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            About this book

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Faith Calhoun was almost forty when she walked in on her husband screwing someone else.

      

        

      
        Talk about a terrible way to end what had admittedly not been an iconic decade of her life.

      

        

      
        After serving him divorce papers—on her birthday—she heads straight to her favorite bar, where the ultra-hot bartender plies her with drinks to take the edge off.

      

        

      
        They end up tumbling into bed together.

      

        

      
        That part’s not bad—in fact, it’s really, really good—except in the morning, he rejects her too, and somehow, that rejection is even worse than the first one. Especially when he insists he needs to remain in her life to ensure she’s protected.

      

        

      
        From what? Her gossipy neighbors?

      

        

      
        Oh, and let’s not forget all the strange occurrences that are getting harder and harder to explain away.

      

        

      
        First, there’s a wolf in her house. A real, live, massive wolf. Then the house is attacked and nearly destroyed by some unknown—and unseen—enemy, and, get this, the wolf saves her. Then the bartender tells her he’s a wolf too. It’s like something out of her favorite fantasy romance novel—except she’s living it!

      

        

      
        And then there’s the icing on the cake: Mikail, the bartender-slash-wolf, tells her she’s a faery princess.

      

        

      
        Maybe this week isn’t so bad after all. If you overlook the reason he kept her identity a secret: the enemies she didn’t know she had want to kill her, and now that she’s been outed…

      

        

      
        Her bad week is about to get a whole lot worse.

      

        

      
        The Faerell series should be read in the following order:

        Warrior Blues

        Once Rejected, Twice Shy

        Every Rejection You Make

        Hard to Reject

        Rhythm of the Warrior

        A Perfect Enemy

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      “The deed is done,” Faith Calhoun informed the bartender-slash-owner at her favorite neighborhood hole-in-the-wall bar, Shift Happens. The name implied the hours it was open, of course, but Faith liked to pretend the owner was also a fan of shapeshifter romance books.

      “On my birthday,” she added, slumping over her mojito. She only ever drank mojitos at this bar because Mikail was the only bartender who had ever made one she actually liked.

      “Happy birthday. What deed are we talking about?” Mikail asked, his voice, as ever, smooth-as-whiskey. She loved listening to him talk, not that he was particularly chatty on the regular.

      “I had him served with divorce papers,” she announced. Hopefully, she sounded far more brave and confident than she felt at the moment. Defeated was probably a better description of her mood, but she didn’t want to feel defeated on her birthday, so she was trying to live the whole fake it ’til you make it motto.

      These mojitos would definitely help in that respect.

      “Who?” Mikail asked dumbly.

      Really, it was a dumb question. “Who else would I serve divorce papers to?”

      “You’re divorcing your husband?” He made it sound like she was chopping the man’s head off. Truth be told, she had fantasized a few dozen times a day over the course of the last week about chopping off a different part of his body.

      “He cheated on me. A week before my birthday. My fortieth,” she added, in case that wasn’t clear to Mikail.

      “I know which birthday it is,” he said evenly.

      She gave him a good glare, even though he had nothing whatsoever to do with her husband’s infidelity. But he was still a man, and at the moment, she was rather put off the entire species.

      “In my bed,” she said, stabbing at the bar top. “She was on her back with her legs up in the air. He was between her thighs, performing cunnilingus. Enthusiastically.”

      Mikail arched his brows.

      Faith frowned. “I literally cannot remember the last time he went down on me. Cannot. Even. Remember. And you know what makes it worse?”

      “It gets worse?”

      Faith slapped her hand onto the bar top. “I planned to ask him to do to me exactly what he was doing to her, for my birthday. Today,” she added, stabbing her finger against the smooth surface, in case Mikail didn’t quite get the gravity of the situation.

      “I’m sorry your birthday is not progressing the way you wanted it to.”

      She drained her drink, pushed the glass toward him, and rested her chin on her fist. “I suppose it can’t get any worse, can it?”

      Mikail darted a furtive glance around the bar. “Don’t say things like that around here. What’s that law people always talk about?”

      “Um, Murphy’s Law?”

      He snapped his fingers. “Exactly.”

      “No, seriously. It can’t get any worse than my husband cheating on me right before my birthday. I mean, I suppose maybe if it had been our anniversary. That would really be shitty. So I take it back. It could be worse.”

      Mikail slid a fresh drink across the bar. “I sincerely hope your evening only improves. Do you have plans?”

      She tipped the beverage to her lips, taking a more-than-generous sip. These things went down easier and easier the more she drank. Funny how that worked out. “Well, I’d hoped to be flat on my back with my legs in the air, but that’s obviously not happening.”

      She glanced around. The bar was on the second level of a three-story building, with a screen-printing business downstairs and Faith honestly wasn’t sure what was on the third floor. The long plank of well-worn wood behind which Mikail spent his evenings faced an open-air seating area. While winter wasn’t truly a thing here in New Orleans, it still sometimes got chilly for a few weeks in January. Didn’t matter to the patrons of this bar; Mikail just cranked up the heat lamps, and no one missed a beat.

      As it was currently April, there were definitely no heat lamps on. Faith plucked at the front of her blouse. If only Mikail had dehumidifiers that clicked on when the evenings were particularly humid, like this one.

      A surprisingly cool breeze swirled around her, lifting her hair and providing welcome relief to the back of her neck. Faith sighed, then dug around in her purse for a hairband. She pulled her long, wavy strands into what was no doubt a messy but not in a sexy way bun and secured it with the band.

      “Much better,” she said.

      “Good,” Mikail replied, as if he’d had anything at all to do with that sudden breeze.

