerable.
Khan would drain them of their magic, which would kill them instantly because a Divinity�s magic was tied to their life force. They couldn�t survive without it. Khan would then use that magic in his plans to merge the natural world and the Afterworld to the Underworld.
Today, they�d taken a huge risk with Lydia. She was eight months pregnant and, according to the magickin birth cycle, was due any day.
�Look, you said yourself that our stalker might be a guardian sent to watch over us. If that�s the case, then I�m not alone.�
�That�s just a hunch. We�re not sure.�
�Please, Lis. Go. I�ll be okay.�
Kalissa let out a heavy sigh and urged Lydia in front of her to shield the other Divinity from harm as they rushed toward the car.
The squealing of tires and the sight of a white mini-van barreling toward them sent Khloe�s heart into marathon speed. She gave her sister and her new best friend a kiss on their cheeks and took off through the parking lot, hoping the demon would take the bait.
She glanced over her shoulder to the BWM. Kalissa and Lydia were safe inside and pulling out of the parking space. Thank the gods. A pang of relief rolled through her and she prayed Kalissa and Lydia would make it home safe.
The roar of an engine drew her attention to the white box on wheels speeding toward her much too fast for a parking lot, closing in on her. She hit the sidewalk and ran toward the road. She wanted to lead them out of the city limits without becoming the next demon delicacy. The farther away from witnesses, the better. They had enough to deal with because of the demons. They didn�t need a twenty-first century lynch mob to contend with.
A quick glance at the advancing vehicle caused her heart to slam against her ribcage. The van�s side door slid open, and a demon jumped out, tucked his head, and rolled across the pavement into the grass. He jumped up and ran straight for her.
Shit!
She pushed her legs as fast as they could go. The racing engine of the van grew louder. She flashed a couple of miles up the road. Without a set destination, she couldn�t teleport far. Where would she go anyway?
Outrunning that damn van wasn�t happening. She might be a powerful witch, but she didn�t know where she could go or how many demons were packed inside that van. Judging by the strength and power rolling off the ones chasing her, they were Amiddians, the middle class citizens of the Underworld.
She whirled and thrust an energy ball at the demon, knocking him backward a few feet. Quickly, she threw a softball size fireball at him. It hit him square in the chest. The flames covered his body and, within seconds, he disappeared into a pile of ash.
Squealing tires followed by the crunching and scraping of metal on pavement behind her sparked her curiosity. Her nose tingled at the smell of hot breaks and burnt rubber. When she turned to look at the wreckage, she gasped. The van lay on its side in the middle of the street. A much stronger and larger male, with hair black as night and long enough to allow fingers to comb through it, stood at the front of the vehicle, his massive chest rose and fell under his black T-shirt as he took deep, calculated breaths.
After punching through the glass, he reached inside the windshield and pulled out the driver. A force of power rolled off the newcomer unlike anything she�d ever felt before. He didn�t radiate demon magic like the others. Although his aura was dark, his power was almost godly and familiar.
Her stalker.
His power reached out to her like physical touch of a lover, sending tingles over her skin. His sculptured body moved in a sensual, yet deadly manner. Her hands itched to touch him, to feel his warm skin under her palms. She closed her eyes to stop the urge to go to him, shivered, and cursed her body for responding to him. Usually demons threw off eerie fridge energy. But, this one, he warmed her in a way that no other man had ever done.
Okay, Lo. You have officially lost your mind.
The Amiddian, held off the ground in the death grip of her stalker, kicked his legs wildly and screamed as the larger male spoke in tones too low for her to make out the words. She caught a glimpse of huge sharp fangs before he latched onto his victim�s neck.
After a few moments, Mr. Tall Dark and Scary tossed the lifeless body away like last week�s trash and turned toward her. She swallowed hard.
His attention snapped to the left. Khloe followed his gaze to another demon running toward her.
Her stalker flashed to stand in front of the other demon, and she fled in the opposite direction.
She was so not hanging around to see what he did to that one. Cutting to her right, she ran into the woods, away from her stalker and would-be captors.
Several feet inside the undeveloped property, another demon materialized in front of her. She dug her heels into the ground to keep from plowing into him. White-blond hair framed his too-thin demonic face. Most demons looked human, allowing them to blend into the natural world. This one didn�t blend very well. At least not to her. For one, his crimson-colored eyes were anything but human. Secondly, his dark magic rolled off him in powerful, choking waves.
