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  To Melissa Snark.

 














In Melissa Snark’s Love is the Law, Damian is a ruthless villain intent on a witch’s downfall. Every good story, though, has two sides. This is Damian’s…
 











Chapter One: A Sound Hammering




Monday morning, November 5th

Cool air rushed past Lucy as she stood precariously on the top rung of a step ladder. She clenched her teeth and swung the hammer.
 
  Bam. Bam. Bam.

 The strong aroma of coffee wafted from inside the coffee shop, along with the welcoming din of customers. The espresso machine whooshed and sprayed, the grinder ground fresh beans, and her employee, Tanner, called out completed orders. The Rise & Grind. Her coffee shop.
 Hers.
 The morning rush had started and at the rate she was going, she wouldn’t have the window boarded up until lunch. Not that she was inept, but every customer stopped on the street to greet her and ask how she was coping. Though she valued her customers and appreciated their concern, the constant interruptions meant she hadn’t nailed more than a single board in place, much less made anything secure.
 
  What happened? Who did this? Do you need any help?

 Her responses to the constant barrage of questions sounded hollow, even to her. The anger boiling in her veins from the broken window had dissipated, leaving her drained and as cold as the winter’s day.
 Why would someone throw a brick through her window?
 Teenagers on a dare? A dissatisfied customer? Coffee hater? None of these possibilities fit with the people of Stillwater, California, a small town nestled in the Sierra Nevada Mountains.
 She needed to finish up and help Tanner before he got really swamped. She wiped her hands on her black jeans before bracing against the rough board again.
 “It’s a little crooked,” a deep voice said from behind her.
 “Wha—” She partially turned.
 
  Whack!

 Mid-swing the hammer slammed into her thumb holding the nail. Pain shot up from her hand. Lucy winced and pulled her arm in. Her thumb screamed. With a deep breath, she turned perilously on the ladder to face Detective Damian Charming.
 Despite his name and appearance, there was really nothing charming about him.
 She shook her hand by her side, hiding the action from Damian with her body. She wanted to suck on her thumb, or cry, “Ow, ow, ow,” but not with Damian a foot away.
 Handsome, in a glass-cutting way, Damian peered up at her. His arrogant full lips smirking and his intense golden gaze laughing. Dressed in dark jeans and a fitted sweater to stave off the cold, he radiated confidence and power. Of course, the warm clothing was for show. He probably didn’t need any of it.
 Meeeeeow, her inner lynx chose now to pipe up.
 
  Not now, Whispurr.