      “Must be a storm coming,” she remarked.

      He frowned. “You feel something?”

      She took another swallow of her drink and snorted. “Yeah, about six thousand percent humidity.”

      “Oh, right.” He seemed relieved. What the heck had he thought she was going to say?

      She studied the man while he headed down to the other end of the bar to wait on a couple who had just stepped into the room. He wore a black button-down shirt with two too many buttons undone, offering up a tempting peek at a perfectly sculpted bronze chest. His thick, dark hair was swept away from his face, one lock draping down to curl around his left eye.

      Speaking of eyes, his were a fascinating gold-green color, and sometimes she imagined they literally sparkled.

      He had a narrow nose, plump lips, and a heavy coating of scruff that never seemed to change, which told her he likely groomed it every single day. She liked men who took care of themselves, and she also had a penchant for facial hair, so that was a win in her book.

      When he turned away to snag a bottle of vodka from the shelf behind the bar, she let her gaze drop to a perfectly rounded ass under black, fitted linen pants. She wanted to take a bite out of that ass.

      Mikail whipped his head around to look her way, his brow furrowed, and Faith glanced up at the ceiling like she found the slowly rotating bamboo-style fans utterly fascinating.

      Jeez, she could swear he knew what she was thinking, which was crazy, of course.

      Also, why was she thinking that way?

      Probably because she hadn’t had all that many intimate encounters in recent history. At least not the sort that included another person.

      Considering her current set of circumstances, was it really any surprise at all that she was suddenly eyeing Mikail with heightened interest? Her husband had cheated on her and she’d just asked him for a divorce, after all. And the longer she sat here and drank booze and thought about all the signs that she had heretofore ignored, she began to realize it was entirely likely this was not the first time Luke had stepped out on her.

      Over the course of their nearly decade long marriage, they’d had at least five—no, six—dry spells, when he hadn’t touched her for months at a time. The first one had occurred shortly after their first anniversary.

      There had always been an excuse. Usually, it was his job—he was too busy, too stressed, too something or another. This last time had started with an argument, and uncharacteristically, Luke had carried a grudge. No matter what she’d done to mend fences, he’d stayed cold and distant until she’d finally stopped caring and stopped trying.

      Mikail extracted the glass from her tense grip and made a fresh mojito.

      “I should have left him forever ago,” she murmured, more to herself, although she knew Mikail was listening. He always listened to her.

      “You’ll get no disagreement from me.”

      She snapped her gaze up as he placed the drink in front of her. “What?”

      He shrugged. “You’re so much better than that guy.”

      Oh, the irony. Luke’s family had money, a lot of it. That and his mother’s social climbing tendencies had secured them as New Orleans high society, whereas Faith was just…Faith. A nobody. She took a sip and stared at the mint leaves floating in her glass.

      “I’m sorry you’re going through this, love.”

      Mikail had been calling her “love” almost since the first time she’d stepped foot into this bar shortly after she’d graduated from college, and she liked to pretend she was the only customer with such an intimate nickname.

      She did a lot of pretending where Mikail was concerned. It was probably because he personified those sexy, alpha shifters she enjoyed reading about. Add a heavy dose of the fact that her real life sucked and it was a recipe for living in a pretend world.

      She rubbed her head. “I need a change.”

      “Getting divorced isn’t change enough?”

      “That’s only the tip of the iceberg. I need to do something else.”

      “Like what?”

      Why did Mikail ’s voice suddenly sound sharp? She glanced up. He was staring at her with enough intensity to make her shiver. Jaw ticking, he turned his attention to the server, a buff guy in a tight T-shirt and navy shorts that rode low on his hips. Faith had been coming to this bar since her mid-twenties, and Mikail had only ever been a tender of one.

      “You have help,” she said instead of answering his question. She didn’t have an answer anyway, and inquiring after his new hire was more interesting than her lack-of-interesting life.

      He filled four pint glasses and loaded them onto a tray, and the hot server took off to deliver the drinks.

      “Yeah,” Mikail said absently, his unfocused gaze tracking the guy who was now doling out beers to four flirty women sitting around a high-top table. “A friend suggested I hire someone so I didn’t have to be here ’round the clock all the time.”

      “That’s smart.”

      He shrugged.

      “Hey, at least now you can take a vacation once in a while.”

      He snorted. “That’ll never happen.”

      “Sure it will. It may take a little time to get him up to speed, but if you have been able to hold down the fort by yourself for two decades, no reason he can’t for a couple of days. Or a week.”

      “Why does it feel like you’re planning this so-called vacation for me?”

      She chuckled. “I can if you want. I’m really good at dreaming. I can list at least five different places I’d love to visit but will probably never get around to.”

      He didn’t question why she thought she’d never visit any of her dream vacation spots. Was that odd?

      “Don’t you want to know why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why I won’t ever get around to taking those dream vacations.”

      “I’m pretty sure I already know why.”

      “You do?” She blinked. Owlishly, going by her reflection in the mirror behind the bar.

      He swept her empty glass off the counter, replacing it with a fresh mojito.

      She stared at the hazy liquid and did not sip. “I should probably slow down.” Then again, it was her birthday, she had nowhere to go but home to an empty bed, and Uber was just one press of a button in an app away and—she lifted the glass and gulped.

      “Good thing you have such high tolerance,” Mikail noted.

      It was true; she had always been able to drink anyone under the table, including her husband, who had been so impressed by that feat that he’d asked her out. Their first date had been to a sports bar on dollar-shot night.

      “God, I don’t want to think about him.”

