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        “Love is a battlefield.”

      

      

      

      As a member of the Shifter Council, Eden Thompson faces critical decisions every day, yet nothing has proved more challenging than selecting a mate. While she’s busy evaluating potential suitors, a felon with an axe to grind trespasses on her land. Sorting out her personal life is hard enough, so Eden hires a Chitah to upgrade her security system. When an innocent joke leads to a night of passion, they make a pact to keep the affair a secret.

      

      Lucian Cross is a genius when it comes to science and technology—if only his social skills were as impressive. When the most unattainable woman in Storybook seduces him, his life is irrevocably changed. Despite their undeniable chemistry, Eden is searching for a lifelong commitment, and Lucian… isn’t. But when a suitor captures Eden in his deceitful web, Lucian must choose between following his heart or protecting it.

      

      It’s a fight for survival in this heart-pounding romance, but will security and reputation prove more valuable than love?

      

      This book includes:

      
        
          	
        Damaged Goods
      

      	
        Interspecies romance
      

      	
        Forced proximity
      

      	
        Interracial romance
      

      	
        Found Family
      

      	
        Socially awkward hero
      

      

      

      

      SIGN UP to receive exclusive updates on future releases!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also By Dannika Dark:

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE MAGERI SERIES

        Sterling

        Twist

        Impulse

        Gravity

        Shine

        The Gift

      

        

      
        MAGERI WORLD

        Risk

      

        

      
        NOVELLAS

        Closer

      

        

      
        THE SEVEN SERIES

        Seven Years

        Six Months

        Five Weeks

        Four Days

        Three Hours

        Two Minutes

        One Second

        Winter Moon

        Seven Series Companion: An Insider’s Guide

      

        

      
        SEVEN WORLD

        Charming

      

        

      
        THE CROSSBREED SERIES

        Keystone

        Ravenheart

        Deathtrap

        Gaslight

        Blackout

        Nevermore

        Moonstruck

        Spellbound

        Heartless

        Afterlife

        Quicksilver

        Evildoer

        Forevermore

        Crossbreed Series Companion: An Insider’s Guide

      

      

      
        
        THE BLACK ARROWHEAD SERIES

        The Vow

        The Alpha

        The Chosen

        The Thief

        The Sinner

        The Brave

        The Protector

      

      

      

      
        
        Most of these books are also available in hardcover, paperback, and audio formats. Readers are falling in love all over again with physical copies and building personal libraries. Add these beautiful print editions to your collection! Wish you could experience your favorite books for the first time? Audiobooks are a great way to sit back and enjoy these stories all over again. Visit the author’s website for more.

        www.dannikadark.net

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my Mageri fans:

        Even the black sheep deserves a happy ending.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

        
          
            [image: Bow and arrow with the arrowhead facing up and crescent moon designs inside.]
          

        

      

    

    
      My eyes widened at the plot twist unfolding in the book I was reading on my phone. “Unbelievable! He’s her father? Oh, now he’s really gotta go.”

      The bathroom door squeaked open and surprised me.

      “Oh, good evening, Councilwoman Thompson.” The brunette lingered by the long sink like a startled deer. “I didn’t expect to run into you.”

      I went through the Rolodex in my head to recollect her name, but my thoughts were still swirling over the latest chapter in my fantasy book.

      “You probably don’t remember me. I’m Cynthia,” she quickly added. “You came to our house for a mating ceremony.”

      Ah, now I remember. She lives with that pack of coyotes who celebrated two young people last August. Boy, they had a delicious spread. I should get the recipe for their roast chicken.

      “How are you, Cynthia?” I tucked the phone in my purse and sauntered up to the mirror. “Any mating ceremony in your future?”

      She snorted. “Not by the looks of tonight’s date.”

      I touched her arm. “Girl, same.”

      After taking out my shimmery lip gloss, I leaned over the sink to apply it. Even though bold colors suited my brown complexion, I didn’t want to go overboard with my makeup on a first date. The nude lip gloss was one of my favorites.

      “Is that why you’re in here?” she asked. “I had to get away for a minute.”

      “I’ve been in here for the past ten minutes, hoping he fell into an alternate dimension.”

      “A what?”

      I closed the tube. “That’s my way of saying we don’t have anything in common. On to the next.”

      “Can you give me any tips?”

      My brow furrowed. “What kind of tips?”

      “On getting a nice guy to ask me out. You’re so… sophisticated. And I love your hair.” She adjusted her tight green dress while staring at my leather pencil skirt and fitted black top. The girl had more cleavage coming out of her dress than beneath it.

      My hair wasn’t styled in any special way. The loose curls were combed back on one side and closer to my face on the other. But I could empathize with her situation. “Think of dating like a job interview; you have to sell yourself to find the best candidates. Everyone around here knows your pack, but maybe they don’t know you’re in that pack.”

      “We’re a band,” she uttered meekly.

      “Of course. I’m sorry. Everywhere you go, it’s a different term for coyotes.” It seemed prudent to offer her advice. While I wasn’t mated, I certainly had no trouble with men asking me out. “Here’s what you do: Write down your best qualities, talents, and anything else that’s uniquely you. Look at your list every morning when you wake up and recognize that Cynthia has a lot to offer. Make sure other people know about those qualities. Do you think men only ask me out because of my looks? They know about my job, how hard I work, my integrity—that’s what you want to focus on. If people only know you by looks, they don’t really know you at all. And whatever you do, don’t settle for less because you think that’s all you deserve. Be yourself and own every inch of who you are.”

      Cynthia fluffed her wavy hair and smiled bashfully. “I always assumed you were mated. No offense.”

      “None taken. I can barely make time to whip up dinner, let alone fool with dating.” I adjusted my purse strap and heaved a melodic sigh. “But here we are.” I flashed a smile before dragging my butt to the door. “Good luck!”

      “You too.”

      Dragonfly Bar & Grill was better known as Dragonfly’s, and I rarely had a chance to come here for pleasure. Always business meetings. The aroma of sizzling steaks, baked bread, and pasta wafted through the air of the gold room. The club exuded old-world charm with rich wood, sumptuous gold lighting, candles, and elegant crystal glassware.

      Instead of sitting out in the open, my date had chosen a private booth nestled beyond a divider wall. The arched window openings and hanging plants on the stucco partition added charm.

      I navigated through the crowded dining area in my heels, tempted to flee up the stairs and call it a night. However, that wasn’t the reputation I aimed for as a Councilwoman. I had agreed to this date, and that meant honoring my word even if I wanted to plunge a fork in his eye.

      I passed a large table of local wolves who were celebrating a recent mating ceremony. A few smiled and tipped their hats when they recognized me. People always assumed I was conducting business, which offered me privacy while out on a date.

      I’d give anything for an interruption. An old friend, an emergency, a meteor. I’m not picky, I mused, gazing up at the chandelier as I walked beneath it. Maybe it’ll fall on my head. Knowing this clown, he’d ask me to step outside and heal myself so we can order dessert.

      Henry Hightower smiled up at me as I sat in front of him. His thatch of dark blond hair was styled in a Caesar cut—short and layered on top with a fringe, the sides tapered—but the waves were too overgrown to pull it off. None of that bothered me. He was a fair-looking man, but his ostentatious diamond earrings were off-putting. Mr. Hightower dripped with money, from his flashy car to his expensive suit. As I touched my own diamond earrings, which were modest but lovely, it felt like he was trying to outshine me more than impress me. He was brash, and sometimes he growled out his words.

