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            THE DRAGON’S MATE

          

        

      

    

    
      A spark of attraction ignites flames of obsession.

      

      As a dragon shifter, Kaida knows the clan rules – the clan always comes first, and a dragon never reveals their true nature to other shifters or humans.

      But by saving a yearling human and an injured fox shifter, she’s breaking all the rules.

      Now she’s in Bren Matthews’ crosshairs.  A by-the-books detective and the sexiest human she’s ever laid eyes on.

      Kaida knows she needs to stay away from Bren, but her dragon’s interest in the human is obsessive.

      To Bren, Kaida is exquisitely fascinating.  Everything about Kaida, from her compassion to her bravery to her abnormal strength and speed, is intoxicating.  Unfortunately, knowing her secret could be fatal.

      Yet the danger isn’t enough to keep him away.

      But prejudice is a killer.  Now, Bren and Kaida must fight for their love and their lives.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        To read more about The Shifters World, click here.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHARACTER NAME PRONUNCIATION

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      Are you like me and easily distracted by proper name pronunciation when reading?  Nothing takes me out of a story faster than constantly wondering if I’m reading a character’s name correctly.  To that end, here is a list of a few characters in “The Dragon’s Mate” and the proper pronunciation of their names.

      

      Happy Reading!

      

      Elizabeth

      

      
        
        Kaida – Ky-da

        Sika – See-ka

        Javee – Jay-vee

        Kova – Koh-va

        Avena – Ah-vee-na

        Makeda – Ma-kee-da
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      “I knew it.  You’re fucking faggots.”

      Tyler’s stomach dropped, and he pulled his mouth away from Corey.  He looked behind him, and fear slipped into his gut.  Jeff Howell and three of his football teammates were standing just behind them.

      Corey’s cold, shaking hand slipped into his, and Tyler squeezed it tightly.

      “Get lost, Jeff,” he said with a bravery he didn’t feel.  He glanced at Corey.  The smaller boy’s face was pale and pinched with worry, and Tyler’s fear heightened.

      “It’ll be okay, honey,” he said.

      “It’ll be okay, honey,” Jeff mimicked in a high-pitched voice.  He shook his head with disgust.  “Jesus, you two are gross.”

      Tyler didn’t reply.  He had been schoolmates with Jeff since kindergarten, and he knew from experience the best way to handle him was to ignore his taunts.  Although Tyler had never publicly announced he was gay and had done his best to quietly blend in, he’d been targeted by Jeff and his oafish friends for most of his life.

      “Tyler, let’s go.”  Corey tugged on Tyler’s hand, and Jeff glanced at his friends.  They spread out in a loose circle around them, and Corey moaned quietly with fear.

      They were too far for anyone to help them.  They’d ridden their bikes to the edge of the woods, and he and Corey had walked for nearly an hour into the trees to the long, wide river that wound its way through them.  Tyler had grown up on the city's outskirts and spent many happy hours playing in the woods.  Now, he lived with his father in an apartment in the city's downtown core.

      Adrenaline was lighting sparks through his veins.  Corey had moved to the city two years ago, and although Tyler was aware of him and admired how his lean, lithe body moved when he played soccer, he and Corey didn’t start dating until this final year of high school.  Corey, the captain of the school’s soccer team, was failing Spanish, and Tyler was assigned to tutor him.  It hadn’t taken long for them to fall in love.

      Tyler squeezed Corey’s hand again.  They had kept it quiet.  In fact, many of the girls in their grade regularly swooned over Corey, and he had no idea how Jeff had figured it out.

      “Why the fuck you’d want to stick your dick up his ass instead of some girl’s pussy, I’ll never fucking know.”  Jeff shook his head again.  “Or are you the bottom?  You strike me as the kind of guy who likes to take it up the ass, Wagner.”

      “You seem to know a lot about the lifestyle, Jeff,” Tyler said.  “Are you and your friends a little closer than you want people to know?”

      Corey moaned again as Jeff’s face turned bright red.  “You’ll pay for that, you fucking faggot.”

      “Original.  Of course, I can’t expect someone with your IQ to come up with better insults, can I?”

      “Tyler shut up,” Corey whispered.

      Tyler shook his head.  The fear on Corey’s face, the way his body trembled, had buried his fear under a sudden, hot, throbbing pulse of anger, and he embraced the unfamiliar feeling.

      “You and your idiot friends should leave, Jeff,” Tyler said.

      “Oh, we’re not leaving until we teach you what happens to queers like you.  What you’re doing is sick.”  Jeff and his friends closed in on them.  “We’ll see how you feel about your little boyfriend when you’re in the hospital with a broken -”

      He took a step back when Tyler suddenly threw himself at him.  He rammed his shoulder into Jeff’s stomach, knocking the bigger boy backward as he shouted, “Corey!  Run!”

      He dropped on Jeff and swung his fist.  His hand screamed in agony when it connected with Jeff’s broad jaw, but he ignored it grimly and raised his hand again, smashing his fist into Jeff’s nose.

      Jeff howled with anger and threw Tyler to the ground beside him.  He pounced on him, wrapping his large arm around his neck and hauling him into a sitting position as his nose gushed blood down Tyler’s shoulder and arm.

      He squeezed tightly as Tyler choked and clawed frantically at his arm.  He released it enough for Tyler to drag in a whooping gasp of cold air.

      “You and your boyfriend are going to burn in hell,” Jeff whispered.

      Eyes bulging, Tyler watched as Jeff’s friends knocked Corey to the ground and began to kick him in the ribs and back.

      “Corey!”  Tyler tried to scream as one of the boys delivered a brutal kick to Corey’s face, and his eyes rolled up in his head.

      “What the fuck?”  Jeff’s hot breath puffed in his ear, and his arm relaxed around his neck.

      “Corey?”  Tyler whispered.  Corey’s limp body was rippling and changing, the clothes tearing away, and the boys watched in fascination as he shifted to a small, orange fox.  Blood trickled steadily from the fox’s nostrils as one of the boys reached down and prodded at it with the toe of his sneaker.

      “Holy fuck.”  He turned to Jeff.  “He’s a paranormal.”

      Jeff grunted with surprise when Tyler nearly wiggled out of his grip.

      “Let me go!  He’s hurt!”  Tyler shouted.

      Jeff tightened his grip until Tyler gagged.  “It’s not bad enough that you’re fucking a dude, but he’s a paranormal too?  What is wrong with you?”

      His face going purple from lack of oxygen, Tyler reached for Corey.  He had to get to him.  He had to help him.  He clawed again at Jeff’s muscular arm as black roses bloomed in his vision.

      “Let him go.”

      The voice was soft, but its tone was hard steel.  Jeff dropped his arm from Tyler’s neck and stood up.  Tyler lay on the ground, gagging and gasping in air as Jeff scowled at the woman standing a few feet away.

      “Get out of here, bitch.  This isn’t any of your business.”  Jeff wiped the blood from his nose with the heel of his hand.

      “You’re trespassing on my land.  That makes it my business,” the woman replied.  She wore a long dark blue cloak with a hood, and she pushed the hood back to reveal her face as she glanced at the fox lying on the ground.

      Tyler stared at the woman.  She was tall, he guessed close to six feet, and she had long dark hair with streaks of blue woven throughout it.  Her skin was pale, and her eyes seemed to glow in the growing dusk.