Heart hammering in her ears, she darted to the side, but he was too fast for her. His large, rough hands wrapped around her upper arm and his sharp claws dug into her skin, making her cry out. As quickly as he�d grabbed her, an iron bracelet snapped around her wrist. The cuff he slapped on her right arm instantly muted her magic. She felt the flow of energy slow and back away from the iron.
She tried to force is out, create a spark, but it didn�t work. Even her elemental magic reseeded. Damn.
She was powerless against him.
Panic gripped her, and she struggled against the large demon. Survival instincts kicked in, and she brought her foot up and thrust it out, right into his groin. With a painful groan, he crumbled to the ground.
It was a good thing male demons had the same weakness as human men. Take out the jewels and women could rule the world.
The warm tingle across her skin said her stalker was closing in on her, and she bolted deeper into the woods.
* * *
Jagger tossed the Amiddian to the side, stepped away from the overturned van, and froze. Khloe stood on the shoulder of the road about fifteen feet ahead, and watched him. Her pink-streaked blond hair framed her oval face, making her look like a pissed off angel. He took a step forward and felt the presence of another demon. He turned to the new energy to see a horned, blue-skinned demon advancing toward Khloe.
Fuck. Where were they coming from?
Letting out a low growl, Jagger materialized in front of the demon and grabbed him by the front of his shirt. Holding the hell-spawn off the ground, Jagger let his fangs drop. �What do you want with her?�
The demon narrowed his eyes and smirked, but said nothing.
Tightening his grip, Jagger gave the demon one more chance. �You can tell me, or I�ll drain the memories from your useless soul.�
The idiot laughed and vanished.
Fuck! No one should have been able to flash from his hold. He surrounded them with a spell for just that reason. There was only one possibility. Khan had a power source just like Jagger suspected.
Fisting his hands to his side, he whirled around to find Khloe gone. Great. Another complication.
Scenting the air, he picked up on her chocolate-rose fragrance and rushed into the forest. Several feet into the trees and brush, he found her.
She wasn�t alone. A Regal�the imperial guards of Khan and the most powerful demons in the Underworld�stood over her, with his hand gripping her arm.
Rage ran in Jagger�s veins, fueling his need to protect her and kill for her.
He soon discovered his Khloe was a fireball. She kicked the Regal in the balls, taking the demon to the ground. Turning on her heels, she took off again, but not before he caught the scent of blood.
A deep growl ripped from his throat, and he thrust his hand toward the male struggling to stand, hitting him with a ball of fire. The demon puffed into a black pile of dust.
No one harmed what belonged to him and lived.
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Sometimes being the bad boy seemed a whole lot easier. Justin Cooper let out a sigh and closed his eyes. The tension that had crept through his shoulders and neck throughout the day seemed to suffocate him. He sat at his desk in his office at the elementary school and wished he were anywhere else. Sure, he loved being the principal of his small-town school, but, sometimes, he just needed a break.
The school bell rang, a soft trilling sound that set his teeth on edge, indicating he might just get that break he wanted. It was the Tuesday before Thanksgiving, and the temperature had dropped dramatically in their small Montana town of Holiday. He�d deal with the biting cold, just as long as he got his much-needed break. A full five-day weekend all to himself.
He let out a snort. Okay, not all to himself.
He was one of five Cooper brothers, which meant he was never too alone. They�d grown up close, and he, Matt, Tyler, Brayden, and Jackson hadn�t drifted apart as they�d aged like some families; perhaps because, after the death of their parents, they�d needed to rely on each other. Not to mention Matt, his youngest brother, had proposed to Jordan, bringing another family member into the fold.
Being the most prominent family in town had its drawbacks. No, he was never quite alone, and everyone knew his business.
Holiday was one of those storybook old Western towns that had never quite gotten with the times and evolved. But, he was okay with that. He kind of liked having the general store across the street from his brother�s hardware store. Everything was pretty much laid back and moved at a slower pace.
It was a perfect pace when he really just wanted to hide away and relax. Though, in reality, he never got the chance to do just that.
