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Fated mates, shifter secrets, and a mission that could tear the world apart. 

 Liam Kinkaid is a Navy SEAL lion shifter, born into the legendary Kinkaid family and sworn to protect the innocent. When a dangerous magical threat emerges on Long Island, Liam is ready to rely on instinct, strength, and his military training to stop it.

 His partner in this mission is Lina Goodwell, a brilliant FBI agent and lynx shifter who knows everything he doesn’t about investigative procedure. Working together, they soon discover a powerful attraction neither can deny.

 As their investigation uncovers a potentially deadly ritual centered on Tesla’s old Wardenclyffe Tower site, the danger escalates. With time running out, they must decide which comes first—their mission or their passion.

 Knight of Lions delivers high-stakes action, sizzling chemistry, and fated-mate romance in a paranormal world where love can be as dangerous as magic.








  
  
Dedication & Author's Note




This book is dedicated to my late father, who was inspired by all things Tesla. My dad was a scientist, but also a dreamer. He loved solving problems and imagining “What if?” and he used that to invent a number of things that had a great impact on space exploration and our everyday lives. Not that he ever saw the money from those things. He was working for a defense contractor at the time and they reaped the benefits of his inventions. It’s enough for the family to know what he did and how the things he invented impact us all. 

I’d also like to thank my readers for being willing to travel with me in these ongoing adventures. I’m so glad you continue to come along for the ride!

And, please note: I’ve taken a few liberties with one of the locations used in this book. The Tesla Science Center, at the time I am writing this, does not really exist as it will in the future. They only just broke ground for the visitor’s center this summer, and the old laboratory has yet to be restored. I made the decision to imagine the place as it will be in the future. Not as it stands at this exact moment. I hope I imagined it correctly, and thanks for your indulgence.

And yes, I know having a hero named Liam and a heroine named Lina is confusing. Believe me, I didn't really anticipate that was going to happen until all the characters began clicking into place a few years ago. It never really occurred to me until I started writing this book and stumbled a bit, thinking "Oh, man. This is going to be tricky." Hopefully, it's not too bad and you'll forgive me at some point. LOL. I will try not to do anything like this again, but with so many books and so many character names (which I never really remember until I'm writing the book), I'm bound to make the occasional boo-boo. My sincere apologies for any confusion.

And finally… Many thanks to Peggy and Jess for helping me whip this book into shape. You guys are awesome.
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Chapter 1




“I’ve got a mission with your name on it, Liam. What do you say?” 

Liam almost gulped. The Alpha of all Lions had called Liam in the middle of his workday to ask a favor. He swallowed hard. When the Alpha of all Lions called with a mission, there was really only one answer.

“What do you need from me, Alpha?” He’d have to learn more before he could figure out how to keep his commitment to the Navy while accomplishing whatever the Alpha had in mind for him.

“We have solid intel that Mrs. Entwistle is back in your area. I’ve contacted a few people and gained clearance for you to liaise with a lynx shifter I think you may already know. She’s got the investigative skills and law enforcement connections while you know the quarry and have the skills and brawn that the lynx may lack. She’s agreed, and I’ve cleared it with both of your command structures so this mission is sanctioned on all levels,” Sam said, surprising the heck out of Liam. He’d known the billionaire Alpha had connections, but he hadn’t known he had those kind of connections.

“You’re talking about Lina Goodwell, right? The FBI agent.” Liam asked, the facts clicking into place.

“That’s the one,” Sam confirmed. “I spoke with her briefly, and she’s amenable to helping locate Mrs. E. She’s working out of the New York office right now and will meet with you tomorrow at oh-nine-hundred at the following coordinates.” Sam rattled off a sequence of numbers that Liam quickly jotted down.

He tried to settle his mind, even though it was reeling from the idea of seeing the sexy lynx shifter again. They’d met only briefly, but she’d made a lasting impression. Beautiful and a bit aloof, something about her had made his inner lion sit up and take notice.

“You should know that your cousin, Gavin, found his mate and took down the Rollins dynasty in the process. She’s a Lightbringer, Liam. We’re having the mating celebration tonight.”

Liam nearly dropped the phone. A Lightbringer? He’d heard legends, but never thought they were real. “Holy shit.”

“My thoughts exactly. Point being, we’ve got a little breathing room now. Time to clean up the remaining threats before they regroup.”

“What’s she like? All that power…”

“Actually, she’s very sweet and a good match for Gavin,” Sam replied.

“Do Rich, Billy and Colt know?” Liam asked, referring to the three brothers who had been estranged from the Kinkaid Clan until recently. The two oldest were living on Long Island now with their new mates. Their late mother had been a runaway Rollins, so Gavin’s new mate must be related to them in some way.