      “Then don’t,” Mikail suggested.

      “I never brought him here,” she noted. That had been Luke’s choice, not hers. She glanced around at the slightly cheesy tropical decor. Luke liked sports bars and martini bars, and this place did not remotely fit into either of those categories.

      “There were so many signs,” she murmured, and apparently, she was going to think about him after all.

      “Faith, love, you don’t have to rehash⁠—”

      “My ability to win at drinking games was what attracted him to me,” Faith cut him off. “How is that a solid basis for a long-lasting relationship? And considering what I know about his family and his upbringing, dating me in the first place was nothing more than an act of rebellion.”

      “If that were the case, why did he ask you to marry him?”

      She shrugged. “Who knows? I was good in bed? I was fun at parties? I looked good on his arm at charity events? Although I doubt it was that last one, since attractive socialites are a dime a dozen in his circles.”

      “Maybe he really did love you,” Mikail suggested, although did he really just wince as he said it?

      “He cheated on me. That isn’t love. That’s rejection.”

      “That’s—”

      “I said I don’t want to talk about it.” Okay, that was harsh. She was the one who brought it up, after all. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize. You’re in a bad place right now. Letting out your frustrations in this way is far better than the alternative.”

      “What alternative?”

      Mikail’s gaze shifted to the side for a moment before he became fascinated by scrubbing the bar top. “There are lots of alternatives,” he finally mumbled.

      “You’ve been in my shoes,” she said so abruptly he startled before glancing down at her feet, which were encased in a super cute pair of lime-green sandals she’d splurged on as a birthday present to herself.

      “They’re a bit small for me, although plenty sexy enough.”

      She laughed while resisting the urge to fan herself with the cardboard coaster, the only thing within reach that would remotely provide a cooling bit of wind.

      And there went that chilled breeze again, swirling across the back of her neck and dropping the temperature enough that she wasn’t fidgeting in her seat.

      Weird, although she shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. This was Louisiana, after all. Cool breezes were not commonplace.

      He thinks my shoes are sexy.

      Faith’s taste ran to not-conservative footwear, which her husband more often than not found distasteful. He’d never told her the shoes made her sexy, not even on their wedding day, when she’d worn white heels with tiny blue bows on the back and ankles straps covered with tiny pearls.

      “I mean…” She flapped her hand, like that would somehow help her form the right words. “You’ve had your heart broken.” She narrowed her eyes. “You’ve been rejected. Like I have.”

      He wouldn’t look her in the eye, which told her all she needed to know: the sympathy he doled out was real.

      Her relationship was in the toilet. Even if Luke got down on his hands and knees and offered to perform cunnilingus every day for the rest of her life, she wouldn’t take him back. She was done. Closing that chapter. Moving on.

      And it was her birthday. Forty. A big deal. The start of a new decade.

      Fresh, new beginnings.

      She should celebrate. Do something spontaneous.

      Or do someone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Faith shoved the key into the lock, then pushed open the front door and tugged Mikail over the threshold. As soon as the door sealed shut behind him, she placed her hands on his shoulders and hopped up, fully confident he would catch her.

      Which he did, his palms cupping her ass, those gold-green eyes darkening under heavy brows.

      She wrapped her legs around his hips. “I need you to be all in tonight. Give it all to me. Everything you’ve got.”

      He kneaded her backside, rubbing her against a swollen cock that was most definitely larger than anything in her experience. “I am absolutely all in, love,” he promised. “I’ve been waiting a hundred lifetimes for this moment.”

      “You say the sweetest things.” She pressed her lips to his, and his tongue immediately swept into her mouth, demanding to play. A moment later, her back was pressed against the wall, and Mikail ’s fingers were digging underneath the elastic of her panties.

      “Yes,” she moaned into his mouth when his digits slid through her wetness. One finger stroked inside her while another rubbed her clit, and Lord, this man had talents. She was one hell of a lucky woman. She didn’t even care that he was likely only here because he felt sorry for her.

      Right now, that was okay. It was more than okay. It was⁠—

      “Ohmigod!” Her body bucked and spasmed as the orgasm slammed through her and left her limp and panting in his arms.

      When she finally pried her eyes open, he stood there, still holding her propped against the wall, grinning like a cocky son of a bitch.

      She patted his cheek. “You have every right to look so smug.”

      He laughed and stepped away from the wall, still holding her in his arms, his muscles not even quivering with the effort. “Hmm.” His gaze swept her house, taking in the open floor plan that consisted of living-dining-kitchen. “Ah. Perfect.”

      He strode into the kitchen and plopped her down onto the table. Then he moved one of the chairs and sat down between her legs. She leaned back on her elbows and watched him slide her panties down to her ankles before tossing them over his shoulder. Then he pushed her dress up to her waist, and for a split second her gut-reaction was to be self-conscious over being on display like this.

      Hey, shut the hell up and enjoy this gift. It was her birthday, after all.

      Mikail glanced up, caught her eye, winked, and then dove in. He licked and nibbled and thrust his tongue so deep into her body, her eyes rolled into the back of her head before she lay on the table and let go of every single inhibition she’d ever possessed.

      She spread her legs wider and propped her heels on the edge and lurched forward, curling her fingers into his thick, silky hair and clinging to him as he ate her with all the enthusiasm of the defending world champion in a pie-eating competition.

      “Yes, yes, yes,” she chanted while her orgasm built and built and then crested and her body bowed off the table while her fingers dug into his scalp, keeping him in place as he obligingly continued his ministrations until she shoved him away and gasped as if she’d been underwater.