He ran a hand through his too-long hair and groaned. He needed to get a freaking haircut because, according to Jordan, he was starting to look like some punk kid. And, God forbid, he didn't fit the part of a proper and professional school principal. As it was, he looked like the aging bad boy of a small town.
He was a thirty-four-year-old man who spent his life either at work or tinkering around the house.
Fuck, he sounded like a whiny bastard. At least he enjoyed his job and had a roof over his head.
He worked for another hour or so on the school budget for the upcoming year and called it a day.
He closed down his computer, locked up his desk, and walked out to his car, the tension never quite leaving his shoulders as he looked forward to the long weekend.
The snow had just started to fall again, leaving a light dusting on the sidewalks and cars.
Everything looked like the beginning of a white wonderland, complete with Thanksgiving and harvest decorations in store windows. The one-road town appeared to be a scene sliced from an old western movie. The storefronts had been updated over the years, the road had been paved, but the town still looked old-timey. The road branched off in other directions as people built out, but Main Street remained the center of town. The snow was light, but he knew it wouldn�t take long for the sidewalks and roads to become slick. He stopped beside his car and called town maintenance, which consisted of George, his plow truck, and a few other key tools.
�Hey, I know the school�s closed, but I'd still like you to salt the sidewalks, just in case. You never know what kids will want to do once they get a break.� The last thing he needed was a kid to break an arm or worse. Not to mention the irate parents that would blame him. As much as he loved the kids, sometimes dealing with parents made him feel as if his job was sucking the life out of him.
George grunted, but agreed to prep the sidewalks.
Justin hung up, shivered in his coat, and got in his SUV. It dawned on him that it would have been smarter to get in the car and then make the phone call. Why he hadn't done that was beyond him.
Maybe it was old age. Okay, he wasn�t that old, but damn, he sure felt it. He slammed the door shut, shivered again, and started his car. He let it idle for a few moments while it warmed and cupped his hands over his mouth. Dear God, when did it get this cold? It hadn�t been this cold that morning.
When the car was finally heated up enough that he wasn�t afraid he�d kill the engine, he shifted into drive and headed home. It wasn�t even that late; he just wanted to go to bed. His body felt heavy, heated, and edgy. Maybe he just needed a beer. All the more reason to head home.
Justin carefully navigated the roads, not surprised at the lack of cars. People who lived in Montana were accustomed to snow, but that didn�t mean people necessarily loved to drive in it, nor did they drive anywhere, if they didn�t have to. The ice was already starting to build up, and Justin knew, in a few more minutes, it would get dangerous. Luckily, he lived close enough to the school that on a warm day he could jog to work; not that he wanted to do that anymore. The leering looks from some of the single and not-so-single moms when he had done so had quickly squashed that idea.
He pulled into his driveway, parked, and then shuffled as quickly as he could into his home.
Thankfully, he�d turned the heater on with a timer before he�d left, so stepping into the house wasn�t like stepping into an icebox. He shook off the snow and stepped out of his shoes. He hated cleaning, so he did his best not to be a slob. He wasn�t a neat freak like his brother Jackson, but he kept a clean house.
He knew his home wasn�t perfect, far from it. It would always be a work in progress, at least until he had someone to share it with; another heartbeat in the house. He�d filled the rooms with heavy furniture suitable for him and his brothers. There was no feminine energy whatsoever in the home. He hadn�t painted the walls yet, beyond a quick white coat, because he didn�t know what he wanted. He also hadn�t yet put anything up on the walls. It was as if he were waiting for something�or someone �to help him fill it. What, or who, he didn�t know.
With a sigh, he strode to the kitchen and took out the ingredients for dinner. He�d been craving Christmas cookies for the past month�and given in to those cravings more often than not�so he decided on fresh salmon, rice, and yellow squash for dinner. He needed to eat healthy so he could indulge in some sugar cookies later. He didn�t know what it was, but he needed sugar cookies, daily.
He loved them best when they were soft and had a thick icing layer on them. Just thinking about them made his stomach growl and his teeth ache. He knew his brother, Jackson, a dentist, would absolutely kill him if he knew how many cookies he had ingested over the past month. But, he couldn�t help it.
He craved the suckers.
