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The NOLA Shifters Series is set in the Louisiana Bayou. Many of the characters you will meet are Cajun. Their speech patterns reflect this. Too often, authors are leery of using a dialect that is specific to an area or to a group of people. I feel it would be an insult to anyone who is Cajun for me to make my characters Cajun while having them speak perfect English. I hope you enjoy this little glimpse into their world!


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To all the survivors of sexual assault,  you are not alone. I hear you and I believe you.

To all the single mothers out there raising their children alone,  stay strong. You’ve got this!


Prologue
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Fourteen was an awfully young age for someone to have to take on adult responsibilities. Casey Owens wasn’t given a choice. Her youth was taken from her the night her life irrevocably changed. 

 

She was the quiet girl, the one who didn’t get invited to parties, and she was okay with that. She would rather spend her time taking photos of the woods and fields where she lived than going to parties and getting in trouble. Summer had just started and there was a huge end-of-school bash taking place out of town. She’d had no intention of going to it but one of her friends talked her into getting out of the house for a change. She figured it wouldn’t hurt and maybe she could snap a few discreet photographs for a collage.

“I’m sooo glad you decided to come, Casey,” Sarah said as she looped arms with her friend. They’d ridden to the lake, where the party was happening, with Sarah’s older brother, Ronnie. He was supposed to keep an eye on them, but Casey had the feeling he’d be abandoning them as soon as he could. He wasn’t going to play babysitter even if his parents expected him to. After all, what kind of trouble could they get into?

“I don’t know about this, Sarah,” Casey said, biting her lip. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.”

“Oh, stop. You never get out and do anything, not really. It’s time you had some fun,” Sarah replied.

Casey rolled her eyes but let herself be dragged into the crowd. She’d heard all the tales about how you never accepted an already opened drink and never left your drink unattended, so she was sure she’d be fine. 

“Having fun?”

Casey turned at the voice and blinked. Garret Michaels was the son of the town’s mayor. They had money out the wazoo and he always had a girl on his arm. That he was standing here in front of her, alone, was a bit of a shock. That he was talking to her was even more of a shock. “Um, I guess,” she finally replied.

“You guess? You don’t like parties? Is that why I’ve never seen you at any of the others?” Garret asked.

Casey blushed a little. “I’ve just never really been that interested in them,” she admitted. “I’m more of a homebody, according to my best friend.”

“You’ve been missing out, Casey.” He smirked when she looked startled at him knowing her name. “It’s not that big of a school and I make it a habit of knowing the names of all the hot girls,” he told her.

Casey snorted. “You must be drunk, or you need glasses, because hot is the one thing I know I’m not.”

He slid an arm around her shoulders. “I beg to differ.”

What Casey didn’t realize at the time was that he slipped something in the drink she was holding when he wrapped his arm around her shoulders. She soon felt a bit lightheaded and before she could register what was happening, Garret had led her away from the party. Despite the fact she was a shifter and he was human, she wasn’t strong enough to push him away, not with what he’d slipped her. The drug was so strong, it kept her inner wolf from coming out to protect her. Some time later Sarah found her where he’d left her, with her jeans tangled around her ankles and tears drying on her cheeks.

Casey tried to report the rape, she really did. How did one get justice in a small town when their rapist was the son of the very wealthy mayor? They didn’t. No charges were brought against him and while her life spiraled into one of depression, Garret went about his business like nothing had happened. When she realized she was pregnant, her parents tried to talk her into aborting it. She was too young to care for an infant, they said. She needed to think about her education, her dreams of going to college. Casey looked them both in the eye and, without hesitation, told them no. She would finish school from home, reverting to being homeschooled—really she’d taught herself since both her parents worked—and when her son was born she would list the father as ‘Unknown’. If Garret ever wanted anything to do with her son, he would have to admit to what he’d done first, and she knew there was no way in hell he was going to admit to raping her. He’d sworn that he never had sex with her, that she’d hit on him and he’d turned her down.