      He reached over his head, grasped the back of his shirt, and pulled it over his shoulders, wiping his face with it and then tossing it to the floor. “I hope you aren’t done,” he said before lifting her by the hips. She flung her arms around his neck and held on as he carried her into the living room.

      “Not if you aren’t,” she assured him. That had already been more action than she’d seen in months, but she wasn’t a quitter.

      “Excellent.”

      He dropped her to her feet next to the couch and grabbed the hem of her dress, flipping it over her head and without missing a beat, reached around her back and unhooked her bra. His hands moved to her breasts, his thumbs flicking at her hardened nipples while he greedily watched. She’d honestly never felt so hot in her entire life, and she didn’t mean middle-aged hot-flashes hot.

      He wrapped one arm around her back, latched onto her nipple, and suckled, and it was a good thing he’d thought to hold onto her because otherwise she would have melted into a puddle on the rug. And if he kept it up, he was going to give her another orgasm.

      But instead, he abruptly pulled away and flung her around so that she faced the couch. She glanced over her shoulder and watched as he unbuckled his belt and shoved his pants down to his ankles. Her mouth fell open as she stared at that giant, stiff, third leg bobbing there, wetness beading at the tip.

      He cupped her hands with his own, then pressed them against the arm of the couch, her body leaning forward. Oh. Oh my!

      He slammed into her so hard she had to brace her arms on the couch. One of his hands came up to cup her breast while the other slipped down between her thighs, and he’d barely pumped three times before another orgasm overcame her, a full-body experience that left her exhausted and energized at the same time.

      He continued thrusting as she enjoyed a series of delicious mini-climaxes, her whimpers morphing into screams as she clutched at the couch and lifted onto tiptoes, pushing back with each thrust until the sensation of his fingers digging into her skin was almost painful.

      Abruptly, he stopped and stepped back, leaving her draped over the arm of the couch, gasping for air and twisted into a knot, desperate for another release.

      “Why’d you stop?” she demanded, not even caring that there was a frantic tinge to her voice.

      He turned her around and swept her into his arms, and they were moving down the hall toward her bedroom. “Not stopping. Just adjusting.”

      He sat her on the edge of the bed, and he crawled up next to her and lay down on his back before beckoning her with a curl of his finger. “I want you on top, love.”

      “Oh.” She scrambled to do his bidding. It was her pleasure, truly.

      With his hands on her waist, he helped her seat herself in his lap, and with one powerful upstroke, she was fully impaled and keening like a damn animal, her fingers curling against the flexing muscles on his chest.

      And then he tucked his arms behind his head and gave her such a wicked grin, she damn near orgasmed right then and there. Again.

      She arched her brow while rotating her hips. “Are you suggesting I do all the work this time?”

      His grin widened. “Yep.”

      She tightened her inner muscles and lifted slightly. His eyes widened, he started to reach for her, but she shook her head. “Uh-uh. You said I get to do all the work this time.”

      His mouth dropped open, and his eyes darkened even more. After a moment’s hesitation, he reached back and grasped the headboard.

      With his gaze practically eating her up, she flexed her hips, shifting and moving until she found the right rhythm. When he started panting and thrusting like he couldn’t help himself, she lowered her upper body, reached up and tugged his hands free of the headboard, and guided them around her back.

      He held her tightly to him while making love to her mouth and body, and oh yes, she most certainly had yet another orgasm, gasping against his lips and clinging to him like she might not ever let him go.

      He abruptly flipped them both so that he was on top, her head half hanging off the bed, and then he thrust and thrust, more and more urgently until he arched, the tendons in his neck straining, and her body filled with warmth as he finally found his release.

      Damn, this birthday celebration had certainly exceeded her expectations.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      “Shit, what have I done?”

      The woman lying next to Mikail rolled onto her side, a sleepy smile cresting her lips.

      That’s what he’d done—gotten distracted by those lips. Those glorious breasts. That soft curve of her belly. Although when that smile turned upside down, it was distracting in a whole different way.

      “My gut response is to say ‘gave me four fabulous orgasms,’ but the tone of your voice implies something not nearly so positive,” Faith said.

      He shook his head. “The issue isn’t your orgasms.” No, he had no issue whatsoever with her orgasms beyond a strong desire to give her more of them. Although, in truth, that was a huge issue in itself, but one at a time here. “It’s the fact that I shirked my duty to give them to you.”

      Her frown deepened. “How do you figure? The bar was closed. You cleaned up, closed up. What duty were you shirking, exactly?”

      He sat up and flipped his legs over the side of the bed.

      He’d crossed a line by going home with her last night. He’d known it when she propositioned him, and he’d still done it. He’d let lust overrule his common sense.

      He’d never done that before.

      “Why don’t we get dressed, and I’ll make coffee. You are a coffee drinker, aren’t you?” He knew practically everything about her—and now he knew every inch of her too—but he had no idea what she was like in the mornings. Was she normally grumpy or cheery? Bleary-eyed or wide awake? He’d always wanted to know, and yet he’d always known he shouldn’t ever find out.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      “Of course I drink coffee,” she replied. “I’m not a savage.”

      He felt his lips curve into a smile. She was so damn spunky. So perfect.

      So very off-limits.

      He bounced out of bed. Who needed coffee after a night like they’d shared?

      Oh, right. She did. He, on the other hand, could use one of his own famous mojitos, which had a special ingredient meant to calm one’s overwrought nerves.

      “I’m going to hunt down my clothes and then try to figure out your coffeepot.” He bolted before she did something tempting, like look at him. Damn, he should have had himself pulled off this assignment decades ago.