“Not yet, but you can fill them in. Colt will probably get to them first, though. The party is tonight,” Sam added with a chuckle.

“I’m sorry to miss it,” Liam said, meaning it. He might not always have seen eye to eye with Gavin over the years. Especially when Gavin chose the life of a soldier of fortune rather than serving Uncle Sam. But he was a good guy, and they were family. Liam made a mental note to text Gavin after he got off the phone with the Alpha, to offer his congratulations.

“With the Rollins dynasty quelled for now, we’ve only got a few more immediate problems to deal with. I want you to work on finding Mrs. Entwistle. I’ll handle Abdul Kettering,” Sam announced, surprising Liam.

“By yourself?” Liam asked, unable to hide the concern in his tone. The Alpha was vital to the health of the Clan. Liam didn’t like him risking himself, though he supposed Sam being the warrior he was, he couldn’t let everyone else fight his battles for him.

“Don’t sound so worried or I’ll have to fly up there and kick your ass, just to remind you I can.” The threat was said with clear humor, but Liam understood he’d hit a nerve. Still, he didn’t like the idea of the Alpha sticking his neck out without backup.

“Just please tell me you won’t go after him alone. You’re too important to the Clan to risk on a solo mission, Alpha,” Liam reminded his friend and leader.

“I’m not going to go after him by myself. Don’t worry,” Sam reassured him.

“It’ll take a team. I’ve studied Abdul a bit, and you’ll need a skilled group to take him out. He’s well protected and surrounded by Venifucus mages,” Liam reminded Sam.

“Granny Tucker sent over an expert, and she’s been very helpful with the Rollins situation, among other things. She’s going to help with the mage problem if I can get close to Kettering,” Sam told Liam.

“And how do you propose to do that? The man’s a recluse and hides out in his castle in Germany for the most part,” Liam said.

“You let me worry about that, Liam,” Sam replied. “I belong to the same club he does, and if I want, I can move easily in those same circles.”

“What circles are those?” Liam asked, perplexed for a moment.

“The circles where money matters more than substance. You guys always forget that I’m the face of Kinkaid Industries. To the outside world, I’m an eccentric billionaire.” That last was said with a bit of disdain.

“You’re right. I do keep forgetting that,” Liam admitted with a laugh. “Just promise me that you won’t go alone into those elite circles of yours. Peppard and his friend, Balam, would be welcome in those same places, and we know where they stand on the issue of good and evil.”

“They’re both mated now,” Sam reminded him. “But I hear what you’re saying. I have friends and allies to call on. I’ll remember.”

Liam would have to be satisfied with that. It wasn’t for him to tell the Alpha what to do, though he felt comfortable with reminding him of his place in the Clan and the fact that he shouldn’t try to do everything all by himself.

“That’s good to hear, Alpha, and thanks for trusting me to handle Mrs. E. I’ve wanted another shot at her since she escaped the battle on Long Island,” Liam admitted.

“I’m sure Rich and Billy feel the same. Get them to help with surveillance, if you feel the need. I know their first priorities are their mates now, but I think they could help with logistical support. After all, Mrs. E did try to kill them and their mates the last time she was in the area. I’m sure they’ll jump at the chance to help,” Sam reminded Liam.

Liam shook his head, a smile on his lips. “Yes, sir. I think I’ve just been hoisted by my own petard.”

Sam chuckled. “I always liked that saying.”

“Heard and understood, Alpha,” Liam replied, chuckling back.

They hung up not long after, and Liam’s mind raced. He fired off a congratulatory text to Gavin. He knew the other man would be busy getting ready for his mating celebration, so he didn’t expect a quick reply, but Gavin texted back, thanking Liam for his good wishes and promising to call and catch up as soon as things settled down.

With a smile on his face, Liam went back to work, already planning how to finish shutting down the island base while pursuing the investigation into Mrs. Entwistle’s current whereabouts. The traitor witch who had been trying to poison and kill her sister witches in one of the most powerful covens in the world and had been on the run ever since, summoning demons and raising hell.

Liam shook his head. It sure looked like things were about to get interesting again.

The more he thought over his talk with Sam, the more he marveled at all recent developments. The Rollins family dynasty of evil had fallen. Liam Kinkaid still couldn’t quite believe Gavin had managed the impossible by falling in love with a daughter of that cursed family and freeing her power. She was a Lightbringer, of all things. Liam had heard fables about such beings, but hadn’t thought they really existed. Then again, he’d seen a lot of weird shit in his life, especially in his adventures as a Navy SEAL.