      Henry originated from Scotland, but it was clear he had painstakingly worked on reducing his accent. It slipped through in conversation, enough that no one could ever mistake him for an American if they listened to him long enough.

      The fake ferns and ivy behind us created a privacy curtain, which I had instantly regretted when he attempted to hold my hand earlier while telling me about what his exes liked to do in bed.

      That was when I fled to the bathroom.

      He groomed his mustache while staring across the table at me. “Wasn’t certain if you were coming back.”

      “Neither was I,” a man murmured from behind me.

      Henry obviously didn’t hear him. “Have you picked out your dessert?” He thrust the menu at me, almost knocking my glass over.

      I quickly saved my white wine and scrambled for a way out of this date. “Truth be told, that steak filled me up more than I thought it would.”

      “Maybe food isn’t what you’re craving. Let’s go to the red room and dance.”

      The only thing I was craving at the moment was alone time with my sofa and to get out of my heels. “It’s been a long day. I never should have accepted a date on a workday.”

      Henry gulped down the rest of his red wine. “If you settled with a mate, you wouldn’t have to work at all.”

      If he was trying to challenge me to a debate, my mental knives were already sharpening. “Is that what you’re looking for in a mate? Someone without ambition?”

      He gave a throaty chuckle. “You can have ambition and run a house.”

      I sipped my wine and pondered why some men were threatened by a mate who valued their career. “That’s true, and both genders do a fine job. But I’ve always enjoyed keeping myself busy and making this world a little better.”

      “I can keep you real busy. Look, we’re both adults. Why don’t we skip all this foreplay and go back to my place?”

      A growl sounded from behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder but couldn’t see past the plants.

      Henry abruptly stood and sat beside me. The bench seat made it impossible to escape. After putting his right arm around me, he tilted his head to capture my attention. “You’re the most untouchable woman in this town, Miss Thompson. Some of the men around here think you’re a prude, but you know what I see? A beautiful woman who needs a real man,” he said, his voice dripping with arrogance. “You’ve been wasting your time with the losers around here.”

      My skin crawled. “You’re a Mage. I’m not certain this’ll work out. You have all that power.”

      “You mean the power to seduce you?” He chuckled softly. “I know how to fuck my partners without killing them.”

      Did he want a trophy?

      “I’m the primary wine distributor in Storybook and surrounding counties. I rake in a substantial profit.” He stroked my shoulder. “I’d love to show you my boat sometime.”

      Someone drifted up to our table and cleared their throat. I turned my gaze to an intense-looking gentleman with coal-black hair and the most stunning golden eyes.

      “Miss Thompson.” The Chitah bowed, but despite the pleasantries, his tight voice suggested he was irritated. “I have an urgent business matter to discuss with you. Can we speak privately?”

      Lucian Cross was the only Chitah in Storybook with a shaved head, which was why I didn’t immediately recognize him with a full head of hair. And gorgeous black hair at that.

      “Can’t you see she’s busy?” Henry fired back. “Get lost.”

      Lucian’s jaw clenched, and he locked eyes with me. His intense gaze raised the hair on my arms.

      While his interruption was unexpected, it offered me an exit from this uncomfortable date from hell.

      “I’m sorry, Henry. A Councilwoman’s hours are never done.” I scooted to my right to put distance between us just in case he got the bright idea to steal a kiss. “I appreciate the lovely dinner.”

      Henry seemed irritated but thankfully didn’t cause a scene. “I’ll call you so we can do this again.”

      Oh no we won’t.

      “I look forward to speaking again,” I said with a smile as real as the artificial plant behind me.

      Without warning, Henry took my hand and kissed it. After a salacious wink, he stood and inched so close to Lucian that I thought a fight was about to erupt.

      Lucian tipped his head to the side and made a tight fist as he glared at the Mage. Instead of instigating a brawl, Henry scowled at the Chitah before heading out.

      I laughed inwardly because Henry swaggered off as though a soundtrack to his life was playing in the background.

      Lucian lingered by the table and watched me attentively. “I didn’t plan on busting in on your date, but your repulsion was stronger than your perfume. Is there anything you need?”

      I wiped Henry’s saliva off the back of my hand. “Besides a therapist and a glass of wine?” I pointed behind me. “Were you the one sitting there making all the noises?”

      He shrugged. “Your date was entertaining.”

      “Have a seat.”

      Lucian quietly claimed the spot across the table and folded his arms.

      “I almost didn’t recognize you with hair, Mr. Cross. How long has it been?”

      “Fifteen and a half weeks,” he answered, quicker than I could calculate in my head.

      “Is that so?” I arched my brow. “That’s a rather precise answer.”

      He dipped his chin. “That was a rather specific question.”

      “Where’s the rest of your pack?”

      “Around.”

      I soaked him in. Lucian’s understated attire of a button-up and black jeans was a stark contrast to Henry’s showy outfit. His features were striking: sharp cheekbones, sensual lips, and bone structure that was criminal. And his luminous golden eyes delivered a smoldering gaze dripping with sexual tension.

      I used to think his shaved head made him distinctive, but now he was even more so with his disheveled black hair. In my experience, Chitahs rarely had dark hair, and those who did were considered defects. Unfortunately, every Breed had their own definition of defects related to either their natural gifts or physical attributes.

      Yet I found nothing wrong with his unique features.

      “What urgent business matter did you have to discuss with me?” I asked, uncertain if he had one.

      His lips parted, and he hesitated before answering. “You never called me.”

      I jerked my head back. “What?”

      “Last year I told you what I did for a living, and you were going to add me to your contact list. Don’t you need security?”

      “Oh.” He must have assumed I wrote down his number for my own personal use. “Mr. Cross, when I meet someone with a particular skill set such as yours, I make sure to spread that information around the community. Haven’t you gotten unsolicited calls in the past few months? I’ve put in a good word for you numerous times, and several individuals thanked me for the referral.”

      He gave a perfunctory nod.

      “Well, as it so happens, I might need your expertise after all.” I played with my gold necklace and sighed. “Your timing tonight couldn’t have been better. Dating isn’t what it used to be. Or maybe it is, and I’m the one who’s changed.”

      “Why didn’t you ditch that guy when you went to the bathroom?”

      I lifted my wineglass. “Dating in a small town is like walking a tightrope over a lion pit. Most people only have to worry about their reputation and gossip. I have bigger concerns.”

      He leaned forward, and his dark eyebrows drew together. “Like what?”

      “Because I work on the Council, I can’t afford to burn bridges. People in this town seek my counsel on disputes, crimes, domestic complaints, pack issues, property sales, and so on. Not just Shifters. I deal with a lot of other Breeds, and if I make enemies because of a bad date and that person later needs my help, they might accuse me of unfair treatment if I can’t resolve their issue.” I feigned a smile. “So instead of throwing a drink in their face, I politely end the evening.”

      He drummed his fingers on the table. “Stay away from booth seating and private tables. A bench seat is nothing but a potential trap. People sit by the wall for privacy, but that means nobody can see a misbehaving jackass.”

      “You make a fair point. Next time I’ll choose the table.”

      “I hope you don’t mean next time with that prick.” Lucian wrinkled his nose. “He reeks of dirty socks and decomposing biological waste.”

      I choked on my wine. “Say that again?”

      He averted his gaze before reformulating his answer. “He smells like a dirty fish aquarium.”

      That roused a laugh out of me. “You are messy.” I flicked a glance at the beautiful gold watch on his wrist. “We have something in common.”