      “Fuck off!”  Jeff clenched his ham-like hands into fists.  “I’m not into hurting women, but I’m willing to make an exception for you.”

      “Lucky me,” the woman replied.  She eyed the others before shifting her gaze back to Jeff.  “Go on.  You and your little friends scurry off like the ugly rodents that you are.  I grow tired of you.”

      “Bitch!  You’ll pay for that,” Jeff huffed again.  He glanced at the three other boys, and Tyler gave a hoarse shout of warning as Jeff suddenly rushed forward, and his friends followed.

      The woman sighed loudly, and Tyler watched in stunned silence as she beat the shit out of his classmates.
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      The woman, who wasn’t even breathing hard, bent and picked up the unconscious fox.  Scattered around her, Jeff and his friends were lying on the ground, moaning softly, but she completely ignored them.

      Tyler staggered to his feet and lurched after the woman as she walked into the woods.

      “Wait!”  He grabbed her arm and coughed hoarsely into the crook of his elbow.  “He needs to go to the hospital.”

      “We can’t take him like this.  The hospital won’t treat him until he shifts to his human form, and he’s not going to shift while he’s unconscious,” the woman replied.

      “Wh-where are you taking him?”  Tyler squeezed her arm.

      “To get him help.”  The woman frowned as she stared at his hand.  The knuckles were bruised and swollen.  “Is your hand broken?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He glanced behind them at Jeff and the others.  “What about them?”

      “Leave them,” she said dismissively.  “They’ll crawl home and lick their wounds.”

      She started walking again, and Tyler followed her, not knowing what else to do.

      “Who are you?” he panted.  The woman was setting a brisk pace, and he could barely keep up with her long strides.

      “My name is Kaida.”

      “I’m Tyler.  That’s Corey.”

      The woman nodded, and Tyler lapsed into silence as he followed her into the trees.  He could barely wrap his head around what had just happened.  Corey was a shifter, and the woman carrying him in her arms had just beaten up four teenage football players like it was nothing.

      “Where did you learn to fight like that?” he asked.

      “My grandmother.”

      “Your grandmother?”  He stumbled to a stop in his surprise.

      She kept going, and after a moment, he hurried after her.  “Well, thank you for helping us.  I appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome.”  She glanced at Corey, and her pace quickened further.  Tyler was nearly jogging to keep up with her.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To my home.  Hold these.”  She handed him Corey’s clothes.  Balancing the fox carefully in one arm, she reached into the pocket of her cloak and pulled out a cell phone.  Tyler breathed a sigh of relief.  The woman looked like she had stepped out of a time capsule with her long cloak and odd accent, and to see her holding a cell phone comforted him a little.

      The woman held the phone to her ear.  “Hey, it’s me.  Can you meet me at my house?  I have an injured fox shifter that needs your help.”

      She listened silently for a moment before smiling a little.  “I know.  Thanks.  I’ll see you in ten.”

      She hung up the phone and made it disappear in the pocket of her cloak before glancing at Tyler.  “What were you two doing out here, anyway?”

      Tyler cleared his throat.  “We were just, uh, hanging out.”

      “Why did those boys attack you?”

      “I – no reason.  They’re assholes.”

      She eyed him carefully.  “Is that so?  It has nothing to do with the fact that they caught you two kissing?”

      He blushed and stared at the ground.  “They’re assholes and homophobes.”

      She grinned a little, her straight white teeth flashing in the gloom.  “That they are.  Why do you hide that you’re gay?”

      “My family doesn’t know,” he said.

      “Why not?”

      “Well, my brother knows, but my mom and dad don’t.  I’m not close to my mom.  My parents divorced when I was a kid, and she left us with our dad.  I haven’t even spoken to her in two years.  My dad, well, it’s complicated.”

      “It usually is,” she replied.

      “Corey and I have been dating for nearly six months, and I had no idea he was a paranormal,” he said.

      She raised her eyebrows at him.  “That’s strange.”

      “Yeah.”  He touched his knuckles lightly and winced.  He knew damn well why Corey hadn’t told him he was a paranormal, and he felt a combination of guilt and anger.  He was nothing like his father, Corey knew that, and the fact that he hadn’t trusted him enough to share that he was a paranormal was like a knife in Tyler’s heart.

      The trees were starting to thin, and he realized with a start that he knew where they were.  For as long as he could remember, a small community of shifters lived in the woods.  They kept to themselves, and most city people had forgotten about them.  The rumour was that they were bear shifters who had grown tired of the underlying tension between the humans and the paranormals and had retreated into the woods to escape it.

      The trees opened up into a man-made clearing.  Cabins were scattered throughout.  Tyler counted nearly twenty nestled among the trees, and he could see a dirt road winding past the cabins and into the woods.

      “Where does that road go?” he asked.

      “Back to the highway.”  She strode past three cabins before stopping at one of the smaller ones.  Flowers were planted in large pots on the tiny front porch, their blossoms starting to fade, and she climbed the steps and opened the front door.

      Tyler hesitated at the bottom of the stairs, and she gave him a slightly impatient look.  “Hurry up.”

      He took one last glance at the other cabins before hurrying after her.
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      The cabin may have been rustic on the outside, but the inside boasted a sleek and modern décor.  The contemporary furnishings and stainless-steel appliances should have looked odd against the log walls but strangely didn’t.  The living room and the kitchen were combined into one big room.  The kitchen was on the smaller side with a fridge and stove, one mid-sized length counter with cupboards above and below it, and a small round table with four chairs crowded around it.  A narrow marble-topped island helped divide the kitchen from the living room.  There was a small couch and an armchair in the living room with a metal and glass coffee table and a television mounted to the wall.

      He stared at the old woman bent over a pot on the stove.  She was bigger than Kaida, standing well over six feet with wide hips and shoulders, and dressed in faded green pants and a bright pink t-shirt with ‘sugar mama’ written across it in large yellow font.  Her hair was pure white and hung in a neatly made braid to her waist.  Like Kaida, there were streaks of colour in it, although her colour was a rich, emerald green rather than the blue that Kaida sported.

      “Hello, sugarpie.”  The old woman straightened and gave Kaida a generous smile.  Her eyes were the same golden colour as Kaida’s, and she dropped a small wink at him.  “Who’s this handsome young fellow?”

      “Hi, Gram.  This is Tyler,” Kaida jerked her chin in his direction, “and this is Corey.”

      “Put the fox on the couch, and I’ll take a look at him,” Gram said cheerfully.

      Tyler followed Kaida to the couch and stood anxiously at the end of it as Kaida laid Corey down.  Gram joined them and poked and prodded at the fox’s body before lifting his eyelid.  His eyes were still rolled up in his head, and Tyler made a soft groan of dismay.

      “It’s all right, dearie,” Gram said.  “He’ll be fine.”

      She felt his skull and his face carefully before wiping away some of the blood that had dried under his nose.  She sniffed it carefully, and Tyler made a low sound of disgust when she licked it from her finger.

      “What happened to the poor thing?” she asked.

      “A bunch of human boys were beating him,” Kaida said.  “Three against one, and they were all twice his size.”

      Gram shook her head.  “Human or paranormal – teenage boys are the worst.”  She grinned at Tyler.  “No offense, dearie.”

      She stepped back and straightened.  “Well, I can’t do anything for the poor boy until he wakes up.”