If it wasn’t for the Pack, Casey knew she wouldn’t have made it through the months after the rape. She found solace in their coming together and she found someone she could really look up to and talk with in her Alpha’s daughter, Lily. Lily was only four years older than her, and when Casey had been at her lowest point, Lily had helped her through it. She had been there when her son, Jacob, came into this world, almost taking her out of it in the process. Lily had given Casey the strength to face the future regardless of how unsettling it was. 


Chapter One

Casey
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It was late afternoon, the sun was out, and Casey was curled up on her front porch with a cup of mint tea. Her parents had come by earlier to take Jacob out for ice cream to treat him for getting such good grades at school, and she was enjoying the moment of quiet. It was funny if she thought about it, her parents being so proud of him. They’d tried to get her to abort the pregnancy because she was so young, and now they wouldn’t dream of Jacob not being in their lives. Sometimes she wondered if their love for Jacob would be different if he’d taken after his human father instead of after her. When a human and a shifter had children together, it was a 50/50 chance whether or not the child would be able to shift.

As she sat there sipping her tea, her mind kept going back to the conversation she’d had with Lily a few weeks ago. Her friend had hit the nail on the head when she’d said it couldn’t be easy living in the same small town as the man who’d raped her, knowing he’d gotten away with it. Not once had Garret acknowledged Jacob’s existence, even though he had Garret’s brown eyes instead of Casey’s blue ones. Not that Casey was surprised, in the least. Why would he acknowledge his son’s existence when he denied ever touching Casey in the first place?

Her life was there, in Slatefall, but what kind of a life was it? She didn’t go out; she didn’t date. She worked from home, for crying out loud. She worked as a medical transcriptionist; it was a job she could do remotely from anywhere as long as she had WiFi access. It wasn’t her passion, it didn’t make her happy the way her photography once did, but it was a paycheck. The more she thought about the offer Lily made for her and Jacob to move to New Orleans, the more she thought about her future and what she wanted out of life. What was keeping her in Montana? Sure, her parents were there, but was that reason enough for her to pass up the opportunity for something more?

When she heard her parents’ car turn onto the lane leading to her home, she sighed and finished her cup of tea. She would have to talk with Jacob about the possibility of moving across country. She wasn’t going to just uproot their lives, which could be traumatic for a child, without giving her son the chance to have his say in it, too. “Someone looks like he really enjoyed his ice cream,” she said once Jacob had joined her on the porch. There was a chocolate stain on the front of his shirt.

“Sorry, Mama.” He gave her a sad-puppy-dog look.

Casey laughed softly. “Go on and change your shirt. I’ll soak it so the chocolate comes out.” When he was inside she turned to her parents. “Was everything okay?”

“Of course it was, sweetheart.”

Casey arched a brow at her mother. “Uh huh. That’s why you look on edge. Come on, Mom, I’m not a child anymore.”

“Your mother just doesn’t want to upset you. We bumped into Garret at the ice cream shop. I think he’s starting to see the resemblance to him in Jacob.”

Casey froze. “Did he say something?”

“He just asked where Jacob got his brown eyes from,” her mother hedged.

“Dad, tell me what he really said.”

“He said ‘Brown eyes. Must have gotten them from his dad since his mom’s eyes are blue.’ Then he moved to the counter and put in his order.”

Casey suppressed a shiver. No way in hell was she letting Garret anywhere near her son. “Thanks for taking him for ice cream. I know he enjoyed himself.”

“Casey, honey, you don’t have to thank us for doing things with our grandson. We love that little boy.”

“I know, Mom. Why don’t we get together this weekend for dinner?” By then she would have her decision made.

“Sure thing, sweetheart. This time I’m cooking. You and Jacob come on out to the house Saturday, whenever you feel like it.”

“All right, Mom.” She gave her parents both a hug and waited until they left to head inside. She found her son stretched out on the floor, drawing. She sat down next to him and looked at what he was drawing. “A lion? Why not a wolf?”

He shrugged. “I wanted to draw something different.”

She ruffled his hair a moment. “Hey, listen, little guy, I need to talk to you about something.”

“What’s wrong, Mama?” He put his colored pencils down and sat up to look at her.