 When Lucy first met him, Damian had been swoon worthy in uniform, and then he had to go get promoted. Now, dressed in “civilian clothes,” he was beyond devastating to look at. With straight black hair curling slightly behind his ears to his jawline, tan, almost golden skin, and a tall powerful build, his presence evoked all sorts of naughty fantasies.
 Until she remembered she hated him.
 Or he opened his mouth.
 Or both.
 “Are you okay?” Damian narrowed his eyes and leaned to the side, probably trying to get a better look at her hidden hand.
 To anyone else he might sound sincere, concerned even, but Lucy wasn’t fooled. Damian Charming was a self-absorbed elitist. She was probably one of the few who knew his true identity as a griffin—the half eagle, half lion, lord of all beasts.
 “Lucy?” Damian frowned.
 He expected an answer. What had he asked again? Was she okay? Not in the slightest.
 “Fine, thank you.” She climbed down the ladder with as much dignity as she could muster. She’d pounded in enough nails to hold the board in place until she had more time to deal with the disaster of her café’s storefront.
 She glanced at her work. Dammit, Damian was right. It was crooked.
 “Hi, Lucy.” Damian’s partner stepped around the bulk of Damian to smile at her.
 “Hi, Mateo. How’ve you been?”
 “Pretty good. Sorry to hear about the window.” Hispanic with dark hair and dark eyes, Detective Mateo Savage was serious and quiet. Too reserved for her taste, but Lucy always had a soft spot for the panther shifter. Maybe because they were both felines. Or maybe because he was a stand-up guy and always respectful and courteous.
 Honestly, the detectives should swap surnames for the sake of accuracy.
 “Yeah,” she said, addressing his window comment. “Not the way I wanted to start my Monday.” She folded the ladder. “Have you heard from Jewel recently?”
 “Of course. My sister couldn’t escape me if she tried.” Mateo winked. His younger sister left the den in the fall to attend college and the protective detective was having a hard time with it, no matter what he tried to tell anyone else. “Let’s go inside and get your statement.”
 “Sounds good.” She glanced at Damian.
 He glowered.
 She stumbled. The ladder slipped from her grip, but she caught it before it fell to the snow-dusted sidewalk. She readjusted her hold. “Isn’t investigating random acts of vandalism a little beneath you two?”
 Damian and Mateo exchanged a look.
 “Things are slow,” Damian bit out.
 Geez. How was the lack of crime her fault? She could up it, of course, but he wouldn’t be around to solve his own murder.
 Mateo frowned at Damian before turning to her. “Here, Luce. Let me take the ladder for you. Damian will get us coffees and we can take your statement.”
 Before she could argue, Mateo extracted the ladder from her clutches, and Damian held the door open, his rings glinting in the morning light. One of those silver rings shielded his essence from nosy supernaturals and perpetuated his warlock image. Lucy didn’t know why. She’d never met a griffin before, but Damian didn’t strike her as the type to balk from unwanted attention. He had to be hiding his nature out of necessity.
 Lucy shivered. What on earth would be powerful enough to take down someone as formidable as Damian?
 “Thanks,” she said to both men, and walked past them into the café.
 Warm heavenly-scented air from her coffee shop rushed out—strong and potent. She let the moment wash over her. Muted outside, the cacophony of customers chatting, dishes clanking and the espresso machine steaming milk greeted her unhindered and at full volume.
 Tanner, her barista and the only other full-time employee at Rise & Grind, glanced up from behind the counter. Panic splayed across his face.
 “I have to help Tanner first.”
 “You want us to wait?” Damian grumbled.
 Lucy bit her tongue. Did he not see how busy it was? This business put food on the table and a roof over her head. She wouldn’t let it languish and risk dissatisfied customers or burnt out staff to appease the mighty lord griffin.
 Why, yes. She wanted them to wait. She’d chew him out, but he really didn’t get it. And his lack of interpersonal skills hadn’t stopped him from helping her in a prickly situation a few years ago. Damian Charming, for all his faults, had come to her rescue. And bonus points to him, even though he’d seen her at her weakest, he hadn’t thrown it in her face.
 Yeah, she hated him…but sometimes she felt something else entirely when she saw him. Something just as strong and infuriating, and too disturbing to name.
 She turned to walk away.
 Damian grunted.
 The din of the busy café muffled Mateo’s words. “Dude. Ease up.”
 “Look at the line. We’re slammed,” Lucy said over her shoulder. “Can my statement please wait?”
 “Well, you already disturbed any evidence the perpetrator would’ve left, so I guess waiting won’t do any more harm.”
 Ugh. All the tenderness for the cop fled. Without a backward glance, she walked away and slipped behind the counter. She pulled off her oversized knit sweater, leaving a simple T-shirt, and tied a serving apron around her waist.
 “About time!” Tanner’s harried expression was almost comical.
 “Sorry. That took longer than I thought.”
 “The window or the police?”
 “Both, actually.”
 “Is it done?”
 She shook her head. “Not even close.”
 “Balls.” Tanner squeezed her shoulder. He called out an order and slid a to-go cup across the countertop.
 The line moved quickly with Lucy at the helm and Tanner diligently completing the orders. They worked well together. The partially boarded window blocked the usual sunlight from streaming in, but the café’s internal lighting provided a soft glow.
