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An ex-military lion shifter, a powerful mage, and a fated bond that could change everything. 

In this sizzling paranormal shifter romance, USA Today bestselling author Bianca D’Arc delivers passion, danger, and destiny.

Marigold Rollins grew up trapped in a dynasty of ruthless mages where children were nothing more than pawns and power ruled everything. Scarred by betrayal, she’s finally free, but freedom comes with a price. Her rare magical gift makes her both a target and the key to ending generations of dark magic.

Gavin Kinkaid, ex-military lion shifter and fierce protector of his Clan, has never met a woman like Marigold. Strong, wounded, and braver than she knows, she awakens both his lion and his heart. As fated mates, their bond is undeniable, but when a vengeful cousin attacks and old family secrets surface, protecting Marigold means risking everything.

Together, Gavin and Marigold must face the shadows of the Rollins legacy, confront dangerous enemies, and trust the power of love to rewrite their destinies. Because in the world of shifter romance, it takes more than claws and magic to win. It takes courage, loyalty, and the kind of passion that can change everything.

Enter a world of danger, destiny, and desire, where the Kinkaid lions fight for love, family, and a future worth protecting.
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To say the mood in the conference room was tense would be an understatement. Gavin Kinkaid had news to impart, and he knew everyone in the room wasn’t going to take it well, for various reasons. 

“My contacts say there’s definitely a price on the head of every one of those hammerhead shark shifters under our care. They’ve all got bounties on their heads now, thanks to Abdul Kettering,” Gavin reported, dropping his first bomb of the day.

Present at the meeting were the Alpha of the Kinkaid Clan, Sam Kinkaid, about five of his lieutenants, and those who ran his various businesses for him, as well as Colt Kinkaid, a lion shifter who had grown up outside of the Clan structure, along with his two older brothers. All three of them were recently retired from the Special Forces and working odd jobs for Admiral Morrow now and again. One of those jobs had brought the three brothers back into contact with the Clan, and though it had been hard going at first, a reconciliation had occurred, and the brothers were slowly establishing themselves within the Clan hierarchy.

Shifters of their skill and ability were always welcome under the Kinkaid Clan banner. These three, however, were all also newly mated to highly magical women with deep connections to a coven of witches that had been hiding in plain sight in a coastal Long Island community for centuries.

The Marsh Witches of Sagoponack were an ancient and powerful force for good. They’d come under fire recently by the evil group that called themselves the Venifucus, whose origins dated back to the first appearance of their Mater Priori, Elspeth. She wasn’t called the Destroyer of Worlds for nothing. She’d sucked all the power out of several other realms before turning her hand to the destruction of the mortal realm back during what historians now called the Dark Ages.

The forces of Light had been able to banish her way back then, to some forgotten realm where they hoped she would languish forever, being of immortal fey blood. Her followers had scattered, and until recently, it was believed that the Venifucus had been completely disbanded. Unfortunately, recent years and events had shown that they only went underground, working toward freeing their leader and starting the war all over again.

According to some reports, she was back and recovering from her exhausting trip Between. Nobody was completely certain of that, since she hadn’t made an appearance anywhere herself. Her minions in the Venifucus, though, had been busy. Attacks and schemes all over the world had been keeping the forces for good busy.

Just such an attack had taken place on Long Island recently, when Venifucus agents had laid siege to the suburban development where most of the Marsh Witches have been living for decades. The trio of lost Kinkaid brothers had helped defend the coven, and the eldest had discovered his true mate at the same time. The middle brother had gone on a mission to safeguard a granddaughter of one of the old ladies and found the love of his life as well.

The youngest, Colt, had been sent after another granddaughter with a unique skill. Faith Peabody was the first true Demon Slayer born in centuries, and she had never used her talents, though she’d been training with a Priestess for a while in preparation. Her practice had come in handy when Mrs. Entwistle, a former member of the coven who had turned to the dark side, started summoning demons.

In fact, an entire family of mages located in the Houston area had organized a demon-summoning party to really get the Demon Wars going. Colt and Faith, along with the Clan and its allies, had put the kibosh on that, thankfully, but there was fallout.