In fact, there’d been a recent run on weird occurrences since a unit of Army Green Berets had been sent to the secret island base Liam’s father had commanded off the coast of Long Island. Those Green Berets had been just regular guys before they’d met one of the ancient and powerful djinn in the Tower of Babel and been forever changed. Because his dad, Lester Kinkaid, was in charge of all troopers magical and different in the US Armed Forces these days, he’d been given orders to watch over those men as they figured out their new magical circumstances.

Then, Liam had gotten tangled up with a coven of witches that had been hiding in plain sight for decades, if not centuries, on the coast of Long Island. The Marsh Witches of Sagaponack had been targeted, and when the trio of retired Spec Ops warriors who happened to be estranged Kinkaid lions had called for backup. Liam had gone in with a unit of shifter troops to help with the fight against evil. That’s when he’d met Rich, Billy and Colt for the first time.

Venifucus agents had wanted to kill the witches and steal their considerable power. That ancient evil order had reared its ugly head time and time again as it became clear that the base he’d lived at for the past few years was no longer safe. The Army guys had bugged out to Wyoming, and the rest of the personnel had been dispersed awaiting new orders. The island base was being shut down and sanitized. Liam was commanding the skeleton crew that was seeing to the last of the cleanup while his father was out setting up a new base of operations for all the shifter troops that had been displaced. Liam would rejoin his father as soon as he settled things on the island.

He almost had that finished, but the call from the Alpha meant he’d be staying in the area a bit longer. Sam was his cousin and the total badass King of all Lions. The fact that he’d called Liam direct wasn’t entirely unheard of, but it was definitely out of the norm.

The mission, though, was right up Liam’s alley. He wanted to stop Mrs. E from causing any more trouble. He just hoped he was up to the challenge.

Liam leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling for a long moment after finishing his last task of the day. His lion prowled just under his skin, restless at the thought of Mrs. Entwistle still on the loose.

He hadn’t forgotten the way she’d slipped through their fingers. She had caused a lot of chaos, and spilled quite a bit of blood in the battle before she’d escaped. That memory still burned like acid in his gut. The witch was clever, ruthless, and dangerous. She’d poisoned her own sisters, raised demons, and cut a path of destruction straight through what had been one of the strongest covens in the world. If she managed to return unnoticed, she could try again, and even though those little old ladies were powerful witches, they weren’t really up for pitched battle.

Liam had unfinished business with Mrs. E. He’d been trained to leave no mission half-accomplished, no enemy left to strike from the shadows. That she’d survived their last clash felt like a mark against his record, a loose thread he had to nip. He couldn’t allow her to try for the coven again.

He blew out a slow breath, forcing the tension from his shoulders. Dwelling on it wouldn’t finish the job. Action would.

Liam leaned back in his chair, forcing his shoulders to relax. This new mission would give him another shot at Mrs. E. Tonight, his mind kept circling back to a different kind of anticipation entirely. He’d be seeing the FBI lynx, Lina Goodwell, again tomorrow. Sweet anticipation filled him.

The pretty lynx shifter had been cool and self-possessed when they’d met the first time. It had only been a brief introduction in the aftermath of an operation. She hadn’t lingered, hadn’t given him more than a polite nod and a crisp handshake, but that had been enough to set something alight inside him.

She had gorgeous green eyes that missed nothing and she moved with a fluid grace, like every muscle was coiled to spring. She was definitely a cat, but different from the many lionesses in his own family. And beneath her professional detachment, she had a hint of wildness his lion had recognized instantly.

He’d tried to forget her, but his inner lion had been unable to let her go. The memory of her had circled back at odd moments, unbidden. The idea of a lynx shifter with federal credentials, tangled up in his world of secrets and shadows had haunted him in quiet hours. Now fate was putting her in his path again and he didn’t know what to make of his own response.

Liam allowed himself a small, wry smile. Maybe the Alpha knew more than he let on. Or maybe the universe had its own way of reminding Liam that unfinished business came in more than one form.

He’d see her again tomorrow. Work with her. Hunt beside her. And his inner lion was more than ready.








  
  
Chapter 2




The email from her boss should have been routine. Another case file, another reminder of deadlines, another demand for reports written in bureaucratic doublespeak. Instead, along with the case file that had been flagged priority one, there was a single line of instruction:  Follow up with Sam Kinkaid.

That name alone was enough to make her pause.

Lina closed the laptop and rubbed the bridge of her nose. She’d known, when she accepted the Bureau’s offer, that straddling two worlds would never be easy. To most of her colleagues, she was just another agent with a knack for catching what others missed. Few suspected she was anything more. Only a select few higher-ups understood that the lynx who sometimes walked in her skin gave her sharper instincts than any human training ever could.