 After a few minutes and several customers, Damian stood in front of the counter, gaze forward, lost in thought. He always got the coffees when he came in with Mateo. He was such a control freak, he didn’t trust his own partner to get the order right even though it was the same every time.
 “Damian?” Lucy rose an eyebrow.
 “Huh?”
 “The usual for you two?”
 “Yeah.” He pulled out his wallet and rifled through the bills. “I didn’t mean to give you a hard time earlier.”
 “About the crooked board or disturbing the evidence?” She plucked the bills from his outstretched hand.
 “Both.” His lips remained pressed firmly in a thin line, losing the fullness she sometimes found herself dreaming about.
 She collected the change from the cash register and held it out for him.
 He shook his head.
 “Thanks.” She dumped the coins into the tip jar and returned his stare. “Tanner will get your drinks.”
 Lightning flashed in Damian’s gaze.
 After an embarrassing encounter during a run, she’d discovered not only his nature, but his derision toward her and her abilities. He told her the idea of her confronting her father about his attempts to extort and then kidnap her was absurd and she should leave the fighting to the big boys—in other words, him. Sure, he had a point, but his words and the way he spoke them gave away more than the simple truth. They said what he really thought of her.
 Nothing ruined a fantasy faster than discovering her crush viewed her as inept when she stood naked in front of him in a moonlit forest. That night could’ve played out in so many other ways. More pleasurable ways. But, on par with the rest of her life, reality paled in comparison to her fantasies.
 Lucy leaned to the side and called out, “Next?”
 Damian grunted and moved out of the way.
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 Heat pressed against Lucy’s face as she steamed the milk and finished the last of the orders from the morning rush.
 “I’m sure your Monday will improve.” An attractive businessman with silver hair smiled. His even white teeth invited her to scrub the scowl from her face.
 “Pardon?” She slid his latté across the counter.
 The man jerked his head toward the window. “Heard some of the other customers talking about it. Bad luck.”
 She blew a stray strand of light brown hair from her face. Bad luck was her middle name. She’d deal with this like she dealt with all the other bumps in the road—a ruthless, systematic approach to solving the problem, followed by shredding apart a hapless rabbit in the neighboring forest. Maybe two. Filling her belly with food she caught herself always put a little pep in her step.
 “Does this sort of thing happen often?” he asked.
 Her stomach sank. “It didn’t used to.”
 First, Mrs. Bee’s flower shop, now her store. Could the incidents be related? In a small town like Stillwater, the likelihood of two vandals was low to non-existent.
 The man frowned, accentuating his chiseled features. “Shame. I was thinking of investing in the area. I might have to re-evaluate.”
 Lucy studied the man in front of her. He didn’t appear or smell supernatural, but he exuded confidence. He wore a thick silver ring around his index finger. A charm maybe? To hide his true nature from everyone else? Stillwater rarely got non-supernatural visitors, and when they did, the strong aversion spells generally made their stay short.
 The man looked at her expectantly, but she had no clue what to say besides to thank him for his business and wish him a pleasant stay in Stillwater. After he left, she grabbed a coffee—Americano soy misto—and made her way to the detectives.
 Mateo sprawled in one of the lounge chairs. His cup sat on the table beside Damian’s, but the seat across from him remained empty. Instead, Damian’s sweater lay strewn across the cushion.
 “Where’s Damian?” She pulled up a chair.
 Mateo smiled and straightened. He slid his phone into his pocket. “Righting a wrong?”
 She almost snorted. If he was out committing random acts of kindness, he wouldn’t make it back before the lunch rush.
 Mateo’s expression gave nothing away, but his shirt told another story.
 “Why is your shirt wet?”
 Mateo scowled. “Incident with a faulty tap.”
 Lucy glanced at the doors leading to the kitchen where her friend Keira had been washing dishes. The bear shifter wasn’t an employee, but she’d rushed over to help when she spotted the shattered window.
 “A faulty tap?”
 “Yup.”
 Well, okay then. She didn’t believe a word, but if he didn’t want to talk about it, she wasn’t going to pry. She relaxed into her chair. “Can you take my statement?”
 “Sure thing, Luce.”
 The door opened and cool air flowed in with Damian. He clutched a hammer in one hand and her ladder in the other. His shirt stretched across his strong chest.
 Her mouth dropped open.
 Damian strode across the room toward the counter, seemingly unaware of the appreciative glances cast his way by a number of the female patrons, and returned the ladder to Tanner. When had the detective grabbed it? How did she not notice? How had she missed the hammering?
 Oh, god. Hammering. She squeezed her eyes shut at the dirty thought. Why did she have to think of that now?
 Why’d he have to look so good in a simple T-shirt?
 “Did you finish boarding the window?” she asked when he walked over. Out of all the questions rampaging through her brain, she was glad she settled on that one.
 “Well, someone had to fix it.” He flopped down in his chair. His lips curled up in a smug smile.
 Lucy clutched the handle of her mug.
 Take a deep breath, Whispurr said.
 
