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Lieka bolted upright in bed, her body drenched in cold sweat, the duvet clutched in white-knuckled fists as memories she fought to bury surged through her like a wildfire. Her breath came in ragged gasps, the phantom scent of iron and that monstrous crimson gaze burning behind her eyelids.

Dominique. The name alone was a blade twisting in her ribs.

The nightmare had whisked her back to that cursed night—Paradise’s moonlit streets painted with malice, the predatory hunger in those unnatural scarlet eyes, the suffocating press of stolen power choking the air. Lieka could still taste her own terror, metallic and sour, when Dominique’s claws pierced her throat.

And Richard? His betrayal had carved deeper than any weapon.

Her phone’s shrill ring jolted her back to the present. Mother’s ringtone—saccharine and sharp, just like Rosa herself. Lieka swallowed the lump in her throat before answering.

“Two in the damn morning,” she hissed, voice rough with unshed tears. “This better be apocalypse-level urgent.”

Rosa’s response was ice wrapped in silk. “Pack light. You’re reassigned.”

Lieka’s gut clenched.

Rebuilding a shattered pack meant blood, grief, and broken bones—but when her mother uttered the location, the world tilted.

“Paradise.”

The word was a guillotine’s drop.

“Like hell—!” Lieka’s snarl tore from her throat. Richard’s face flashed behind her eyes—his final words, colder than a winter grave: “I no longer want you.”

“You will go.” Rosa’s command brooked no argument. “Liam’s barely holding what’s left of Christopher’s pack together. That boy is family—or have you buried your heart with the rest of your ghosts?”

Lieka’s nails bit into her palms. Christopher. His mate. Their pups—gone. A choked sound escaped her.

Her wolf paced beneath her skin, hackles raised. “Our place is there.”

“Shut up,” Lieka shot back, but the protest was hollow.

The call ended with a threat—father’s orders—and left her trembling with fury and aching, stupid hope.

Then, the final blow: Richard had been the one to call for aid.

The bastard who banished her now summoned her like some stray.

Her suitcase hit the bed with a thud. Clothes were thrown in haphazardly—jeans, combat boots, black leather that had seen more fights than parties.

Her wolf growled, restless.

“He smells of pack. Of home.”

Lieka froze.

No.

Even now, even after the wreckage, her traitorous heart still yearned.

The cottage door slammed behind her as she set off to Dover to meet with her mother and Jean so that she could get the full story of what happened.

Paradise awaited—and with it, vengeance, redemption, or ruin.

***
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RICHARD BARELY SLEPT a wink the night before—Antonio’s call had left his mind racing. Lieka was coming back to Lancaster County, everything arranged, her return set in motion. Rosa had even scheduled a meeting with Liam two days after her arrival, a chance to restructure the pack’s command. But Richard couldn’t shake the gnawing guilt, the weight of having sent her away in the first place.

His nerves twisted inside him, restless and relentless. He could only imagine the storm brewing in Lieka’s mind, the quiet fury, the hurt he’d left unresolved. Would she greet him with fire or ice? A punch, or worse—silence? That heavy, suffocating silence where her sharp eyes said everything her lips wouldn’t. The thought sat like a stone in his gut.

His emotions churned, a mix of excitement and dread. He pictured the way her brows would knit together, her jaw clenching tight before she swallowed her words, shaking her head as if deciding he wasn’t worth the breath. He hated it—hated himself for pushing her to that point. Yet beneath the guilt, beneath the nerves, a stubborn flicker of hope refused to die. Maybe, just maybe, this time he could make things right.

He remembered how her cheeks would flush pink and she would clench her fists to her side, then she would simply walk away, even if he was still talking to her; she would just remain silent. He was hoping that she would not do that, even though he knew he deserved it.

He glanced at the grandfather clock in the corner of the den, it was eleven am. He would have to leave soon to meet Michael before going to the airport. His meeting with Michael was at one, he needed to be at the airport by three.

He and Michael were supposed to meet at a small coffee shop near the airport so Richard wouldn’t get stuck in traffic and be late to the airport. It was May and traffic was always a mess in Philadelphia during the spring and summer.

Richard announced to Marie he was leaving and would call her when he was on his way back home. Marie waved her hand with a bright smile on her face as Richard closed the door behind him.

When Richard got to the coffee shop he was thirty minutes early but Michael was already there, sipping from a mug and looking over it, when he noticed Richard standing at the door.

Richard watched the vampire place his mug down and stood up to greet him in the traditional vampire way. He offered Richard his wrist as sign of trust amongst the two, Richard offered his in return. As the tradition, the offering of wrist was amongst the highest respect, if the vampire took the wrist and bit it there was no trust established, if the offered was sniffed and the other offered theirs in return it was trust.

“Richard, it’s an honor to finally meet you after all these years,” Michael said, his voice warm as he settled back into the small booth. “Your hospitality towards members of my kiss is truly appreciated; they’ve always spoken fondly of their visits to your lands.”

Richard slid into the booth across from him, his professional smile firmly in place as he met Michael’s golden brown gaze. “The pleasure is mine, Michael. Your members have always spoken highly of you, and I’m glad we could finally meet in person.”

Just as Michael was about to respond, a young waitress appeared at their table, offering Richard a menu. He politely declined, instead ordering a coffee with plenty of cream and sugar – a departure from his usual black coffee, but a sweet treat for the day.

The waitress, barely into her twenties, beamed with a bright smile as she took his order. Her blond hair was pulled back into a neat bun, and her sparkling blue eyes seemed to dance as she promised to return with his coffee.

Michael leaned in, his voice barely above a whisper, as he shared a confidence with Richard. “That’s Julie – she’s currently in talks with the council about joining our ranks. She’s smitten with my second, and I think she’d make a fantastic vampire.”

“Ah, I see, was that another reason why you wanted to meet here?” Richard asked as he glanced over at Julie.

“It was one, that and you didn’t want to be late picking up Antonio’s daughter. She was a handful, even when she was just a child, and from what I’m guessing, she still is.” Michael chuckled.

Richard watched as the man’s eyes lit up and his short sandy blond hair was messy, but in a cut that was made to look that way. Richard got a sense of the man’s energy and found nothing but goodness, yet sternness in it.