      He strode naked through her house, heading toward the living area where he was pretty sure his pants lay in a heap on the carpet. As soon as he rounded the corner, he came to a stuttering halt.

      A woman sat on Faith’s couch, legs crossed, one arm draped casually over the back. She wore a leather bodysuit, with stiletto boots and gold detailing, that thick braid wrapped around her head giving the impression of Eartha Kitt’s famous Catwoman character from the 1960s.

      Her gaze perused his body, her manicured brows arching.

      That’s right. He was currently buck naked.

      Faith’s bra dangled from her fingers.

      He swept his pants off the floor and shoved his legs into them before snatching the bra out of her hand. “What are you doing here?” he snapped. “And how many times do I have to tell you that those heels are not the best choice for your profession?”

      She stretched out one of her legs, admiring the slim, leather-clad appendage. “Perhaps not, but they turn human men into blathering idiots, which I find endlessly amusing.”

      “What are you doing here, Drucilla?” he asked again.

      She sighed and stood. In those heels, she was nearly as tall as he was. “Are you making her coffee or not?”

      He glanced at the hall; Faith could come out of her bedroom any moment, and he did not want Dru to be here when she did. Mikail had never looked at Dru in that way, despite her overt sexuality and her blatant willingness to carry on an affair, but he doubted Faith would see it like that after what happened with her human husband.

      He strode past Dru into the kitchen. “Tell me what message you have and then leave—before she comes out here.”

      Scooping Faith’s panties and his shirt off the floor, he rolled them into a ball along with her bra and shoved them into a corner next to the sugar canister.

      He eyed the coffeemaker. He was only familiar with one type of coffeemaker, and it wasn’t this one. Having posed as a bartender for the last two decades meant he rarely had to do mornings, and besides, he didn’t drink the stuff.

      “You have no idea how to work this thing, do you?” Dru asked, amusement lacing the words.

      He dragged a hand through his hair and stepped out of the way.

      She opened a drawer, pulled out a miniature sealed container, and then dropped it into an opening in the top of the machine before placing a mug underneath and snapping the thing shut.

      “The best part is, this is one of the easiest ones to manage.” She chuckled, and Mikail watched a stream of dark liquid fill the ceramic mug. She cast a sly look over her shoulder. “It would be even easier if she used that suppressed magic to do it.”

      “Nope.” He shook his head. “Not happening.”

      “Mikail, she’s far past the age of⁠—”

      “My job is to protect her from her mother’s enemies. Showing her how to release her magic would be like flipping on the strobing light of a lighthouse, except instead of warning people away, it would draw them to her.”

      “But if she were aware of the magic and learned how to manage it, she could protect herself. Even better, she could protect her homeland. Our homeland.”

      Mikail flinched. Dru’s words may as well have been knives tossed at his heart. He hadn’t been home in…well, forty years today. That was when Faith’s mother had placed the swaddled infant in his arms and demanded he keep the child safe at all costs. She represented their future, Ariana had said, a future her enemies wanted to snuff out.

      “Just because the way you’ve always done things has worked up to this point doesn’t mean you shouldn’t adjust on occasion,” Dru said, and fates be damned, she sounded like she worked in corporate America with that bullshit.

      Although Mikail understood why she was pushing him. She wanted to go home. She wanted to live among her own kind instead of hiding among the humans, pretending she was one of them. Mikail wanted that, too, but not at the risk of Faith’s life.

      His sharp hearing picked up the sound of the water being shut off in the shower in Faith’s bathroom. “You need to leave. She’s about to come down the hall.”

      Dru glanced over her shoulder. She was probably contemplating hanging around. She had a mischievous streak a mile wide, which should have disqualified her for the position Mikail had trained her for, except she was so damn good at being a Watcher that the Council had overlooked that little flaw.

      “Tell her what she is,” Dru said.

      “Go.”

      The slight sound of the doorknob twisting reached his ears. He knew Dru heard it too. They were both wolves, after all. Their senses, hearing, sight, smell, were far superior to most other beings. One of many reasons the Watchers were almost exclusively wolves.

      “Now,” he added when Dru didn’t move.

      She lifted the coffee mug, took a sip, and wrinkled her nose. “Needs cream.”

      “She isn’t ready,” he finally said. He pressed his hand against the countertop, more to ground himself, to keep from shifting, than for any other reason. Heightened emotions could pull out the shift without a wolf even thinking about it. In their homeland, that was no big deal, but here, where humans were blissfully unaware of their existence…

      “I think what you mean is, you aren’t ready,” Dru said, and then she replaced the cup and—despite the stilettos and the tile floor—made her way silently toward the sliding glass door that led out to the backyard. She gave him one last imploring look before slipping out and closing the door behind her.

      Faith stepped into the room. She’d showered and had pulled her hair into a braid in lieu of blow-drying it. Still damp, the auburn tresses were darker than normal. Mikail knew from plenty of her previous visits to the bar that if she let it out of the braid later today, it would fall in crimped waves down her back in an entirely too-enticing way. For far too long he’d ached to touch her hair, and last night he’d indulged, long after she’d fallen asleep in his arms. He'd stroked and stroked until he, too, fell into a deep sleep.

      Her face was freshly scrubbed and practically glowed; she didn’t need her magic to surface to be enchantingly beautiful. Her pale blue eyes were sparkling, not with magic but something else entirely.

      This was quite possibly the worst mistake he’d ever made in his long life.

      Damn it.

      He’d known her since the moment she was born; as the queen’s Lead Watcher, he’d been in the room, although, truthfully, he’d stood as far away from the birthing bed as he could get and had focused on watching the windows and doors for any sign of intruders rather than pay attention to the messy—and loud—business of childbirth.