Now the Alpha of the Kinkaid Clan had cut through multiple layers of bureaucracy and asked for her by name. He wanted her on this case. Wanted her working with…

She exhaled, lips pressing together. Liam Kinkaid. Holy wow.

Their paths had crossed once, briefly, in the controlled chaos after a joint operation. A handshake, a curt exchange of credentials, the awareness of a man who carried himself with the kind of quiet authority you couldn’t fake. Most women would’ve called him handsome. He was tall, broad-shouldered, blond, with hard eyes that gave nothing away. But it hadn’t been his looks that stuck with her.

It had been the weight of his presence. The sense of contained strength, the way his gaze had lingered half a second too long, like he saw something in her she wasn’t ready to admit even to herself. His inner lion had to be a massive beast, and it made her lynx want to either hiss in challenge or run away in fear.

That unsettled her more than she liked. Lina Goodwell didn’t run from one damned thing. Never had. Never would. She was a warrior, just like him. But her inner lynx had sensed the Alpha lion in his soul and responded to it in a surprising way. Never had another shifter of any species gotten such a rise out of her inner beast. Not once in her entire life, and she wasn’t quite sure what that meant.

Shaking off her silent conjecture, Lina reached for her go-bag and started laying out the basics. She had her sidearm and backup, her FBI credentials, a burner phone, and extra clothes, just in case. The routine motions steadied her. She’d worked undercover with cartel families, tracked human traffickers through seedy motels, negotiated with snitches in alleys that smelled of rot and despair. She could handle one Navy SEAL with a lion inside him.

Maybe.

The thought of spending hours working side-by-side with Liam Kinkaid made her pulse pick up in ways she didn’t really want to analyze. Attraction was dangerous. Distraction was deadly. And the woman they were hunting, a certain evil witch named Mrs. Entwistle, was neither predictable nor merciful.

Lina zipped the bag shut with more force than necessary. She’d meet Liam Kinkaid on neutral ground tomorrow. They would hunt a witch together, pool their resources, follow the trail until it ended.

Whatever spark had flickered between them once didn’t matter. What mattered was the mission. At least, that was what she kept telling herself.

The next morning dawned gray and damp, a mist rolling in from the Atlantic that clung to the coastal streets and blurred the low skyline. Lina arrived early, as she always did, parking her Bureau-issued sedan a block away from the designated coordinates. She preferred to scope a location before stepping into it, habits honed from years of undercover work and more than a few near misses.

The café looked ordinary enough. It had aged brick walls, big windows, a neon Open sign buzzing faintly in the light drizzle. Public, yet private enough for a conversation.

Her lynx stirred uneasily as she approached. She didn’t need to see him to know he was already there. The lion’s presence hit her like a warm current of air in the cold morning mist. He had one hell of an aura, even from a distance.

Lina stepped inside the café, scanning quickly. Just a few people were there this early. There were a couple of commuters getting coffee and a muffin on their way to the train station down the street, and a few elderly people reading newspapers at a table in the front window. A little farther back, she spotted him.

Liam Kinkaid had claimed a corner table, back to the wall, eyes on the door. Of course he had. Even out of uniform, he radiated warrior presence with those broad shoulders under a plain gray T-shirt, posture relaxed but coiled for action, gaze assessing. His golden hair caught the dim light, giving him the look of some mythic hero carved in stone and dropped into a modern coffee shop.

His gaze flicked up, met hers, and for just a beat, softened. Recognition. Maybe even something more. She almost shook herself for the silly thought. That had to be wishful thinking from her lynx who hadn’t been let out to play with a handsome male in far too long.

Lina’s pulse stuttered before she got it back under control. She’d spent her life facing down predators, criminals, and worse. But the way Liam’s presence filled the space around him, tugging at her lynx until her claws ached to come out, was a whole different kind of danger.

Professional, she reminded herself. Keep it professional.

She walked over, her stride steady, her expression cool. If he noticed the way her lynx bristled and then settled in wary fascination, he gave no sign.

“Ms. Goodwell,” Liam said as she reached the table, his voice low and rich, carrying just enough warmth to take the edge off the formality. He hadn’t used her title, which was safest out here in the open. She’d do the same.

“Mr. Kinkaid,” she returned, sliding into the seat opposite him. She set her bag down at her side and met his gaze head-on, keeping her voice low so that only they could hear. “Looks like we’ve got ourselves a witch hunt.”

A flicker of a smile touched his mouth. “I’m looking forward to it. It irked me that she got away the first time.”

“And the second, judging by the file I was given. Your kin down in Texas had dealings with her recently, I read.”

“They did, but she’s a slippery fish,” Liam agreed.