      He studied me closely.

      Then I held up my left wrist with my watch. “People say they go out of style, but⁠—”

      “Time never goes out of style.”

      I smiled at his sharp intellect. “Exactly. Some things never go out of fashion. A reliable windup watch is a reminder that you should rely on yourself to keep things moving.”

      He offered a crooked grin and tapped the watch. “Phone batteries die. If I ever get lost in the mountains or stranded on an island, I’ll be the only one who knows the time.”

      “If you’re ever stuck on a tiny island, Mr. Cross, time will be the least of your concerns.”

      “I can think of several things I’d need the time for. Tracking flight patterns, tidal flows, wildlife activity…”

      I set my glass down. “You’re an interesting character.”

      He directed his attention to the wall. “So I’ve been told.”

      “Why did you come all this way to a busy club only to hide in a private booth? Or did your friends banish you?”

      “Maybe both.” He chuckled darkly and sat back.

      I watched him study the buttons on his midnight-blue dress shirt. It fitted him nicely and brought out his eyes, which sparkled like champagne. Lucian’s gaze could set panties on fire, and yet he seemed insecure in a way I couldn’t put my finger on. Despite being the least social in his pack, he was the best dressed whenever they went out. In fact, even his T-shirts hugged his body like a second skin. It made me wonder if he used a tailor.

      Lucian stared at Henry’s wineglass. “Do you normally date pond scum?”

      “Sometimes you have to give people the benefit of the doubt. Mr. Hightower is a prominent man in this town.”

      Lucian drew in a deep breath. “Humph.”

      I canted my head, curious about the layers of unspoken words wrapped up in that singular sound. “What are your thoughts?”

      “This is the part where my Packmaster would tell me to keep my mouth shut around a Councilwoman.” He rubbed his hand over his hair. “I get in trouble for speaking my mind.”

      “You don’t think he’s my type?”

      “That depends on how low your standards are.”

      I stifled a laugh.

      When he flattened his left hand on the table, his onyx ring clicked against the wood. “A female of your caliber deserves better than a self-absorbed jackass. That’s all I meant.”

      Female. Chitahs were a curious Breed with their own unique vocabulary. Words like male, female, and young replaced man, woman, and child. They had their own elders and laws as well as customs centered around kindred spirits. It was also normal for siblings to live together in the same house, which made me wonder what this Chitah was doing in a wolf pack.

      “Do you have any siblings?” I asked, curious if maybe he’d had a falling-out with his family.

      “Four by blood.”

      “Do all their names start with the same letter?”

      “Of course,” he said matter-of-factly. “It’s tradition. Males take the first letter of their father’s name, and girls use the first letter of their mother’s.”

      “Do they live nearby?”

      “Cognito.”

      I listened to the soft jazz music and a pocket of laughter from a nearby table. “You must be lonely out here without them.”

      He flicked his eyes up. “Are you kidding? I live in a house full of howling wolves. Two of my packmates go at it every night like they’re in a porno.”

      I laughed brightly and reached for my wine. “Well, it’s nice to hear someone has a healthy sex life.” When I realized how that sounded, I grabbed the reins on the conversation before we plummeted off a cliff. “Is there any special reason a Chitah joined a wolf pack?”

      He ran his hand over his head, something I used to see him do when his hair was shaved. Only now, it rumpled his locks and gave him a sexy bedhead look. “It’s complicated.”

      “Isn’t it always? Are you not close to your family? It happens all the time.”

      “It’s not that. I needed a change.”

      “Living with wolves—that’s quite a change.” After swallowing my wine, I set down the glass. “I thought cats and dogs didn’t get along,” I quipped. “Why a wolf pack?”

      “I’m Lakota’s uncle.”

      “I wondered about that! You have the same last name, but I assumed it was a coincidence. You don’t look remotely similar.”

      Lucian took out his phone and checked it. “That’s because he’s adopted. There weren’t any good genes left for me anyhow,” he added while swiping through his phone.

      “I’d care to disagree,” I murmured.

      He swung his eyes up. “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      Lucian’s nose twitched. I could tell he was sampling the air, reading my emotions.

      “Important call?” I asked.

      “Just checking the security cameras. That’s my job.”

      I loved a man who was passionate about his work. It reminded me what a procrastinator I was about setting up security in my own home.

      Mercy Breedlove—a petite woman with a sassy attitude and a country accent—popped into view. “Lucian, I’ve been looking high and low for you.”

      He put his phone away. “I know.”

      When she recognized me, she flashed her pearly whites. “Hi, Miss Thompson! Is Lucian bothering you?”

      “On the contrary, he rescued me from a rather sticky situation.”

      She put her hands on her narrow hips and gave him a scrutinizing gaze. Mercy’s silver pixie cut, big eyes, and narrow features reminded me of a fairy, and she definitely had the energy of one.

      I decided to rescue Lucian. “We were catching up since we haven’t seen each other in what—nine months? Work keeps me busy. I bet Joy’s new baby has been keeping everyone on their toes. I thought they would’ve brought her in public by now. I’ve seen Joy and Atticus on separate occasions, but not the baby. How’s she doing?”

      “Oh, Violet’s a doll,” Mercy said with a comical rotation of her eyes. “Between all the diaper changes and midnight feedings, she sure as heckfire knows how to keep us from sleeping. Mind if I sit?” Mercy stole the empty spot next to me and fanned her face.

      “Is Joy here tonight?” I asked. “I’d love to say hello.”

      “She stayed home with the baby, but some of us wanted to go out and do our last-minute scheming.”

      I twisted to face her. “Scheming? Do tell. I love a juicy secret.”

      “Atticus invited us here to iron out the details for Hope’s baby shower.”

      Being the Packmaster’s mate, Hope’s pregnancy was a joyful blessing to her pack. It also explained why Lucian was hiding. He didn’t seem like the type heavily interested in party planning.

      “She’s due any day now, isn’t she?” I asked.

      Mercy tilted her head with a look of surprise splashed across her face. “Didn’t you get our invitation? I’ll drop down right here on the floor and die if you didn’t. The baby shower’s tomorrow.”

      “Those celebrations are for family. I know sending them out to the Council is a formality, but I appreciate the thought.”

      She snorted. “You’ve officiated the mating ceremony of everyone in the pack—you’re practically family. It’ll be fun! We’re gonna have so much food and activities. You have to come by, and don’t worry about a gift. She’s not even expecting the party, so I cannot wait to see her face.”

      Lucian put his phone back in his pocket. “Aren’t baby showers supposed to be for the females?”

      “Y’all are living in the Stone Age. Tak would die if he couldn’t be there to celebrate, and it wouldn’t be right to only have a handful of women show up for such an important celebration. Women aren’t the only ones raising this child,” she pointed out with an admonishing look. “Don’t you dare think about skipping out early, Lucian Cross. If I have to put a seat belt on your chair, so be it.” Then she turned her attention back to me and clutched my arm. “Please come. Even if you can only stop by for a few minutes, she’d be thrilled to see you there.”

      “How are you keeping this shower a secret?”

      “Believe me, it’s been a challenge. We’re having to store tables and chairs on the property since Montana didn’t trust the guy not to rent them out to someone else. Atticus carried them out of sight and covered them with a tarp. Melody was planning on taking Hope to the hair and nail salon tomorrow, but Hope can easily change her mind on something like that. So instead, she’s taking her to Milly’s for a thorough medical checkup. Milly’s going to stall for as long as she can and pretend her equipment is malfunctioning or something clever. Then she’ll give her the tour of her greenhouse and invite her to drink tea. That’ll keep them gone long enough for us to set up and Bear to fix all the food. He’s making sandwiches and precooked the meat today.”