Casey tugged him onto her lap and cuddled him. “Well, here’s the thing, squirt. A very good friend of mine invited us to New Orleans, and I was thinking about maybe moving there. But only if you want to move too. It would mean leaving your friends behind and making all new friends. And leaving Grandma and Grandpa. You’d only get to see them when they visit us or we come here for a visit.”

She watched her son chew on his lip as he thought about what she said. “If we moved, I could still talk to my friends, right? Like on the phone? And I can talk to Grandma and Grandpa, too?”

“Of course you could. You could call them every week if you wanted to. Every day, even.”

“What’s it like in New Orleans?”

“Well, why don’t you go get my laptop and we can look stuff up together so we can learn more about the city?”

“Yeah!” He hopped up and ran into her bedroom and brought her laptop back to her. They sat there on the floor together, looking at photos of New Orleans, and reading up about the city and the climate. “It doesn’t ever snow there.” He looked stunned.

“It’s way too far south for snow.”

He chewed on his lip more. “Could I come visit Grandma and Grandpa during Christmas break so I can play in the snow?”

“Of course, silly.” She tickled his side. “So, what do you think?”

“Let’s move!” He seemed excited about seeing a new place, one that, by all the photos they’d found, was very colorful.

“All right then. We’ll have to let Grandma and Grandpa know when we go to dinner this Saturday.” She knew her parents weren’t going to be happy about it, or at least, she didn’t think they would be, but she needed to do this for herself.
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Saturday afternoon, Casey loaded her son up in her car and headed over to her parents’ home. The Pack was fairly spread out in their little corner of the world. Sure the area was shared with other Packs, but each territory was fairly large, which allowed Pack members to have some space of their own. She stopped in town at the store to pick up a bottle of wine for dinner, and was approaching the register with it when a hand reached out and gripped her arm.

“What are you celebrating?”

She had to force down the shudder that threatened. “Get your hand off me.”

“Still as cold as ever, I see. Your son’s getting big. I’m surprised his eyes are such a dark brown. Must have gotten that from his father. At least he has your mop of blond curls.”

Casey narrowed her eyes at Garret. “Yes, my son is getting big,” she said and emphasized the word ‘my’. “As for cold, why would I be any other way toward you? I have to go.” She pulled free of his hand and ushered Jacob to the register. Garret really had a lot of nerve, acting like she should be happy to talk to him after what he did to her.

“You shouldn’t hold onto the past; it makes you a bitter person, Casey.”

She covered her son’s ears with her hands before she growled, “Go to hell.” Then she paid for her purchase and left.

“Mama? Who was that man? How come he upset you?”

They were in the car and on their way to her parents’ home when her son spoke up. “He’s just someone I went to school with. He was a bit of a jerk back then and I just don’t like him.” There was no way she was telling him the truth.

“I don’t like the way he feels.”

She glanced in the rearview mirror to see her son’s face. “What do you mean?”

“I dunno. He just feels…weird. He made my wolf want to growl.”

“Our wolves know when someone is a good person or not. You be sure to listen to what yours tells you when you meet new people.” If someone had given her that advice when she was younger, would she have listened when her wolf tried to tell her not to trust Garret that night? She would like to think she would have, but she was so young, so naive, she might have ignored the warnings because he was so popular and seemed like a good person.

“I will, Mama.”

She smiled at the surety in his voice. Her son was a spitfire, that was for sure. By the time they pulled up outside her parents’ home, her nerves were under control. She carried the wine inside while Jacob darted out to the backyard where the delicious aroma of cooking meat wafted on the breeze. Her father had the grill going.

“Hey, Mom.” She kissed her mother’s cheek and put the wine in the fridge to get it chilled. “So, guess who I ran into in town.”

“Who?”

“Garret. The bastard had the nerve to grab my arm and then act like the wounded party when I told him to get his hand off me.”

“He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

“No, he was just…I think Dad’s right. He’s starting to see the resemblance between him and Jacob. He commented on his eyes to me, too.”

“That boy is a piece of work. After what he did to you, he has some nerve daring to touch you like that.”