Richard relaxed a bit, but his nerves were still knotting at the base of his stomach. “So, Michael, Antonio told me that you would like to acquire my services.”

Before Michael could answer, Julie returned with his coffee, placing it in front of him, with a warm and friendly smile, and asked if she could get him anything else. Richard declined any form of food.

Michael’s eyes sparkled as he made the introduction, his voice filled with a warm, genuine smile. “Julie, I would like for you to meet Richard Geist. He is the Master of Lancaster County, and the leader of the second largest kiss on the east coast.” The respect in his tone was palpable, and Julie’s eyes widened slightly as she took in the information.

Julie’s cheeks flushed a soft pink as she offered her wrist to Richard in a gesture of respect, her eyes locked on his. “Oh, my gosh, I’m so sorry,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. Richard’s gaze met hers, and he felt a flicker of surprise at the automatic gesture.

Richard’s fingers wrapped gently around Julie’s wrist, and he brought it to his nose, inhaling the sweet scent of her human blood. The aroma wafted up, teasing his senses, and he could feel the familiar ache in the back of his throat, a reminder that her blood was only a mere centimeter from his lips. He hadn’t fed in a while, and the temptation was palpable, but he reined in his thirst, his fangs remaining hidden.

Instead, he caressed her wrist with his cheek, the soft skin a gentle caress against his own. He released her wrist, his smile warm and genuine. “Thank you, Julie. You have a lovely energy about you,” he said, his eyes never leaving hers. Julie smiled, nodded her head, and then returned to her work, her movements efficient and practiced.

Richard turned his attention back to Michael, his thoughts still on Julie. “She has a good energy about her; I think you may be right,” he said, his voice thoughtful as he began to prepare his coffee. He added a spoonful of sugar and a dash of creamer, stirring the mixture until it reached a rich, caramel color.

Michael’s smile grew wider, his full lips curving upward as he revealed a set of perfectly white teeth. “Yes, Antonio was correct about wanting to acquire your services. Your reputation is beyond compare to any other attorney out there, both for humans as well as the preternatural.” He leaned back in his chair, his eyes never leaving Richard’s face.

Michael set his mug down, his fingers lacing together as he placed them on top of the table. “I have many businesses around the world, and I need someone to take on the task of drawing iron-clad contracts for me, as well as helping me gain legal authority to change those that wish to join my kiss.” His voice took on a note of frustration, and he sighed, shaking his head. “It’s easy work, but I don’t want to get screwed over with my businesses as I have in the past. The attorney I had used wasn’t as good as I first thought.”

“A number of my ventures were forced to shut down or relocate, resulting in substantial financial losses due to contractual loopholes. The majority of the revenue from those businesses is invested in my kiss, ensuring their well-being and providing for their needs. Take Julie, for example - she’s a diligent worker, holding down two jobs, one here and another at a store in the King of Prussia Mall. If she’s granted approval for the change, I don’t think she should have to struggle to make ends meet.

“I want to guarantee her happiness and ability to contribute to the kiss. I’d provide her with a new home, employment opportunities, and ensure she’s a valued member of our community, not just another vampire on the streets.” Michael glanced at Julie before turning his attention back to Richard, locking eyes with him. “I’d also like to establish a more suitable ‘halfway’ house for new changelings, similar to what you’ve accomplished in Lancaster County. I’m impressed by your work, and I’d like to replicate that in Philadelphia. Furthermore, there’s a possibility that Delaware County’s master may be relinquishing his position and returning to the UK. I’ve expressed interest in taking over and merging Philadelphia and Delaware County, and the council is considering my proposal.”

Michael paused, studying Richard’s reaction before continuing. “If I’m allowed to follow in your footsteps, I’ll need someone I can trust to handle my legal affairs.”

Richard could see the parallels between himself and Michael. Richard shared the same desire to bring joy and direction to his kiss. “Michael, I’d be more than happy to lend my assistance. It’s clear that we’re driven by the same objectives for our respective communities. Antonio’s endorsement of you as his second suggests that he’ll likely stand behind you as well.” Richard declared.

Michael’s face lit up with a broad smile, and he nodded in agreement. “Indeed he will, my new acquaintance. Antonio is a formidable individual, but also someone I’d prefer not to cross,” Michael added.

Richard glanced at his watch, noting the time had reached two thirty. He needed to depart, so he handed Michael his business card and personal contact information to arrange a more formal meeting and set up a retainer contract for Michael’s review.

Upon arriving at the airport, Richard positioned himself off to the side of the international arrival doors. The cacophony of scents in the crowded area overwhelmed his senses, with the smell of blood from the multitude of people making him flinch.

He leaned against a pillar, waiting for the red double doors to open and the crowd to begin pouring out. The waiting area was packed with people, and Richard preferred to keep a safe distance. The scent of the waitress was enough to stir his thirst.

As he stood there, he recalled the unique scent of Lieka. Despite knowing her for two centuries, he had never tasted her blood. During their intimate moments, there were instances where his fangs would descend, but he would swiftly regain control.

However, with Lieka, he had an overwhelming urge to taste her blood during their lovemaking. A primal instinct within him yearned to mark her as his own, a trait more commonly associated with the Therian world, where blood bonding with one’s mate served as a sign of possession, warning other unmated Therians to keep their distance.

Why he felt so compelled to do such a thing being he was not a Therian escaped him, and he would never ask her to do such a thing, being they never were in a serious relationship as a couple. He didn’t think Lieka felt the same way for him, so he would never approach the subject with her.

The memory of Lieka’s skin beneath his fingertips still haunted him—the way she would gaze up at him, those rare moments of vulnerability flickering in her eyes before she masked them with defiance. It twisted something deep in his chest, a quiet agony that refused to fade. He was certain now she would never forgive him. Marie’s insistence that Lieka loved him had always seemed like a cruel joke, a flicker of hope he refused to grasp—until the night he’d pushed her away for good.

The creak of the doors snapped him back. The crowd spilled out, laughter and embraces filling the space around him. Richard scanned the sea of faces, searching for the one that mattered, but Lieka was nowhere to be seen.