  He can’t help being arrogant. He’s a griffin, lord of all beasts. 

 Take another breath. The first one didn’t work, Whispurr prodded.
 “Thank you for fixing the board.” She was doing just fine patching up her place without him, thank you very much.
 Take another breath, psycho, Whispurr said. He’s being nice.
 Her irritation slowly flowed from her veins and dissipated. Her lynx had a point. Damian went out of his way to help her. Again.
 “I wish you’d have waited until we arrived before cleaning up,” Damian said.
 
  Quick! Breathe.

 Was he trying to piss her off? “I couldn’t close down for the day and lose business because some punk decided to take out their angst on my window. Monday morning is one of our busiest times. I also couldn’t have customers walking through glass or sitting by a gaping hole in the window in November with a brick as their centerpiece.”
 Damian opened his mouth to speak.
 She thunked her mug on the table between then and kept going. “I arrived at work an hour before opening and called it in. I called my insurance company next and took pictures of the scene before I touched a thing. These are the directions the police station gave me when I called, so giving me crap about following orders, after the fact, doesn’t accomplish anything except making my day worse than it already is.”
 Mateo’s dark brows rose.
 Damian’s intense gaze softened. He leaned back. His shoulders relaxed into the chair and the fabric of his shirt stretched even more across his chest. “I wasn’t trying to give you crap, Luce.”
 “Seems like it to me,” she grumbled and crossed her arms. Oh god. Did he have to call her Luce? Her nickname spoken with his deep rumbling voice was more than she could handle right now.
 Mateo coughed.
 She glanced over.
 He took a deep sip from his coffee mug and avoided eye contact.
 “Did you catch a scent?” Damian shifted in his seat and glared at his partner.
 Wow. If looks could kill…
 She shook her head. “Nothing out of the ordinary. This is a busy place with the club, daycare and courthouse. The area is filled with too many scent signatures. Besides, I rely more on sight and hearing for hunting.” Despite the low crime rate, the detectives wouldn’t take this case. Too small. They’d most likely pass it off to some junior officers.
 Damian’s head snapped up from his coffee. “You’re not going after this person on your own, are you?”
 “Of course not.” Lucy huffed. She needed more information first. Maybe she should call Laura. In addition to running the Clover Club, the town’s upscale bar, her friend had a side business working as a private investigator. Or maybe she’d ask Kiera for help. Bears had an excellent sense of smell.
 “What else can you tell us about the vandalism?” Damian asked, gaze hardening. He removed a notepad from his pocket, but his attention remained focused on her.
 Heat bloomed in her chest. His gaze unsettled her. He probably didn’t need to write anything down. His expression told her he’d commit every word, gesture, blink and facial tic to memory. He’d given her the same look when she’d crumbled and told him about her father.
 Her heart hammered against her breastbone, but she forced another deep breath in and out before her lynx hissed at her. Lucy grabbed her mug and took a deep sip. The creamy coffee coated her mouth and warmed her belly.
 He was a detective for a reason. He’d mercilessly track down the vandal. If Mateo wasn’t his partner, she’d worry about the griffin skipping the justice system altogether and exacting his own punishment on the criminal.
 “There’s not much to tell,” she said. “I got to work and found the front window broken. Nothing appears to have been taken and it didn’t look like the person entered the café.”
 Damian nodded. “What time did you arrive to work?”
 “Around six.”
 His eyebrows rose. “The call came in at 0630.”
 “I needed to calm down first and make a plan.”
 He scribbled something down without looking. “Any note?”
 “No. No note. No suspicious strangers loitering nearby. No threats beforehand. No social media videos claiming responsibility either.”
 “Cute.” His gaze pinned her in the seat. Did he study his lovers with this much intensity?
 Heat crept up her neck and flooded her face. Images of Damian watching her while trapping her with his naked body flashed through her mind.
 