      Unbeknown to her, he'd watched over Faith as she grew up from an unsteady toddler to an overly confident child to an unsure, hormones-raging pre-teen. And then on to high school and college and that fateful night several years later when she’d met her two-bit loser of a husband.

      Mikail had not had feelings for her until she started expressing interest in Luke. It had been annoying as hell in the beginning because one, he wasn’t supposed to feel anything other than the urge to protect her with his life, and two, what sick kind of fool fell for a woman while she was falling for someone else?

      “Morning,” he said, watching her closely.

      As soon as her foot hit the tiles, her brow furrowed and her mouth pinched. She darted a glance toward the sliding glass doors. Surely, she’d not figured out Dru had been there. The magic he had been gifted from her mother, the spells that kept her own magic hidden from her and all others would have prevented her from being able to hear their conversation from in the bathroom. And her sense of smell was no sharper than a human’s⁠—

      “I can smell her.”

      Mikail, in the process of reaching for her coffee, froze at those words. “Who?”

      “Her.” Faith’s shoulders slumped. She looked so utterly defeated that he curled his fingers against the smooth granite countertop to keep himself from rushing across the small space and enveloping her in his arms.

      “I forgot,” she continued, glancing up at his face and then swiftly lowering her gaze. “Last night, I forgot for a minute that I was married.”

      Mikail winced. Shit. So had he. “You said you had him served with divorce papers. Doesn’t that mean you are not married anymore?”

      “That’s just the beginning of the process.”

      He’d not approved of Luke from the beginning, not that he was allowed to voice his opinion. She was supposed to be an immortal queen-in-training, not a human woman in a broken marriage, staring down the barrel of middle age.

      And all of that meant he never should have shirked his duties, although technically, he hadn’t, since she was still here, still unaware of her true identity, and none of her enemies had discovered her.

      That aside, he most certainly should not have slept with her. How many times had he overseen Watcher training and verbally beat into their heads, do not get emotionally involved with your charge. You cannot protect them to the best of your ability if you care. They are a job, nothing more.”

      To be fair, he’d become emotionally involved years ago, but he’d been able to keep those feelings suppressed. Until last night.

      “She was here, in my house.” Faith’s gaze swept the room as if she expected someone to materialize out of thin air.

      “Who?” He was back to worrying that she’d realized Dru was here. And while he had no intention of sleeping with Faith again, he did not want her to think it was because of another woman. Not after what her husband did to her.

      “The woman he cheated on me with. I can still smell her perfume.”

      The tension eased out of Mikail’s shoulders. “I’m sorry. We should not have come back here last night.” He should have sent her home and climbed the stairs to the apartment above his bar and slept in his own bed—alone.

      She shook her head and reached into the refrigerator for a jug of creamer, added a dollop to the mug sitting on the counter. “A small part of me wishes he’d come home while we were in the middle of…”

      Mikail sucked in a harsh breath. “You took me home because you wanted your cheating husband to catch us in the act?”

      He’d thought she was attracted to him because of who he was, not because she wanted revenge.

      He’d been used. It wasn’t a pleasant thought. And while it certainly hadn’t been the first time in his long life, it was the first time he felt…dirty about it.

      She shook her head so forcefully that red tendrils sprang free of her loose braid and whipped her in the face. “No, not at all. I didn’t think about him at all until this morning. I was lying there on my back, my arm resting on your chest, my leg draped over your thighs, not really ready to wake up, and I thought, I’ve never experienced this before. I can’t believe I had no idea what I was missing. But he never missed it. I’m pretty sure he’s been getting it on the side for almost our entire marriage, and I had no idea. And I wanted him to see that I was happy and satisfied—with someone else.”

      Mikail gritted his teeth and was barely able to suppress the growl. Yes, he’d made the poor choice to take her to bed, but he’d not thought it would be a revenge fuck for her. He’d wanted her to enjoy pleasures he knew she’d never experienced before—just as she’d said—but he’d also not wanted her stupid husband to have anything at all to do with it, even if it was anger or frustration she was feeling.

      This was why he taught the Watchers to keep emotions out of the mix. Because emotions made people dumb.

      “But then I got out of bed and went to the bathroom and took a shower,” Faith said, “and I wasn’t thinking about him at all. I didn’t feel sad or vengeful or anything tied to him.”

      She canted her head and studied Mikail while her cheeks pinked. “It sort of felt like I had a new beginning. My life is starting over, as of last night.”

      “You mean since you started the process of divorcing the man?” Mikail suggested. He did not like where he suspected this conversation was heading.

      “I don’t want to start over alone.”

      Uh-oh.

      “I don’t want to go back to giving myself orgasms.”

      “Is that all it was to you?” Why did he even ask? The entire experience had been all about showing her what she’d been missing by staying with Luke. He had meant to give her a night to remember, but he hadn’t meant…

      “Oh no. I want so much more than that.” She took a sip of coffee, her brow crinkling when her gaze landed on the sugar container. Rather, what was shoved between it and the wall. “What’s this?” she asked, moving a handful of steps.

      She pulled out the wadded ball of clothing, untangled the different pieces, and held up her panties. “Why is this stuffed back here?”

      He cleared his throat. “I didn’t want, uh, the reminder of what happened to be in your face when you woke up this morning.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because…”

      “Because why, Mikail?” Her tone had taken on a hard edge. She crumpled the panties in her fist.

      “Faith, love, we cannot…”

      “Cannot what?”