Unease prickled at him. Had she stayed behind? No—Antonio would have warned him. He checked his phone, the screen mocking him with its emptiness. Maybe customs had held her up. The thought settled him, if only slightly. Sliding the phone back into his pocket, he steeled himself to wait, though every second stretched too long without her.
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Lieka navigated through the throngs of people and handed her passport to the customs officer, who stamped it and welcomed her back to the States. As a dual citizen, she had opted to use her American passport, hoping for a seamless customs experience.

She acknowledged the officer with a nod and caught the flirtatious glint in his eye, which was quickly followed by a spark of lust. Her eyes narrowed, and a low growl rumbled in her chest, prompting the officer’s gray eyes to widen in surprise before he hastily averted his gaze.

As Lieka’s stomach began to twist into knots, her heart pounded in her chest with a deafening intensity that she feared would be audible to those around her. The short walk down the hallway to the double red doors left her breathless.

Noticing the restrooms to her right, she ducked into the ladies’ room to collect herself, determined not to let Richard see her in such a state. Standing before the row of sinks, she gazed at her reflection in the mirror.

The dark circles under her eyes, a testament to her sleepless nights, prompted her to rummage through her purse for concealer. After applying a touch of it, she closed her eyes and drew upon the strength of her inner animals.

They rallied around her, offering their collective power, with her wolf being particularly energetic. When she opened her eyes, she was startled to find her wolf’s eyes staring back at her - pure, glowing violet orbs that seemed to vibrate with excitement. Recognizing she couldn’t face Richard in this state, she focused her energy and reasserted control over her wolf.

Once her eyes returned to normal, she turned to the full-length mirror to assess her appearance. Smoothing out the wrinkles in her t-shirt and jeans, she flipped her hair over her shoulders, letting the length cascade down either side of her breasts.

With her composure regained and her animals’ energy coursing through her veins, she exited the restroom and pushed through the double doors. Her eyes widened as she spotted Richard watching a couple, the woman pushing a baby stroller while the man wrapped his arm around her waist.

Lieka’s heart skipped a beat once more, but with her newfound strength, she maintained her poise and approached Richard. As he caught sight of her, his crystal blue eyes widened, and his nose flared, releasing a mix of musk, leather, and his unmistakable scent that stirred a deep longing within her.

She stood before him in silence, offering a formal Therian greeting - a sign of peace and trust, despite her reservations about trusting him. Flipping her hair to the side, she exposed her neck, and Richard’s eyes grew wide as he reciprocated the gesture, his scent betraying a surge in his heartbeat and a hint of nervousness.

Lieka nodded in response, acknowledging the greeting, and began to walk past him.

Richard spun on his heel and followed her, knowing full well she could sniff out his car like a bloodhound tracking a steak. But, being the ever-helpful Master Vampire of Lancaster, he figured he’d save her the trouble and just lead the way. Lieka, meanwhile, stayed quiet—not because she was playing hard to get, but because if she opened her mouth, she’d either sob or punch him in his stupidly handsome face.

She was two breaths away from either hugging him or setting his SUV on fire.

They reached the Lincoln Navigator (because of course Richard drove something absurdly expensive) in total silence. Richard unlocked it like a gentleman—if gentlemen tossed suitcases like they were auditioning for a Strongman competition. Lieka didn’t wait for him to open the door like some damsel in distress. She yanked it open, flopped into the passenger seat, and buckled up like she was preparing for emotional turbulence—because she absolutely was.

Richard slid in, and before starting the engine, he did the stupidest thing possible: he turned toward her, all soft-eyed and tragic like a hero in a telenovela. “Lieka...” His voice was practically dipped in honey—like that would help.

She kept staring straight ahead, pretending to be very interested in the parking lot pavement.

“Lieka, please look at me.”

Oh, now he was begging. Big mistake. Her stomach did a somersault because, vampire or not, his voice still had that effect on her. But she wasn’t about to give him the satisfaction.

Richard exhaled like a man sentenced to eternity in the friend zone. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry, and that it’s good to see you.”

That. Did it.

Aaaaand snap.

Lieka whipped her head toward him so fast she might’ve given herself whiplash. “You’re SORRY?” Her voice was loud enough to shake the SUV and possibly wake the dead—which, given Richard’s usual company, was saying something. “After FIFTY YEARS, that’s your opening line? Just a casual ‘Hey, sorry I ripped your heart out and tossed you to the wolves—nice to see you again!’?”

Richard’s eyes went wide, like a deer in headlights—if deer were immortal undead lawyers who apparently sucked at apologies.

“Tell me, Richard,” Lieka hissed, tears now spilling like a broken faucet, “exactly what are you sorry for? Sorry that you dumped me like yesterday’s trash? Sorry you shipped me off to my dad like a reject from a supernatural yard sale? Sorry I had NIGHTMARES for decades because of you? Oh, but wait—you’re sorry now, so that just wipes the slate clean, huh?!”

She was full-on ugly-crying now, the kind of crying that makes mascara run and dignity vanish. “I loved you, you jackass. I bled for you. Literally. And emotionally. And what did I get? A one-way ticket to Heartbreak City, population: ME.”

Richard just sat there, looking like he’d been hit by a truck. A truck made of FEELINGS.

And the worst part? His eyes were watering. The big, bad Master Vampire was on the verge of tears. Lieka’s instincts screamed at her to comfort him—but nope. Not today, Satan.

She crossed her arms, turned her head back to the window, and seethed. Let him suffer. After all, she’d had fifty years of practice.

His mouth opened, then closed, then opened again like a malfunctioning guillotine—words clearly not his forte today. Lieka turned her head, staring out the windshield like it held the secrets of the universe. Or at least the secrets of why her love life was a dumpster fire. “Now I’m forced to be in a place where I’m not wanted,” she whispered, voice cracking like a teenager’s mid-puberty, “and have to stay in a home that was once my home where—surprise!—I’m still not wanted.”

“You were always wanted,” Richard whispered back, sounding like a man who’d just realized he left his heart in his other coffin, even though sleeping in coffins was only used back when they had to hide from humans.