  No! 

 She couldn’t fantasize about a man who clearly dismissed her.
 Damian’s scribbling faltered. His nose flared and his gaze broke away.
 Oh no. Please don’t let griffins read minds. As a shifter, she could catch elevated heart rates and certain scents associated with intense emotions. She never stopped to consider a griffin would have the same capabilities.
 A different kind of heat spread to replace the desire. If only she could melt away in her seat. Mateo probably picked up on the scent, too. Her muscles itched to glance his way and check, but she resisted the urge. Maybe she should bolt from her seat and run away.
 Whispurr coughed. Because that wouldn’t add to the embarrassment.
 Why did this pesky attraction to the griffin keep flaring up this way? He insulted her. He was condescending and a jerk. Dismissive. She hated him. Right?
 Right?
 Apparently, her own brain housed a field of chirping crickets. Perfect.
 Mateo chuckled into his coffee cup.
 Lucy turned to stare him down at the same time as Damian.
 Mateo shook his head. “Sorry. Funny cat meme.” He waved his phone at them, screen turned away before stuffing it in his pocket. The corner of his eyes crinkled.
 Damian cleared his throat. “Did you have any late night customers? Did anyone loiter a little longer this morning or seem unusually interested in the vandalism?”
 “No, no and of course, yes. This is a small town and a smashed window is the most exciting thing to happen since Laura and a tiger shifter chased the same fugitive down the middle of Main Street during a parade. Everyone wants to know about the vandalism.”
 Damian grunted. “Any new customers?”
 Her shoulders sagged. “I always get a few new customers—people passing through or in town for court. As you know, the non-supernatural rarely stick around long.”
 “You said you took pictures.”
 She nodded.
 “Can you text them to me?”
 She hesitated.
 He prattled off his number. And waited.
 “What, now?” she asked.
 “Please.” His gaze bore into hers.
 She pulled her phone from her front pocket, pulled up the photos and glanced again at Damian. His focus remained intent on her, gaze blazing like a fire pit.
 “All of them?”
 “Yes.”
 She swiped, tapped and entered the phone number she already committed to memory. Heat suffused her face. Maybe she should’ve asked for his number again so she didn’t look like such a stalker. She memorized it from the last time she used it. Who even remembered phone numbers these day? Lucy May, that’s who.
 Damian’s phone vibrated. He glanced at the screen before turning back to her. He pressed on. “What time did you leave work last night?”
 “Around ten.”
 His pen stopped. “You close at seven on Sundays.”
 Why did her traitorous heart skip at the knowledge he knew her hours? Everyone within a twenty-mile radius with a caffeine addiction knew her hours.
 “I was prepping.”
 His dark browns dug farther in. “Do you always stay so late?”
 “You need this for the investigation?”
 “It establishes routine,” Damian said. “Whether it played a part in the criminal’s actions, we’ll find out later. As a side note, though. You work ridiculous hours.”
 “Well I’m a ridiculous person.”
 He pressed his lips into a flat line.
 “I make a living selling coffee. I also run on the stuff.”
 He shook his head and flipped his notebook closed. “Those hours aren’t healthy, Luce. Eventually, something is going to give.”
 “You say that like you care.” She spat out the words, but she knew the truth. Despite all his arrogance, he cared enough to shield her from harm. Damian might’ve glimpsed her weakness—desperately wanting to belong—but in the process, he’d given himself away. Damian had a savior complex, specifically with women. With her.
 Mateo shifted in his seat. When she glanced over, he’d found a shiny floor tile that fascinated him.
 Damian stiffened. “Maybe I do.”
 