“He’s the mayor’s son, and they’re wealthy; what do you expect? He was born with a silver spoon in his mouth, and he’s always had everything handed to him. He’s above the law in this little town, Mom. I learned that nine years ago.”

Her mother hugged her. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t drag all that up.”

“It’s fine. I can’t change what happened, and I wouldn’t have Jacob right now if it hadn’t, so something good came from it. Anyway, is there anything I can do to help get dinner ready?” She didn’t want to dredge up the past anymore than they already had.

“No, go on out back. Everything’s just about ready.”

“Okay.” She kissed her mother’s cheek and went out to watch her son help her father with the grill. “Be careful.”

“I am, Mama.” Jacob gave her a happy grin. 

That grin warmed her. No, she wouldn’t change things because she wouldn’t have that precious little boy in her life otherwise.

Later, after the food was gone and they were sitting on the back porch, sipping wine while Jacob played in the backyard, Casey cleared her throat. “I have something to tell you.” She looked at her parents before she continued, “A few weeks ago, Lily invited Jacob and I to New Orleans. To live. I’ve been thinking about it, a lot, and I talked it over with Jacob the other day. We’re taking her up on the offer. I need to get away from here. I don’t go out because I know I might run into Garret, and as much as I say I’m over it, it still shakes me up when I run into him. Like today at the store. I had to force myself to stay calm. We’ll visit, and Jacob will spend part of his Christmas break with you guys so he can play in the snow, but…I think this is the best thing for us.”

Her parents were silent for several minutes. “Are you sure this is what you really want, Casey? Here, you have the support of your mother and I. If you go to New Orleans, we won’t be able to help you as much.” 

“I’m sure, Dad. I’ve given it a lot of thought since Lily made the suggestion a few weeks ago.”

“What are you going to do about school?” her mother asked.

“I’m probably going to homeschool him for the rest of the year and then enroll him in public school in the fall.”

When Casey assured them this was what she wanted, her father continued, “As much as it will hurt to see you two go, maybe you’re right. Maybe this is the best thing for both of you. I don’t want that filth anywhere near my grandson, and the more interest he shows, the greater the chance he’ll ask for a paternity test and try to be in Jacob’s life.” There was an angry growl in her father’s voice. “It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that he’s Jacob’s biological father. At least, if you move away, there’s a chance he’ll forget about the resemblances between him and Jacob.”

Casey felt tears in her eyes at his words. “Thanks, Dad. It really means a lot to know you support my decision.”

“Sweetheart, we both support it. You’re our daughter; moving to a different state doesn’t change that. This isn’t the Wild West; there is such a thing as a telephone.” Her mom winked at her. “You need to take care of you, and if moving away from here will do that, then we support you all the way. We’d like to help you with the move, in whatever way we can.”

“You can help me pack. I know you probably meant something more along the lines of driving down with me, but it’s going to be hard enough to say goodbye to you guys. Besides, with dad having trouble with the hardware store, I’d rather not take you two away from it. Let me get us settled in and then come for a visit, okay?”

“All right, sweetheart. But I’m holding you to that visit,” her mother said and they all laughed.

With that done, all Casey had to do was inform her Alpha and get her house packed up. Oh, and let Lily know they were coming. Casey couldn’t hide the excitement she felt. A whole new chapter in her life was beginning. All she could do was hope that this one was better than the last.


Chapter Two

Nikolai
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It wasn’t easy being one of only a few Siberian tigers in the US. It was even harder when the rest were your kin, your blood. That meant not being able to find your mate among your own kind. Nikolai was first-generation American. His parents defected to the US at the start of the Cold War, in 1947, because they disagreed with the conflict and wanted a better life for their children. As a result, none of the shifters from their line were welcome in Siberia.

Nikolai decided at a young age that, since he couldn’t have the intensity of the mate bond, he would not commit to anyone. Humans were far more fragile than shifters. A shifter could heal from almost anything, things that would kill a human, and he didn’t want to get attached to a woman only to suffer when she died.

That wasn’t to say he didn’t enjoy the company of a woman if one sparked his interest. He wasn’t a monk. However, unlike his Pack mate, Steele, who bedded a different woman almost nightly, Nikolai didn’t sleep around. He was a bit more discerning—a bit more particular in what he liked—than that.