      Christ, she was going to make him spell it out. He stabbed his fingers through his hair. “What happened last night cannot happen again. That is not how it is supposed to work between us. We should not have even done it in the first place. It is against policy. Against the rules.”

      The mug slipped from her hand. As he watched its descent toward the floor, he thought, if she were in possession of her magic, she could stop this right now.

      The cup hit the unforgiving ceramic tile and shattered, pale brown liquid jumping up and dousing both his and Faith’s legs. Luckily, it had cooled to a lukewarm consistency and did no more damage beyond making a mess.

      He glanced up at Faith’s face. She was as pale as a ghost, save two spots of bright color on her cheeks. Her eyes were wide, the blue of her irises shimmering. Oh fates, had he made her cry? He hadn’t meant to do that. He only meant⁠—

      “Are you rejecting me too?”
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      “You’re avoiding me.”

      Faith attempted to affect an unaffected look as she gazed at the ridiculously hot bartender standing on her front porch. The one who, a week ago, had given her not one but four orgasms. In one night.

      She clenched her thighs. “And it was working until you showed up here.”

      “Why aren’t you coming into the bar anymore?” he asked, a note of desperation in his voice. Surely, business wasn’t so bad that he had to go knocking on doors to beg previous patrons to return.

      “Because I took the bartender home and he rejected me, and I believe in self-preservation.”

      “What does that even mean?” Mikail shook his head. “Never mind. Faith. I can’t protect you if I don’t see you once in a while.”

      “I don’t need a husband—or a bartender—to protect me. I’m perfectly capable all by myself.” She nodded at the door. “Locks on the doors and windows. There’s even a security system.” Not that she used it. She lived in a safe neighborhood, surrounded by elderly neighbors who had nothing better to do with their time but sit by the window and survey all they could see. That was better than some fancy security system any day.

      She glanced over Mikail’s shoulder. A curtain twitched in the window of the house across the street. Another twitched in the window next door. Old Mrs. Carmichael sat in a rocking chair on her front porch, blatantly watching them while she fanned herself and sipped her “special juice” out of a mason jar.

      Faith frowned. “How come none of them mentioned that Luke was having visitors while I was at work?”

      Mikail followed her line of sight to Mrs. Carmichael, who lifted her mason jar in salute before taking another drink. “Maybe it was only the one time and you arrived home before they could alert you.”

      If her suspicions were correct and Luke had been having affairs since shortly after their first anniversary, it was hard to believe the day she’d caught him was the first time he’d ever brought a woman to the house.

      Dang neighbors, they’d already chosen sides. If she ended up with the house, she definitely was not doling out batches of her mother’s to-die-for cookies at Christmastime like she had every year since she and Luke moved in.

      “And that’s not the sort of protection I’m referring to,” Mikail said. Why did it have to be so sexy when he dragged his hand through his hair like that? It was obviously a nervous habit, one he did when he was frustrated, and yet Faith’s mouth was watering like he’d dipped himself in chocolate.

      Which was also funny because she didn’t even like chocolate. It always made her feel…off. Almost like it was a drug and she had a bad trip every time she accidentally ingested it.

      “As you can see, I’m fine. Thanks for your concern—now go away.” She reached for the door, intending to step inside and close it smartly in his face. Probably wasn’t fair to Mikail, because honestly, she was treating him the way she wished she could treat her soon-to-be-ex-husband, except she was deliberately avoiding the man.

      Although he hadn’t made an appearance at the house, he’d started blowing up her cell phone a few days ago. She hadn’t responded to a single call or text. Then his father had called, not from his cell but from one of the dealerships he owned. Faith had assumed the call was something about her vehicle, so she’d answered it.

      He’d wanted to know why she was treating his son this way. She’d laughed mirthlessly and asked why his son had sex with another woman in their bed. The elder Mr. Calhoun had sputtered and spewed denials so furiously, it was obvious Luke had told the man that he’d screwed around on Faith.

      She’d disconnected the call, but before she could power down her phone, the screen flashed her mother-in-law’s number. Faith had never liked the woman and was spoiling for a fight, so she answered—and instantly regretted the decision.

      That call had ended when the woman suggested Faith had taken her jealousy over Luke’s affair to the extreme, had killed whoever he’d been sleeping with, and dumped the body in a swamp outside the city.

      There had been nothing shocking about either conversation. Luke had clearly run back to their stately old antebellum home and was hiding behind his mother’s skirts, and she was probably coaching him on the best way to divorce Faith and keep all his assets, and oh by the way, here’s a much more suitable model for you to settle down with and have kids.

      Maybe that more suitable model wouldn’t mind the cheating.

      While all Mikail had done was have utterly amazing sex with her and then hurried out the next morning before the door hit him in the ass, it was still a rejection, and Faith had still been smarting from her husband’s rejection. So, yeah, Mikail deserved the shade she was throwing his way.

      Besides, why was he even here? Why did he care whether she found a new neighborhood bar to hang out at? He got what he came for. To be honest, she was doing a marvelous job of staying away from him this past week when, in reality, despite the rejection, she’d wanted to return to the bar and attempt to sweet-talk him into reenacting what had been the most glorious night of her life.

      “That’s a good point,” she said, indulging her habit of thinking things and then asking questions about those thoughts out loud as if the other person had any idea what she was talking about. She turned back to face Mikail, lifting a finger to help with her point.

      He suddenly cocked his head, much like a dog who heard a whistle too high-pitched for human ears. His eyes went wide, then his face paled, his brow furrowed, and he yelled, “Shit!” before ducking like a football player, shoving his shoulder into her midsection and lifting her off her feet and over his back. He pushed his way into the house and slammed the door.