      “What if he doesn’t wake up?”  Tyler said.  “What if he -”

      “Oh, he’ll wake up, don’t you worry.  Fox shifters got heads like rocks,” Gram said.  “Now, let me look at your knuckles while we wait for your boyfriend to come to.”

      He blinked at her, and she chuckled.  “I might be old, but I still know a thing or two about love.”  She took his hand and surprised him by leaning in and inhaling deeply.  “Plus, you got his scent all over you.”

      They must be bear shifters, Tyler decided.  She had to be a paranormal if she could smell Corey’s scent on him.  He flinched when Gram probed at his bruised knuckles, and she made a sound of sympathy.

      “Ayuh, I imagine that hurts.  Well, don’t you fret – old Gram has a poultice to ease the pain and help with the swelling.”  She pinched his cheek and returned to the stove.

      Using his left hand, Tyler fumbled his cell phone out of his pocket and groaned.  He had two missed calls and three texts from his brother.

      “I need to call my brother and tell him I’m okay,” he said to Kaida.  “I was supposed to meet him over an hour ago, and he’s freaking out.  I’ll, um, ask him to come by and get me, all right?”

      He stared anxiously at the dark-haired woman.  Truthfully, he wasn’t going anywhere until Corey woke up, but the thought of being alone with a bunch of bear shifters as darkness fell made him nervous.

      Kaida glanced at Gram, and a silent communication seemed to pass between them.  Gram stirred the liquid in the pot.  “That’s fine, dearie.  Call your brother.  Tell him the road is off highway fifteen.  If he gets lost, he can -”

      “He won’t get lost,” Tyler said.  “We grew up around this area.”
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      He drove up to the front of her cabin with a recklessness that raised her eyebrows.  She was standing on the porch, and he slid out of the SUV, slamming the door and bounding up the stairs with an effortless grace.  The man in front of her was tall with wide shoulders and a narrow waist.  His dark hair was a little long, and dark stubble covered his lower jaw.  She inhaled deeply.  God, he smelled delicious for a human.  She studied his light blue eyes filled with anxiety.

      “Tyler!  Where is he?”  His tone was worried and impatient.

      She opened the front door, and he pushed past her.  As he hurried to the table, she watched the large muscles in his back before dropping her gaze downward.  He wore faded jeans that clung to his ass, and she could feel the warmth starting in her stomach almost immediately.  She snorted to herself and forced her gaze away.  She needed a human, like she needed another hole in her head.

      “Tyler?  Are you all right?”  The man knelt next to Tyler, who was sitting at the table.  He touched his head.

      “I’m fine.  I hurt my hand when I punched Jeff in the face,” Tyler replied.

      “Is it broken?”  He examined the wet cloth draped over Tyler’s knuckles.  “What is that?”

      “It’s a poultice,” Tyler said.

      “It smells like a dead dog.”  The man grimaced, and Kaida hid her smile.  The poultice really did smell like death and it would take forever for the smell to dissipate.  She’d have to sleep with every window open tonight.

      While she and everyone else in their clan had no need for Gram’s poultices, it hadn’t stopped the old woman from learning the art of healing.  Call it a side hobby.

      “Yeah, but it’s making my hand feel better,” Tyler said.

      The man glanced at Gram, who was sitting next to Tyler.

      “Hi, I’m Gram.  What’s your name?”

      “Bren Matthews.” He held out his hand, and she shook it, a smile creeping onto her face.

      “Bren?”  Gram glanced at Kaida.  “German descent, is that right?”

      Bren nodded, and Gram’s smile widened.  “Meaning flame?”

      “I guess.  I don’t really know,” he said absently.

      “Pretty sure that’s what it means,” Gram replied cheerily.  “You’re a good-lookin’ devil then, aren’t you?”

      Bren blinked at her.  “Uh, thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Tyler, are you sure you’re okay?”  Bren looked his brother over anxiously.

      “Yeah, I told you on the phone I was okay.”

      Bren touched the top of Tyler’s hand, frowning when the teenager hissed out a breath and pulled his hand away.  “This might be broken.”

      “His hand isn’t broken, just bruised,” Gram said.

      “Are you a doctor?”  Bren asked.

      “Nope.  But I’ve seen my fair share of injuries over the years.”  Gram smiled at him again.

      “You’re going to the hospital for an X-ray,” Bren said to Tyler.

      “I don’t need one,” Tyler protested.  “It’s already feeling better.  I swear, Bren.”

      “Tell me exactly what happened,” Bren said.

      “Corey and I rode our bikes to the edge of the woods after school.  We were going to go hang out by the river for a while.  I guess Jeff and the others followed us.  They caught us kissing and -”

      Tyler’s voice clogged in his throat, and his face turned pale.  Kaida watched as Bren squeezed his shoulder gently.  “It’s okay, Tyler.”

      “Jeff called us faggots and said that we were going to find out what happened to faggots like us,” Tyler whispered.  “I punched Jeff in the face and yelled at Corey to run, but the other boys started hurting him.  They were kicking and punching him and -”

      He stopped, blinking back tears as Bren squeezed his shoulder again.  “They wouldn’t stop hitting him, and Jeff had me in a chokehold, and I – I couldn’t get free.  I tried to stop them.  I swear.”

      “I know,” Bren said reassuringly.  “It wasn’t a fair fight, Tyler.  Where’s Corey?”

      “On the couch.”

      Bren stood and glanced over the top of the couch.  His mouth dropped open, and he turned to stare at Tyler again.

      “I didn’t know he was a shifter,” Tyler whispered.  “He never told me.  One of them kicked him in the face, and he shifted before he lost consciousness.”

      “How did you get away?”  Bren asked.

      “She saved us.”  Tyler looked over Bren’s shoulder at her.  Bren followed his gaze, and a shiver went down her back as he studied her eyes.  Her dragon made an odd sound – something between a growl and a mating call - and she twitched in surprise.

      “Thank you,” Bren said.

      She focused on a spot on the wall just over his left shoulder.  Staring directly at the human was making her dragon weird. “You’re welcome.”

      “It was amazing, Bren,” Tyler said.  “Kaida kicked the shit out of all four of them.  They didn’t stand a chance.”

      Bren took another look at her, his gaze lingering on her eyes.  This time, her dragon made what was definitely a mating call, and she briefly considered running from the cabin and hiding in the woods for a few hours.  What the hell was going on with her dragon?

      “Corey needs to go to the hospital.”  Bren was still looking at her, and her dragon practically rolled over and showed her goddamn belly to the human.

      Stop it, you idiot!

      Her dragon hissed grumpily at her, and she tasted smoke in the back of her throat.  Jesus, the last thing she needed to do was start spewing smoke out of her mouth and nose in front of two humans.  She inhaled the smoke that lingered in her mouth and throat.

      She moved to the couch – she needed to do something to distract her dragon - and knelt next to the fox shifter.  “Not when he’s in his shifter form.”  She stroked the fox’s fur.  “Until he wakes up and shifts to his human form, there’s no point in taking him to the hospital.”

      “He could have a concussion or internal injuries,” Bren argued.  “We can’t -”

      The fox made a soft whining noise and twitched under Kaida’s hand.  Tyler dropped the poultice on the table and hurried over to join them.

      “Corey?” he said anxiously.  “Can you hear me?”