Of course. There was always fallout. Hence the meeting Gavin was in right now.

“Luckily, the hammerheads are out at sea most of the time,” Sam Kinkaid said, “and those boys can take care of themselves. We’ll send them a warning, of course. I do have some concern for Cousin Deirdre, since she mated with the leader of the hammerheads, but as long as they’re forewarned, I think they’ll be okay. We’ll send some Clan support. I think Edvard can be convinced to take the yacht over there and spend some time getting to know our new shark relatives. He’s got a small army with him on that ship. They can help fill any gaps in protection.”

Everyone around the table agreed that was a good idea, and a few made notes. Then, it was on to the next point Gavin had to report.

“I’ve also been trying to track down Mrs. Entwistle, but every time I get close to finding her trail, one of the Rollinses gets in the way. They are seriously pissed at us for interfering with their little demon-summoning party. They are regrouping under new leadership, since the old man was killed during our raid. Since they’ve become such a thorn in my side, I’m developing deep backgrounds on every member of the family I can find information about.”

Here, Gavin looked directly at Colt. The Rollins family was a sore subject for Colt and his brothers, since their mother was a runaway Rollins. The three brothers who had grown up outside of the Clan did so because their parents’ mating was not quite approved of by the elders of the Clan at the time. Richard Kinkaid had run away with Lily Rollins and had their sons away from both her family and the Clan. Then, they’d died tragically, leaving the three boys without any real support system.

The eldest, named Richard after their father, had taken care of his teenage brothers until they were all old enough. They’d joined the military and quickly proven their worth as special operators, coming under the auspices of Admiral Morrow.

It had been a long and circuitous route that had brought them back to the Clan, and the ties were still new. Gavin respected Colt but knew the younger man had a sore spot where the name Rollins was concerned. Rollins mages were mostly evil. In fact, the late Patriarch of the family had wanted to gain favor with their Venifucus masters by summoning a large number of demons and unleashing them on an unsuspecting world.

He’d died in the process. Gavin didn’t mind that at all, but the man had been Colt’s grandfather, even though they had never met. Colt had chosen to serve the Light, as had his two older brothers, and publicly rejected the Rollins family, but it still caused a bit of awkwardness for Colt and his brothers.

“What have you found?” Sam asked when the silence had dragged on a little too long.

“Well, as we know, they’re not all bad. Most of them have sold their souls to the devil, if you know what I mean, but there are a few here and there who seem uncomfortable with the family’s evil credo,” Gavin said.

“We all know about Florence,” Sam replied, reminding everyone at the table about the woman who had turned on her family to help protect Colt during the showdown at the Rollins mansion. 

Florence Rollins was now with Granny Tucker, a powerful mage who lived not far away and was allied with the Kinkaid Clan. Granny Tucker had taken Florence in, to both protect her and keep an eye on her after the battle. Florence had admitted that she’d never wanted to summon demons, but would’ve been forced into it by her father, the late Patriarch. Florence, it seemed, was Lily’s sister and, therefore, Colt’s aunt.

“I actually went to speak with Florence at Granny Tucker’s the other day. She gave me some of the information, which I have corroborated with independent sources,” Gavin went on. “Both Florence and Granny Tucker agreed that it was likely the remaining Rollinses were helping Mrs. Entwistle evade detection. Mrs. E, it turns out, was the one who taught everybody how to summon demons. As you might imagine, that sort of knowledge was all but obliterated after the Dark Ages. All the grimoires, all the ancient texts, and whatever other writings were found by our side were thoroughly destroyed.”

“But we didn’t get them all, right?” Sam asked, already knowing the answer.

Gavin nodded. “Obviously, some of that lore survived within families and organizations like the Venifucus. Closely guarded, the knowledge has been doled out sparingly. Mrs. Entwistle seems to be an expert and has been teaching select groups what she knows, probably in order to bring about the prophesied Demon Wars.”

“But to get to Mrs. Entwistle, it looks like you have to go through a bunch of Rollinses,” Colt said, speaking for the first time.

“Exactly,” Gavin confirmed. “I don’t think there’s any way around it. We’re going to have to take down the Rollins magical empire, once and for all. We dealt them a strong blow during the melee at the mansion, but they’re still out there causing all kinds of problems. We should really do what we can while they’re still somewhat disorganized. I just didn’t want to start a war without permission.”