      “Calvin let him off?”

      “Both of us got the day off. Calvin’s invited, but you know he wouldn’t shut down the bar if it was on fire. Butterfingers is taking over my shift for the day so I can help prepare.”

      Her cheeks bloomed red when she instantly remembered she was talking to a Councilwoman. I knew she was referring to a clumsy waitress at the Rabbit Lounge. Some of the locals called her Butterfingers since she was always spilling drinks, but instead of laughing about it, I switched topics. “It sounds like it’s gonna be a lovely party.”

      The color in her cheeks faded. “That’s why you have to come. The fact that we ran into you the night before means it’s destiny.”

      Lucian eased back in his seat, and when he pulled in an audible breath, amusement danced in his eyes. “The Councilwoman wants to come.”

      I arched an eyebrow at his keen sense of smell. “Well then, I guess I can’t refuse.”

      Mercy slid out of her seat. “It starts at two. Come anytime before or after. We invited Milly, but she already had to cancel two appointments to keep Hope there longer than usual, so she can’t make it. I know you’ve probably got a hectic schedule, but Hope and Tak would love to see you there. The other Councilmen declined.”

      That made sense, considering both Connor and Hiroki avoided mingling socially with the locals. Given our jobs, that was the smart choice. If we made too many friends, people would assume we played favorites and let friendships influence legal decisions. People had seen it happen at one time or another in their life. I never wanted to jeopardize my career, so I followed the example of good leaders and didn’t forge close relationships. But it was difficult isolating myself. I loved people.

      One little baby shower couldn’t hurt.

      Mercy gripped Lucian’s wrist and hauled him up. “Come on, Lucian. Let’s stop bothering the busy lady. Bye, Miss Thompson!”

      “See you tomorrow.”

      She tugged on his arm, and before Lucian turned away, I smiled at him. He froze in place for an uncomfortable moment before Mercy dragged him out of sight.

      What a curious man. His tempestuous gaze was like that of an escaped prisoner starved for either sex or vengeance. I found his black hair and sculpted jaw wildly attractive. Some men manipulated women with their looks, but Lucian didn’t seem to have a clue how devilishly handsome he was.

      Or maybe he just didn’t care.

      In any case, he was my hero for the night, saving me from what could have been hours of awkward conversation and dancing with a megalomaniac.

      Baby shower. I laughed inwardly. What in the world did I just agree to?
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      When Bear’s black SUV arrived at the gate, Lucian got out to check on the security cameras. Hamish, their asshole neighbor, was always sabotaging their land and equipment without setting foot on their territory. Just last week, he threw a rock and broke a camera lens.

      It required a special order, but Lucian found a guy who specialized in vandal-proof cameras. After replacing all the cameras around the property, he only caught Hamish tossing a rock once before giving up.

      Lucian didn’t need to check on his equipment tonight—he just wanted a minute alone. Socializing was hard work. He would either sit quietly and listen or go off by himself, especially when the group wanted to have fun.

      Lucian’s version of fun involved strategic games and honest conversations. He didn’t connect to people on the same intellectual level. Their words didn’t always match their emotional scent, and it confused him. It wasn’t difficult to be himself around his brothers—they accepted him unconditionally. With his new pack, he had to be careful not to inadvertently instigate fights.

      After stripping off his dress shirt, he draped it over the gate and then scaled a tall oak. The tree stood like a sentinel, its twisted branches inviting him to ascend even higher. Climbing came naturally to most Chitahs, and Lucian discovered how peaceful the country could be from atop the trees. At night he would scale the tallest one and ruminate.

      From his vantage point, the territory rolled out before him like a blanket. Chitahs possessed impeccable night vision, the same as most nocturnal animals. It didn’t compare to a Vampire’s, but it gave them an advantage over most Breeds.

      Lucian perched on a branch while the night breeze cooled his skin. The country appealed to him in every way—isolated, quiet, and not infiltrated by unpleasant smells… aside from the occasional skunk. The city could be unbearable at times for a Chitah. Crowded rooms carried more than the scent of cologne and body lotions—they were also a mixed bag of emotional scents. The urban environment compounded that with exhaust fumes, pollution, garbage, sewers, and restaurants. At least here he could step out of any club and take a cleansing breath.

      With one foot on the bough and the other leg dangling, he held on to a branch above him while reflecting on tonight’s encounter with Councilwoman Eden.

      She masked her personal scent beneath a cloud of perfume and soaps, and being a Chitah, he liked to know what people smelled like. It wasn’t until her visit to marry Atticus and Joy that he leaned in close enough and caught it. Everyone’s personal scent varied like a fingerprint, and many resembled nothing else on earth. Vampires were the only ones who didn’t have a personal scent. Lucian knew everyone’s in the pack, and he’d already owned them. Owning a scent was imprinting it to memory. Chitahs only did it with family, but now his pack was his family.

      He drew in a breath, remembering the subtle undercurrent of fennel. The earthy spice carried an aroma similar to licorice, but Eden’s unique fragrance wasn’t overpowering. The mysterious floral notes mixed in made her scent as potent as an aphrodisiac. Lucian peeled a piece of bark from the tree, frustrated that he couldn’t indulge more in her intoxicating fragrance.

      People wasted money on perfumes and colognes that masked their pheromones, which were the primary ingredient in sexual chemistry. While human scientists knew little about pheromones and their impact, Chitahs were experts in the matter.

      His stomach knotted at the thought of Eden showing up tomorrow. He needed to stay away from her at all costs to avoid insulting her unintentionally. Why did everything have to be such a damn challenge? Understanding people didn’t come easy to him, but speaking his mind did. People called him insensitive and callous, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Sometimes his emotions were crippling.

      Not that anyone in the pack would have noticed, which was exactly why he liked it here. With Shifters, he could finally have some emotional privacy.

      He swung his leg while thinking about earlier. What dumb luck he’d wound up sitting right behind the Councilwoman. Despite the barrier between them, he had recognized her voice immediately. And when he realized it wasn’t a business meeting, he couldn’t help but lean back and eavesdrop on her date.

      The male talked endlessly about himself, and Lucian barely suppressed laughter each time the guy brought up his model-train set. It was the most entertainment he’d had in years. When the conversation switched to his sexual preferences, Lucian almost left out of disgust. He didn’t want to hear that bullshit. But he stayed because powerful emotional scents were wafting over from their table, piquing his curiosity. When he picked up Eden’s shock and revulsion, that was enough. He shot out of his seat faster than a rocket.

      Lucian squeezed the branch above him and thought about the way Hightower had gotten right up in his face. Man, what he wouldn’t give to go back in time and throw the first punch. Instead of acting impulsively in front of a Councilwoman, which would’ve landed him in hot water with his alpha, Lucian had instead fabricated a scenario that would give her an exit if she wanted to prematurely end her date.

      He gazed up at the half-moon and reflected on their conversation, dissecting it to figure out if he had said anything inappropriate. Everything he did reflected on his Packmaster, and if he did something to make Tak look bad, his days in the pack might be short.

      Lucian couldn’t recall anything negative about his conversation with the Councilwoman. In fact, just the opposite. She had laughed several times, and nothing about her scent was dishonest.

      He wondered what it might be like to talk freely with Eden. Though she was courteous and curated her words, she was also straightforward, and he liked that about her.