      The fox twitched again before his eyes opened.  He stared unblinkingly at Tyler before abruptly shifting.  Kaida grabbed the blanket draped over the back of the couch and covered Corey’s naked body.

      “Corey!”  Tyler sat beside him and touched the boy’s forehead.  “How do you feel?”

      “My head hurts,” Corey rasped as Gram pushed past Tyler and laid her worn hand on his shoulder.

      “Stay still, boy.  Let me have a look at you, all right?”

      She patted Tyler’s shoulder.  “Why don’t you wait outside with your brother and Kaida?”

      “I want to stay here with him,” Tyler said.

      “I know, dearie, but it’ll only be a few minutes.  Go on now.  Be a sweet boy and listen to Gram.”  Her grandmother’s voice was firm.

      Tyler hesitated and then squeezed Corey’s hand.  “I’ll be outside, Corey.”

      Bren took Tyler’s arm and guided him outside.  Kaida shut the door behind them and sat on one of the wicker chairs as Bren paced back and forth.

      “I’m going to the school on Monday and talking to the principal first thing.”  He raked his hand through his hair.  “This is going beyond bullying.  You and Corey could have been killed.”

      “No, Bren.  Don’t do that,” Tyler pleaded.  “It’ll make it worse.”

      Bren stared at him in disbelief.  “Tyler, do you understand what I said?  You could have died.  This asshole kid needs to be expelled, and his parents need to know what he’s done.”

      “If he’s expelled, he’ll go after Corey and me again,” Tyler argued.  “You know that, Bren.”

      “I can’t sweep this under the rug, Tyler.  Hell, I should arrest this kid for assault.”

      “Bren, no!”  Tyler nearly shouted.  His entire body was trembling lightly, and Kaida could smell the tangy scent of his fear.  “That will make it worse.  Don’t you get it?  He knows I’m gay now.  The best thing we can do is lay low, hope that he doesn’t -”

      “Doesn’t what?  That homophobic asshole won’t leave you alone.  What would you have me do?  You need to be protected, and I can’t follow you around.  I have to work and -”

      “You could teach him to fight.”  She mentally berated herself for interrupting.  This wasn’t any of her business.

      “Stay out of this,” Bren said.

      Anger rippled through her even though the human was right.  Still, just because it wasn’t her business didn’t mean she wasn’t making a good point.  “If he knew how to fight, he could protect himself.”

      “Listen, I appreciate what you did to save my brother, but -”

      “She’s right, Bren,” Tyler said.  “If I could fight like Kaida, this wouldn’t have happened.”

      Bren blew his breath out.  “Tyler, fighting isn’t going to solve the problem.”

      “Nothing will solve the problem,” Tyler said, his voice tinged with anger.  “Don’t you get that, Bren?  You think that going to the principal, that meeting with Jeff’s parents will solve the problem, but it won’t!  He might back off for a few weeks or even a few months, but sooner or later, he’ll come after us again.  You have no idea what it’s like to go to school every day and pray that you aren’t noticed.  To hope that Jeff and his stupid football buddies don’t pay any attention to you.  I can’t go on like this!  I can’t!  And now that they know about Corey and me and that Corey is a shifter, it’ll get worse.  I need to learn to fight!  I’m not a child!”

      The tears that Kaida sensed had been threatening for hours finally erupted.  Tyler sat down with a heavy thud on the top step, burying his face in his arm.

      Bren crouched beside him and rubbed his back.  “I’m sorry, Ty.”

      “Don’t.”  Tyler shifted away from him.

      Bren scooted closer and rubbed his back again.  “Ty, look at me.”

      “Leave me alone!”  Tyler shouted and shoved him hard.  Not expecting it, Bren fell back onto his ass with a hard thump.

      Tyler flinched and cradled his hand against his chest.  “Please leave me alone.”

      The genuine fear and sorrow in his voice made Kaida’s chest ache.  She stood and joined Tyler on the front step, sitting beside him and putting her arm around his thin body.  To her surprise, Tyler threw one arm around her waist and buried his face in her neck.  She rocked him back and forth as she rubbed his back.

      “There, there, mostoirín,” she murmured.  “It’ll be all right.”

      She continued to rock him back and forth and pressed a kiss against the top of his head.  Tyler’s shuddering slowed, and he sat up, wiping at his nose and knuckling away the tears still on his cheeks.  He stared at the step between his feet, his cheeks a dull red, before muttering, “Sorry.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry about, mostoirín,” she said.

      “What does that mean?”  Tyler asked.

      “Mostoirín is an Irish word,” she replied.  A hint of red was climbing into her cheeks.

      “What does it mean?”  Tyler repeated.

      “My little darling.”  Her cheeks were very red now, and she gave Tyler an embarrassed look.  “Sorry, I picked that up from Gram.”

      “I don’t mind.”  Tyler smiled faintly, and she squeezed the back of his neck.

      Bren sat down beside them, and Tyler said, “Sorry.  I shouldn’t have shoved you.”

      “I get it, kid.  You’ve had a rough day,” Bren said.

      “Yeah,” Tyler said.  “I need to learn to fight, Bren.”

      “I know.”  Bren stared moodily at his vehicle.  “I’ll teach you some self-defence moves, and we’ll get you into some classes at the -”

      “Kaida could teach me to fight,” Tyler said.

      Bren shook his head.  “No, buddy.  That’s not a good idea.”

      “It is,” Tyler insisted.  He stared pleadingly at Kaida.  “You can teach both Corey and me.  If we can do what you can, we’ll be able to protect ourselves the next time Jeff tries something.  Please, Kaida.”

      Spending time with the humans was the absolute worst idea in the world.  She opened her mouth to say no and almost choked in surprise when her dragon pushed forward and said, “Yes.”

      Bren stiffened, the slightest hint of unease flickering across his face.  She got it.  Unlike other shifters, dragons could speak the human language, but the sound wasn’t exactly music to the ears.  Her dragon’s voice sounded much deeper and thicker than her normal speaking voice – like she was gargling with sand.

      Tyler hadn’t appeared to notice her not quite human sounding response.  Happiness washed over him in waves, and his body vibrated excitedly.  “Yeah?”

      Afraid her dragon would make another push for control if she disagreed with it, she nodded.  “Yes.  I’ll teach you to fight.”

      “Thank you, Kaida,” Tyler said.

      The door opened, and Gram stuck her head out.  “You can come back in, Tyler.”

      He stood and followed Gram eagerly into the cabin as Bren sat on the step beside Kaida.  He wasn’t sitting that close, but she immediately shifted away.  Unbelievably, her dragon purred to the human, and her eyes widened.  Shit.  Had she purred out loud?

      The human wasn’t staring at her like he’d heard the purr, but unease crowded into her chest.  What the fuck was wrong with her dragon?
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      Kaida was undeniably gorgeous, Bren decided.  Her pale skin and long dark hair were a striking combination, and he stared at the streaks of blue in her hair for a moment before he shifted his gaze downward.  The odd cloak she was wearing hid the curves of her body, but a woman as tall as Kaida would have full breasts and hips.

      He felt an unexpected bite of lust and didn’t look away when she turned to face him.  Her eyes were stunning – an odd golden colour that fascinated him.  There were tiny flecks of blue in the gold, and he leaned closer.  Contacts, he decided, she must be wearing contacts.  No one – shifter or human – had eyes that colour.