Chapter Two: A Conspiracy of Ravens




Damian wanted to reach across the pedestal table and shake some sense into Lucy. He didn’t trust himself, though. The moment his hands touched that dainty soft skin of hers, he’d move to explore her body. And if he knew anything about the feisty lynx shifter sitting across from him spitting fire from her eyes, it was that she had no time for him. His advances would be unwelcome
 “You care?” Lucy sounded incredulous. Her eyebrows shot up to her hairline. She straightened in her seat. Petite and lean, she embodied her feline nature. Tawny hair cascaded around her heart-shaped face and brought out the honey-hazel of her almond-shaped eyes. Her Cupid’s bow lips pouted naturally and her dark brows furrowed when she concentrated. He wanted to claim every inch of her body.
 His partner tried his best to blend in with the chair, unsuccessfully. Nice backup. He could use some intervention.
 Maybe I do? Why the hell had he said that? Lucy made it perfectly clear she had zero interest in him. Now she gaped at him like he spontaneously sprouted five heads.
 You need to take her, Hippo growled. His griffin had nagged him to pursue Lucy non-stop since he met the lynx shifter, not understanding the complexities of human courtship. To Hippo, it was simple. Damian wanted Lucy, so Damian should take her. It never crossed the featherhead’s mind that she might be unwilling. Why would anyone not want a griffin?
 Damian knew better. And he certainly would never take anything not freely given.
 The door chimed as more customers poured in from the cold.
 Lucy continued to stare at him and wait for a response.
 He cleared his throat. Again. “Of course, I care. If you crash and burn, where am I going to get a decent cup of coffee in this town?”
 Hippo groaned.
 Mateo rolled his eyes at the ceiling.
 Damian winced.
 “I’ll try not to inconvenience you.” Lucy stood up and turned to his partner. Her hazel gaze sparkled with intensity, like citrine or the brighter part of a tiger’s eye. “Thank you for coming. If there’s no more questions, I need to get back to work.”
 Mateo nodded and stood to shake her hand. “We’ll need you to sign the statement once we’ve typed it up.”
 “Sure thing.” She walked away without a glance at Damian or a goodbye. The entire time she spoke with Mateo, Damian remained sitting. She left a wake of her scent—mischief and mayhem wrapped around him in a whisper of a caress. He drew in a deep breath, savoring the petal soft fragrance.
 Mateo turned to him.
 “Don’t say it.”
 “Real smooth.”
 His fist twitched. No, he couldn’t punch his partner for making a painfully accurate observation. He found it hard to find any fault in Mateo, which was probably why the panther shifter was one of his only friends in town.
 After his parents and brother were murdered in Miami, Mateo had hauled his little sister to Stillwater so fast the guns hadn’t finished smoking. This sleepy town became a safe place for Mateo to raise and protect Jewel, his scared ten-year-old sister. She’d grown up, thanks to papa Mateo, and left to attend Eastern Oregon University this fall. Strong and focused from working in the military and then construction, his partner could hold his own in almost any situation, but not being able to protect his sister from the big bad real world at a distance proved to be Mateo’s downfall. He’d been on edge for weeks.
 “You’re a great cop,” Mateo said. “Why are you such an idiot with her?”
 Damian glanced over to the counter where Lucy had taken up position. He didn’t need to worry. She wasn’t paying either of them any attention.
 “I don’t know,” he said. Damn she was hot when she was angry.
 His blood had boiled since he got the call this morning. How dare someone attack Lucy? His griffin energy coiled around him. Jealous, covetous and potent. It had done that a lot lately, at least whenever Lucy was involved. He’d have to go for a run. In the meantime, he pushed the pressure down. He’d find who tried to harm her. He turned back to his partner.
 Mateo shook his head.
 “What?”
 “Man, you have it bad.”
 “Shut up.” Bad enough the whole precinct knew about his infatuation—hard to dupe investigators—but his partner teased him about it mercilessly.
 Mateo grunted and reached down to grab Damian’s sweater. “Come on. I assume we’re taking this case. We should start canvassing.”
 Damian snatched his sweater from his partner and pulled it on. He didn’t need it. His griffin nature provided enough heat for him to stalk naked through the streets on this winter day, but he had no interest in announcing his abilities. Let the town think he was a warlock who wore charmed rings. Let them underestimate his strength and power.