Lieka swallowed hard, swiping at her tears with the back of her hand like she was trying to erase evidence. “You have an odd way of making someone feel wanted. Like, ‘Oh, here’s a one-way ticket to Dad’s, enjoy your abandonment issues!’”

Richard’s jaw tightened. “I might’ve deserved that,” he admitted, before suddenly shouting like a man who’d just discovered volume control, “BUT NOW YOU WILL LISTEN TO ME!” Lieka flinched so hard she nearly headbutted the dashboard. “The past fifty years weren’t exactly a picnic for me either! Did you ever stop to think why I did what I did? Why I sent you somewhere safe? Somewhere away from Dominique?!”

Lieka whipped her head around, eyes narrowed into slits sharp enough to filet his immortal ego. “Oh, excuse me for not reading between the lines of ‘You’re in the way, I’m tired of you, get lost!’ You never mentioned safety. You never mentioned that crimson-eyed psycho. So tell me, genius, why would I have ever thought about that?!”

Richard looked like he’d just been slapped with a wet noodle—shocked, slightly pathetic, and very confused. His brows furrowed like two caterpillars in a dramatic reenactment of Romeo and Juliet. “I sent you to your father’s to keep you safe,” he said, voice dropping to something raw and desperate. “Dominique would’ve killed you. And I wasn’t strong enough to stop her. I sent you away... because I loved you. It killed me when you left.”

Lieka’s breath caught like a sob stuck in her throat.

“All these years,” he murmured, his voice fraying like a worn-out guitar string, *“I’ve been walking around like somebody chopped me in half. ‘Cause you—*you idiot—were the half I couldn’t live without. I never wanted another soul. I just needed you breathing—even if it meant you were breathing somewhere far the hell away from me.”

And then—oh for crying out loud—a single crimson tear rolled down Richard’s cheek.

Lieka’s heart somersaulted like it was auditioning for the damn circus.

She’d never seen him cry. Not when she’d accidentally set his favorite cloak on fire. Not even when that rogue werewolf punched him so hard his fangs got stuck in his own lip. But she knew exactly what red tears meant—real, ugly, soul-crushing grief, because vampires couldn’t even be sad without making it dramatic.

Just like that, her fury fizzled out like a wet firework.

Here he was—Master Vampire of freakin’ Lancaster County—slumped in a cheap rental car, pouring his unbeating heart out like some dime-store romance hero, while she’d been talking about him like he was an old gym membership she’d finally canceled.

The warmth blooming in her chest was completely unfair. She’d forgotten this stupid, fluttery ache. And she hated that she was feeling it again now, of all times.

Her thumb brushed the tear away, tracing the curve of his jaw like she was memorizing it. Damn him. Damn her. How did he always do this—turn her inside out with one stupid look, one whispered confession, one single, ridiculous tear?

“I...I—” Lieka choked out, her voice breaking as fresh tears spilled down her cheeks. God, how she loved him—loved him even now, when he sat there so shattered and exposed. This wasn’t him. Richard was strength, was power, was control carved into flesh, and seeing him like this—raw and unraveled—twisted something deep inside her chest.

She hadn’t even realized she’d leaned in until the seatbelt bit into her neck, yanking her back like some cruel joke. With trembling fingers, she undid the restraint, twisting in her seat to face him fully.

His eyes—those damn, beautiful eyes—usually held the weight of centuries, sharp and unyielding. But now? Now they were just... broken. Hollow. And they were so close, so unbearably close, their breaths tangled between them, lips barely a whisper apart.

Then his hands were on her face, calloused and warm, pulling her in like she was the only thing keeping him grounded. The kiss started soft—a question, a plea—before deepening into something desperate, something starving. His tongue traced the seam of her lips before slipping inside, dancing with hers in a rhythm that felt like coming home.

It was too much. She melted into him, tears slipping free as her fingers tangled in his hair, nails scraping lightly against his scalp. And when that low, possessive growl rumbled from his chest—her wolf perked up instantly, answering with a whimper of surrender.

Lieka lost herself in the heat of Richard’s kiss, drowning in the intoxicating rush of desire she thought she’d never experience again. But as quickly as she surrendered, fear coiled tight in her stomach, and she tore her lips from his with a shuddering breath. There was no way she could let herself shatter like that again.

“I’m sorry, Richard. I shouldn’t have done that. I...can’t.” Her voice was a whisper, raw with unspoken longing.

Their breaths mingled, heavy and uneven, hearts hammering in tandem. “You’re right,” he murmured, his gaze darkening. “The parking lot is no place for this.”

“No, Richard—I mean I can’t do this.” Her fingers curled into the fabric of her own thighs, nails digging in. “I won’t let myself be broken like that again. I’m only here for Liam. After that, I return to France, and you stay here. Nothing changes—Dominique is still out there, and we’ll both just bleed all over again.”

His jaw clenched, something desperate flashing in those ice-blue eyes. “I understand,” he rasped. “But, Lieka... I need you to know—I never wanted to hurt you. I didn’t know how you felt. If I could carve the last fifty years out of existence, I would. I never wanted to see that pain in your eyes.” His voice dropped, roughened. “I’d die for you. Fuck, I’d live for you.”

She stiffened at the raw sincerity in his words. This wasn’t the controlled, calculating Richard she knew. This was a man stripped bare. And that terrified her more than anything.

“What are you saying?” she breathed.

He dragged a hand through his hair, frustration tightening his features. “I don’t want you to leave.” The admission was quiet, almost a growl. “I know you’ve built a life there, but we can make it work. I—Christ, Lieka, I’m begging you. Don’t leave me. Shit...I’m no good at these matters from the heart shit.”

His arms locked around her before she could react, hauling her against him with bruising force. Her heart stuttered at the possessive grip, the heat of his body searing through her. “Uh—Richard, one, this is not comfortable,” she gasped, “and two—did you just say you so suck?”

He pulled back just enough to glare at her—and then she dissolved into laughter, wild and uncontained, until tears streaked her cheeks.

Richard’s scowl only deepened. “What the hell is so funny?”

She wheezed, struggling for air. “You! The great, terrifying Master Vampire of Lancaster County, saying ‘I so suck’ like some—” She inhaled sharply—and snorted. His expression shattered into stunned disbelief... then he was laughing too, rough and unwilling, even as he shook his head.