      “You’re staring.”

      He twitched when he felt her hand on his broad chest.  She pushed him back, not that lightly, and frowned.  “It’s rude to stare at a person like that.”

      “Sorry.”  He stared at the other cabins scattered throughout the trees before raking his hand through his hair.  Anger was bubbling up inside of him again, and he wanted to jump in his car, drive to that asshole teenager’s house, and arrest the little shithead for battery.

      “Thank you for helping him,” he said.

      “You’re welcome.”  She studied her hands for a moment.  “I’ll teach him and the fox to fight, but it won’t do them much good if the other boys go after them again immediately.”

      He sighed.  “I know.  I’ll have to talk to the school, at least let them know the bullying is out of control and ask them to keep a close eye on the boys.”

      “Do you think that will work?”

      “Honestly?  No.  But I don’t know what else to do.  I could talk to Dad about pulling him from school, maybe transfer him somewhere else to finish the year, but then he’ll want to know why and Tyler… he won’t want him knowing any details.”

      He swallowed down his bitter laugh.  If his father knew Tyler was gay, he’d lose his shit.  The man didn’t just have a problem with shifters.  He was also a homophobe, a misogynist, a racist, and a shitty father.  If asked, Bren would be hard-pressed to say one good thing about the man who shared his DNA.  Excellent at bullshitting the general public, maybe.

      He stared at his hands.  He needed to be figuring out how to keep Tyler safe, not worrying about his asshole of a father.  “It’s before and after school that I’m really worried about.  Even if he comes straight home after classes, there’s still the opportunity for them to go after him when he’s biking home.”

      He paused.  “I could try to be there to drive him and Corey home every day, but my job isn’t exactly a nine to five.  I work weird hours, and if I’m on a case, I might not be able to get away to drive him home.”

      “A case?”  Kaida said.

      “I’m a detective with the fifty-third precinct,” Bren replied.

      “Tyler doesn’t strike me as the type who likes to be babysat anyway,” Kaida said.

      He snorted.  “Yeah, he isn’t.  He’s scared, but he’ll also be pissed about being watched like a child.  I don’t blame him.  Those pricks are the ones who deserve to be punished, yet he’ll be the one punished.  He deserves to live a normal life and not have to worry about being beaten up because of who he loves.”

      His hands were rolled into tight fists, and he slammed them on his thighs in frustration.  “He’s a good kid, always sees the good in people, and I hate that he’s learning the truth about them.”

      “Humans suck.”  There was no malice in her voice, only a weary resignation.

      “Yeah, we really do.”

      “I might know someone who can help you,” she said.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yes.”  The sun was low on the horizon, and he watched the dying light flash in her eyes.  “I have a friend who owns a private security company.  They mostly provide personal security for paranormals, but I know they also provide their services to humans.  I’ll give Bishop a call tomorrow and -”

      He started to laugh, and she frowned at him.  “What’s so funny?”

      “You’re talking about Bishop King, aren’t you?”

      She jerked all over.  “Yes.  Do you know him?”

      “Yeah.”

      He said nothing else, and she raised one perfect eyebrow at him.  “How do you know him, human?”

      “His girlfriend had some trouble with a guy a while back.  The guy murdered Ava’s friend and was stalking her, and I was assigned to the case.  We never did find him, and the case has gone cold, but I’ve had some interactions with Bishop and Ava on and off since then.”

      “What kind of interactions?” she asked.

      “Social stuff, mostly.”

      If a person referred to saving the giant grizzly shifter from another grizzly about to rip his head off and helping him and his friends rescue a phoenix shifter from a mad scientist as ‘social stuff,’ then, yeah, it was totally social.

      “Human?”

      He glanced at Kaida.  “Sorry, what?”

      “I said if you know Bishop, then you know he can help.  You should call him.”

      “Yeah, maybe I will.”

      The grizzly shifter wouldn’t be happy to hear from him because he still believed Bren had a thing for Ava, but Bren would do whatever he had to to keep Tyler safe.

      “It’s a good idea,” he said.  “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      They watched in silence as the sun slowly sank below the horizon.
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      “You should have told me, Corey.”  Tyler squeezed Corey’s hand as he sat beside him on the couch.

      The shifter started to sit up, and Gram appeared.  “Oh no, you don’t, fox shifter.  You need to stay still.  Nothing’s broken, but your ribs are bruised badly, and you’re lucky you don’t have a concussion.”

      Corey touched the side of his face gingerly.  Dark bruising had risen on his tanned skin and his cheek and jaw had swelled to twice their size.

      Gram draped warm, steaming cloths across his ribs before pressing another against his jaw.  Corey’s nose wrinkled, and Gram laughed.  “Ayuh, I know.  It stinks, but it’ll help.  Trust me.”

      Tyler frowned when Gram reached to touch Corey’s forehead, and the boy sniffed at her hand.  A weird look crossed his face, and his eyes widened as he looked at Gram.

      “There, there,” Gram said, “old Gram ain’t going to hurt you.  Don’t you worry now, boy.”

      Corey stared nervously at her as she rested her hand on his forehead momentarily.  She winked at him and went back to the stove.

      “Why – why did you bring me to them?” Corey whispered.

      “I didn’t bring you to them.  The woman, Kaida, showed up and saved us.  She beat the hell out of Jeff and the others.  You were unconscious and in your fox form, and she said she knew someone who could help you.  I didn’t know what else to do,” Tyler said.

      He glanced at Gram before squeezing Corey’s hand again.  “Why are you frightened of her?”

      “I’m not.”  Corey licked his lips.

      “You are.  Do bear shifters and fox shifters not, uh, get along normally?”  Tyler asked.

      “Bear shifters?”  Corey hesitated and then gave Tyler a weak smile.  “Fox shifters are cautious around other shifters, that’s all.  We’re not as big as some of them, you know?”

      “You should have told me you were a paranormal,” Tyler said.

      “I don’t tell anyone, Ty,” Corey replied.  “Not even my foster parents know.”

      “Why do you keep it a secret?  Most humans don’t care.  They’re not -”

      Corey shook his head.  “You, more than anyone, know that isn’t true.”

      “I’m not like my dad,” Tyler said.  “Why would you ever think that I was?”

      “I know you’re not,” Corey said.  “But you’re naïve about paranormals and humans.  There are humans who aren’t frightened of us, who think we deserve to be treated as equals, but there are plenty of people like your dad who think we should be locked away.”

      “He doesn’t think you should be locked away,” Tyler protested.  “He just….”

      He couldn’t get the words out.  He knew exactly what his father wanted.

      Corey sighed.  “He hates the paranormals.  What would he say if he knew his son was dating one?”

      “I’m nothing like my father,” Tyler repeated miserably.

      “I know.”  Corey smiled at him.  “But I thought it would be better if you didn’t know.  You already have to keep secrets from him.  I didn’t want to add another to the list.”

      “I love you, Corey,” Tyler said.

      “I love you too,” Corey said.  The door to the cabin opened, and Bren and Kaida walked in.

      “Hi, Corey.  How are you feeling?”  Bren asked.

      “Hey, Bren.  I’m okay.”  Corey’s gaze slid to Kaida.

      “This is Kaida,” Tyler said.  “She saved you.”

      Bren was studying Corey and Kaida with a thoughtful and considering look.  Tyler could sense the tension radiating from both Corey and Kaida.  Corey was squeezing his hand so hard that his fingers were going numb.