He quickly got the rice going, sliced the squash so it could steam, and heated some olive oil in a pan for the salmon. He seasoned the filet then put it on the heat, but, even as he did, visions of cookies danced in his head. Yep, he was officially going crazy. The salmon crackled and popped as the fatty tissue hit the hot oil in the skillet. The aroma of lemon and dill filled the air, and he groaned. Nope, didn�t smell good enough to him. He wanted those damn cookies.
�I�m a fucking adult. I can eat a cookie before dinner if I want to.� Sure, keep telling yourself that.
Knowing if his mother had been alive, she would have scolded him, he tiptoed to the airtight container and took out one cookie. Come on, one little frosted cookie wouldn�t hurt. He hesitated, and then he grabbed a second cookie in case the first didn�t take the edge off. He bit down into the sugary goodness and groaned.
Hell, yeah, this is better than sex.
He choked on the last bit of cookie and grabbed his beer to wash it down. Fuck, he needed to get laid if a cookie was better than sex. How long had it been? He tried to think about it and sighed. Damn, he was turning into the cat lady. The one that resembled the little old lady who stayed indoors all day with a shawl around her shoulders and a cat on her lap. He just needed the fucking cat.
The salmon popped again, and he rushed to the stove. Thankfully, he hadn�t burned his dinner.
Though, if he did, he could just eat more cookies.
No. No, that wouldn�t work.
He turned off the heat and plated his dinner, and then he moved to the bar at the end of his kitchen isle and ate. With each bite, he turned the same question over in his mind: what the hell he was doing with his life? He was thirty-four years old and bored. He used to be the life of the party and celebrate the holidays like no other. Now he just did it for others. He didn�t enjoy Christmas as much, either.
Not since that night and that weird dream.
The doorbell rang, and he shook off his thoughts. Justin shuffled to the door and opened the it. He raised a brow when he saw who was on the other side.
�What are you two doing here?� he asked as his brothers, Tyler and Brayden, walked through the door, inviting themselves in.
Tyler took off his hat and raised his brow. He still wore his sheriff�s uniform, even after a too-long day at work. His short black hair looked like it needed a cut, and his blue eyes were exhausted.
�Is that any way to greet your brothers?�
Justin let out a sigh and took the six-pack of beer from Brayden. �At least you brought me something. But, really, I have enough beer as it is.�
Brayden smiled, his face brightening. He ran a hand that still had car grease under its fingernails through his too-long hair and shook his head. �We always bring presents. It�s the holiday season, after all. And, plus, this beer is for me and Ty; you can drink your own with that attitude.�
Justin just shook his head and closed the door behind them as his brothers shook off the snow on their shoulders and walked toward the kitchen.
�Yum, cookies,� Tyler said as Justin walked in behind them. He clenched his fists and held his tongue so as not to say anything. What the hell was wrong with him? It wasn�t as if he minded sharing.
But, for the life of him, he didn�t want his brother to have a cookie, and he didn�t know why.
It was as if he was five years old again.
Brayden took a seat at the bar and opened beers for the three of them. Justin took his and waited to see what his brothers wanted.
�What are you bringing for Thanksgiving?� Brayden asked as he took a swallow.
�Seriously? You ventured out in the storm for that?� Justin wiped his forehead, surprised to find it clammy. Damn, what the hell was going on with him?
His brothers shared a look.
�What?� he growled.
�Nothing,� Tyler said in is smooth cop voice, the kind that he would use with a wounded crime victim.
�Sure. Tell me what�s up.�
�We�re just worried about you,� Brayden said as he set down his beer.
�Why? I�m fine.�
�No, you�re not,� Tyler said.
Justin let out a breath and closed his eyes. �I�ve just been a little tired and then weird. It�s odd, but I�m fine.�
�You�re not turning into a ghost, are you?� Brayden asked. He didn�t crack a smile when he asked.
Considering their brother, Matt, had been a ghost for the past ten years, that question had been a serious one. Add in the fact that their soon-to-be sister-in-law was a witch and the supernatural presence in their town could be a reason to worry.
He hadn�t faded into the darkness, and he didn�t cast spells. So, he knew it wasn�t that.
�No, I�m all corporeal. But, thanks for caring,� he said dryly.
�We�re just worried about you,� Tyler said.