“You’re impossible,” he muttered, but the corner of his mouth curved, just for her.

In one swift moment, Richard was pressing his lips against hers again. God, he still tastes like that stupid expensive bourbon he loves, she thought, her laughter dying in her throat as his scent—dark spice and something uniquely him—flooded her senses. Desire burned through her, reckless and undeniable.

When he pulled back, his forehead rested against hers, his hands cradling her face like she was something fragile. Since when do I let anyone hold me like this? She tried to steady her breathing, to will her traitorous heart to slow down.

“I love you, Lieka,” he murmured, voice rough. “Always have. Always will.”

Damn him. The words hit like a punch to the chest. Why does he have to say it like that? Like he means it?

Lieka swallowed hard at his words. Oh sure, she wanted to tell Richard she loved him too—except her stupid, traitorous heart was still playing keep-away with common sense. “One crisis at a time, Richard. I can’t just magically forget everything and go skipping back into your arms like some lovesick puppy. And truth?” She bit her lip. Oops. Didn’t mean to let that last part slip. “Truth is, I’m terrified to love you like that again. Not after everything.”

Richard nodded, turning the key in the ignition. The SUV rumbled to life. “Got it. But if you ever give me the chance—” His fingers flexed on the wheel. “—I swear, I won’t screw it up again. That’s all. Just so you know.” Reverse clicked, tires crunched gravel, and just like that, they were moving again.

The drive to Lancaster felt... surreal. Lieka pressed her forehead against the window like a kid on a school trip, half-expecting the world outside to make sense. Nope. Where there used to be endless stretches of cornfields, now there were strip malls and urgent care centers. Progress. Ugh.

Meanwhile, Richard sat there, jaw clenched so tight she could probably crack walnuts on it. Same old tell—furrowed brow, tense muscles, the whole brooding vampire checklist. Some things never changed.

“A penny for your thoughts?” she teased.

The corner of his mouth quirked up, but his eyes stayed distant. “Better start saving up, then.” He exhaled sharply. “Listen, I’ve had to make some... adjustments at the estate. Increased security. It’s not exactly the quiet hideaway you remember. Just a heads-up.”

“What the hell do you mean you had to beef up security? Since when do you even have guards posted at the estate?”

Richard jerked the SUV off the road, gravel spraying as he slammed it into park. He tore off his seatbelt and twisted to face her, his gaze hard. Lieka mirrored him, her own eyes narrowing—head tilting just so, like a predator locking onto prey.

“You’re aware of the ambush on Dominique’s Kiss, aren’t you?” he bit out. “And the fact someone tipped her off right before it went down—gave her time to vanish. She’s been in the wind ever since, thumbing her nose at the Council. Last sighting? Romania. And yet, somehow, she’s still slipping through the enforcers’ fingers.” His voice turned icy. “You knew that already. So yeah, I’ve locked this place down—because if she dares to slink back here, we won’t be caught off guard. Your father and I agreed—extra security, especially at Paradise. Especially with you here.”

Lieka’s spine stiffened. “I know she was in Romania, Richard. I was the damn one who reported it. I was there—relocating a tiger enclave when I spotted her. First on the outskirts, then deep in the city. She’s holed up in human territory, using them as shields. The Council’s got eyes everywhere hunting her. The Therians even deployed overseers in every major city—leaders are required to check in weekly, and those overseers report straight to the top.”

Her breath hitched, fingers tightening on the seatbelt strap. “But here’s what doesn’t add up—why the hell was you the one to report Christopher’s pack being hit? Where was Jacob? Why didn’t he flag it?” Her pupils flared. “What aren’t they telling me?”

“Frankly, I’d forgotten about the overseers – it’s still a relatively new development in Therian law. I have no idea why Jacob didn’t file a report. Lisa was the one who informed me about the attack.” Richard’s expression turned quizzical as he gazed at Lieka.

“I’ll need to reach out to my mother about this. She didn’t mention it in her report to me either. Richard, something doesn’t feel right.” Lieka began to chew on the tip of her thumb, a habit she’d never managed to break when deep in thought.

“Old habits die hard, indeed,” Richard observed, a hint of amusement dancing across his face.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Richard – there’s more to this than either council is letting on. I don’t like it one bit.”

Richard nodded in agreement, his expression reflecting a growing unease. Lieka could see the concern etched on his face. “I’ll help you get to the bottom of this, I promise. The more I think about it, the more I believe it involves the vampires as well.”

Collaborating with Richard wouldn’t be easy, and Lieka’s primary goal was to organize the pack and then leave. She wasn’t there to solve a mystery, and the fact that the overseer had failed to do his job and report the incident didn’t sit well with her. However, she knew it wasn’t her place to investigate – the councils had their own investigators for that purpose. If there was an issue with Jacob, her mother would handle it. Still, Lieka’s inquisitive nature wouldn’t let it rest until she had answers, and that’s where she usually found trouble.

When Lieka’s thoughts became a jumbled mess, she would always let her animals run wild in the woods. The familiar distraction was a comfort she loved, and it had been far too long since her wolf was set free to roam. The scents of the forest would engulf her, the feeling of the earth beneath her paws and the wind through her hair would be the perfect escape from what she thought was over-thinking things. As she stood there, her mind wandered to the countless times she’d sought solace in the woods, and how it never failed to clear her head.

Her wolf perked her head up with excitement, and Lieka could sense her own anticipation building. Even though Lieka herself would remain in control, the wolf still had her freedom to do as she wished, as long as she didn’t hunt humans. The thrill of giving chase to smaller prey enticed her, and for a moment, Lieka forgot about the councils, the mystery, and the danger that lurked in the shadows.

As she reached for the door handle, a strong hand grasped her arm, pulling her back to reality. “Where are you going?” Richard asked, his voice firm but laced with a hint of concern.

Lieka felt a spark of irritation at the sudden interruption, but she pushed it aside, focusing on her need for freedom. “I need to run, I need to clear my head, and if you still know anything about me, then you know this is the best way for me to do it.” She replied, her voice even, but with a hint of desperation creeping in.