 Too bad his abilities couldn’t shield him from making an ass of himself. “Just give me a second, there’s something I need to do first.”
 “Fine.” Mateo settled back in his chair and pulled his phone out.
 Damian studied his partner as he pulled up a game app. He’d assumed Mateo’s uncharacteristically brusque behavior was a side effect of his empty-nest syndrome. Was something else bothering him? He hesitated. Should he say something?
 Not now.
 He left his partner to glare at his phone and stalked toward the counter. He needed to talk to Lucy.
 Finally, Hippo perked up.
 Not that kind of talk.
 Ugh. Hippo flopped back down.
 He was in love with the lynx shifter. Painfully so. Sometime between her serving him the first latté with some serious snark and her asking for his help with a personal situation, he’d fallen for her, hard. But she wasn’t for him. Not only was she not a griffin—good luck finding one of those—but he was ninety-nine percent sure she hated his guts. At least until today.
 His mind drifted to the night he inadvertently interrupted her run by snagging the hare she’d chased. Not knowing the sleek lynx who bounded into the clearing was a shifter, his considerable appetite turned to the newcomer.
 Lucy had quickly shifted and he realized he’d almost attacked the woman he’d spent months admiring at the coffee shop. He could’ve left without revealing his identity, but something took over his common sense that night and within minutes, he stood in front of Lucy. Naked.
 Back in the present, Lucy mumbled something to Tanner and slipped from behind the counter to head toward her office. Damian altered his course and followed. Lucy’s petite body moved with efficient determination, yet remained soft and graceful. Just like her lynx form. Beautiful and lethal, she could handle herself, but the need to surge ahead and protect her made his skin itch. It took every ounce of control not to bellow at everyone to move out of his way or simply throw them from his path. Deep breaths, Damian told himself. Behave.
 “Lucy,” he hissed when he got near.
 She kept walking, her footsteps light and almost indiscernible with the constant babble of surrounding customers.
 He reached forward and clamped a hand on her shoulder. His fingers gripping the soft fabric of her T-shirt.
 Lucy jumped.
 “We need to talk,” Damian growled in her ear. He steered her to the office and shut the door behind them.
 On the soft click of the door, she spun around, her honey gaze flashing under the fluorescent lights of her office. “You could’ve asked to speak with me. No need to manhandle.”
 “Maybe I like manhandling you?” he said. He’d picked up on her arousal earlier. What dirty thoughts flew through that beautiful head of hers? He leaned forward, all his senses on high alert. Her heart raced, pounding so hard an ordinary human would hear it, and her gaze remained trained on him. Could Lucy finally be warming up to him?
 “Surprising. Figured you’d like to keep your claws clean instead of soiling them with a lowdown Lynx.”
 Okay, maybe she wasn’t warming up to him, yet. Maybe she’d been thinking of something else.
 Someone else.
 Hippo bristled and clawed at his brain.
 Instantaneous rage boiled in his blood. He glanced around the office space. If only he could grab the padded chair and hurl it across the small room. Who the hell would she be thinking about?
 Hippo screeched. Track down the asshole. We’ll tear his eyes out. 
 “Well?” Lucy folded her arms.
 Well what? Damian took a deep breath and let the red haze fade from his vision. He had no idea what she meant with the lowdown lynx comment and he couldn’t stop her from thinking about other men, but he could protect her. He needed to continue on as planned. “Could this be related to your father?”
 Lucy froze. “You think he’s back?”
 “Doesn’t really fit his money-leaching extortion-attempting ways, but I’m not ruling it out.”
 She rubbed her bare arms.
 “Any contact?” If that vile creature had tried to weasel his way back into Lucy’s life, promises or no promises, he’d rend the man’s limbs from his body.
 “None.”
 He nodded. No contact didn’t mean Lucy’s father wasn’t involved. “If you hear anything or see him…”
 “I’ll let you know.”
 Damian hesitated. “You don’t need to worry, Luce.”
 He had her back. He’d protect her. Hell, a minute ago, he was ready to chase down some unknown man and rip him apart because Lucy had naughty thoughts about him.
 “You’re safe in Stillwater.” You’re safe with me. Damian turned and walked out of the office. Despite the distance, he caught her last words.
 “I know,” she whispered.