      “She saved you,” he repeated.

      “Thank you.”  Corey looked away.

      Kaida turned to Gram.  “Can we move him?  We should probably get him home before his family starts to worry.”

      “Nope.”  Gram shook her head.  “He really shouldn’t go anywhere for a few days.”

      “He can’t stay here, Gram,” Kaida said.

      “We don’t have much choice, mostoirín,” Gram said.

      “His family won’t allow him to stay with strangers,” Kaida replied.

      “They don’t care,” Tyler said.  “They’re his foster folks, and they don’t give a shit about him.”

      “I can’t stay here,” Corey said with growing alarm.  “I’ll be fine.  Help me up.”  He started to sit up and groaned in pain before grabbing at his side and falling back to the couch.

      Gram frowned at him in disapproval.  “I told you not to move, fox shifter.”

      Tyler stroked his arm.  “It’s only for a day or two, Corey and then you can come stay at my house.”

      Corey laughed weakly.  “Yeah, that wouldn’t make your dad suspicious at all.”

      “I’ll come by tomorrow morning, okay?”  Tyler smiled at him.  “Bren, you have the weekend off, right?”

      His brother nodded, and Tyler said, “Will you bring me out here?”

      “Sure, if it’s okay with Kaida and her grandmother.”

      “Tyler, don’t leave me here alone,” Corey said.

      “They won’t hurt you.  In fact, Kaida has offered to teach us how to fight so next time Jeff and his asshole buddies attack us, we can defend ourselves,” Tyler said.

      Corey stared at him in disbelief, and Tyler said, “What?  What’s wrong?”

      “All right, time for the fox shifter to get some rest,” Gram said before Corey could reply.  She patted Tyler’s arm.  “Don’t worry.  Your boyfriend will be fine with us.  You can come by tomorrow morning and spend the day with us.”

      “Gram…”  Kaida sighed.

      Gram ignored her and patted Tyler’s arm again.  “I’ll see you tomorrow, boy.  All right?”

      “Okay.”  Tyler leaned forward and kissed Corey’s mouth.  “I love you.  I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Corey stared at Kaida with fear, and Tyler looked uncertainly at Bren.  “Maybe I should stay with him just -”

      “No,” Kaida said impatiently.  “The fox shifter will be fine.  You can come by in the morning.”

      “But I -”

      “Enough, Tyler,” Bren said.  “We’ve imposed on Kaida and her family enough.  It’s time to go.”

      “Right.”  Tyler kissed Corey again before resting his forehead against the smaller boy’s.  “It’ll be okay, Corey.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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      Kaida stirred the soup on the stove before tasting it.  She stirred it again, then looked at the fox shifter lying on the couch.  Gram had left half an hour ago, and the boy hadn’t said a word since she’d left.

      “The soup will be ready in a few more minutes.”

      He didn’t reply.

      “Are you hungry?” Kaida asked.

      “Not really,” he said.

      “You should try to eat.”  She frowned at him and could immediately smell his fear rolling off of him in waves.  “You do not need to be afraid, little fox.  I promise I will not harm you.”

      She’d hoped that Corey wouldn’t figure out what they were, but she should have known better.  Foxes were well known for their sense of smell and how he looked at her, and Gram suggested he had an idea, at least.

      It was confirmed when he said, “Your kind is supposed to be extinct.”

      “And how do you know what my kind is?” she asked.

      “You smell like smoke and… flame,” he said.  “One of the foster homes I was staying in, they had a children’s book about you.  You smell like smoke, it said.”

      She didn’t reply, and he said timidly, “You’re a dragon.  Aren’t you?”

      “Yes, little fox.  We are dragons.”

      “Holy shit,” he said.  “Holy shit.”

      There was excitement under his fear now.  She needed to impress upon him how important it was to keep this to himself.  She believed that Cadmus would let the fox shifter live – if she hadn’t, she would never have brought him here – but if the kid didn’t realize how important it was to keep their clan’s existence a secret and Cadmus picked up on that…

      “How many are in your clan?” he asked.

      “Twenty-five, but there will be a hatchling born soon.”

      She spooned some soup into a bowl and helped Corey sit up before handing him the bowl.  He sniffed it gingerly, and she heard his stomach rumble.

      Kaida smiled briefly. “Eat, little fox.  The sooner you regain your strength, the sooner you’ll be able to leave.”

      “Right.”  He ate some of the soup as Kaida sat down in the armchair.  “Did you tell Tyler you were a bear shifter?”

      She shook her head.  “I did not.”

      “He thinks you are.”

      “That’s better for him.  In fact,” she leaned forward and stared directly at the teenager, “if you tell Tyler what we are, it will not end well.”

      “What do you mean?”  Corey whispered.

      “We will burn you to a crisp, little fox.  You, your boyfriend, and his brother.”

      “I…what?” Corey’s face had turned white, and she hated that she was scaring him, but she had no choice.

      “No one can know of our existence.  I brought you here because I feared you had a serious head injury, and my grandmother is a healer.  But, by doing so, I have revealed a secret you were never meant to know.  In the morning, you will go before the council of elders.  They will decide your fate.”

      “My fate?”  Corey held the bowl of soup in a tight grip.

      “If you can convince the council that you will not reveal our existence, they will allow you to live.  If they believe, even a little, that you won’t keep our secret…”

      She inhaled and then allowed a small plume of smoke to escape when she exhaled.  Corey’s eyes widened and, in a quivering voice, said, “They’ll kill me.”

      “Yes, little fox, they will.”

      He’d lost so much colour now, he was practically transparent.  He stared at the bowl of soup in his hand before setting it on the coffee table.  “I won’t say anything,” he said.  “Not to Tyler, not to anyone.  I promise.”

      “I know,” Kaida said.  “Be very clear on that point when you meet with the council in the morning.”

      “I-I will.”  His voice was quivering again, and she leaned forward and rested one hand on his shoulder.  He flinched, but she only squeezed lightly.

      “Get some more rest, little fox.  Do not worry about tomorrow.  If you truly mean what you say about keeping our secret, the elders will see that.”

      She drew the blanket over him when he curled up on the couch before taking his bowl to the counter.  She rubbed at her forehead, feeling nauseous and a little like a monster.  What kind of shifter told a child he would die?

      It’s for his own good.

      Yes, it was.  She took a deep breath.  Cadmus would let him live.  He would never harm a child.  The other elders in the council might argue, but Cadmus was the high elder.  They would bend to his will.

      She stood in the kitchen and ate a bowl of soup before washing the dishes and putting the leftovers in the fridge.  By the time she was finished, Corey was sleeping again on the couch.

      There was a knock on the door, and she hurried to open it before Corey woke.  She groaned inwardly at the shifter standing on her front porch.  He was over six feet tall with broad shoulders.  His shoulder length dark red hair had streaks of green throughout it, and his golden eyes had flecks of emerald.

      “Good evening, Drago.”

      He peered around her at the fox shifter sleeping on the couch before snorting in disgust.  “The council wants to see you.”

      “Yes, I imagine they do.”  She threw her cloak over her shoulders and followed the red-headed dragon into the darkness.
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      Bren stepped into the foyer of his apartment building.  He usually took the stairs, but bone tired and ready for a hot shower and cold beer, he took the elevator to his apartment.  He’d just slid the key into the lock when the door across the hallway swung open.