Gavin gave his Alpha a cunning smile that made a few of the others around the table chuckle. Full-grown lions didn’t usually ask for permission for anything. Even when they had an Alpha as strong as Sam Kinkaid.

“I appreciate your discretion, Gavin,” Sam said, giving the younger man a grin. “And yes, I think you’re right about needing to clean house where the Rollinses are concerned. They’ve been a thorn in the side of our Clan time and time again. For what it’s worth, you have my permission to rumble with the Rollinses.” The smile ghosted across the Alpha’s lips once more, then disappeared. “Just be cautious. They’ve lasted this long because they’re both smart and powerful. They may be a bit disorganized since their Patriarch’s death, but don’t underestimate them.”

“I won’t,” Gavin promised, glad he had his Alpha’s blessing to wreak mayhem. He’d have done it anyway, but it was always good to have backup ready, should he need it.

“Anything else to report?” Sam asked Gavin before they moved on to others who needed to speak.

“Two more things. First, I have a bit of incomplete intel saying there’s a good chance Mrs. Entwistle is heading back to the Northeast. Possibly back to Long Island. She’s still got a lot of contacts there, even if she’s burned her bridges with the Marsh Witches,” Gavin reported.

“I’ll ask Liam if he can spare a few minutes to look into that,” Sam said, making a note on the legal pad in front of him.

They used pen and paper for operational security and burned the paper once they were done. It was the most secure way they’d found to keep their Top-Secret information secure.

“The second thing was an offer from Granny Tucker. She has a high-level student that she wants to come consult with the Clan. Her name is Claudia, and she’s some sort of metal-working mage. I’m not really sure what that entails. I met her briefly, and she’s a quiet woman. Tall. Pretty. Unassuming. But Granny says she packs a wallop magically and might be able to offer us some additional protections and insights. She’s taken on the role of instructor to the younger novices on Granny Tucker’s behalf, but Granny thinks it’s time for Claudia to take her place in the world and wants us to host her for a bit. She says Claudia can serve as a magic teacher for Colt and me, or in an advisory role to the Clan, in general. Granny wants you to call her when you have a minute to discuss it.”

Sam didn’t look happy about the idea but grumbled his agreement before making a note to call Granny Tucker, then moving on to the next item on the agenda. Gavin turned his gaze to Colt, who had jumped a little when the teaching of magic was mentioned. Like Colt, Gavin’s mother had also been a mage, and as a result, both of them had a whole magical legacy they’d never really delved into.

Of course, Colt was now mated to a powerful Demon Slayer who would probably help him discover the extent of his own magical abilities. Gavin didn’t really have that in his life. Neither mate nor anyone who could help him further train the magic that lived within his soul. He knew it was there, and he’d learned what he could from his mother, but he hadn’t developed his talents any further than that. Not yet. Maybe not ever. He couldn’t know for sure where his path in life might lead.

The meeting went on for a bit longer, but eventually, everything had been said and all reports heard. The group was dismissed with various tasks to perform, but as Gavin was about to leave the room with the others, Sam asked him to wait a bit.

“I’ve got a file in my office that you might need to read,” Sam said as he walked with Gavin out of the conference room.
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Intrigued, Gavin followed his Alpha into the big corner office of the Kinkaid business headquarters. This was the heart of the Kinkaid empire, both for the many businesses they owned and for the Clan. Everyone who worked on the executive floor was a member of the Clan and either a shifter of some kind or married to one. 

The Clan was made up predominantly of lions and selkies. A strange artifact of young love between an Irish lad and an African princess hundreds of years ago. Unwelcome in both their native lands, they fled to the New World and brought up their many children in their new homeland. The Clan had prospered in America, but it wasn’t until Sam had taken over and put his business degree to good use that they’d achieved the billions they commanded today.

Sam was a visionary, and one of the most powerful men in the world. Only other shifters knew his true nature, and only a few knew that he was the de facto leader of all lion shifters. Decades of bloody wars in Africa had decimated the lion shifter population there until only one white lion was left in the world. Sam Kinkaid.