Thinking about his Pack mate gave him a pang of…longing. He was out of the country at the moment, on a job, and he hadn’t spoken to any of them in days. He kept in contact with his Alpha via encrypted email but that was only to give updates. It was with a jolt he realized he missed them. They’d become his second family and he couldn’t pinpoint exactly when that had happened.

The sound of a vehicle starting up pulled him from his thoughts and he focused on the job. His target was on the move.

A week ago, Declan was contacted about a cold case with new information that was being swept under the proverbial rug. A young girl from a prominent family in Brazil went missing several years ago, but the case was abandoned when the investigators hit a dead end. A few weeks ago, new evidence was revealed and the girl’s family pressed officials to reopen the case. Their requests fell on deaf ears because the evidence was directly linked to a wealthy, powerful, dangerous man, and the authorities weren’t willing to get on his bad side. The girl’s parents reached out to Declan for help. If there was one thing that fired Declan Monroe up, it was children being put in harm’s way. He took the case without hesitation. Nikolai was part of a four-man team sent in to retrieve her.

“Target is on the move,” he said into his earpiece as he followed the car through the streets of Porto Velho. He kept a safe distance from the car ahead of him. Not that he would lose it even if he hung back more than he already was. He’d attached a tracking device to the vehicle he was following, and he knew the rest of the team was monitoring the beacon, as well. 

Twenty minutes later, Nikolai pulled his SUV off to the side of the road and into the nearby foliage before he continued on foot. The car he’d been following had turned into a gated drive that had some heavy-duty security. As the rest of the team moved in from different entry points, he used his tiger’s claws to scale the wall. He hovered at the top until it was clear, then landed silently on his feet. One by one, he took out every guard he came across, and while the rest of the team took out the remaining guards outside, he entered the mansion in front of him.

It took time to go through every room and by the time he reached the top floor, the others had joined him. His ears picked up sounds that made him want to growl but he remained silent: soft begging, before it tapered off to whimpers, and the unmistakable sound of flesh on flesh that came with sex. When he reached the door the sounds came from, he found it locked. He motioned one of his teammates forward and within seconds the lock clicked open. He pushed the door open to find the girl caught between their target and another male. Rage filled him but he kept it in check. There was no need to terrify the girl when she was already traumatized.

Minutes later, both men lay in a pool of blood and Nikolai wrapped the girl in a blanket and held her close. She’d gone missing at the age of nine and at thirteen, she was a frail thing. She was shaking and reeked of fear. “Shh. It’s all right.” It broke his heart to see the emptiness in her eyes. “You’re safe now, rebyonok,” he murmured. “Your mama and papa never gave up hope of finding you.” He felt her relax a little at those words. With a nod to the rest of the team, he carried her out. They would handle the cleanup while he took the child home to her parents. He would be glad to return home once the girl was back in her parents’ arms.

 

 

 

 

Casey
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Casey watched the scenery as they headed toward New Orleans. She’d thought it was silly for her to have an escort from Montana but Magnis, her Alpha, had insisted. He didn’t like the idea of a young, lone female driving across country with just her son for company. If something happened he wanted to know she was safe. That was the Alpha in him and even though she was leaving his Pack, she decided it was better to not argue. Since he couldn’t very well drive her himself, he chose a trusted Pack member to drive the U-haul so that Casey didn’t have to. Having someone else doing all the driving did give her the chance to actually enjoy the trip because she didn’t have to concentrate on the road at all times. It was late afternoon, the sun was sitting low in the sky, and when she glanced over at Lake Ponchartrain, the beauty of the sun on the water took her breath away. It gleamed like a jewel with varying shades of blue, pink, and red, from the sunset reflecting off its surface.

As they entered the city proper, she focused on her surroundings. There were so many vibrant colors, and the architecture—she could get lost for hours just wandering around, taking it all in. It took her several seconds to realize they’d stopped and the U-haul truck was turned off. They’d reached their final destination. She felt a mixture of excitement and nervousness as she opened the door and got out. Jacob scrambled out behind her.
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