“The best kind to hunt,” she said, looking up as a waitress started toward them to take their order. “I like a challenge.”

The waitress stopped at their table and promised to be right back with the egg sandwiches they both ordered. The café had a small grill in the back where a short-order cook made sandwiches and egg platters for the bustling breakfast crowd. Most were orders to go, but there were a few tables scattered around the place, including theirs.

When the waitress left, Liam leaned back, his gaze raking over her. She fought not to fidget with the apex predator looking out of his eyes at her. Lions were intense, and this lion seemed more intense than the others she’d met, with the possible exception of his Alpha, Sam Kinkaid. That guy was one scary mofo, as one of her fellow agents had proclaimed when he’d met the man during an op a few years back.

Lina felt her own lynx stirring at the back of her mind, wanting to meet the challenge she saw in Liam’s eyes. She might be smaller than him, but she was also a predator, and she’d proved herself a damned good hunter in both of her forms. Which was why, after all, they’d come to her for help finding the witch who had escaped justice from the Kinkaids twice now. Lina vowed the woman wouldn’t escape a third time.

She forced herself to focus on her notepad, pen clicking against the table. Work. Facts. She needed to think about anything other than the way his deep, masculine voice did things to her pulse.

“So, have you given any thought as to how you want to proceed? I’ve read the file, and I’ve done some preliminary research, but I’m wondering where you’d like to start,” she asked diplomatically.

Liam regarded her another moment then sighed as his massive shoulders relaxed. “I’m ashamed to admit that it’s become obvious that the military approach hasn’t worked. I don’t know where Mrs. E got her training, but she always seems to be one step ahead of us. Which is why I’d like to hear your ideas. You’re the wildcard, Lina. Your tactics are bound to be different than any I’d use.”

“I think that’s a fair statement,” she replied, surprised a little by his openness.

She was glad to learn he wasn’t going to go all king of the jungle on her and expect to take over all aspects of this mission. If he kept going like this, she could definitely work with him, and they just might get this job done.

“All right. First, I want to do a deep background on the woman. I read the file I received last night, and it’s good, but there are holes in the data set that need to be filled. I’d like to talk to some of the ladies from her old neighborhood,” Lina said, meaning some of the Marsh Witches of Sagaponack who had been friends and neighbors of Mrs. E for years without realizing she was a traitor. They were bound to know things about her that might come in handy.

“That can be arranged,” Liam replied, nodding. “Two of my cousins now live in the same community, and their new mates are related to some of those ladies. I’ll call them and see if we can set something up.”

“Good.” Lina nodded.

That was a good start. Hopefully, someone from that coven would know something that could lead them to their quarry. Either that or give them the next link in the chain that Lina could follow.

The waitress returned with two steaming plates and a pot of coffee, setting an egg sandwich and a side of crisp home fries in front of each of them. The smell of fried eggs and bacon teased Lina’s nose, and she couldn’t wait to dig in. She took a bite, letting the ordinary ritual of breakfast steady her, then retrieved a folder from her bag, opening it on the table between them.

“Right,” she said after swallowing that first bite, pen poised. “Questions first. Motive, opportunity, and resources. Motive looks personal, likely ideological. Opportunity’s obvious. She’s clever and mobile. Resources are the scary part. She’s got access to an unknown level of power as well as Venifucus techniques and allies, which isn’t garden-variety witchery. Whoever taught her or sheltered her is dangerous in their own right.” She looked up to meet Liam’s gaze. “Has anyone looked into her bank accounts or tried to track her travel? Has she bought or sold property? Even small purchases leave trails.”

Liam rubbed his jaw, thinking. “My cousin, Gavin, has been tracking a few financial blips that might be linked. His team discovered she had shell accounts, with deposits from obscure donors, but I don’t think he’s found anything solid yet.”

“Is he here? Is he on your team?” Lina wanted to know.

“No, he’s helping remotely from home base in Texas. He’s the head of security for Kinkaid Industries,” Liam replied. “I’ve been working nearby with a skeleton crew of Navy personnel on a different task and was pulled into this just yesterday.”

She wanted details but would wait to really question him about why he was in the area, as he put it. It felt like too much of a coincidence, but she’d wait for privacy to grill him like a suspect. The thought made her want to smile, and she chastised herself to get back to the matter at hand.

“The report mentioned that the coven cleared out Mrs. E’s house afterward. Any chance they found something useful before, or even after, destroying her traps?” Lina asked.

“I understand there were a number of things that the ladies put under lock and key. When I ping my cousins, I’ll see if they can spare some time to help us go through anything the ladies are willing to give us access to. My cousins are former Special Operators and good with surveillance. They’ll also have recordings of the operation that went down in the neighborhood when Mrs. E escaped the first time.”