Shifters believed that his white fur was a sign from the Mother of All that he was meant to lead. Just as the tigers had their white tiger king, so the lions had taken the white lion as their leader. Only, all the white lions in Africa had been killed in war. They didn’t like it, but they’d come to Sam and asked him to take up the mantle of Alpha over all lions. He hadn’t been too thrilled by the idea either, but he’d done his best to take the lions in hand and help them prosper.

Sam went to his desk and opened the file drawer, pausing a moment to find the right file. He pulled it out and straightened, handing the file to Gavin.

“I’ve been gathering intel on the Rollinses for a while. It’s not much, but there are a few things in there that might help. In particular, there’s a younger member of the family who has been seen rarely. Her name is Marigold. I don’t know what it is with the Rollinses and the flower names for their females.” Sam shook his head.

“I know what you mean,” Gavin agreed. “I know of her existence, but haven’t been able to find out much about her. The little I have observed doesn’t look good. They barely let her out of the house, and when she is seen in public, she’s always accompanied by relatives or retainers, and she never looks happy.”

“There is the possibility that she’s being kept under lock and key because she won’t cooperate with the family’s evil agenda. In that file, you’ll find a copy of the police report on her parents’ deaths. The case was never solved, but I have my suspicions that they were killed by their own family because they were somewhat vocal about not being in line with the late Patriarch’s goals. They were church-goers, in fact, and they took their young daughter with them. They lived apart from the rest of the family, and it wasn’t until their deaths that young Marigold was taken into the custody of her grandfather. After that, she disappears for a few years. She was homeschooled, and there’s barely any record of her until she reached adulthood. She doesn’t even have a driver’s license. It’s almost as if they were keeping her secluded at best, and at worst, she’s being held prisoner.”

Something about her story bothered Gavin on visceral level. He’d seen photos of the woman, and they’d always made him pause. There was something so vulnerable about her expression in every one of the rare photos he’d seen of her. Something that called out to some hidden part of his soul that he didn’t fully understand.

He couldn’t trust it. She had magic blood, even if she wasn’t a powerful witch like the others in her family. He didn’t really know what she could do, if anything. She hadn’t been in line with the other mages of the family to summon demons at the backyard gathering they’d broken up when Colt had come to town. Gavin wasn’t even sure she’d been on site that day. So many had fled, turning tail on their family and saving themselves. He didn’t know if she’d been among that number or had been absent entirely.

That was something he would probably have to find out. Somehow.

“So, is she friend or foe?” Gavin wondered aloud. 

Sam shook his head. “I have no idea. There’s not enough information about her to say one way or the other. I just wanted you to be aware. I’d hate to punish an innocent, if that’s what she really is, just for being born into the wrong family. As we know, there are a few good Rollinses out there.”

Gavin sighed heavily, tapping the closed folder on the desk. “Do you need this back, or can I keep it in my office for the time being?”

“Keep it. You know my policy. Only keep paper records for as long as you need them, then burn. We might lose a little data that way, but we won’t be hacked, and I dare anyone to try to get past us to snoop in our offices anytime of the day or night.” A feral grin passed briefly over the Alpha’s face.

He was right, of course. Nobody would get past the Clan’s security. Not when full-grown lions roamed the halls at night and the Clan bustled through the building during the day. Every one of their employees who worked in this building had been vetted, and nobody gained access without express permission of the Clan. Meetings with outsiders were held off-site or in the annex building that was the public-facing presence of Kinkaid Industries. Nothing important was kept in that building, and that’s where the majority of the human workforce did their thing.

Gavin thanked his Alpha again and retreated to his own office, farther down the hall. He worked out of the headquarters building, as did most of the Clan who worked in the business, but he didn’t have much to do with the day-to-day running of the various businesses. His role was in security, but it had more to do with the security of the overall Clan, rather than just the business locations.

Gavin was basically a troubleshooter that Sam could send on almost any kind of mission. His background as a soldier of fortune meant he had contacts all over the world, and not just in the business sector. He also had a nose for magic due to his mixed heritage. He might be on the young side when compared to the other special operators the Clan had in its ranks, but he was good at his job and had already proven himself to the Alpha and the others who were above him in the Clan’s hierarchy.