Richard’s expression turned stern, and Lieka’s instincts told her that something was off. “I can’t let you do that right now, not until you have met the security staff.” He said, his voice firm, but with a hint of apology.

Lieka’s surprise turned to annoyance as she felt a surge of frustration. What did meeting his staff have to do with her running? She thought, her mind racing with possibilities. “What does meeting your staff have to do with me running?” She asked, her tone sharp.

Richard’s expression turned serious, and Lieka sensed a hint of unease behind his eyes. “Lieka, most of my day staff consists of Therians. Most of them Alpha and leader strong, but they don’t want the task of leading a community, some are just shy of being considered rogue.” He sighed, his voice heavy with concern. “If they scent a strange Therian or vampire, their orders are to kill, and they would without question.” Richard finished, his words hanging in the air like a challenge.

Lieka’s eyes narrowed, her mind racing with the implications. She understood Richard’s concern about Dominique, but shifters? It didn’t add up. “Why the order to kill?” She asked, her voice firm, but with a hint of curiosity.

Richard’s expression turned grim, and Lieka sensed a deep-seated fear behind his eyes. “We believe Dominique also had or still has shifters working for her as well, and we don’t want to take chances of a Therian being on the property and reporting to Dominique that you are here. It’s a safety precaution that your father insisted upon.” He said, his voice firm, but with a hint of apology.

Lieka’s anger simmered just below the surface, and she felt her inner wolf growling in response. She was being treated like a prisoner, not a guest. “Are you telling me that while I’m here, I cannot allow my inner animals freedom to do what comes natural to them, and that I have constant babysitters?” She spat, her anger boiling over.

Richard’s expression turned wary, and Lieka sensed a hint of amusement behind his eyes. “Oh man, I told your father you would react this way.” He said, his voice laced with a hint of teasing.

Lieka’s eyes flashed with anger, and she felt her wolf rising to the surface. She looked at Richard, then down at his hand still clutching her arm. “Let go of me” She demanded, her voice firm, but with a hint of warning.

Richard released his grip on her arm, and Lieka felt a surge of relief. “Lieka, don’t let your anger get in the way of your better judgment.” He said, his voice calm, but with a hint of concern.

Lieka’s eyes narrowed, her mind racing with possibilities. She knew Richard was trying to protect her, but she also knew that she was capable of taking care of herself. “I can handle myself, as you damned well know, in all communities I am Alpha female, plus I’m coming into my heat cycle; the ‘guards’ will have no choice but to obey.” She said, her voice firm, but with a hint of pride.

As she looked at Richard, she sensed a flicker of something in his eyes, something that looked almost like jealousy. Lieka’s heart skipped a beat as she realized that Richard might still have feelings for her, feelings that she had long thought were dead. She thought that he wasn’t serious back at the airport, she thought that he was letting his guilt speak for him.

“So if I’m going into heat, that just means your guards will be too busy ripping each other apart for the honor of my attention to actually bother me. Problem solved!” Lieka smirked, tail practically twitching with smug satisfaction. “Or—and here’s a wild idea—you could just keep up with me yourself. Unless, of course, ancient bloods like you can’t handle a real chase anymore?” She flashed him a grin sharp enough to draw blood. Some things never changed—and baiting Richard into proving himself was one of her favorite pastimes.

Richard’s eyes flashed with that delicious mix of indignation and amusement she’d missed. Got him. “Too old? Oh, you insolent little hellion—” And just like that, he was out of the SUV before she could blink.

Victory tasted sweeter than fresh kill. Lieka inhaled deeply as she stepped out, the crisp forest air flooding her senses—pine, earth, the rich decay of fallen leaves. No stench of exhaust, no tang of human sweat. Just wilderness.

She shot Richard a sidelong glance. “Before I shift—who’s the biggest, baddest furball on patrol tonight?”

“Nigel,” Richard admitted, grudging respect in his voice. “Were-lion. Absolute menace. Borderline rogue these days, frankly.”

Lieka winced internally. Her wolf whined at the thought of facing down an apex predator alone, but she soothed her with a silent promise. Soon.

“Lion it is, then,” she declared, striding toward the tree line. Even now, years post-reform, she wasn’t about to give some gawking human a free supernatural freak show. Richard fell into step beside her, and she threw him one last daring look before calling to her lioness. Let him keep up—if he could.

Lieka’s body pulsed with transformation, her outline shimmering as human features melted away. Claws erupted from her fingers, her jaw lengthened into a powerful muzzle, and in a heartbeat, she was all tawny fur and coiled muscle, four padded paws sinking into the earth.

She craned her neck up at Richard, lavender eyes sharp with mischief, tail lashing the air. Deliberately, she brushed against him, kneading the ground beside his legs—marking him, weaving her scent into his like invisible armor. Just in case. The lion might be watching. Might challenge. Lieka wasn’t looking for a fight, but she sure as hell wouldn’t back down from one.

The world rewired itself through her predator’s senses—pine resin sharp as needles, damp earth, the musky tapestry of other shifters woven through the trees. Familiar. New. Close. Lion—dominant, undeniable. Tiger. Bear. Wolf. Leopard, lurking nearby. Her muscles tensed, ears swiveling.

Then—release. With a flick of her tufted tail, she coiled low and sprang forward, the forest blurring into streaks of shadow and moonlight as she ran.

***

NIGEL AND MICHAEL MOVED steadily along the east perimeter on patrol, with Michael cracking his usual ill-humored jokes in an attempt to draw even the faintest chuckle from his companion. Though Nigel held a certain fondness for the younger man, his patience wore thin with Michael’s relentless pestering about needing to “get laid once in a while.”

Nigel had no interest in such distractions—entangling himself with women during an assignment was nothing short of a liability. He dragged a massive hand along the jagged scar marring his face, tracing its path from the corner of his eye, over the curve of his cheekbone, and down to the edge of his mouth, a brutal reminder of past mistakes.

Before this life, Nigel had been a Marine, skilled enough to falsify his bloodwork and conceal what he truly was—until a meddling woman uncovered his secret and exposed him to his commanding officer. It was his own damn fault; he’d let himself get involved with her while stationed in Iraq, and when another male Lion squared up for a challenge, there was no avoiding it. The fight forced his already volatile lion to surface right in front of her, and in her terror, she slashed his face with a knife. The wound wouldn’t have scarred if not for the timing—mid-phase—when his body was caught between forms.