Lina was nodding as she made a few notations. “Good. I’d like to see anything they have that will tell me more about her and what she can do. I’ll also run anything Gavin found through our systems today and cross-check any aliases, shell companies, or travel on passports, and satellite ping records, if I can get them.”

She liked the way his brows rose at her words, as if he hadn’t expected her to take the ball and run with it so quickly. He’d learn. She hadn’t gotten where she was in the FBI by letting grass grow under her feet.

“Sounds good. I’ll get that information to you ASAP,” he promised without objection.

So far, so good.

“Now, as for my preliminary assessment of our target. I’ve read over the initial file, as I’ve said, and it’s pretty clear that Mrs. Entwistle likes theatrical displays. She might try to draw us out if she realizes we’re on her trail.” She felt the familiar thrum of that lynx-wariness, the animal part of her arching inside her soul. “We just need to deny her a stage unless we control the circumstances.”

They traded specifics for the next half hour while they ate and drank the entire carafe of coffee between them. When they couldn’t drag out the meal any longer and the waitress had given them the check, Lina put away her file and stood. Liam had taken the check and showed no signs of wanting to split it or even expense it as part of their jobs. No, it sure looked like he was paying for her breakfast, and she didn’t know why that sent a little thrill up her spine, except for the fact that they were both shifters and providing food was a basic need when courting a mate.

What was she thinking? This was no courtship. This was a temporary work partnership, plain and simple. That’s all it ever could be. He was a lion, and she was a lynx. Sure, they were both big cats, but they were vastly different cats, when it came right down to it.

“When do you want to meet up again?” Liam asked as they were on their way out the door after he’d paid the check. “My original mission in the area is nearing completion, but I have a full day of work today to tie up a bunch of loose ends.”

“That’s fine,” she replied. “I’m going back to the office to run my queries on the secure equipment there. It should take most of the day.”

“Do you want to meet up again tonight?” Liam asked as they walked slowly down the sidewalk, away from the café.

“How about I call you this afternoon? If I find anything actionable, we can meet to discuss it. If not, I’ll keep working as long as it takes to find something. In the meantime, if you could set up some meetings with the ladies for tomorrow, that would be ideal. I don’t think we have a lot of time to mess around on this. Intel leads me to believe she’s already here and planning something. My instincts tell me that we need to move as fast as we can.”

“Sounds good. I’ll await your call this afternoon. You have my number,” Liam said, nodding.

“I’m parked over on the next block,” she told him when the silence had gone on a little too long. They were still walking slowly in the damp air of the gray morning.

The air smelled of salt and rain. Liam slid his jacket on with easy motions. It was leather, and it looked well-worn.

“Yeah, I know. I’m parked right across from you.”

“You are?”

She thought she’d observed everything in the area before leaving her car, but obviously, she’d missed something. And if he’d seen where she parked, how had he beaten her to the café? He must have walked really fast, but she supposed it was doable. Though how she’d missed him on the street she didn’t understand.

She’d always thought of lions as big and lumbering, but apparently, that was a mistake. They were cats, and she knew from personal experience that cats excelled at being sneaky. Her inner lynx wanted to raise a paw and bat at him in play for the sexy smirk on his handsome face. Down, girl.

They picked up their pace as rain began to fall more steadily. He left her at her car with a quick, “Talk to you later,” and headed for a large SUV parked across the street and a few spaces down.

She sat in her car for a moment after he’d driven away, watching his taillights disappear into traffic. Her lynx paced restlessly inside her mind, unsettled by how right it had felt to work beside him.

Dangerous thinking. She had databases to query and leads to chase. The mission came first. At least, it always had before.








  
  
Chapter 3




The afternoon dragged for Liam. He spent most of it tying up the last of his duties at the nearly-empty base. He was cataloguing gear for transport and checking logs when his phone buzzed. The caller ID read,  Goodwell.

He hit accept instantly. “Liam Kinkaid.”

“This is Lina Goodwell,” her clear voice answered. “I’ve got some results I’d like to share. I ran Mrs. Entwistle through our systems and found a few hits that weren’t in your file. She’s using an alias tied to a lease in Queens. Nothing flashy, but the timeline fits with her movements after she left New York the last time.”

Liam straightened in his chair. “That’s a solid lead. Are you free to meet so we can discuss it further?”

“I can be. You mentioned meeting again tonight. Will that work?” she asked.

He glanced at the half-finished inventory on his desk. None of it mattered as much as this new mission, or the intriguing woman on the other end of the line. “I can make time. Can we talk during dinner?”