      He also liked the way she’d smiled at him before he left.

      Eden had a radiant smile and captivating eyes—fiery orange, like one of Hope’s gemstones. When he had first met her, he’d wondered if she might be a Chitah. But time revealed she wasn’t.

      “Hey, Uncle. Are you hiding up there again?” Lakota called out from below.

      “I’m not hiding.”

      “My bad. Sitting alone at the top of a tree is a perfectly normal thing to do in the middle of the night.”

      Lucian glared down at his nephew, whose Native features had always garnered attention in the northeastern city where they once lived. Though Lakota was a man now with years of bounty hunter experience, Lucian still remembered him as the little boy who used to stack couch cushions so he could steal cookies from the cookie jar. The kid who would scamper down the hallway in their private building, his long hair flying behind him as he dove into the elevator to hide from family, too young to realize he couldn’t play hide-and-seek with Chitahs and expect to win.

      Lucian scaled down the tree and dropped to his feet.

      “What’s on your mind?” Lakota asked.

      Lucian leaned against the tree, the bark digging against his back as he crossed his arms. “What makes you think anything’s on my mind?”

      “Oh, nothing.” Lakota held a branch above him and swung on it. “I was remembering how back home, you used to sit on the roof whenever something was bugging you.”

      “You were always a nosy little shit.”

      “Observant little shit.” Lakota flashed him a grin. “A bounty hunter in the making. I don’t think I would have taken that career path if it hadn’t been for my uncles, the best trackers a kid could learn from.”

      “And what did you learn from me?”

      “How to be a smart-ass. That’s my best trait of all.”

      Lucian tried not to look deflated, especially after all those years tutoring him.

      Lakota let go of the branch and dusted off his hands. “You taught me to think for myself and question everything, which is what I did in your class every chance I had. You taught me self-reliance and how to pay attention. That’s why I’m out here right now, Uncle. I’m paying attention.” Lakota tapped his temple for emphasis. “You were acting funny on the ride home. Is it about the baby shower tomorrow? Look, you don’t have to be there during the whole thing, but it’s a pack function and not exactly optional. You knew what you were signing up for when you joined a pack.”

      “That’s not it.”

      “Then why do you look like someone ran over your dog?”

      Lucian branched away. “I ate something that disagreed with me.”

      “Is that how you want to tell it?” Lakota fell into step beside him. “If you can’t talk to any of these jokers, you can talk to me. We’re family, and anything you say to me stays between us. I’m also the second-in-command, and it’s my job to check in on everyone and see if there’s something going on.”

      After putting his shirt back on, Lucian left it unbuttoned and enjoyed the cool breeze as they ambled up the paved drive leading to their house.

      “The Gathering’s coming up soon,” Lakota tossed out like a curveball. “One in Austin and one in Dallas. The other big cities in Texas are on a different rotation. Maybe you should check it out. If you don’t want to go alone, I’ll tag along.”

      Lucian smirked. “They wouldn’t let you through the door. Chitahs only.”

      “I’m mated, so I’m hardly a threat to the dating pool.”

      “They don’t want you learning about our secret rituals.”

      Lakota frowned. “What rituals?”

      “We strip off our clothes and dance naked in a circle while the females toss acorns at us to symbolize fertility.” When Lucian realized that Lakota actually believed him, he belted out a laugh. “Sucker.”

      Lakota socked him in the shoulder. “Seriously though. You’ve seen all the females in this town and haven’t shown interest. You’re not going to find your kindred spirit sitting at home. Maybe you’ll have better luck in a different city.”

      The Gathering took place every three years locally, five years nationally, and then six years globally. The national events were harder to coordinate, and not everyone attended. It was a well-organized event that lasted several days and gave Chitahs the opportunity to search for their kindred spirit. Only males knew their match immediately by scent. From there, they would have to prove their worth to win her love.

      Lucian spied Catcher running across the meadow on the left. “What makes you think I care about a mate?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe you’re feeling left out again.”

      “Again?”

      Lakota halted. “Look, I know it wasn’t easy living in a house where people found their life partner and raised kids. And I know that because it was never easy on Uncle Levi. The only difference between you two is that he talks about his feelings and you stuff them inside a tomb and lower them into the Baltic Sea.”

      “Tomb is the wrong word. You mean a burial vault or a coffin. I knew you weren’t paying attention in class.” Lucian quirked a smile before resuming their walk.

      “I suck at history and all that garbage about Vampire burials. Look, I’m serious. We can travel to any city you want that’s holding a Gathering. The global one’s coming up next year in Paris, France. I know how they’re not all in sync, so that means you have better chances of finding your soulmate if you go to enough of them. Even if you don’t find her, Chitahs settle all the time. No shame in that, and I’m sure there are plenty of great gals who would love themselves a nerdy guy who watches cartoons and obsessively takes apart everything to see how it works. Mel can come, and we’ll make it a road trip.”

      “No, thanks. Too much to do around here.”

      “Right. Like sitting in a tree all night. You weren’t this reclusive when I was little. I figured it had something to do with the soulmate thing. You can’t sit around and sulk about it if you’re not actively trying to find her.”

      An owl hooted from a nearby tree as if complaining about their presence.

      Lucian wished Lakota would drop the subject, but arguing might open up a can of worms, and he wasn’t ready for that can to open.

      Lakota flipped his hair back. “When I was about ten, I asked you if you believed in magic. Do you remember what you said?”

      “No.”

      “You told me that science is magic. I believed you.”

      “Would you rather I lied and told you that aliens make crop circles and fairies live in the woods?”

      “You were wrong.” Lakota searched for his eyes in the darkness. “Love is magic. It’s the thing we can’t explain.”

      “Pheromones, arousal, and alcohol.”

      “That’s sex or infatuation. I’m talking about love. It hits you over the head when you least expect it and flips your life upside down. It makes you do crazy shit.”

      “Like modeling your mate’s failed Speedo line?”

      “Exactly. And I would have walked through town in that marble sack if she had asked me. You deserve that too.”

      Lucian snorted.

      “You know what I mean. All I’m sayin’ is you’re a smart guy with a respectable job and a phenomenally handsome nephew.” He put his arm around Lucian and gave his neck a squeeze. “You deserve a little magic.”

      The conversation was wearing thin for Lucian, who wanted nothing more than to flash off. But if he did that, Lakota would never drop it.

      “When are you and Melody having kids?”

      “Damn. Going right for the jugular.” Lakota stepped back and grumbled. “That’s between us.”

      “Is it? As often as you two have sex, I figured that’s what you were aiming for.”

      “Kids aren’t the only reason people have sex. You do know that, right?” Another playful punch to the arm. “Mel and I aren’t in a rush. We can put off a family for a few hundred years if she wants.”

      “What about what you want?”

      Now Lakota was in the hot seat, and Lucian could scent his discomfort.

      “I don’t want kids now either, not until I get settled in my new position as beta wolf. I’m also thinking about a side career. Obviously I can’t work full time since my commitment is to take care of the pack, but it would be nice to work again. Starting a family can wait. We’re young, and we’re having too much fun.”

      Lucian scented the truth before the breeze carried it off.

      “I get your point, Uncle.” A gust of wind blew Lakota’s long hair forward, and he threaded his fingers through it. “I don’t like getting into people’s personal business, but I’m not going to sit around and ignore warning signs. It’s my job to look after my packmates, but you’re also family. That means I’ll check on you when I think something’s up. It’ll take time for you to warm up to the pack, but I’m always here for you. That means I’ll ask when I think something’s wrong. It means I’ll be your wingman. It also means I’ll beat you back to the house.”