      “Bren!”

      He groaned inwardly.  It wasn’t that he didn’t like his neighbour.  He was just really fucking tired and in no mood for small talk.  Pasting a smile on his face, he turned around.  “Hey, Helen.”

      Helen eyed him up and down, her light blue eyes studying his before a frown crossed her wrinkled face.  “You look like shit.”

      “Thanks.”

      The old woman hobbled forward.  One hand carried a foil-covered plate, and the other held her elaborately carved cane. The cane banged rhythmically against the floor.  “Bad night at work?”

      “No, I was off today.  There was a bit of trouble with Tyler.”

      Her eyebrows rose in alarm.  “Ty?  Is he okay?”

      “Yes, he’s having problems with a few kids at school.”

      Helen thumped a little closer.  “You tell Ty to come see me if he needs a little spell to put those assholes in their place.”

      How bad was it that Bren was actually considering whether the old woman’s offer could be a viable solution?

      He smiled at her.  “That’s kind of you to offer, but there are some pretty firm no shifting, spell using, or blood sucking rules at Tyler’s school.”

      “Humans and their rules.”  Helen snorted and glanced behind her at her apartment.  “Why don’t you come in for a visit?  Elora is finishing her shower, but you can have a few beers and… visit.”

      “Thanks, but I’ll take a rain check. It’s been a long day.”

      A scowl flitted across her face before she shoved the foil-covered plate at him.  “All right then.  Take these muffins.  They’re banana – you’re favourite.  I baked them especially for you.”

      He took the muffins.  “Thank you, Helen.”

      “Make sure you eat one tonight,” she said, “you’re looking a bit thin.”

      “I will.  Thanks again.  Good night.”

      “Night.”

      He stepped into his apartment, closing the door behind him.  He rubbed his forehead and walked into the kitchen, flicking on the light.  He peeled off the foil from the plate and stared at the two banana muffins on the plate before opening the garbage can and dumping them in.

      He set the plate on the counter and grabbed a beer from the fridge, twisting off the top and pitching the cap into the garbage before taking a long drink.  He leaned against the counter and closed his eyes.  Immediately, Kaida’s face popped into his mind - her pale skin, the full curve of her bottom lip and those oddly appealing golden-coloured eyes with their blue flecks.  Where did someone get contacts like that?  Online, maybe?

      He wondered what the natural colour of her eyes was.  Not that it mattered.  She’d be sexy as hell no matter what colour her eyes were.  Just the sound of her voice had made it difficult for him to concentrate.  Low and raspy with a slight accent that he couldn’t place.  How would she sound when he had his face buried between her legs?

      What the fuck, man?  Since when did you start imagining going down on a woman you just met?

      Since now, apparently.  But could you blame him?  Kaida pushed all of his buttons, and he definitely looked forward to seeing her again tomorrow.  His dick twitched, and he reached down and adjusted himself roughly.

      His brother was in trouble, was now really the time for getting his rocks off over a weirdly hot bear shifter who lived in the middle of the damn woods?  He needed to be figuring out how to keep Tyler and Corey safe, not wondering what Kaida’s body looked like under that cloak or how her pussy would taste.

      He took another swig of beer as someone pounded on his front door.  “Bren!”

      “It’s open,” he shouted.

      The door flew open.  He heard it slam shut and then the hurried thud of footsteps down the hallway.  Elora ran into the kitchen, her brown hair soaking wet, her face free of makeup, and her t-shirt on inside out.  A large crow, its midnight black feathers dripping wet, was clinging to her shoulder.

      “Don’t eat the muffins!” she shouted.

      Bren grinned at her and took another drink of beer.  “I didn’t.  They’re already in the garbage.”

      “Oh, thank God.”  Elora grimaced before opening the fridge and grabbing a beer.  She twisted off the cap, tossed it into the garbage to join the muffins, and drank some beer before collapsing in one of the kitchen chairs.  The crow flapped its wings, spraying a fine mist into Bren’s face before settling on Elora’s shoulder again.

      “What’s in them this time?”  Bren asked.

      Elora made a face.  “Another love potion.”

      Bren sighed.  A year ago, Helen and Elora had moved into the apartment across from his.  Bren had helped Helen carry some groceries into her apartment about a week after they moved in, and from that moment on, she’d been trying to make a romance happen between him and Elora.

      “She really wants us to fall in love,” Bren said.

      “Tell me about it.  I keep telling her it isn’t going to happen, but my grandmother is persistent.  She can’t accept that I’m not into you at all.”  Elora made a face that suggested she’d rather eat dirt than date him.

      “Hey, I’m not that bad,” Bren said.

      “You’re a total babe and smart and employed, and I have absolutely zero sexual attraction to you.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Oh please, is there any part of this,” Elora pointed to her face and then her body, “that makes you go, ‘Oh baby, break me off a piece of that’?”

      There should have been.  Elora was an attractive woman, and there was no reason why he shouldn’t find her hot.  Only he didn’t.  Was she funny as hell and unbelievably smart?  Yes.  Did he want to bang her?  No.

      “Exactly.”  Elora could read his face disgustingly well for having only known him for a year.  “Other than that one night, you have never once been attracted to me.”

      Bren groaned.  “We agreed never to talk about that, remember?”

      “Hey,” Elora took another sip of beer before reaching up and stroking the crow’s sleek chest, “it’s not your fault you ate a love-potion laced brownie from Helen and thought I was your soul mate.”

      Bren finished his beer and grabbed another from the fridge.  “Thank God you handcuffed me to the bed before I could declare my undying love for you to the entire apartment complex.”

      Elora burst into laughter, making the crow caw in a decidedly disgruntled manner.  “I figured it was bad enough that you changed your Facebook status to in a relationship with me and wrote that terrible poem on your wall.  How did it start again?”

      “Don’t,” Bren warned.

      Elora straightened in the chair and held her hand over her heart.  “Her love is a quilt that covers me from head to toe.  Her beauty is -”

      “We had an agreement, Elora,” Bren said.  “We never speak of that night.  Keep bringing it up, and I’ll arrest you for the dozen unpaid parking tickets I saw in your glovebox.”

      Elora giggled before slumping against the chair.  “I still can’t believe you didn’t arrest my grandmother for drugging you like that.”

      “She meant well.  She wants you to be happy,” Bren said.

      “Yeah, well, if she keeps drugging unsuspecting humans, the WWC is gonna label her a dark witch and have her imprisoned.”  Elora’s tone turned somber.

      Bren sat down and reached across the table to squeeze her hand.  “Do you want me to talk to her?”

      “It won’t make a difference.  Helen does what she wants and always has.  She was a little better when Sarina was around, but now…”

      Bren squeezed her hand again.  Sarina was Elora’s half-sister.  He’d never met the shapeshifter, but he’d heard many stories about her from Helen and Elora.  “Have you heard anything from her lately?”

      Elora shook her head.  “No.  She hasn’t responded to any of my texts in over a week.  Normally, she responds right away.  Helen says not to worry about it, that Sarina can take care of herself, but… I do worry.  You know?”

      “Yeah, I get it.”

      He watched as the crow hopped from Elora’s shoulder to the table.  It pecked at the wood, and Bren poked at the shiny, damp feathers on its back, pulling his finger back when the crow whipped around and pecked viciously at him.  “If she shits on my table, I’m tossing her out the window.”