      “What the hell?” Faith demanded, waving her legs and pounding on his back with her fists. This did not even remotely have the same feel as that night they’d spent together, so she was reasonably sure he was not carting her off to the bedroom like a sexy caveman. “Put me down!”

      He did, unceremoniously, onto her back on the couch. By the time she struggled into an upright position, he was striding over to the sliding glass doors that led to the deck. He raised his arms, and she could see his lips moving as he concentrated, his fingers wiggling as if he were drawing in the air.

      What. The. Hell?

      Something crashed against the front door, hard enough to rattle the entire damn house. Her framed wedding photo—the goofy one with the fake Elvis that Luke’s mother hated with a passion—fell to the floor, splintered glass spreading across the wood-look tiles like somebody had thrown rice.

      Suddenly, Faith wasn’t so against Mikail offering up his protection.

      Another crash sent plaster dust streaming from the ceiling and toppled the plant stand in the front window. Oh, her poor plants!

      “What the heck is going on?” she asked, swinging around to Mikail. He’d finished that drawing in the air routine—what even was that?—and was now striding back toward her. “We need reinforcements,” he snapped. “Come, we’re too exposed here. I need a smaller space; it will be easier to put up wards.”

      “Put up what?”

      He stretched out his hand, and she took it without hesitation, letting him lead her into the hall. “You do realize whatever you just said made no sense, right?”

      “Yes.” He didn’t look at her but instead did a visual inspection of the third bedroom, which was Luke’s home office, before continuing down the hall.

      Okay, then. “Do you know what’s going on out there?” she asked when a third crash sent more framed photographs in the hall careening to the floor. She danced around and hurried him forward because, unlike him, she wasn’t wearing shoes.

      “Yes,” he said just before pulling her into the bathroom and closing the door.

      “Shouldn’t we call the cops?”

      Ignoring her question, he turned toward the door and began that whole drawing routine. It sounded like he was chanting, too. And he mentioned the word ward.

      “Do you believe you’re a voodoo priest or something?” she asked. “Because I’m not so sure your air drawings and prayers are going to work against whatever is out there.”

      “Considering I’m using your magic, I know for a fact that it will work.”

      “My what, now?”

      He resumed chanting and drawing while her mind attempted to dissect—and then immediately rejected—what he’d said.

      She canted her head and studied him from the back: all that thick, unruly dark hair, the corded muscles under his tight shirt, the narrow waist, that perfectly sculpted ass, and those thick thighs.

      In all honesty, he could be a model for the cover of any one of the romance books she tended to devour like candy. The fantasy ones, where magic was real.

      He finally rested his backside against the vanity. Maybe he needed a breather. Hanging his head, he said, “I can’t believe I just told you that.”

      “Told me what?” He’d hardly told her anything since arriving on her front porch a few minutes ago.

      Abruptly, he lifted his hand, palm facing her, and cocked his head toward the door. She tried to listen too, but all she heard was…nothing.

      “Oh!” she blurted. “Nothing. They’re gone!” Whoever “they” were. “And speaking of⁠—”

      The scratch at the door was the sort an animal would make, except Faith did not have a cat or a dog or even a parakeet, not that parakeets could scratch like that. Her point was, she had no pets, and she blamed that entirely on her husband—ex-husband—because she would have loved to adopt a dog or cat or maybe both.

      Hey, now that he was gone, that barrier was, too. As soon as this mess was over, she was heading to the nearest animal shelter, damn it.

      Mikail flattened his hand against the wooden surface for a moment before inching the door open, just enough to see who was on the other side. And then he opened it all the way to reveal…

      Faith tilted her head and studied the furry animal standing in her hallway. “Is that a wolf?”

      Faith’s only experience with wolves was in movies and at the zoo, and this one was the size of those dire wolves from Game of Thrones.

      “Have they been taken care of?” Mikail addressed the wolf.

      The wolf nodded.

      Nodded!

      “Warriors?” Mikail asked it.

      The wolf cocked its head like it was partially agreeing with his question, and seriously, was Faith honestly starting to believe he was able to communicate with a wolf?

      “Wolves?” Mikail asked. At the wolf’s nod, he added, “Fae?”

      The wolf shook its head.

      Mikail’s brow furrowed. But then he nodded smartly and said, “Thank you, Dru. As usual, you came through when needed.”

      Faith stared at the wolf. “Did that wolf just roll its eyes at you?”

      Now it was smirking.

      “This is insane,” Faith said.

      The wolf shook—actually acting like an animal this time—and then lifted its snout (saying goodbye, maybe?) before turning on its haunches and strutting down the hall. Faith would have peeked out the door to watch, except Mikail was blocking the entrance, and given the way he was talking to an animal, not to mention all that warding and mumbo jumbo he’d been chanting, Faith suddenly wasn’t entirely sure she hadn’t stumbled into the pages of a novel.

      Either that or Mikail was a little cuckoo.

      Neither really felt like a viable option.

      “I didn’t want you to find out like this,” Mikail said, sounding heavy-hearted and world-weary. “Truth be told, I’d hoped you never found out.” He glanced down the hall. “Despite what she kept insisting.”

      “She who?” This was the question Faith asked, out of the seven million or so that had popped into her head?

      “Dru.”

      “Who’s Dru?”

      Don’t say it, don’t say it…

      “The wolf.”

      Faith studied his face. It didn’t seem like he was losing his marbles. Or that he was lying. There were no tells, nothing to give away the fact that he was trying to convince her to believe he’d just had a conversation with an animal. And the animal had responded.
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