He’d even been instrumental in forging bonds with the three Kinkaid brothers who had been estranged from the Clan all their lives. Gavin had helped two of them during critical missions and had even traveled with Billy, the middle brother, to and from the fey realm. Nobody else in the Clan had ever been to faerie. At least nobody that was living today.

His wide experience, international and interdimensional contacts, his fighting skill and ability to think strategically had helped him overcome the stigma of having a magical parent in a Clan full of shifters. His new assignment, however, might bring him back in touch with his latent magical side. Hunting down Rollins mages was proving to be trickier than he’d anticipated, but maybe he’d refocus and work on the case of the mysterious Marigold Rollins.

Her name intrigued him. Her photo enchanted him. She was beautiful in an almost fey way, but she also looked scared and frail in a way that reached out to him from the surface of the glossy photo that was clipped to the first page of the file Sam had given him.

Gavin sat in his office and perused the file, taking in every last detail while his eyes kept going back to the photo he’d placed on his desk. It was clearly a surveillance photo that had been taken from a distance with a high-powered lens. A bit grainy, the image was still clear enough to show her delicate features and the haunted look in her deep-set eyes.

Her hips were too round for her to be called a waif, but her eyes held the kind of sorrow and fear that called out to his protective instincts. It could all be a ruse, of course. A cleverly designed look meant to achieve a desired result. Gavin had to be wary of being suckered by a pretty girl with pleading eyes. It could all be an elaborate act to catch the unwary.

Or not. Gavin would have to find out for himself. One way or another.

*


Three Days Earlier

Marigold Rollins was not a happy camper. Of course, she hadn’t been happy for many long years. Not since her parents were put to death by their own family. Mom and Dad hadn’t agreed with the direction the Patriarch was taking the family in toward the dark arts and black magic. They’d been good people with noble ideals that didn’t match with the rest of the family, and they’d paid for their beliefs with their lives.

Marigold would’ve died that day as well, if not for her power. As the daughter of two middle-level mages, she had won the genetic lottery and come out with a very high-level power. Only, after the trauma she had suffered, she couldn’t access it.

She’d been just a child when her parents had been killed right in front of her, struck down by the darkest of magic, their power stolen along with their lives. Sacrifices to the greed of the Rollins dynasty. That single traumatic event had scarred her for life, locking her own magic away, making it inaccessible, except in times of utmost duress.

When she was in pain or fear of her life, then the magic would come out, but it had been channeled in ways she didn’t consent to, or like, since she’d been a child. The remaining family had siphoned off her personal power. They’d used her like a battery cell to fuel their own magical workings. They’d kept her off balance and under lock and key, only taking her out when they needed her power to fuel some evil they had devised.

She was essentially a prisoner. A prisoner in a gilded cage, kept in the luxury of the Rollins mansion, with only the appearance of freedom. Nobody talked to her unless they wanted something from her. Nobody befriended her. Nobody really gave a damn about her except when they needed her power.

Her education, such as it was, had been achieved over the Internet with tutors the family paid to make sure she could at least read and write and hold a decent conversation, if necessary. After all, they wouldn’t allow a Rollins to appear as an imbecile in public, on the rare occasions they had to take her out and display her like a trinket. On those rare occasions, she was threatened into behaving.

One of her aunts might take her to the mall to buy clothes when she outgrew what she had. That had happened a few times over the years, and they were some of her most cherished memories. Seeing how other people lived in the real world, and not just over the television, was wondrous.

Eating food from the mall food court was a sensory explosion. Not that she wasn’t fed well by the Rollins family retainers, but fast food was never on the menu. Simple fare like cheeseburgers and French fries weren’t something that was ever served at a Rollins table.

But those memories, cherished as they were, were few and far between. Her most recent outing into the real world had been both a nightmare and a revelation. She’d been taken to an estate outside of Houston, where they had planned to use her power to fuel some diabolical strategy involving the summoning of as many demons as they could muster. Marigold hadn’t wanted to participate, but she never had any choice in the matter.