After that, his fate was sealed. Therianthropy had been labeled a highly contagious threat back then, and the military discharged him dishonorably, unwilling to risk the spread. The irony was almost bitter—now, after discovering the virus could only transmit in animal form, they prized Therians as the perfect soldiers. Faster than any human, stronger, with reflexes sharpened beyond natural limits, and stealth that made them unmatched in the field.

Now, every military branch sought them out, though their numbers stayed controlled. Laws kept the spread in check, and without new births, infections remained rare. Still, Nigel had learned his lesson: women meant trouble. He had no desire to run a pride or bind himself to a group. This assignment was ideal—no pride for over a hundred miles, just a weak, stagnant one led by an unmotivated king unwilling to expand.

Nigel preferred the solitude. It was safer that way.

“Christ, Nigel, when’s the last time you got laid? You’re wound tighter than a werewolf’s bowstring during a full moon,” Mikey said, jabbing Nigel in the shoulder.

Nigel just grunted. Mikey meant well—probably—but the damn leopard was half a breath away from getting punted through a wall. Young, early twenties, unmated, all that raw, untamed energy rolling off him like cheap cologne. The kid had leader potential, sure, but leadership required control, and Mikey had all the control of a wet firecracker in a dry forest.

Most pards wouldn’t touch him with a ten-foot pole, not that Mikey cared. He wasn’t looking for a pride. Got himself shunned from his old one for being, well, Mikey. Somehow, Richard still kept him around—probably because, wild edges aside, Mikey was the least rogue of the rogues on the payroll.

And that was saying something, because rogue status in the Therian world was basically a one-way ticket to either rehab or a shallow grave. Letting the beast run unchecked? That was the kind of thing that got councils twitchy and human governments drafting kill-on-sight orders. Most Therians had their animals on a tight leash. Rogues? Yeah, not so much.

That’s why humans who wanted to turn had to jump through about a thousand bureaucratic hoops before anyone even considered spiking their coffee with lycanthropy. Two years of evaluations, just to make sure they wouldn’t immediately lose control and eat their own neighbors.

Mikey, of course, existed in that sweet spot where technically he wasn’t rogue, but also technically, he’d probably trip over the line if anyone looked at him funny.

Lucky for him, Nigel had better things to worry about.

Most Therians stuck to pureblood mates, though a rare few went soft for humans. And if they wanted kids? Better spike that human’s drink with Therian juice before conception. Council had a strict “no half-breed” policy—something about exploding infant hearts and rapid growth rates. Grim business, but hey, rules were rules.

Nigel’s mind snapped back to last week—third guard abandoned his post to play emotional support ex while their half-blood kid flatlined in some hospital. “Dumbass should’ve known better than knock up a human,” Nigel muttered. “Left his sector wide open. No wonder the attack started there.”

Mikey’s grin was all teeth. “Uh, dude, you monologuing again?”

Nigel side-eyed him. “Thinking aloud.” Then grimaced at Mikey’s mop of black hair, half-tamed, half-wild. “Seriously, when’s the last time you saw a barber?”

Mikey tossed his head, panther-style, just to watch the mess sway. “Pfft. Leopards don’t do regulation cuts, Nige. Unlike you, Mr. ‘I-Blend-In-With-My-Desk-Chair.’ Loosen up before your face gets stuck like that.”

Nigel sized him up—tan, muscled, lethal—exactly what he wanted in a patrol partner. The sparring sessions in Richard’s gym proved Mikey could handle himself. Quick as a whip, sharp-eyed, always two moves ahead.

“Control,” Nigel said dryly, “is what separates lions from house cats.” He strode ahead, scanning the east perimeter.

Mikey trotted after him, grinning. “Control? Buddy, your vibe’s less ‘disciplined predator’ and more ‘grumpy old dude who yells at clouds.’ And—” He sniffed exaggeratedly. “Damn. You’re wound so tight, I can smell the sexual frustration.”

Nigel shot him a glare. “Ah yes. Because leopards are basically walking pheromone bombs with legs.”

“Not our fault we’re cuddle experts,” Mikey shot back, shameless. “Touch is comfort, comfort leads to... y’know. Activities.” His shrug was pure innocence. “Just physics, man.”

Nigel had spent enough time around the Lancaster pride to know leopards were the touchiest damn Therians. Always tangled together in some sunbeam, purring and grooming—which usually devolved into one massive, writhing knot of limbs and fur. Sure, they took mates, but leopards played loose with the rules, swapping partners like humans changed socks. Lions? Different story. A lioness walked beside her mate for life—until death forced a replacement—but pride politics meant the male still had his pick of the ladies. Tradition, not loyalty.

Wolves were the real enigma. Packbound, obsessive. A blood-bonded pair shared thoughts, souls, every damn breath. Losing a mate? Some wasted away, hearts rotting in their ribs. Others went full kamikaze, hurling themselves at anything with teeth just to join their other half in the afterlife. Real wolves might pine themselves to death, but Therian wolves? They skipped the pining and went straight for the funeral pyre.

Nigel curled his lip. Pride hierarchies, pack bonds—none of it was for him. He wasn’t some voting-booth alpha or pack-saddled beta. Richard’s guards were all cut from the same cloth: lone predators who snarled at committees.

Mikey’s elbow jammed into his ribs. “Earth to Nigel. Your brooding’s so loud it’s drowning out the creepy-ass vibes. Either scratch that existential itch later or—oh wait.” He flared his nostrils, grin vanishing. “Aw, hell no. You smelling this?”

Nigel’s head snapped up. The air reeked of foreign Therian musk—cloying, aggressive. His claws unsheathed on instinct. “Get back. Warn the others. If this is an ambush—”

“And leave you buffet-style for twenty-plus shifters? Hard pass.” Mikey’s gold eyes flickered, tracking unseen movement in the trees. “Richard’s orders: no solo heroics. Even you can’t chew through that many.”