Silence. Just long enough for his lion to prick its ears and pay attention.

“Dinner?” she echoed, sounding wary.

He understood. For shifters, offering food wasn’t casual. It could be a significant signal, in certain situations. Him buying her breakfast this morning could be chalked up to friendliness among new colleagues, but if he kept feeding her, it could be taken for courtship.

He wasn’t really aiming to court the pretty lynx shifter, but something protective and almost nurturing roused in him on every interaction. He had to somehow make it clear that sharing dinner wasn’t a primal need to provide for a potential mate. In this case, it was about working together and utilizing the little time Liam had today efficiently.

That’s all it was. Surely.

“There’s a place I know. Family-owned. Shifter-run. It’s safe for us to talk, and they’ll give us privacy. I just really don’t have a lot of time to spare today, and we both have to eat.” There. That should make it clear that what he was proposing was simply a shared meal, not the beginning of some sort of intimate relationship.

She paused before answering. He imagined her lynx bristling, weighing the offer, testing his intentions. Finally, she exhaled.

“All right. Text me the address,” she almost snapped.

“Will do. Seven o’clock work for you?” he asked.

“Yes.”

The line went dead, and he couldn’t help but smile. Was she merely being efficient or had he detected a bit of pique? The sassy lynx side of her intrigued him. He looked forward to seeing her again. Dangerous waters, but he had his head on straight now.

Work colleagues. That’s all they were, all they could be. His lion had other ideas, but Liam had spent years learning discipline. He could handle one beautiful lynx shifter.

Probably.

Lina was a good friend to have with all sorts of law enforcement connections, and he’d heard tall tales about her skills with a sniper rifle. Any weapon, really. She was among the best of the best with a firearm in her hands. Or so his friends in the Army unit had told him.

Liam laid his phone down, his mouth quirking. She hadn’t liked agreeing, but she’d agreed all the same. Maybe her lynx didn’t trust easily. Maybe it recognized something in his lion that complicated things. Either way, he wasn’t about to waste the chance to get to know her better.

Antonia’s on Main sat on a bustling corner not far from the water. Liam arrived a little early. Not that he was eager or anything. He kept telling himself that as he made his way into the bustling restaurant.

Inside, the scents of grilled meat, herbs, and fresh bread mingled, soothing his beast and reminding him of family gatherings back in Texas. The food at this place was excellent, and the chef was a shifter. Liam had been introduced to her by his newly-mated cousins, Rich and Billy, and he’d eaten here whenever he was on the island long enough to grab food.

Chef Antonia Hutchinson always welcomed fellow shifters and had special accommodations for them away from the front of house where the general public paid exorbitant prices to eat her fine food. Having earned her first Michelin star at the tender age of twenty-two, Chef Tony could command high prices and long waiting lists for seats in her two establishments.

This was her Long Island location, which was larger and served more people than the flagship restaurant she’d started with in Manhattan. She spent her time between the two locations, and everyone who worked for her was a shifter of one kind or another and kept to the same high standards she’d established.

The hostess greeted him with a big smile and ushered him toward the back room that was set aside for shifter guests. There, they could eat to their hearts’ content without raising eyebrows if they happened to demolish more food than the average human.

The room was also soundproofed so they could talk freely and also not overhear the chatter from the main room. Everything about the back room was tuned to heightened shifter senses, which made coming to this place a welcome respite from the noise of the regular world.

Liam sat and surveyed the others in the room. There were a few shifter families with kids on the other side of the large room and three couples sharing intimate meals at tables for two along the far wall. Liam had requested one of the booths that were round, with high-backed, padded seating that afforded the most privacy available in the room. They’d been fashioned deliberately so that shifters could conduct business without everyone else hearing or seeing what they were up to, regardless of the fact that they all had heightened senses. The setting was perfect for the discussion they needed to have about their mission.

He’d informed the hostess that Lina would be joining him, so all he had to do was wait. He ordered some fresh guava juice to sip while he waited. They made everything on-site and bought their produce from shifter sources of the highest quality, so just about anything he ordered was guaranteed to be the best he could get in the area.

Shifters weren’t big on alcohol, though he did have a beer every once in a while to fit in with his human comrades. Truthfully, he preferred the sweet flavor of the tropical fruit, which was a treat since it wasn’t readily available in most places in the area.

He’d almost finished his juice when he saw Lina enter with the hostess guiding her. He stood, having learned manners from his mother that demanded a certain standard of behavior. Lina smiled at him, and he felt it like a shot to the heart. Her ash blonde hair flowed down her back a short way, bouncing in waves as her hazel eyes sparkled at him. She really was a beautiful woman.