      “It was one time,” Elora said.  She reached out and stroked the crow’s head.  The crow rubbed her beak along Elora’s fingers before turning her black-eyed gaze to Bren.

      A shiver went down his back.  “You know a group of crows is called a murder, right?”

      Elora laughed.  “You think Lilianna is going to find some crow friends, break into your apartment, and murder you while you sleep?”

      “I am now,” he said.

      She laughed again, and they both watched Lilianna groom her wet chest feathers.

      “I can’t believe you shower with her,” Bren said.

      “How else will she get clean?”  Elora said.  “She doesn’t like to be dirty.”

      “Yeah, but she’s a human trapped in a crow’s body.”

      “So?”  Elora said.

      “So, you don’t feel weird showering with her?”

      “No.” Elora reached out and stroked Lilianna’s head.  “I thought I found the spell to break Lilianna’s curse.”

      “Really?”  He leaned forward and stared at the crow.  “What went wrong?”

      “I don’t know.  It just… didn’t work.  It should have worked.  I don’t know if it failed because I’m not a powerful enough witch or if I was wrong about the spell,” Elora said.

      “Did you show the spell to Helen?”

      Elora sighed.  “You know how she is about Lilianna.  She refused to even look at the spell.  She keeps saying that there must have been a reason that Lilianna was trapped in the crow’s body, and releasing her could be a terrible mistake.”

      “To be fair, she could be right,” Bren said.

      “Maybe,” Elora replied.  “But if she isn’t and Lilianna is an innocent witch trapped… I can’t live with myself if I don’t try to help.”

      “Elora, are you even sure that -”

      “Don’t, Bren,” Elora said.  “Lilianna is a witch, okay?  She’s not an ordinary crow.  I know you think it’s stupid of me to believe the word of a stranger, but it isn’t just that.  Lilianna is special.  I knew it from the moment I saw her.”

      “All right,” Bren said.  “But I think it’s a bit suspicious that you stumble onto a witch trapped as a crow in a cage in a potions store of all places.  I mean, why did the store owner even have her?”

      “I don’t know, but I couldn’t leave her locked in the cage once the store owner told me what she was,” Elora said.  “Even if, and this is a big if, you’re right, and she’s only a crow, Lilianna was dying in that cage.  I couldn’t walk away from her.”

      The crow cawed softly before flying back to Elora’s shoulder.  She stroked Elora’s cheek with her beak before running her beak over a lock of Elora’s wet hair.

      They drank in silence for a few moments, the only sound in the room the light rasp of Lilianna’s beak as she groomed Elora’s hair repeatedly.

      “I thought Tyler was spending the weekend with you,” Elora said.  “He texted me on Wednesday to see if I would join you guys for your Alien movie marathon.”

      “He’s coming by tomorrow.  He had plans with Corey tonight.”

      “Had?”  Elora said.

      “He and Corey ran into some trouble with some shitheads from school this afternoon.”

      “What happened?”  she said in alarm.

      “How much time do you have?” he asked.

      She stood and grabbed a second beer from the fridge.  “Plenty.  Tell me what’s going on.”
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      “I could do a protection spell for Ty and Corey.”  Elora picked at the label on her beer bottle.

      Bren shook his head.  “The use of magic at Ty’s school is strictly forbidden.  If they find out he has a protection spell cast on him, they’ll expel him, and Dad will lose his shit.  But thank you for offering.”

      Elora pulled thoughtfully at a few strands of her hair, and Lilianna immediately began smoothing them down again.  “You said the female bear shifter – Karen -”

      “Kaida,” Bren said.  “Her name is Kaida.”

      “Right, Kaida.  You said she offered to teach them how to fight.  That seems weird.”

      “Tyler can be persuasive when he wants to be.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Elora sighed.  “He’s why I have a four-leaf clover tattooed on my calf.”

      Bren laughed.  “At least you don’t have a skull tattoo on your shoulder.  Talk about a cliché.  Why we keep letting a seventeen-year-old boy pick out tattoos for us is beyond me.”

      Elora grinned at him.  “You’d think a detective and a witch would know better.  Anyway, this Kaida will teach them how to fight, and you’ll hire Bishop to keep an eye on them.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Think he’ll do it?  He still believes you have a thing for his girlfriend, right?”

      Bren rubbed at the scruff on his jaw.  About six months ago, he’d gone for drinks with Elora, had too much whiskey and told her about his short-lived crush on Ava and about Bishop and the rest of the shifters at the BKF Securities company.  “Yeah, but I don’t.  That ship has sailed.  They have a kid, and they live together.  Hell, I knew I didn’t have a chance the day I asked Ava out at the coffee shop and she turned me down.  She wasn’t technically dating Bishop yet and still had no interest in me.”

      “Man, it’s so weird to even hear about a grizzly mating and having babies with anyone, let alone a human,” Elora said.  “They’re usually loners.”

      “Bishop’s different, I guess.  I’ll talk to Mal or Kat about it if he says no.  Bishop isn’t the sole owner of the company.”

      “It’ll be expensive, yeah?  I don’t know much about personal security, but it can’t be cheap.”

      “I don’t have much choice.  The kid who attacked him, Jeff, is a football player and twice the size of Ty.  He could seriously hurt him, and if the beating Kaida gave Jeff was as bad as Tyler said it was, I’m sure he’ll be looking for revenge against Tyler and Corey,” Bren said.

      “Will you speak to Jeff’s parents?”

      “Tyler doesn’t want me to.”

      “Yeah, but Tyler is seventeen, Bren,” Elora said gently.

      “I know, but I think he might be right in that it’ll make things worse.  Kids like Jeff – they don’t give a shit about authority.”  Bren set his bottle down on the table.  “Fuck, I hate that Tyler is going through this.  He shouldn’t be bullied for who he loves.”

      “Life isn’t fair,” Elora said.  “Honestly, I’m more worried that this Jeff kid will tell your father that Tyler is gay and dating a shifter.”

      Bren ran his hand through his hair.  “I didn’t say anything to Tyler, but I’m concerned about it too.  Tyler’s worried enough about Corey.  I didn’t want to freak him out even more by mentioning Dad.”

      “What did he say when you took Tyler home?”

      “He wasn’t home.  He was at some charity event.”

      “If he does find out about Tyler…”

      “Dad will kick him out,” Bren said bluntly.  “And then Tyler will have no choice but to live with me.”

      “It bothers you that he won’t live with you now, doesn’t it?”  Elora said.

      “Yeah.  I understand why he isn’t.  Tyler wants to believe that Dad is a good guy, but I worry about him living there.  Dad doesn’t give a shit about him.  It’s all about public image for our father and having a gay son who’s dating a shifter?  Dad will disown Tyler.”

      “I’m sorry,” Elora said.

      “Me too,” Bren replied.

      They sat in comfortable silence for a minute or two before Elora stood, Lilianna clinging tightly to her shoulder.  “I should go.  It’s getting late.”  She leaned down and pressed a kiss against Bren’s forehead.  “I’m sorry you’ve had such a bitch of a day, buddy.”

      “Thanks, Elora.  And thanks for listening.”

      “Anytime.  If you or Tyler need me, text me.  And remember,” she ruffled his hair affectionately, “don’t eat anything my grandmother gives you.”
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