Luckily, they hadn’t gotten around to needing her power before the group of Rollinses were attacked. She’d thought maybe she could make a run for it, but her Aunt Petunia put the kibosh on that fledgling thought. Aunt Petty, supreme bitch that she was, had grabbed Marigold by the arm and hustled her into the back of a car before speeding away, leaving the rest of the family in the lurch.

Marigold’s small hope of finding help among the attackers faded as she watched out the back window of the vehicle speeding down the driveway. Only the finger-shaped bruise marks on her arm remained to remind her, for at least a few days, of the sight of the Rollins family under fire. Marigold had smiled in satisfaction even as they drove away, seeing the evil plan destroyed before her eyes.

“What are you smiling at, girl?” Aunt Petty had scolded her as they drove away, the chauffeur speeding onto the highway as if the hounds of hell were on his heels. After what the Rollins family had tried to do in the estate’s sweeping backyard, they very well might be.

Marigold knew enough not to answer. Talking back didn’t help her case and usually got her a smack in the face for her troubles. Still, she couldn’t help the little smile that kept wanting to peek through. The plan to summon demons had been disrupted in the most striking way possible.

She’d seen the horrors that had been conjured in the summoning circle. Then, she’d seen a small woman commanding spears of lightning to smite them all where they stood. That woman, whoever she was, was an inspiration to Marigold. She had stood against demons and come out the clear victor.

If she could do that, all on her own, using her own magical power, then maybe there was a chance for Marigold someday. If she could get control of her own inner magic, she might be able to stand up to her captors and free herself. All she had to do was overpower the guards and get herself off the estate, somehow.

She had tried any number of times over the years, but never with much success. Then again, she hadn’t really believed it was possible for one person to stand against so many with so much power. Then, she’d seen that one woman slay demons without breaking a sweat. So, maybe it was possible, after all.

Everybody had always said Marigold had more power than most of the Rollins mages. If that was really true, and she could access it for her own purposes, then she might just be able to get herself out of this terrible situation, once and for all. Seeing the Demon Slayer at work gave her hope.
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Marigold’s father had been Reginald Rollins, youngest son of the Patriarch. Her mother had been from another magical family, the Fletchers. Abigail Fletcher had fallen in love with Reggie when they were both in school together, being trained to use their mid-level mage powers. They’d both been sent off to a foster family who ran a mage school, and being away from their parents had allowed them to bond as two souls, meant for each other. 

Neither family had been happy to discover the alliance. The Fletchers were an old and moneyed magical family that didn’t overtly cross the line into the dark arts. The Rollinses, on the other hand, were infamous for the dark mages that sprang from the bloodline. Worst among them had been Reggie’s father, Jeremiah. He’d become the Patriarch of the family by killing his own siblings who wouldn’t play along, and he’d led the entire family down a very dark path.

When Marigold heard that Jeremiah had been killed in the action at the estate, she wanted to laugh with joy, no matter how sinister that might seem. Jeremiah had been the one to destroy her parents. He’d been the one to imprison her, and mold her power, and shape her tortured psyche, for his own use. Other members of the family might be the ones directly responsible for her day-to-day existence, but she knew at the heart of it all was Jeremiah. He was the one giving the orders. He was the one making decisions that affected her existence in every possible way.

She hated him. Her own grandfather and she detested his very existence. To find out he had died, and his plan to summon untold number of demons had failed utterly, brought Marigold intense satisfaction. Someone had finally stopped him. She was grateful to whoever had done it, and though she might never be able to repay it, she owed them a debt.

More hope. That’s what she had on hearing that her grandfather had finally been defeated. More hope that there were forces out there who could stand against the darkness. Her parents hadn’t been strong enough. Not on their own. But there were those out there, she now knew without a doubt, who could stand up to Jeremiah and those like him, and bring Light into the darkness.

It was her greatest wish that she might somehow find these people and help them in whatever way she could before she ceased to exist. For a long time now, she had known her days were numbered among the Rollins family. Jeremiah had been gearing up to some great magic workings that would drain her dry and leave her an empty shell, if she survived at all.