But this wasn’t a date. It really wasn’t a date. He had to keep reminding himself of that little fact.

“Great choice of restaurant, by the way,” Lina said as she sat opposite him and scooted around in the circular booth until they were facing each other head on. “I’ve been to Antonia’s in Manhattan a few times, but I’ve never been to this location.” She looked around the room, taking in the other diners, probably making her own assessment of their fellow patrons.

“I come here whenever I’m on the island for any length of time. The food is fantastic, and this room was built just for our kind,” he added, in case she hadn’t realized that yet.

The smile on her face said she’d noticed, and he smiled back as he handed her the menu the hostess had left on the table earlier. He liked playing with this little cat. Probably too much. Dammit.

She wore a fitted jacket and dark jeans, hair tucked back neatly, but her lynx was alert in her green eyes as she took in their surroundings. The soundproofed walls, the other shifter families, the careful privacy of their booth. She catalogued it all with professional efficiency.

“I can see why you chose this place. We can actually talk here.”

“That was the idea.” He watched her shoulders relax incrementally as she settled into the shifter-safe space. “What did you find on Mrs. E?”

Lina pulled a slim folder from her bag and set it between them, but didn’t open it immediately. “Let’s order first. I have a feeling this conversation is going to take a while.”

The server approached. He was a young wolf shifter who seemed alert to their every need, including their need for privacy. They ordered quickly. Lamb for Liam, seared tuna for Lina, and a bottle of the restaurant’s signature sparkling water infused with fresh herbs.

Once they were alone again, Lina opened the folder. “Here’s what I found. Mrs. Entwistle has been using the alias Margaret Thornfield, among others. Ol’ Margaret has credit cards, utility bills, the works. She leased a small house in Bayshore six weeks ago. Paid six months up front in cash.”

Liam leaned forward, studying the address she’d written on a notepad. “Bayshore’s not far from here. Maybe twenty minutes in traffic. That big of a cash transaction is unusual these days.”

“That’s what I thought too. But here’s the interesting part.” She slid a printed satellite image across the table. “The property has waterfront access, multiple escape routes, and is just isolated enough for whatever she might be planning.”

“You think she’s there?” Liam asked, though something in Lina’s expression suggested it wouldn’t be that simple.

“That’s the million-dollar question. The utilities are active, but there’s been no movement on her credit cards or bank accounts tied to that alias since the lease was signed. She’s either gone to ground completely, or...” Lina tapped her pen against the table. “She’s using other resources. Other identities we haven’t found yet.”

Liam studied the aerial photo. The house sat on a narrow lot, squeezed between similar modest homes, but the water access made it strategic. “We need eyes on the property.”

“My thoughts exactly. I’m thinking surveillance first to see if there’s any activity. If she’s there, we don’t want to spook her into running again.”

“How do you want to handle it? Official FBI surveillance protocols or something a bit more flexible?”

Lina smiled. “I was hoping you’d ask that. Official channels mean paperwork, approval chains, and probably days before we get authorization. By then, she could be gone.”

“And unofficial channels?”

“Mean we do a little reconnaissance ourselves. Tonight, if you’re game.” She met his gaze directly. “I know you’re finishing up your mission here, but this feels urgent. Something’s telling me we don’t have much time.”

Liam nodded slowly. His lion stirred with anticipation—not just at the prospect of hunting, but at the idea of working so closely with the beautiful lynx across from him. “What are your instincts telling you?”

“That she didn’t rent a house by the water just to lay low. She’s planning something, and waterfront access on Long Island means she can move in directions we might not expect.” Lina pulled out her phone and showed him a broader map. “Look at this. From Bayshore, she has access to the Atlantic. With a half-decent boat, she could go anywhere up or down the coast, and she’s not too far from Sagaponack or the development where her former colleagues live.”

“The Marsh Witches,” Liam said grimly. “You think she’s planning to go after them again?”

“I think she’s planning something that requires a broad escape route. I’m hoping we’re going to find out a bit more of her plans tonight.” She looked up as their server approached with their meals. “That is, if you’re willing to do a little off-the-books surveillance with a federal agent who’s bending a few rules.”

Liam grinned as the perfectly seared lamb was placed in front of him. “Agent Goodwell, I think this is the beginning of a beautiful partnership.”

“Just don’t quote Casablanca at me when we’re crouched in the bushes at midnight,” she said dryly, but he caught the hint of an answering smile at the corners of her mouth.

“No promises,” he replied, and was rewarded with her first genuine laugh of the day. The sound made his lion practically purr with satisfaction.

As they began to eat, Lina spread out more photos and documents between them. “Here’s what I’m thinking for approach routes.”