      Lakota shifted, and his large silver wolf bounded up the drive.

      Lucian gave him a head start. He’d known that wolf since Lakota’s first change, and he wasn’t as fast as he thought. After what seemed like a minute, Lucian took off running at Chitah speed and shot past him like a bullet.

      When he arrived at the front porch, he sat down and watched the wolf loping up the driveway. “What took you so long?”

      Lakota’s animal approached, and Lucian wondered if Lakota was still conscious. When the wolf lifted his leg to pee on him, Lucian knew he was definitely awake in there.
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      Even though I hadn’t planned on going to the Arrowhead pack’s baby shower, I had still kept the afternoon open. I wasn’t sure why. Maybe I wondered if they’d invited me because they genuinely wanted me there or because I worked for the Council. When Mercy insisted, I had mixed feelings of excitement and apprehension.

      I ended up going anyway.

      Upon my arrival, Archer greeted me at the gate. One would never guess by his white T-shirt and jeans that they were hosting an event.

      “Hey! Great seeing you.” His contagious smile was a breath of fresh air.

      I really liked Archer. He was gregarious and didn’t let his disability hold him back. I’d heard talk around town that he was training several amputees in addition to a few able-bodied Shifters in his private gym.

      “I thought I’d pop in for a minute and pay my respects. Mercy insisted.”

      He patted the car roof. “Hope’s due here any minute, but we’re hiding the cars. You’re the last one we were expecting. Can I ride back with you?”

      “Sure. Hop in.”

      Archer jogged around the front and jumped in. “I’ve never sat inside a Mercedes.”

      “It’s a GT coupe, but don’t ask me all the specs. I bought it because it was flashy.” Then I realized how superficial that sounded. “When you work for the Council, people trust you more if you roll up in an expensive car instead of a clunker.”

      “Nothing wrong with flashy.” Archer chuckled when I slowed down to avoid Cecilia, who was pedaling her mint-green bicycle down the drive. “There’s my woman’s flashy ride.”

      Cecilia was a sight, her long ivory skirt knotted against her thigh and flashing her black lace-up boots, which clashed with her feminine attire. She was a lithe creature with a rosy glow to her cheeks and a reserved expression. I’d talked to her many times in the bookstore, but she was a quiet soul who seemed more content reading behind the desk. Many times, I’d seen Archer walking the back roads with her impressive black mare. Yet I never saw him riding her. Sometimes he would be jogging alongside her, and other times she cantered across an unclaimed field while he watched.

      I remembered the trouble she’d had with her ex. “She looks happy.”

      “She has her good and bad days. There’s no fast track to healing, but that smile gets me every time.”

      “I’m glad things worked out and she got the happy ending she deserves. Both of you.”

      Archer poked his head out the window and laughed. “What are you doing out here, cutie-pie? We’re about to have a party.”

      The brunette gripped Archer’s door, her ponytail swinging forward when she peered in. “Hi, Miss Thompson. Tak sent a message to Melody, but she’s not answering. He’s worried Hope might walk around the side of the house instead of going inside, and that’ll spoil the surprise. I’m supposed to meet them at the gate and ride in with them to make sure that doesn’t happen. She should be here any second. You better hide this car!” Cecilia touched hands briefly with Archer before cycling off.

      When we neared the house, a Native man I didn’t recognize waved me in like an air traffic controller. The Arrowhead pack had built a massive garage off to the left that could hold a number of vehicles.

      “That’s Hope’s father,” Archer explained. “A lot of people rode here together so we wouldn’t have as many vehicles to hide. He’s going to ruin the surprise if he stands out here parking cars like a valet driver.”

      “Maybe you should tell him to go inside.”

      Archer waved at the long-haired man. “You first. That’s one Packmaster you don’t give orders to. The minute he arrived, he put everyone here to work. As if we didn’t have enough to do. Tak’s easygoing, so he laughs it off. Virgil calls him the Taskmaster behind his back, but don’t tell him I said that.”

      Hope’s father approached the car and tapped my hood. “I’ll park.”

      A crippling fear made me clutch the wheel. “I can do it.”

      He shook his head. “Not the way I have them arranged inside. Hurry before my daughter has her surprise ruined.”

      Archer sputtered with laughter. “This is Miss Thompson, our local Councilwoman,” he informed him, stressing the last part.

      The alpha inclined his head.

      I reluctantly stepped out, praying he wouldn’t scratch the paint while trying to maneuver the vehicle into their packed garage. Archer escorted me toward the backyard, and I was pleasantly surprised by all the guests and décor.

      “Hope’s family is here,” he explained. “It’s not your typical huge event. She wouldn’t want too many people all at once, so Tak narrowed down the invites. Grab yourself a drink! I need to check on Bear.”

      While Archer jogged up the steps, I surveyed the yard. A white horse grazed in the back pasture behind the fence, her tail swishing as people chatted at round tables spaced apart. I carefully hiked up the steps in my heels while noticing the long buffet tables on the deck. Drinks filled one, but the others looked incomplete.

      Mercy came flying out the screen door with a cheese tray and set it beside the gourmet desserts.

      I put my arm around her. “How can I help?”

      “You’re the guest. Y’all can relax at the tables down there.”

      I met her eyes. “What can I do?”

      “Well, I’m about to have an anxiety attack clearing everything out of the kitchen. It needs to be outside on the tables before she gets here.”

      When she headed back in, I followed her, and we collected the snacks, plates, and utensils from the kitchen counters and island.

      While carrying two veggie trays down the back hall, I spotted Lucian at the far end. As soon as he popped into sight, he turned back around and vanished.

      Is he avoiding me?

      “Fire alarm! Fire alarm!” Tak boomed, scaring me half to death.

      After setting the snacks on a table, I glanced at the back door, then at Mercy.

      She shrugged. “That’s code for Hope is rolling up the drive.” Mercy waved her arms frantically. “Y’all! She’s coming! Everyone quiet!”

      The crowd fell silent.

      Mercy and I backed up so we wouldn’t obscure the tables or decorations. Pink and blue streamers fluttered in the wind from the trees and deck railing. Gifts covered the tables in the yard, which seated roughly eight people each.

      Lucian walked through the magnetic screen door and appeared startled by the captive audience. When he noticed us, he jogged down the steps and crossed the yard.

      “Are we supposed to shout anything?” I whispered.

      Mercy nibbled on a grape. “I guess we’ll find out.”

      Tak emerged and turned around to block his mate’s view.

      “What in the world has gotten into you?” Hope asked.

      She stepped out, just as pregnant as could be. Her turquoise-colored dress touched her ankles in the back, but because of her big belly, it only reached her shins in the front. I couldn’t help but admire the pretty flowers around the hem.

      When she laid eyes on us, the table, and the decorations, she covered her mouth. Eyes rounded, she drifted forward and noticed the people in the yard, who stood and cheered, “Surprise!”

      Tak bent over and cradled her belly from behind while watching her reaction. Tears streamed down her face as he whispered something in her ear before kissing her neck.

      It was nice to see Packmasters in loving relationships. I’d seen plenty in marriages of convenience. These two were genuinely in love, and it tugged at my heart.

      I fell back while her family hiked up the steps to greet her with affectionate hugs and thoughtful words. It was a beautiful moment to see such a large family gathered together for one person. I could only imagine what that felt like.