Nigel’s fur bristled under his skin, the invading scents prickling like hot needles. “They’re not rogues. Too disciplined.” He rolled his shoulders, fighting the primal urge to phase. “Here’s the play—I shift. You stay human, radio backup. If things go sideways, join me fur-side.”

Mikey bared his teeth. “Or we both phase now and—”

“Radio first.” Nigel’s snarl carried the weight of command. The leopard hesitated, then nodded.

A new scent sliced through the tension—lioness pheromones, thick and sweet. Unmated. Close to heat. Nigel’s blood roared in response, muscles coiling like springs. He snarled, shaking his head to clear it. Focus. But the pull was vicious, primal. The hunt was on—and the prey smelled like temptation.

“Damn it, Mikey, you picking that up too?” Nigel growled, nostrils flaring at the leopard shifter’s unnaturally sharp senses cutting through the tension.

“Yeah. All females. Unmated. No trace of male...” Nigel’s voice dropped low, then froze. There was a male scent—one that sent a razor-edged shiver down his spine. “Richard. He’s with them.” Instinct took over before thought could. Bones cracked, muscles twisted, fur erupted—he phased in a blink.

If his Master was tangled up in this writhing mass of Therians, it meant only one thing: a trap. And Nigel’s sole fucking purpose was to carve a path through it. Didn’t matter if there was some half-breed vampire, this “Lieka,” skulking around acting like she could clean up after Liam’s disaster. He didn’t trust her. Didn’t care. Protecting Richard came first—always.

Nigel surged forward, muscles coiled like steel springs, following the thickest pulse of scent through the woods. As it swelled in his nostrils, he slowed, lowering himself into a predator’s crouch, breathing steady and silent. The wind carried the truth—they were near. Just beyond the ridge, past the stream. Prey and protector tangled in a deadly dance.

He crept forward, every movement measured, body pressed low to the damp earth. Unseen. Unheard. Ready. The females were closing in, their footfalls scarcely disturbing the underbrush. Soon they’d hit the crest—then he’d have a clear shot at Richard. The scent was muddled now, too close, too dangerously entwined with the lioness leading them.

His golden gaze locked on the ridge, unblinking. Then—there. A silhouette broke the skyline, muscles rippling beneath tawny fur. “That’s it,” the voice in his head snarled. “Just a little closer, you vicious bitch, and I’ll tear your throat out before you can blink.”

But she stopped. Paw raised mid-step. Her head tilted—she’d caught his scent. The realization sent ice through his veins. He didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. Every muscle froze as she scanned the shadows, her hackles rising like spiked blades. Then—

A shuddering, ear-shattering hiss split the air. Her thunderous growl followed, shaking the earth beneath them.

She knew.

Now it was war.

Nigel’s golden eyes locked onto Richard as he crested the ridge, the vampire’s presence a dark silhouette against the bruised twilight. Beside him stood the lioness, her tawny fur bristling with barely contained fury. Richard leaned down, murmuring something—his words a whisper of command or warning—before placing a hand on her back. The wind shifted, and with it came the violent tide of scents—musky, feral, too many to count. They were all hidden, waiting.

No time for hesitation.

Nigel exploded forward in a blur of muscle and lethal intent, aiming straight for the lioness’s throat. But she moved like liquid fire, twisting out of reach with unnatural speed. Before he could pivot, her teeth sank into the back of his neck like daggers of white-hot agony. Her claws carved deep into his sides, shredding flesh as if it were parchment. A roar tore from his chest, blood slicking his fur in crimson ribbons.

She was relentless.

A brutal shove from her massive frame sent them both tumbling over the ridge, locked in a frenzy of snapping jaws and raking claws. Bone-jarring impact—he hit the ground first, the force driving the air from his lungs. Her weight crushed him, her muzzle closing around his throat, fangs pressing against his jugular. A heartbeat more, and she’d rip it out.

Too strong.

Every sinew in her body screamed pureblood—untouched by weakness, unbroken by generations of diluted lineage. His claws scraped uselessly against her, thrown off by the searing pain of some unseen force coiling around him, burning like acid beneath his skin. He writhed, snarled, but she didn’t flinch, her grip unshakable.

Fuck. Submit or die.

Then, like a specter, Richard was there, his voice a velvet lash cutting through the violence. “Come now, he’s submitted. Ease up.”

Nigel barely processed the words before the pressure on his throat vanished—then, in a flash of survival instinct, he lashed out. His claws connected with the lioness’s ribs, sending her sprawling back. He surged upright, hackles raised, breath ragged.

“Enough!” Richard’s command cracked like thunder.

Nigel swung his gaze to the vampire—just as the lioness shifted.

Golden skin replaced fur, her form unfolding into something breathtaking. Long black hair cascaded like spilled ink, framing eyes dark enough to drown in. Every curve of her was lethal grace—slender but powerful, muscle coiled beneath smooth flesh. A flicker of hunger, sharp and unwelcome, shot through him.

Where the hell had that come from?

Somewhere beyond, Mikey’s voice cut through the tension, Richard answering with cold precision. Nigel phased back, towering at six-foot-seven, arms folded like armor over his scarred chest. Blood still dripped from his wounds, but he refused to show it.

War wasn’t over. Not yet.

***

WHEN ANGELIEKA SHIFTED back to human form, her blood boiled—how dare this bastard cheap-shot her after his submission. The faint rogue stink clinging to him set her instincts flaring, every muscle coiled tight, braced for another underhanded move.

She barely registered Richard’s attempt to soothe her with a hand on her shoulder before she jerked away. Behind them, a voice called out, but she refused to turn. Not when the threat in front of her still stood, unrepentant, arrogance rolling off him in waves.

Towering, sun-bronzed, built like a brawler—Lieka figured he’d spent more time sculpting those muscles than learning basic decency. Military-short golden hair, eyes like smoldering amber, and that scar—jagged, claiming half his face, sharpening his raw, untamed edge.

He was gorgeous, in a way that made her teeth ache. Arms crossed, chest broad and unyielding, he stared her down with a predator’s focus. But Lieka had faced worse than some lion with a god complex—hell, she’d outrun monsters before she’d even sprouted fangs. He didn’t scare her.
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