Justin nodded, feeling oddly touched. But, these were his macho brothers, so he couldn�t actually let them know. �Ah, thanks, buddy. Let�s go watch that new tear-jerker, hold hands, and I�ll get you a tampon.�
�Fuck you.� Tyler sneered then winked. �If anything, Matt may need one. Have you seen how lovey-dovey, starry-eyed whipped he is?�
Justin snorted. �So eloquent. But, yeah, Jordan makes him happy. Whatever.�
�Yeah, but does he have to be smiling all the damn time?� Tyler asked as he munched on a cookie.
Must not rip cookie from his hand.
�It�s because he�s getting laid,� Brayden interjected and took a bite of a cookie.
God, are they going to eat all of them? 
�More than I can say for the three of us,� Justin said.
�Hey, speak for yourself,� Tyler said, his palm out. �I got laid this week. More than I can say about the two of you.�
�You�re a pig,� Bray said, a distant look on his face.
�No, I have sex with women who don�t like commitments. I don�t have sex every day, so back off.�
�If you�re so testy about it, maybe you should start thinking about settling down,� Justin said.
�What about Abby? Jordan�s friend? She�s nice, and I think Jordan wants to bring her into the family.�
Tyler looked confused for a moment then frowned. �Abby? No, not so much. But thanks.�
�Hey, she�s nice. What the fuck is your problem?�
�She�s the settling-down type, and I don�t want to settle down. Plus, she�s, you know, Abby.�
Brayden turned toward their brother, anger on his face. �Now what is that supposed to mean?�
Tyler looked at them both and blinked. �She�s just not my type.�
�Oh, you mean she isn�t a bimbo?� Justin asked
�Well, that�s just not nice. And why are you ganging up on me? Why don�t you settle down with Abby?�
Justin sighed. Because Abby doesn�t have a crush on me, dumbass. But, he couldn�t say that. Fuck, his brother was a careless bastard when it came to Abby, and he had no idea why.
But, that same idiot of a brother was right about one thing; Justin needed to get laid. He might not be as much of a ladies� man as Tyler, but he still needed a woman.
His brothers said their goodbyes, and Justin was left alone in his empty home, thinking about women�and whether he should make another batch of cookies. He patted his eight-pack. He would have thought he�d have Santa�s bowlful of jelly by now, but, no, he hadn�t gained a pound from the dozens of cookies he�d inhaled in the past month.
Weird.
Justin sat in his armchair and watched the snowfall outside his window accumulating in large drifts. His phone beeped, and he looked down at the texts from each of his brothers saying they�d made it home. He must have been looking pretty bad if they had worried enough about him to venture out in the snow.
The holidays were coming, and he needed to get ready. Even though he didn�t enjoy Christmas as much as he had in years past, he still loved giving gifts. He knew what he wanted to get each of his family members, including Jordan; not something they�d necessarily need, but something that would spark a memory or bring a smile to their faces.
Thinking about Jordan made him remember that, other than his brothers and her, he really was alone. Maybe he needed a girlfriend.
Just the thought of hooking up with anyone in Holiday made him shake his head. There were only two women, other than Jordan, in town that even sparked his interest, and those two didn�t really spark it as much as make him feel as if they were family. Allison, the waitress at the town diner, was beautiful and had a great personality, but Brayden was in love with her, even if Brayden didn�t know it. And Abby was like a kid sister who, yes, may be hot, but there was no interest there. God, he hated his small town sometimes.
His phone rang, startling him out of his thoughts. �Hello?�
�Hi! Justin?� a perky, unfamiliar voice asked.
�Uh, yeah. Who�s this?
�Oh, I�m Rina Brewer; you�re trainer. We�re going to need to meet soon.�
Justin blinked and looked at his phone.
Out of Range.
Uh, huh.
�Who are you again? What does this concern?�
�Oh!� She giggled. Actually fucking giggled. But, it sounded sweet and not annoying like giggling usually did. Okay, enough of the beer for him. �It concerns Santa, of course. He needs you.�
Justin coughed. �Funny. I don�t know you who are, but really, come up with better jokes next time. Though you do sound pretty, I�m hanging up now.�
He pressed End as the high-pitched voice yelled at him to stop. Whatever.
He rolled his neck and stretched. His skin felt tight, achy. Something was coming. What the hell?
For more read Santa�s Executive, out now.
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