      Everyone filled their plates with snacks and talked for an hour before the gifts were opened. Robyn gave her a detailed sketch of Hope pregnant in a rocking chair. Joy had made her a baby blanket, and there were also practical gifts like diapers, teethers, stuffed toys, and homemade clothes.

      Once she finished unwrapping her gifts, I sat next to her and reached inside my purse.

      “It’s not much, but I hope you like it.” I offered her the box.

      Hope smiled, her cheeks rosy and round. “You didn’t have to.”

      “One can hardly attend a baby shower empty-handed. Go on.”

      She opened the box and gasped. “This is beautiful. Tak, look what Councilwoman Eden gave us.” Hope held up the stained glass butterfly, its blue and pink wings sparkling in the sun.

      He nodded his approval.

      “A local artist made it,” I told her. “I left her card in the box in case you ever need gift ideas or want her to work on a larger project around the house. She included a ribbon and an adhesive hook so you can display it in the window. Just be sure to hang it out of reach of the crib.”

      “This is lovely. Handmade gifts are such a treasure. Thank you so much for thinking of us.” Hope gingerly placed the butterfly back in the box and then rubbed her lower back. “I feel like I’m going to pop. Everything’s sore, and my feet are so swollen I can’t even wear shoes.” She glared at her mate, who was preoccupied with picking something out of his lemonade. “I still can’t believe you had me getting a four-hour examination.”

      Tak gave her a sheepish grin. “It was the only way we could get you out of the house, Duckie.”

      “I was there so long I was about to ask her to deliver the baby.”

      After collecting the empty plates, I stood and reached for my purse. “Thank you so much for inviting me.”

      She clutched my hand. “You’re not leaving, are you? Please stay. Melody said we’re about to play games.”

      “True story,” Melody confirmed while walking by. “I just hope we have enough toilet paper.”
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      “I’ve had too much fun,” I confessed to Joy as she nursed her baby beneath a canopy of twinkling lights in the branches above.

      She chuckled softly as a night breeze rustled her hair. “Hope was having a good time until Virgil tried guessing her size with toilet paper. He might need to sleep with one eye open tonight.”

      They’d played silly games I’d never heard of, and some of them had us laughing hysterically. One involved passing around toilet paper and everyone breaking off a strip to determine whose would wrap around Hope’s belly and fit the closest. Tak won, but Virgil was chased off when his piece wrapped around her ten times. The prizes were inexpensive but practical, including a few gift cards to Hope and Melody’s boutique.

      Hope’s mother hugged her often, the light shining in her eyes that of a mother on the cusp of transitioning to grandmotherhood. I envied their unbreakable bond.

      Even though I had obligations, I found it impossible to leave. Bear served delicious sandwiches with smoked meats instead of the typical deli slices from the grocery store. Everyone shared a story about Hope, some of them sentimental, others that made her blush with embarrassment. After dark, they put on music so we could dance and mingle.

      I gestured to a silhouette in an upstairs window. “Is that the teenager you’re keeping?”

      Joy buttoned her nursing blouse and turned the baby over to burp. “That’s Cleo. She’s been through a traumatic ordeal, so we’re giving her as much time as she needs. Poor thing.”

      “If Tak needs any assistance, let me know.”

      While I was curious about that situation, it wasn’t my business to pry. My role as Councilwoman only stretched so far. Unless they were committing a crime, a pack’s business was their own. It wasn’t uncommon to come across runaways or unwanted children. She might be a distant relative to someone in the house. Had they been one of the lower-ranked packs in town, I might have been suspicious, but Tak and his people were honest wolves.

      The instant I waved at the girl, she disappeared.

      Robyn shrieked when Montana dipped her while dancing. She grappled his neck, knocking off his hat before they tumbled to the ground laughing.

      They are so cute together. I wonder how he got that brand and what it means. Seems coincidental Robyn also has a burn mark on her left hand. I guess we all have a story.

      They didn’t serve any liquor at the event, which I was grateful for. I enjoyed a nice glass of wine once in a while, but it was refreshing to see everyone drunk on happiness.

      Once the baby burped, Joy stroked her cheek and looked on her with adoration before kissing little Violet’s tiny fingers.

      “What color are her eyes?” I asked.

      “Still grey. We’re not sure if they’ll change. The Relic says some babies are like that, and we’ll know for certain in a few months. By the way, Tak’s organizing a peace party soon, so be sure to look for that invitation. I’m so glad you came today. I know how hard it must be to get away from work.”

      “That’s no lie.”

      Joy covered her baby’s face with the blanket. “I want to show you something. We’re among family, so they already know.”

      My brows knitted. “Already know what?”

      Joy smiled at the wiggling bundle in her arms. When she flipped the blanket back, she growled, “Boo!”

      What happened next stole my breath. One minute I was looking at a chubby little baby. The next, a white puppy. “What in the world?”

      Joy stroked her one black ear and cooed, “I’m sorry, darling. Mommy’s okay. I didn’t mean to scare you, but I want to show you off to Miss Thompson.” She let the wolf pup lick her chin. “Violet’s special. It’s long overdue that we let the Council know about our special girl. Tak wants to make sure she has your protection.”

      I leaned in close and touched the wolf pup’s beautiful fur. “She’s extraordinary. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like this before. I once knew of a boy who went through his first change at twelve, but he was an alpha, and sometimes that happens. She’s absolutely precious.”

      Little Violet yipped and playfully gnawed my fingers.

      “She’s protecting her mommy,” I remarked with a smile.

      Joy kissed the air, drawing the pup’s attention. “She has no control over shifting, but we’ll teach her when she’s old enough. At least she can heal herself. We found that out when she scratched her face with her little fingernails and her wolf came out immediately, as if she knew to heal her. We’re so lucky in that regard. I’m just worried people in town will talk about her and conjure up malicious lies.”

      Her concerns for the baby’s safety were valid.

      “Joy, you and your baby have the Council’s protection. If you ever encounter any issues or cause for alarm, let me know immediately and I’ll put an end to it. We put children first, and all threats are handled expeditiously.”

      When she heaved a sigh, it was as if the weight of the world had fallen off her shoulders. “Thank you. We’ll probably keep her at home for now. Atticus is quite the overprotective father and promised he won’t let anything happen if we leave the house. It would be nice to visit Cici’s bookstore or even have lunch at the Rabbit Lounge. We’re just not sure what might scare her into shifting.”

      “If you want my opinion, I think it would be a good idea to share the news. The sooner the town knows about her, the better. She’ll be a child for many years, and it’ll come out eventually. It’s better if you control the narrative.” I eased back in my chair. “This is only an opinion, but gossip has a way of shaping people’s beliefs before they make an informed decision. As soon as you feel comfortable, take her out and let people meet her. Have your Packmaster there to show everyone that he loves and accepts this baby. People are afraid of what they can’t see with their own eyes. How could anyone not love that sweet face? The bookstore would be a great place to go first. It’s quiet, small, and she’ll get used to new sights and sounds. You’ll have this whole town looking out for her before you know it.”

      “I’m sure you’re right. I guess we’re overprotective parents.”

      Atticus broke away from his conversation before striding toward us. It was nice seeing him away from the club in a social setting. He seemed like a new man.

      He placed his hands on Joy’s shoulders and kissed the top of her head. “I heard my name. How’s my beloved wife?”

      She reclined her head to accept his kiss. “Tired.”