Marigold had truly believed that the day of the demon summoning might’ve been her last on Earth. She had heard Jeremiah’s plans. She knew that he intended to use every mage in the family to the last of their own strength, then they would use hers. Use it, abuse it, dry it up and exhaust it utterly. He’d wanted to prove himself to his Venifucus allies, and to do that, he had to do something really big. If he lost her as an asset in the process, he wouldn’t have cared. As long as he got what he wanted, which was to move up in the ranks of the Venifucus.

The evil bastard. He had imprisoned and tortured his own granddaughter for years, stealing her power. Jeremiah didn’t love anybody but himself. He might talk a good game about family and sticking together, but none of it was true. She had studied psychology in her self-directed university program. She knew what a psychopath was. She could see first-hand what narcissism did. And sociopathy. Examples were all around her in the Rollins family.

Aunt Petty had taken Marigold to one of the many family mansions scattered around the Houston area. Most of them had secure rooms that Marigold was well acquainted with. They weren’t dungeons, per se, but close enough for the modern era. At least they had television and Wi-Fi, though Marigold’s ability to communicate with the outside world was severely limited. However, she could access data pretty freely. The family didn’t want a nincompoop among its number, and there wasn’t much else for her to entertain herself with. Marigold was lucky, in a way, that she loved to read and learn.

“Get in there and don’t cause any trouble,” Aunt Petty had said, jerking Marigold by the arm and shoving her into one of the secured rooms in her own home.

Marigold didn’t fight. Didn’t object. She knew better than to put up a fuss. Petunia in a rage was a scary thing to behold, and she was damn close to it right now. Marigold’s best bet was to get away from her aunt and wait until things settled down.

She really wanted to know the full extent of the failure at the estate today, but she had very little access to that kind of information. Still, she fired up the computer in the room and searched for what little she could find about disturbances in the Houston area earlier that day.

What Marigold really wanted to do was next to impossible. While the family was in such disarray, she knew it was her best chance to get free of them. She wanted to run away, but she’d been locked in. Again.

If she’d had control over her own mage power, there would have been no lock in the universe that could hold her. But she had never been trained, and her power had been locked away by trauma, only surfacing when under duress. After that, it had been utterly controlled by the mages around her. They had locked her power down so tight that she couldn’t even test a ward by herself.

Of course, there were other ways, and she wasn’t sure if Aunt Petty had taken the time to put a magical ward on the door before she left. If she’d been so distracted as to not put a ward on the door, then the only thing holding Marigold in this suite was a mechanical lock. And, thanks to her wide-ranging studies, she knew how to pick those.

There was nobody in the house right now, except Aunt Petty and maybe the chauffeur. He might’ve been sent off to get other survivors of the melee at the estate, so it might just be her aunt. If so, Marigold might be able to avoid her and escape.

Considering the fact that she hadn’t expected to live past today’s activities, Marigold didn’t think she really had much to lose by trying. If she got caught, they would hurt her. Of course, if she stayed, eventually they would hurt her again too. Either way, she was in for some pain, and there was the added enticement that, if she actually succeeded, she might be free of them.

Marigold didn’t have many possessions, but she packed a small bag with a few things from around the room that she might be able to use while on the run. Wasting little time, she then set about picking the lock, gratified and a little amazed to find that her aunt had, indeed, forgotten to lay the magical ward on the door that would zap her if she managed to get past the mundane mechanical lock.

Marigold stepped over the threshold, holding her breath to see if she would be struck down by her aunt’s magic, but it didn’t happen. There was no ward. Marigold was free of her prison, for the moment. Now she had to get free of the house and then get off the grounds without drawing any attention. She wasn’t sure she could do it, but she had to try.

*


Five Days Later

“Gavin, you’re not going to believe this. There’s a Miss Rollins here to see you.” Amelia, the new receptionist at Kinkaid’s downtown satellite office poker head into Gavin’s security office.

Amelia’s eyes were wide and her expression one of disbelief. She was one of Gavin’s young cousins, given her first job for the family business, looking to work her way up and learn the ropes. She was a lioness with sharp maternal instincts to protect just about everyone who came under her care. When she grew up a bit more, she would be a force to reckon with, and everyone had thought putting her in Gavin’s office would be good experience for her.