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 Damian gripped the cold steering wheel of his SUV and pushed against the smooth leather of the seat to alleviate the tension knotting his back. Canvassing had yielded no leads, and with little information to go on, this case wouldn’t be easy to close quickly. Muscles tense, he itched to stalk into the coffee shop and tell Lucy to go home and sleep. Even if it was only the afternoon. She worked too hard. She could’ve easily hired another employee or a business manager by now, but she was too stubborn to delegate.
 He understood why Lucy disliked him when his words came out all wrong, but now it seemed it didn’t matter what he said or did. Helping her out last year made no difference, either. Apparently, he’d dug a hole so deep, he’d never find his way out.
 That shouldn’t bother him. There were plenty of other women in Stillwater. Plenty of interested women. He’d even forced himself to go on a few dates, but quickly lost interest.
 And as always, his mind drifted to Lucy. Gloriously naked with the moonlight bathing her full breasts, narrow waist and haughty expression.
 Why yes, he did dare to eat her hare.
 If only he’d kept his mouth shut. He should have taken her into his arms that night to feed a different hunger; instead, all sorts of stupid tumbled out of his mouth.
 “Are you even listening to me?” Mateo’s voice scolded him over the phone.
 “Not really.”
 “This could be related to the flower shop incident.”
 Damian nodded even though Mateo couldn’t see him. “Vandalism in Stillwater is rare enough. Two incidents this close together? They have to be related. Did you want to check in with Mrs. Bee?”
 Mateo grunted and hung up. Guess that was a yes. Cranky bastard.
 The wind whistled against his vehicle while he remained cocooned in the heated interior. Just because he could saunter around in the buff in the middle of winter didn’t mean he always wanted to.
 Damian returned to watching the coffee shop. He’d left Lucy hours ago and itched to march back in and stake out some territory amongst the pedestal tables and gossiping clientele. Maybe the criminal would return on his watch. He twirled a pen above an empty page in his notepad. After the canvassing came up empty, he needed to find a new approach for the investigation. He was missing something.
 A familiar black-haired beauty sauntered down the sidewalk and Damian cringed. Arabia Jensen from the Silverwind Conspiracy. A vagabond by nature, she made a living by performing readings for superstitious clientele and skirting the law.
 He slid lower in his seat. He’d gone on one date with her. One. He knew why he’d done it—a pitiful attempt to forget Lucy—but he hadn’t figured out Arabia’s motives. At first, he thought the raven shifter was genuinely interested, but her indifference became abundantly clear as the date progressed. What was she after?
 Dressed in leather pants and boots with sparkling heels, Arabia swung a small bag in her hand, a smug smile splayed across her face. She glanced across the street and their gazes met. He stiffened. His pen stopped.
 Arabia’s smile broadened and she waggled her fingers.
 Damian’s scalp prickled and his griffin surged up, pressing hard against his skin. He’d met enough ravenborn to practice extreme caution wherever and whenever they were involved. Sure, Arabia and he ended on amicable terms, but he never called her back for a second date. Neither did he get the impression she wanted one or harbored any ill-will toward him. But now, her roguish smile and twinkling gaze spoke of plotting.
 And a ravenborn plotting always led to disaster.
 Arabia glanced at the café and waggled her eyebrows.
 Damian scowled. Okay, she really was fucking with him. Why?
 She blew him a kiss and continued her jaunty walk down the sidewalk. A business man with silver hair and a matching business suit stopped her on the corner.
 Damian leaned forward. Without using magic or lowering his window, he couldn’t catch anything they said, only a low murmur masked by the wind, distance, and his SUV’s insulation. He’d seen this man before. Where? The Clover Club? The coffee shop? The courthouse, maybe. They’d canvassed every building on Main Street.
 The stranger was new in town for certain. Normal humans rarely ventured into the town’s city limits due to strong aversion spells. If he wasn’t a mundane human, though, what the hell was he? He didn’t recall picking up a scent wherever he saw this man before.
 He was attractive in a coifed mannequin kind of way. Damian’s chest tightened. He gripped his pen. Was this the man Lucy thought about earlier? The pen’s plastic creaked, threatening to crack. He eased the pressure.
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