      He collected the wiggly pup, who excitedly licked his face and whined. “Do you want to lie down in the cabin? I’ll watch Violet.”

      “No, I’d actually like to sit here for as long as I can stay awake,” she said with a wry smile. “Violet just fed, so that means she’s fast asleep by now. Gypsy’s up for the entire night.” She cast a glance my way. “We sometimes call her wolf Gypsy.”

      “Papa has you now. Let’s give your mother a rest.” Atticus strolled off, attracting admirers who doted over the little one. Catcher trotted into sight and walked alongside them, his tail wagging as he sniffed the wolf pup barking at him.

      “He seems like a great father,” I said, surprised that a Vampire would want to raise children.

      “Atticus is my soulmate.” Joy yawned and ran her fingers through her hair. “I don’t know how I would’ve ever done this without him. Whenever she goes to sleep, her wolf wakes up to play. So it’s literally a twenty-four-hour job. Atticus doesn’t sleep, so he takes care of her when I can’t. And the pack watches her when he goes to work and I’m too tired.”

      “Did he say cabin?”

      “It’s past the heat house over there,” she said, pointing behind me. “The house is noisy at night, and Atticus needs a quiet place to relax his mind. He adjusted his work hours to join us during meals, and we have lots of fun activities before bedtime.”

      “Oh? Like what?”

      “Movie night, game night, music, talking, Virgil’s variety hour. Tak also likes getting a fire going outside for us to gather around like we did in the early days. My packmates are wonderful. Occasionally someone volunteers to take Violet so Atticus and I can have time alone. It’s nice. She gets to bond with her packmates, and we get⁠—”

      “Adult time,” I finished with a playful wink. “Motherhood must be challenging.”

      “I’m just thankful to have a family who loves her as much as I do.” After straightening her blouse, she stood. “I’m sorry to abandon you, but I am dying to use the powder room.”

      “Me too. Lead the way.”

      Solar lanterns and twinkle lights illuminated the property. Once inside, Joy hustled into the bathroom straight ahead.

      She gestured to the back corner on my left. “There’s a bigger one at the end of the hall.”

      I walked down the shadowy hallway. The first door I passed was closed, so I kept going until I located the bathroom around the corner. After using it and freshening up, I stared at my reflection in the mirror and wished I’d worn something other than dress slacks. I’d been in meetings all morning with my colleagues, and then I had to speak with a local Packmaster prior to coming here. I loved styling myself for each occasion, and this wasn’t the right outfit for an outdoor baby shower.

      After removing a small stain from my cream-colored blouse, I stepped into the hallway.

      Voices from a nearby room caught my attention while I was making my way out. Curious, I entered the spacious kitchen, passing a cooking fireplace on the right on my way to the connecting dining room. I had visited their house a couple of times but never got the full tour.

      “That’s it for me.” Krys scooted back his chair at a square table by the entryway. A candle flickered from the sudden movement. “I’m gonna ride out to the bar.”

      “Not if her father wedged your bike in the garage like a sardine in a can,” Lucian pointed out.

      “Nobody touches my bike. I parked it behind the garage.” When Krys pivoted on his heel, he noticed me and inclined his head.

      I stepped out of his way and then found myself alone with the mysterious Lucian Cross.

      He stared at the fat candle on the table while clearly aware of my presence.

      “Mind if I join you?” I stole Krys’s chair and kicked off my uncomfortable shoes. It was cozy in here with the lights out. “You’re lucky.”

      “Why’s that?” He pushed up the sleeves of his white cotton shirt.

      “Let’s just say that in my line of work, I’ve seen some pretty dysfunctional families.”

      He folded his arms on the table, his dark eyebrows drawing together. “Packs?”

      “Now, you know I’m not at liberty to disclose private matters. It’s just a general observation.”

      “Did you bring Hope a gift?”

      “A colorful glass butterfly she can hang on the window.”

      Lucian ran his finger through the elongated candle flame. “That’s a smart gift.”

      I jerked my head back. “Why is it smart?”

      “Because unless it breaks, it’s a keepsake they’ll have for a long time that’ll always remind them of you. Something they can pass down. Most of the junk out there the baby will grow out of or chew up. And don’t get me started on diapers. Congratulations on your bundle of joy. Here’s something for your baby to shit in.”

      I bit my lip to keep from laughing. It was difficult to tell if he was being literal or trying to be funny, but the truth could be humorous.

      He studied me closely. Even though Lucian wasn’t over six feet like most Chitahs, he still put a shiver down my spine with his chiseled features and predatory gaze.

      “Have you been avoiding me?” I asked.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I’ve seen the back of your heels more today than your face.”

      “It’s been busy around here, and people keep asking me to do things.”

      After admiring him for a lengthy stretch, a slow song playing outside, I broke the silence with an observation on a physical attribute I couldn’t stop staring at. “I never realized how black your hair is.” Maybe that had to do with his complexion being on the pale side, but I didn’t mention that. “It looks like it’s been shaved for so long it doesn’t know which direction to grow.”

      “It was always wild.”

      “Like you?”

      When he started to flatten it with his hand, I felt instant remorse and captured his wrist. “Don’t. It’s perfect the way it is.” Bringing his arm down, I kept hold of his wrist. “You have nice hands,” I said while splaying open his fingers with my other hand. “Strong but not callused.”

      Lucian’s breath hitched as he stared at our connection.

      I traced my finger down the lines that marked his palm like roads on a map. “You have a lot of deep lines, Mr. Cross. It makes me wish I had a book on palm reading.”

      He pulled back and put his hands beneath the table.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not you,” he said quietly. “I’m not used to people touching me. Unexpectedly, I mean.”

      “You’d be surprised how impactful a touch can be. I’ve always been able to create an instant connection with people.” I folded my arms, and when I did, I noticed the second hand on my watch had stopped. “Oh no! What time is it?”

      “Does your carriage turn into a pumpkin?”

      I shot up, and when I did, his nostrils flared.

      Lucian read his watch. “It’s nine twenty.”

      “I have to go.”

      Panicked, I fled from the house so fast that I left my shoes behind. When I jogged up to the garage, horror washed over me. My Mercedes was wedged in so tightly that it would be impossible to open the door.

      I’m never going to get out of here.

      Lucian coolly flipped on the garage light. Then he climbed onto the cheaper car beside my Mercedes, put his feet through the open window, and slid inside so easily that it stole my breath away. A second later, the engine fired up. I walked backward while he slowly pulled out, and as the car passed me, I inspected the paint and didn’t notice a single scratch.

      “Sometimes that man is ridiculous.” Lucian poked his head out the window and looked back at the garage. “I feel sorry for whoever owns the Jaguar in the back. They’ll be here all night. Don’t worry; I’m sure there’s not a scratch on it. Hope’s old man owns a few expensive cars and knows how to park. So does my sister-in-law’s Ghuardian. She’s a Mage.” He waved his hand. “Long story.”

      “Maybe another time. I’m sorry to run off like a lunatic.” After opening the door, I glanced up at the night sky, still hearing laughter and music from the backyard. “I never planned on staying this late, but time slips away when I’m having fun.”

      Lucian exited the vehicle. Instead of moving out of the way, he lingered so close that I thought he was about to kiss me good night. Without my heels, we were exactly the same height—five ten.

      “Do you need any assistance, female?” The weight of his gaze implied he was reading my emotional scent.

      “The time took me by surprise is all. I have things I need to attend to. I’m only sorry we didn’t get to talk longer. Next time try not to hide in a corner.”
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