“Did she give her first name?” Gavin asked.

“Marigold,” Amelia replied quickly.

Gavin shook his head, unsure what was happening. Had his quarry just walked into his office like a lamb to the slaughter? He’d been searching out information on Marigold Rollins for the past two days, without much luck.

“She looks pretty rough, boss,” Amelia volunteered.

“In what way?” Gavin asked, his eyes narrowing.

“Her clothes are dirty, and she looks like maybe she’s been sleeping outside. She’s kind of disheveled, but her eyes are clear. And scared. She looks desperate, to be honest, and she smells like bravado covering up fear.”

Amelia’s senses were as sharp as any lion shifter’s, and she had the added benefit of being both maternal and female. Her instincts and experience as a woman would help her evaluate another woman’s state of being better than any male. That was just the way of things. Gavin accepted her words at face value, but he’d make his own determination once he saw the woman in question.

“I guess you better send her in then,” Gavin said, standing behind his desk, just in case.

“Do you really think that’s wise, boss?”

“I’ve been looking for this woman, and she turns up on my doorstep. Now, that could just be a case of the universe laughing at me. It could be some sort of machination by the Rollins family. It could be just a huge coincidence. Or it could be the Mother of All taking a personal interest in our affairs. Whatever it is, I’m going to have to figure it out. To do that, I’ll need to speak with the woman and see what she says.”

Amelia shook her head, her eyes wide as Gavin went through all the possibilities. She was young—barely twenty—but she had good instincts, and with a little training and experience, she would go a long way. Gavin just hoped he was doing the right thing and that Amelia was learning proper and safe procedure from his actions. Only time would tell, he supposed.

“Escort her in, then go take a break. Give the Alpha a call and let him know what’s happening, please,” Gavin instructed.

If this was some sort of sneak attack, Gavin didn’t want Amelia caught in the crossfire. He also wanted somebody else to know what was going on, just in case. Amelia nodded, her expression as serious as Gavin had ever seen it. Then, she turned to usher Marigold into the office.

Amelia was professional and polite. She smiled at Marigold as the other woman crossed over the threshold into Gavin’s office, and his heart went out to her. She was thin and waif-like, with long hair that framed an elfin face. Her skin was pale, as if she didn’t get outside much, and her eyes were a lovely shade of cornflower blue. They were wide and weary as they met his gaze. She looked scared and uncertain, but she didn’t back down. He could respect that.

Her steps were a little shaky. She looked exhausted, as if she was on her last dregs of her energy. Those pretty blue eyes had dark circles underneath. She looked like she’d been through the wars, but she was also one of the most beautiful creatures he’d ever beheld. Gavin got a grip on his fanciful thoughts as Amelia escorted Marigold in.

“Can I get you any coffee or refreshments?” Amelia asked, her voice as gentle as Gavin had ever heard it.

“Why don’t you go down to the cafeteria and get us some sandwiches, Amelia, if you would be so kind, and something to drink. Ask the kitchen to put together a cart and ring me when it’s ready,” Gavin directed, wanting to get Amelia out of the office without any fuss. Just in case.

By the time the cart of food was ready, Gavin would have to make a decision about Marigold Rollins. Surely, by that time, if she was going to attack, she would’ve already done so. If not, then Gavin wanted to make sure the woman didn’t leave his office—if he decided to let her go—without having eaten something. She looked half-starved to his senses, and he felt a deep-seated need to make sure she ate.

He didn’t know where that was coming from, but it was instinctual. The lion that shared his soul was rumbling inside him, angry at the state of the woman before him. She was a shadow of the woman she should be. Pale, shaking with either fear or exhaustion, or maybe both, and on her last legs, if he was any judge.

“Please, take a seat, Miss Rollins. What can I do for you?” Gavin asked, trying to present a polite façade while his inner beast paced and rumbled in displeasure at her appearance.

Marigold didn’t so much sit down as she collapsed in the guest chair placed in front of his desk. Her eyes closed momentarily as she sat, and Gavin started to believe that this visit might be legitimate after all. She certainly didn’t look like she was in any state to launch an attack on him or anyone else. She looked more likely to swoon, and not in the romantic sense of the word.









